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In the land where Jealous Younger

fights its Variegated Twins,

And Night Breeze beckons Satyr

to exploit the Family Sins;

The Iroko-Man awakens

from the heart of tenant tree,

To bring forth the Nightly Terrors

where his Shadows spill in three

 


- Itinerant Yoruba Folktale (Year 1)

 


 


 


 


BOOK 1: GATHERING

 


CHAPTER 1

Just another Day in the Life …

Saturday, June 23, 2142

(L Minus 1076 Days)

 


“Prepare for hard break, Dr. Taylor.”

The veiled arctic sun cast a dull pallor
over the landscape. Disoriented, I found myself again lost amid a
sea of ice, with each block a world onto itself. It shifted with
each step, and the farther I went the more fractured my ground
became. And, as always, the ice spoke to me—moaning—like the final
breath from a dying friend. I looked down and saw the dark fissures
opening, offering entry into the depths of hell itself.

“Dr. Taylor, please acknowledge.”

There I was, clinging to my sheet of ice. My
legs refused my command to move, and I had no desire to retreat. I
was trapped; but slowly waking, I realized my trap was of my own
dream’s making. Sleep will be a welcome relief when it comes again,
as long as I can avoid that damn sheet of ice.

I suddenly recall where I am and snap out of
my slumber. “Acknowledged, Captain,” I reply. “Thanks for the
warning.”

You see, I’ve been having those dreams for
five years now. In clinical terms, it is called loss of self
control. In my mind, it is called a bad night’s sleep. I should
know; I’m a professional. No, not a professional sleeper, but a
professional psychiatrist. It’s my job to get inside people’s
heads. Determine what makes them tick. Evaluate the tone of that
ticking. Determine why

it’s ticking. Decide if the ticking is a
bomb or a simple biological clock.

“Shedding velocity in five …”

I’ve been doing that all my professional
life, which a few weeks ago exceeded my pre-professional biological
life. That’s a landmark day by the way—a time when you can enjoy
watching your children run around the yard more than chasing after
them. An understanding between you and your spouse that spontaneity
now means planning dinner only six hours before you get hungry.

“… four …”

I am disturbed that I missed the actual
turnover day. I was born … 18,912 days ago, which puts me about
three–quarters of a year over fifty–one Standard Earth years. I use
Standard Earth years because that was where I was born and where I
spend most of my time. Martian years are longer by 322 days. I
would be younger if I was from Mars—but I will let you do the math.
I would be younger still if I were born and raised on the Titan
outpost of Satan’s Gate orbiting Saturn, young enough that I would
actually only be approaching my second celebratory orbit around our
far-distant sun. But no one could claim that birthright yet.

“… three …”

So, getting back to my lost anniversary, my
first day of work occurred 9,481 days ago, which means I should
have done the math a month ago to prepare for it. Then I could have
celebrated in real style. I told my wife about my landmark
revelation before I went to bed last night, but it will take a
couple hours for her to receive my message at the speed-of-light
comburst package and another couple hours for me to hear her reply,
assuming she answers immediately of course. By then I will be
nearly a day closer to my fifty–second birthday and that much
farther from my work “half-life” anniversary date … and that much
farther from my wife.

“… two …”

I think I know what her answer will be
anyway.

“… one …”

Funny what you think of when you are trying
to get your mind off impending death.

“Here we go, Doc. Brace yourself.”

Faint vibrations precede the shock of
reversing engines, now firing rhythmically like distant cannon
shots. The vibrations transmit a faint buzz from the deck through
my body seconds before the ship smashes against the momentum of its
forward flight. Its nuclear thrust is fighting against millions of
tons of mass falling toward a planetary well. I become conditioned
like a Pavlov dog to the bell: feel the tingle; fear the coming
shock. When will this ever end?

“Hard-break firing concluded.”

I take solace in the fact that the worst of
the breaking maneuvers are over. I sit up, alone in my cabin. It is
a partition within a small living space, sitting in a bubble of
steel perched on the end of a shaft revolving lazily around the
axis of our ship. Outside our bubble world is a darkness that had
surrounded me and my two companions for eight months of an outward
leg of a roundtrip journey. Nine months, one way, with a month yet
to go. The span of time a human cultivates within its womb, like we
within ours.

“Orbital insertion will occur in forty–five
days, Doctor. Sporadic decel pulses will continue until then.”

… But not completely
over, I realize. “Okay, Captain, got it.” My bubble
shakes again; the floor falls and my head spins as the deceleration
begins to fight the spin of our small world. My eyes open in terror
as my hands reach out for any helpful purchase. Ugh … what the hell am I doing
out here?

Once again I’m torn from the momentary peace
my calming place provides, and for the thousandth time I tear my
trembling cheek from the cold grip the icy surface holds.

The engine’s roar deafens me as we continue
to brake.

Get a hold of yourself:
Mind off mission … mind off mission. I silently repeat
my engrained mantra over and over again until my breathing levels
and my beating heart calms. It’s only a
dream, right? Sure ….

Physician, heal thyself.

Yet again I find myself in need of an escape
from reality. I call to my synthetic personal assistant. “Jennifer,
I’m jacking in.”

“Where you last left off, Dr. Taylor?”

“Yes, please.”

 


* * *

 


Deep-Space Agent Zecks stumbled into
the tiny bridge from the sleeping quarters on his small, one-person
deep-space exploration scout. It had been a rough night for DSA
Zecks. After an evening of drowning his sorrows in a bottle of
fermented mercada fruit, his gorgeous deep-emerald skin was closer
to the shade of a faded pistachio. As a result, his wedge-shaped
head throbbed in time to the blinking lights on his console.
One-two-three … pause … one-two-three …. Oh, Lords
of Emaldi, why did I drink so much? He was sure he
would have lost all his faculties had he not subjected his body to
an evening of mind-numbing abject debauchery. But his morale had
sunk so low he was fearful of suicide, so he gladly traded a
morning of temporary pain for an increase in his base
morale.

He sank into his captain’s chair and
initiated the automated search pattern to scout out the new star
system his craft just entered.

Zecks had been in vacant space continuously
now for over three years without a planetfall, serving time on his
current mission to discover new life and planets suitable for
colonization for his Farmorian race. He began his journey ten years
ago. In that time he had catalogued 142 star systems, discovered 15
planets suitable for colonization, and 51 new sapient
species—allying the Farmorians with 32 of them, but starting 8
interstellar wars in the process. He had collected over ten billion
solars for the five colonies attributed to him so far, three
trillion solars in mineral discovery revenues, and bedded
twenty–one alien females of various sizes, shapes, and color.

His last port of call was three years ago in
the Maroon Nebular Trifate, where he spent twenty–five glorious
days on Pleasure Planet Number Nine, the most popular layover
planet for the Trifate Trading Consortium. But since those happy
times, every stellar system he explored turned out to be barren
wasteland, and he wondered why he bothered to continue through the
black of space.

Hence the empty bottle of fermented mercada
fruit.

An alarm sounded from his console.
Shaking the cobwebs from his beating head, he realized his
intuition level should be much higher before attempting contact
with a new race. So, rather than lose all the progress he had
accumulated in the session so far, Zecks reached up and threw a
switch, saving yet another episode of Virtual Universe II.

 


* * *

 


I stretch the kinks out of my back and
inhale a lungful of air in a satisfying yawn, having battled the
terrors of our ship’s breaking maneuvers for six hours straight. I
turn away from my virtual reality game avatar of Deep-Space Agent
Zecks to yet again face the mundane realities of my corporal being.
So, where was I?

As you may have guessed, I am far from
Mother Earth; but as you will soon learn, not as far as I will be
in four years’ time. I find myself in a moderately large but very
efficient spacecraft vectoring down to prepare for an orbital
insertion around Titan, one of Saturn’s more important moons. It is
a valuable moon for our planetary Mother because of a discovery
made there 138 years ago. Back at the start of the twenty–first
century, we confirmed that Titan is a cold, orange, strange place
with liquefied lakes of methane and ethane. Great clouds of foggy
methane float through the nitrogen atmosphere about twenty
kilometers above the moon, raining the liquid hydrocarbons down
onto the spongy and crusty surface and flowing through dendritic
drainage channels all the way to the larger lakes. Most of the
lakes are clustered around the frigid southern pole of Titan where
temperatures of negative 179 degrees are found. I have often asked
scientists why it is simply not stated as negative 180. Could
anyone actually discriminate that final degree? So far I have only
received unprintable answers.

Mother had a good run. Now, don’t get me
wrong, it’s still running strong. But the apple simply shines less
than it used to. Seems like every generation since Eve took the
first taste, the apple is a mite more tarnished than the one picked
by their parents. But I think we have justification to claim the
current tarnished crown. You see, people just can’t seem to get
along with one another, no matter what the psychiatrists—or the
politicians who think they are psychiatrists—try to do to correct
it. The past hundred years is a case in point. I was born in the
small town of Salina. It is smack-dab in the middle of the largest
continent of the Western Protectorate. Don’t ask me what we are
protecting ourselves against, although I will probably tell you
that anyway.

Our mega-nation extends from the North Pole
to half of the Antarctic along the Western Hemisphere. It also
includes the British Isles, South Africa, Japan, Australia and the
Pacific Islands. I think it is a fun place to live, but I must
admit that I’m a bit biased. We’ve done pretty well, and we
actually get along fairly well with the Sino-European Union. Like
they say, misery loves company.

Then there’s the Caliphate. I’d
like to think that it is a fun place
to live too. The Caliphate incorporates all of the old Middle East,
the southern part of the Ukraine, Turkey, the other half of
Antarctica, and all of Africa except for its southern tip. It is
starting to close in on Indonesia too. It hopes to gain more of the
world until it has it all. Over the past ten decades, Muslims from
the WP and S-EU have been “encouraged” to migrate back to Caliphate
lands. Although certainly not a popular initiative, it has been
largely successful, considering the present political
climate.

New Israel now occupies South Africa as part
of the Western Protectorate. They probably would have been much
more secure had they agreed to relocate to Australia like we
suggested, but then they would have had a much harder time fighting
against their old enemies. We had to give them something to
enjoy.

And that leads us as to why Titan is now so
interesting. The Caliphate controls most of Mother’s remaining
heavy energy supplies, although we have been successful so far in
keeping a nuclear capacity out of the Caliphate’s hands. Our
greatest test was in 2034 when India overran Pakistan and
Afghanistan in the final Taliban push, thus taking over Pakistan’s
nuclear arsenal and becoming Free India in the process. But that is
the one thing we infidels have been good at so far—bombing
Caliphate nuclear facilities back into stone at their first sign of
advancement. Of course, that hasn’t done much for lessening the
tensions between us for the past 150 years, but that’s what we will
continue to do, at least until the extremists lose power—if they
ever do. But that would have to be taken up in another story.

Thankfully, most everyone’s vehicle now runs
on hydrogen, but there are still many industries that utilize
petroleum as their main energy supply. Plus, there’s the entire
petrochemical industry we have come to rely on to give us our
plastics and lubricating jellies. So, we have nuclear and they have
the remaining terrestrial petroleum supplies. We could have gone on
begging for our share, but the Protectorate and the Sino-EU decided
that the inhospitable hydrocarbon world of Titan, nearly 1.2
billion kilometers away, was easier to deal with. Now, we have
never-ending convoys of massive liquefied gas haulers bringing the
super-cold gas to our colonies on Mars, Luna, and Mother,
processing the hydrocarbons as the product is flown back in. Oh,
and by the way, I am on one of those ships, as a lonely passenger,
slotted within that never-ending convoy.

The LG haulers are the first of a new class
of spacecraft designs utilizing the long-anticipated Augmented
Ramjet One-g Engine. They abbreviate it AROE, and they tell me
ancient fighter pilots would have pronounced it like “arrow”. I
guess they talked strange back then. I’m not a rocket scientist,
but they tell me the one-g ramjet (augmented) provides the solution
the human race has been waiting for all its collective history to
harness the wonders of our meager solar system and a few scattered
systems beyond.

Being a shrink, I have had medical training,
so I fully understand why the “one-g” is important to us fragile
beings. We can live in a one gravity environment; in fact, we
rather enjoy the experience and bask in its comfort. It’s an easy
concept to grasp; simply stated it is the gravitational experience
we feel on the surface of Mother. But when we are in a vehicle
accelerating at fast speeds, we experience more gravity. I always
laugh when I see those ancient pictures of our first astronauts in
those spinning things with faces drawn back like putty. That is
gravity acting on their skin … and their internal organs. You see,
the faster you accelerate, the more g’s are exerted. It’s not
really the speed, but the acceleration that gets to you.

We can survive ten g’s—barely—and can
even work for short amounts of time in three g’s. But for long
periods, one g is unquestionably preferred. Maybe I should tell you
that one g of acceleration is 9.8 meters per second per second, or
in other words you go almost ten meters faster each second than you
were going previously. The human body can feel normal if they are
in a ship with a constant acceleration of 9.8 meters per second per
second, so that is why it is called a one-g ship.
Voila! Before you realize it, the
ship uses that constant rate of acceleration and can ramp up to
approach the speed of light.

But that is a barrier we have yet to figure
out how to break. We thought we had it all figured out a
hundred-some years ago when they thought they clocked neutrinos
zipping along faster than light, but their instruments just weren’t
accurate enough to prove what they thought they saw. Oh well; maybe
some other day we will crack that nut.

It’s weird, but even though you accelerate
constantly in a one-g ship, you only approach 0.99 percent c, which
is the speed of light, and you just go on adding more nines behind
the decimal. Like I said, I’m not a rocket scientist so it remains
weird to me. So if the voyage is long enough, you spend the first
half accelerating at one-g and the other half decelerating at one-g
in the opposite vector. I hated vectors in university, so I will
avoid talking about that. The bottom line is that it allows us to
go fast as hell, which we needed to do so we could drive around the
local neighborhood.

You may have asked yourself where we get all
the energy to do this. Well, we got this big scoop on our ship with
some new-fangled magnets that gathers stray hydrogen acting as
reaction mass for boron-proton fusion. They tell me the mass stream
shoots out and away we go. I guess I’ll believe the physicists even
though I can’t see it with my own eyes.

So why am I here? I’m here to visit with a
driller/miner out in the fringes of the solar system, here to see
her work in her natural environment: an environment as deadly as it
is strange. But I have no one to blame for my predicament but
myself. It was I who suggested you can’t determine the true nature
of a person unless you observe them first hand. You’d think I was
smarter than to suggest something as idiotic as that. Again, I
think I know what my wife would say. So, I’m here to see if any
little bombs are ticking within the mind of that young miner who
volunteered for a job even more difficult than what she is
currently doing … a job that will begin three years from now. It’s
important for me to determine that—not only for the sake of
humanity, but for the sake of my family as well. You see, I also
volunteered for that difficult job, and in so doing also
volunteered my family.

And that’s what I’ve been doing for the past
five years, insecure dreams and all. You may be wondering how a
psychiatrist, of all things, is feeling so insecure. We are the
cornerstone of all civilized behavior, are we not? But what I’m
facing for the remainder of my life—which with any luck has yet to
reach the half way-point anniversary—would make anyone on Mother,
Luna, Mars, or at Satan’s Gate for that matter, hopelessly
insecure.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 2

A Step into Hell

Friday, August 10, 2142

(L Minus 1028 Days)

 


“Shuttle One, you are clear
for departure.” The static-filled voice of the
Operations Officer on the shuttle-carrier in orbit over Titan
echoes in my ears as I sit in the back of the small craft. Did I
mention I have a slight problem with claustrophobia? Seems to be a
mite worse when I experience impending fears of death, such as when
I’m trapped inside a metal box hurling toward the closest
approximation of hell the human race has yet encountered, which
validates the concept of cold as hell by the way. That’s when the
walls contract even more than usual.

“Thank you Orbit Control, we are
proceeding down.” The voice of the shuttle pilot comes to me from
the front of my metal coffin, his shuttle having recently docked
with LG-153 to pick me up. I
wonder briefly if anyone would have noticed if I’d stayed in my
cabin when he came to get me. Probably, I
guess ….

“Hey, Doc, we are separating now.” That’s
our pilot again.

Along with the pilot and me, there is an
attractive co-pilot. I’d look a little closer at her except that I
am happily married and she must be thirty years my junior.

“Okay, thanks for the warning,” I shout
back, for what good the new-found knowledge will do. I peer out of
the small porthole.

The view is distorted along the edges of the
thick transparent pane and provides a rainbow of ghost images of
the local solar system. After a second or two I realize I can only
look directly through the window to see anything near normally. And
the normal view I see is of a crescent Saturn in its glorious
blossom of tans, yellows, and browns in swirling bands of lazy
clouds. The ancient Romans dedicated harvesting time to the god of
reaping, whom they called Saturn. And appropriately so, for our
most breathtaking planet was named after the god with his sickle,
long before they had the tools to see he possessed one. Reaching
out to us, I see Saturn’s sickle slicing the vacuum of space and
harvesting what was most important to us now.

The shuttlecraft lurches as it
separates from LG-153, forcing
my fingers to dig a little deeper into my armrests. I feel my head
vibrate within my helmet as we accelerate away from the LG hauler.
I glance up at the attractive co-pilot and notice her body shaking
at the same frequency as my head. Realizing what parts of her I am
looking at, I blush and turn away, realizing the rest of the
shuttle is shaking too.

“This is Shuttle One. We are away.” The
pilot looks at his co-pilot and nods, silently affirming what he
had just proclaimed. My life is in the hands of these two young
people and I realize I don’t even know their names.

“Roger, Shuttle One; you are in the pipe and
may proceed to the surface. The gods are with you.”

Saturn and Titan are what he
means. I hope they are friendly gods
today.

“Affirm,” the pilot responds. “Leaving LG
Control and acquiring Satan’s Gate. Satan’s Gate Control, do you
copy?”

Chilled silence returns.

“Satan’s Gate Control, this is Shuttle One;
do you read?” This is the first time I notice a waver in the voice
of my young, cocky pilot. It does not make me feel confident.

A piercing burst of static replies,
with a barely understandable voice lost in the middle.
“Shut’ … One. This …’s Gate Control. Read you
three of five. … ’ceed down.”

“Say again, Satan’s Gate. Did you advise
‘proceed down’?”

“Affirm’tive, Shut … One.”

“Roger; calc touchdown minus 43.2 minutes …
mark.”

I hear more static return with
confirm thrown into the mix. I
realize my companions need to concentrate on what they’re doing,
but I need to ask anyway. “Is this normal?”

“Don’t you worry none, Doc. We get this all
the time.” This is the first time the co-pilot speaks to me, and
her voice is as pleasant as I expected, with a homey Texas drawl.
“We’ve cyclonic winds down there, chock full of every hydrocarbon
you can imagine. Frozen gasoline particles the size of snowballs is
spinning through the atmosphere. Plays havoc with communication,
and all. Understandin’ sixty percent from ’em ain’t bad
a’tall.”

“Oh.” I’m able to get a single word
out of my throat, and thankful for that. I’m sure I don’t
sound that stupid.

“We’ll have shutdown in forty–five minutes.
Then you can relax. Meantime, enjoy the sights.”

“Thanks.” Yep, I sound like a real pro.

As I watch my fellow travelers throw
switches and turn knobs, while I
do absolutely nothing to keep us alive, I observe crescent
Saturn slowly disappear into Titan’s thick, orange atmosphere. I
have trouble recalling the last time I saw anything other than
stark black outside a window, and the new visage of orange, yellow,
and gold is blinding to my eyes. The cloud banks, getting thicker
by the minute, develop a life of their own. The angular
shuttlecraft, instead of slicing smoothly through, bucks and jerks
worse than any airplane I had ridden before.

Anticipating my next question, my lovely
co-pilot continues. “An’ this is normal too. It’ll get worse when
we hit the snowball layer though.”

“What about the entry friction?” I shout
over the rattling noise of the shuttle. I try to sound just a
little bit intelligent. “Won’t that set the entire atmosphere on
fire?” All I can picture is the sparks and flames from reentry
vehicles returning to Mother; and with an atmosphere full of
gasoline ….

“Nah … hasn’t happened yet,” she replies.
“Not ’nuff oxygen here t’ light up; ’sides, pressure-temperatures
are all wrong. ’Course, there’s always a first time for everything,
right, Doc?”

“I guess ….” I
guess? Yeah, a real pioneer I am.

I hear a small laugh, but it’s
kind-hearted.

“No problem, Doc. This’ll be the forty–third
time I’ve passed through the oil field. Never changes ’round here.
Two hundred degrees below ’n’ winds blown clear up yer ass; beggin’
yer pardon.”

She doesn’t look old enough to have made
that many trips to Titan. It takes a special kind to be out here,
but then again, that’s exactly why I’m here.

The young lieutenant is right, though. It
does get worse in the snowball layer. Just as I think the methane
clouds are as thick as they can get, we hit the atmospheric layer
with just the correct physical characteristics for the hydrocarbon
sludge to form fist-sized snowballs of frozen petrochemicals.

Whipped along by the turbulent atmospheric
winds in excess of 150 kph, our rapidly descending box of a shuttle
pings along as if it were a rusty tool in the center of a
sand-blaster.

“If you listen real close, Doc, you kin hear
classical music.”

“None like I’ve heard before, Lieutenant,” I
reply. Other than VR games, listening to the classics is my
favorite pastime, which may be why she brought it up. The talk of
the ship to Orbit Control must have been of the strange passenger
who soaked himself in odd melodies at the strangest of times. But
it kept me sane.

An appreciation of classical music is
similar to the flavor of red wine in a bottle; it develops with
age. And like wine, for some people, the classics help them cope
with the difficulties of life. I run hot and cold choosing who my
favorite composer is. I think it depends on my general mood.
Lately, I was depending on Beethoven to get me through my rough
patches. Fate seemed to be pulling me farther and farther away from
where I saw myself heading twenty years ago. And I could not ignore
the fact that fate was not kind to Beethoven. “This sounds more
like a hailstorm from inside a tin house.”

“Yeah, just like I said.” The lieutenant
jabs her partner with her elbow and continues handing me grief.
“This place makes its own music. Wait ’til you get to the surface.
They’s banshees out there; wait ’n’ see. Spooky.”

Spooky is not quite the description I would
have used. As we approach the surface, about five klicks up, I see
a landscape that is strangely alien yet very familiar.

After all the exploration the human race
accomplished throughout the entire solar system, Titan remained the
only other world besides Mother with liquid lakes and oceans.
Forget that the liquid is composed of a sludge of hydrocarbons,
with some water and other exotic chemicals thrown in—from this
vantage point the branch-like rivers emptying into circular lakes
is the most terrestrial of scenes to be found anywhere else in our
system. Lakes of varying sizes dot the landscape from horizon to
horizon, more reminiscent of northern Minnesota or Siberia. A vast,
marshy swampland devoid of shadow greets my eye. It is covered in
an eternal, thick, orange smoggy haze, and the land is equally
orange. In fact, the clouds in the atmosphere are nearly chemically
identical to the polar surface, other than it becoming
progressively thicker until you could eventually walk on it, at
least in some places. This moon often snows hydrocarbon flakes down
to the surface, and would have buried itself in massive sheets of
solid and frozen sludge if not for the incredible tidal forces from
nearby Saturn tearing up and continually refreshing the landscape,
and also keeping the rivers and lakes largely devoid of ice.

The shuttle banks to the left as we follow
the Novaya Zemlya facula on the ground. The small, bright
protrusions of Titan landscape, named after Earth archipelagos,
serve as approach beacons for our descending shuttle. They lead us
to our destination target, the Saraswate Crater, where Satan’s Gate
is located. Named after the Hindu goddess of Knowledge, this will
be my home for the next couple days.

For a hundred years, scientists conjectured
that Titan was the place extraterrestrial life would be found.
Reminiscent of primordial Mother, although much colder, biologists
were certain Titan harbored simple, multi-cellular life. But this
swamp world holds no life. The only life—or even fossil life—we
have seen in all our travels resides on Mother Earth. Now, life on
Titan comprises fifty–six hearty souls from Mother, stationed in a
small habitat dubbed Satan’s Gate, pumping vast quantities of
sludge up to an energy-hungry world.

“Shuttle One, you have the ball for
touchdown.”

Now that we had passed through the thick
Titan atmosphere, the signal from the surface is much clearer.

Our pilot responds. “Thank you, Satan’s
Gate. Contact in 195 seconds; Bay Area B.”

“Confirmed ….”

“Get ready Doc. In three minutes, you’ll be
visitor number 243 to land on Titan.”

“Thanks for the info, Lieutenant.” I would
have thought more had made the trip to this world. Maybe my name
will be inscribed on a plaque, although I expect to make an even
shorter list in a few years.

“After we land, be sure t’ stay firmly on
the raised platform from the Bay to the habitat airlock. Only ’bout
a tenth of the surface here at the South Pole is solid enough to
walk on in these parts, and one misstep will bury you in several
decameters of sludge. We’d never find you again.”

“I’m glad you’re so concerned, Lieutenant,”
I reply.

“Well, the paperwork would be a real bitch.
Got more important things t’ do.”

We finally land on the shuttle bay and the
engine powers down. My beating heart thanks me.

“Soon’s we swap LG Tanks, we’ll be off
again. Half an hour at most. Enjoy your stay. We’ll be back for ya
in three days, Standard. Stay outta trouble in the bars. I hear the
cathouses here suck big time, but not in a good way.”

“Good advice,” I reply. “By the way, what
are your names?”

“Pilot here’s Jonesy; call sign Eagle.” The
silent pilot nods his greeting to me.

“And I’m Spaulding. Jeannette.”

“And what’s your call sign, Lieutenant
Spaulding?” I ask.

“Wild Thing,” she replies with a wink.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 3

A Weekend at Satan’s

Later that Day

 


Lieutenant Spaulding was right. I think
there are banshees on Titan.

It takes five minutes to walk the fifty
meters from the shuttle to the habitat airlock. Thank the Roman
gods they put railings on the walkway. It’s one those metal plating
jobs with the diamond holes, meant to allow ice to drop through.
Trouble is—I don’t think they told Titan ice it was supposed to
behave that way. The walkway is covered in a thick sheet of
material that could easily pass for a raspberry slushy with a rind
of ice. Once you depend on tracking along the slippery surface—not
easy to begin with—you fall through and catch your toe under the
icy cap. Bust your foot up and start again.

Did I mention the wind? It doesn’t
matter which way you go—the wind will be in your face for twenty
seconds a minute no matter which direction you travel. It’s like
being in the eye of a small tornado … that follows you. To top it
all off, the air is thick with more raspberry slushy, smattering
your E-suit and covering your faceplate. Is
there such a thing as the Raspberry Doughboy? I think
maybe I am he. My fingers become good windshield wipers; good, that
is, whenever I’m not holding on to the railing for dear
life.

But dear life remains with me as I finally
reach the habitat and cycle through the airlock.

I spend an additional five minutes in
the decon spray, sending my slushy back to its friends outside
before I seriously consider un-suiting. By then, a couple
ETs—environmental techs, not extraterrestrials—show up to help me
along. As I finally enter the vestibule, I feel the distant
vibration of the shuttle take off back to a rendezvous with
LG-153. Eagle and Wild Thing would
deliver the spherical tank of raw LG, wait a couple days for the
tank they just brought down to fill up here on the surface, and
return for it, and thankfully for me too.

Wow. Fifteen minutes in Satan’s Gate and I’m
already planning my escape.

The vestibule is pretty much what anyone
with any space experience would expect: shiny steel walls with
reinforcing girders. Imagine an operating room built by and for
construction workers. That is the blueprint for all habitats
throughout the solar system. Frills in space—or Titan for that
matter—are not only costly, but dangerous. The human race needs to
bring nitrogen and oxygen with them wherever they go. And the ratio
needs to remain near 78:21 percent to keep us happy, with a
controlled one percent of various inert gases. But carpet, paint,
wallpaper, and—well frills—all have one thing in common. They have
organics that play havoc with air scrubbers and can only be
afforded in measurable increments in personal spaces. Vestibules,
laboratories, cafeterias, and all the other public spaces are
therefore not to cut into the skimpy allotment for personal
niceties. Impersonal would be a good way to describe the common
areas.

Oh yeah, the banshees Lieutenant Spaulding
mentioned …. The habitat needs to be airproof to retain our
precious atmosphere, but that does not necessarily make it
soundproof. The beating wind does howl like a banshee here. No
better way to describe it. Women’s screams, skinned felines, dying
canines, and lamenting men … you name it, you can hear them all as
they pass by, condemned to a death-long sentence in eternal
hell.

Thank you, Wild Thing, for embedding that
image in my mind. I owe you one.

“Dr. Taylor?” A grizzled drill foreman
serving his term as the supervisor of the devil’s residence is
looking at me.

You expect someone else to
come here visiting this crap-hole? “Yes,” I reply
politely, putting aside my sarcastic thoughts. “Don McKinney, I
presume?”

“So, you’re here to steal my best
tool-pusher, huh?”

“I’m here to evaluate her application.
Almost sounds too good to be true, from what I’ve read.”

“True enough. Cat’s one of the best I’ve
ever had on my crew—Mars, asteroids, or anywhere else. Here t’
tell, I hope she fails your little test.”

“That’s pretty good praise,” I reflect.

“That’s a fact.” The foreman remains silent
for a few seconds before continuing. “Hope she gets what she wants,
I guess. She deserves a turn for a new life. She packed some hard
times in that short life of hers so far.” He stares vacantly for a
moment.

“You think the plan will work?” he asks,
changing the subject.

“Hope so … I’m betting my and my family’s
life on it.”

“So you’re on The Project too. If I wasn’t
so old, might consider it myself. Project still on schedule?”

I nod. “The superstructure for
the Cherryh is about halfway
complete at ISS2. Some inevitable delays, being she’s at the
International Space Station, but we’ll have her ready in time.” I
don’t bother mentioning the accelerated schedule few people without
the proper clearance knows about.

“Bold undertakin’, that is. So, you’ll wanna
meet Cat soon, I expect.”

“Yes, I would. Maybe get settled in real
quick, and then set up an interview.”

“She’s on her way back now. We were
expecting you, of course, but she did have a few things she needed
to finish up for the shuttle run. She still has a job here, you
know.”

“I appreciate that. Mr. McKinney, I promise
not to get in your way. This is your show.”

I can see his appreciation.

“Call me Donnie; my friends do. Stealing Cat
will be getting in my way. But I’ll forgive you.”

McKinney looks around the room. “Easley!
Show Dr. Taylor to his quarters. Give him room Q-21. Show him the
comforts along the way.”

“Thank you, Sir.” I reach out to shake his
hand. I flinch as I notice his paw is as big as a bear’s, but I’m
relieved his grip does not crush my offered hand.

“’S all right. Donnie, now …. You
bein’ on The Project and all, I’ll ask that you look after my
Cat.”

With that, McKinney turns briskly and heads
out of the room to be replaced by someone I suspect to be named
Easley.

“If you would, Dr. Taylor?” A middle-aged
wisp of a man holds out his arm, loosely pointing to a corridor in
the opposite direction of McKinney’s exit.

“First time on Titan?”

“Yes,” I reply. “How long you been
here?”

“Just began my second tour last week. Been
here straight.”

“Tours here are three years long,
right?”

“Yep.”

“You must like it here if you’ve stayed that
long,” I observe.

“Eh, all right, I guess. E-pay makes up for
it. Saving up for hard times t’ come.”

A pessimist … or maybe a realist.

I have no trouble following Easley
through the hatchway and into the connecting corridor. As I watch
him proceed, I notice a pronounced limp to his walk, even with the
reduced gravity. On further observation, I notice his left leg is
about two centimeters shorter than his right. Strange to have a cripple working on a remote habitat,
I think. Safety regulations prohibit that for the sake of all
personnel. I’ll need to ask McKinney about
that.

“Well, Doctor?” Easley asks.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Easley, I was day-dreaming.
What did you say?”

“I said, ‘if you are hungry, grub will be
served in an hour.’ The cafeteria is near your room. Do you want to
see your room and then go to the mess hall?”

“Yes … I’m sorry, that would be fine.”

“Okay. Q-21 is about ten doors down and to
the left. Swipe your ID cube and you can input a security code once
you re-close the door. Follow the hall a little farther and you’ll
see some of the crew gathering near the mess. I’ll meet you there
at eighteen–hundred.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “I can find my way
now.”

Easley nods and limps back toward the
vestibule.

 


* * *

 


I don’t have much with me, so it only
takes a couple minutes to unpack my gear. I settle down at the tiny
desk with my bed crowding me on one side and the bathroom door
pushing me on the other. I put on Beethoven’s Pastoral in the background and insert the data
cube into the reader to begin reviewing my notes on Penelope
Caitlin.

 


Tool-pusher at Satan’s Gate. 35. Working for
McKinney Drilling for ten years on Mars, asteroids, and now Titan;
refused promotions to management three times to remain on work
crew. Met husband on crew, who died in an accident in asteroid belt
after eight months of marriage. She is of medium build, strong and
muscular, but feminine. Hair buzzed short, one ear full of
earrings. One tattoo on left shoulder, rumored to extend along
breast and down to waist. Born on Mars; never been to Mother. Came
to Titan two years after husband died. Present position—one
year.

 


I access Tech Ref and highlight
“Tool-pusher”. The screen changes to reveal the meaning:

 


Occupation: drilling industry. Tool-pushers
are in charge of keeping a drill rig, or rigs, supplied with
necessary tools and equipment. They coordinate activity with upper
management and others on the drill crew. May also administratively
support crew with paperwork, payroll, benefits, etc. Position often
begins as a drill helper and works up after several successful
years.

 


I access her personnel folder and
refresh my memory on some of her finer details. Two years of
college and then dropped out with an A average. IQ of 183.
Substantial savings in her account. No dealings with the law;
background check still pending but whistle-clean so far.
So she’s brilliant, ten years of outstanding job
reviews, but appears to be an underachiever.

I stare blankly at her holo for five
whole minutes. She must have volunteered just to break free; start
a new life, as McKinney suggested. Nothing
wrong with that, I suppose.

I notice my right index finger tapping
the desktop of its own volition. The remaining fingers pick up
the Pastoral, a piece of music
putting the listener closely in touch with nature ….

Beethoven began writing his Symphony No. 6
in 1807, about half way through his troubled life. During this
time, he went on many walks in the countryside and always had his
notebook with him. It was on one of these walks when he found his
inspiration for the idyllic Sixth. In its last movement, after
previously describing a terrible storm, we once again see the peace
and beauty of the countryside as the villagers joyously dance in
the sun. I wonder if the villagers on Titan would ever dance so
happily. I do not think the storms here will ever cease.

As my mind races through the
gentle Allegretto I glance at
the chronometer and see it is 1755. Just about time to head to the
galley. I close the reader and lock my data cube in my pack,
placing it in the drawer.

Before leaving, I set my door code and
slowly walk to the gathering crowd of hungry workers. Most ignore
me—but after all, a new face is a new face … especially on Titan,
where the fifty–seventh inhabitant is the new kid in school. A few
nod, but no one ventures to strike up a conversation.
Maybe he’s an efficiency expert … maybe they’ll
shut us down …. I could read their minds.

I take my place in line and stutter-step to
the food counter. “I’ll have some of that, and … is that mashed
potatoes?”

“If you think hard enough, yeah.”

I wonder where she found the cigarettes
around here to keep up a voice like that.

Lunch ladies are the same across the solar
system. If we ever meet an alien race, I feel confident there will
be one of them with a hairnet over its shiny head passing out
yellow cubes.

“Okay, I’ll try that too.”

She gives me a huge heaping of the white
stuff, indicating to me that it would taste little like mashed
potatoes. But I’m hungry enough to try anything. I dispense a large
glass of water and turn toward the tables. Three down, I spy
Penelope sitting with Easley with the remaining chairs at their
table empty. Word must have gotten around that they were reserved
for the new guy. So I hitch my shoulders up and wade around the
gyrating forest of elbows through the front tables.

“Mind if I sit with you?”

Penelope Caitlin looks up at me, with eyes
showing promise. Easley continues to concentrate on his food. I
notice that neither of them had taken any of the white stuff.

“’Course. Been ’spectin’ you,” the
young tool-pusher replies. “Sit.”

It was always difficult for an Earthborn to
get used to Mars-speak. I think it originated from their need to
live life quickly. To dart from one covered habitat to another. To
see so little of an atmosphere. To see so little vegetation on the
ground. To see no natural standing water …. Their manner of speech
reflects their fleeting life. Most people mistake their strange
speech for unintelligence, but that is a gross mistake. It takes a
great deal of cunning to survive on the surface of Mars. But Ms.
Caitlin had been away from Mars for years now, and her Mars-speak
actually sounded gentler than some I’ve heard. She was blended now,
with a mixture of Rock Talk from the asteroids, moderated by alien
Earth dialect.

“Thanks.” I sit down across from the two of
them. “I’m Mark Taylor, as you’ve probably guessed.”

“Pleasure.” She wipes the palm of her hand
on her pants and thrusts it out in greeting.

I take her hand and am rewarded with a
firm, confident grip. She shakes it purposefully, with two distinct
tugs before letting go. She’s used to being
in charge.

“What can I tell ya?” No nonsense, and to
the point.

“Oh, nothing … no business now. Just a
friendly meal,” I reply. If she is half as intelligent as I
suspect, she will not believe that for a moment, but that is the
way the observation is designed to go. Get the subject to relax and
see the true personality. “Let’s save business for later, shall
we?”

“Check. Good trip?”

“As good as expected, I guess. Your Mr.
Easley helped me find my way here in the Gate.” Easley looks up at
me for the first time since eating. I think he grunted his
affirmation, but then again it could have been gas.

Penelope corrects me. “Not mine, no. But a
good friend, he is.”

“Yes, well … that’s what I meant. No offense
intended.”

She shakes her head, “None taken.” She
continues eating until she nearly finishes her plate.

While I watch her eat I try the very tip of
my white mountain. I glance at the lunch lady and see a smirk
spread across the corners of her mouth. The pasty stuff remains on
my tongue far too long, but it continually climbs up my throat on
its own no matter how many times I try to swallow. “So …” I force
the words around my culinary nemesis, “what do you do for fun
around here, Ms. Caitlin?”

“Cat; ’n’ you can spit that out if you
wish.”

I want to, but force it down anyway. I take
a sip of water to make sure it will never haunt my mouth again. I
watch them smile at me.

“F’fun? Mostly watch newbie’s try ’n’ eat
that stuff.”

I laugh. “Yes, I suppose so. Anything
else?”

“Vids each night, in the Commons. Gamblin’
in the Rec; but I can’t ’ford that.”

With the nest-egg she had in her account
that was untrue, although people would afford different things.
Conservative … cheap … frugal …. Neither of those was necessarily
bad.

“So it’s vids for you?” I ask.

“Nah, workout in the gym, mostly.”

“Are you going there tonight? Mind if I join
you?”

“Yes ’n’ sure,” she replies to both my
questions at once. Clarity of purpose was an essential trait on
Mars. “One hour, check?”

I nod.

Easley, head still down toward his plate,
says, “Just follow the orange markers in the corridor.”

I assume he simply did not want to be
bothered escorting me to yet another of Satan’s Gate’s
comforts.

 


* * *

 


The gym, as on most off-world stations, was
well used. Diminished gravity was unkind to the human muscular
system, and it took dedication for a person away from one-g to
remain in good shape. I find Cat on her back with her bare legs
pointing up against a massive stack of weights. She’s wearing judo
slippers and one of those skimpy sports outfits consisting of tiny
shorts and a wide workout bra, showing her firm, pale body covered
in a light sheen of perspiration. A universal gym is empty next to
her so I fold into it. I strap myself in to counter the momentum
from the reduced gravity, and dial up a moderate weight set
designed to increase thirty percent and back down for a period of
thirty minutes. I begin pulling down on the handle. Neither of us
says anything for several minutes.

“No warm-up? You’ll pull a muscle,” Cat
observes.

“Well, I never really push myself that hard.
My workouts usually amount only to warm-ups anyway.”

She nods. She continues to oscillate the
weights. “Not a bad weight set to start.”

“Thanks.” I notice her ornate tattoo
gyrating to her rhythms, covering her whole left side. “That’s
quite a tattoo. Can’t read it, though.”

“Only three people did; one, the woman who
created it.”

“Oh.” I leave it at that. “So why do you
want to join The Project?”

“Excitement, scenery change, nothing left
here.” Each answer follows a major push up to the ceiling.

“So you don’t like your life?”

“Life’s okay. Just not the way it’s
goin’.”

“Can you tell me about it?”

“Mars was okay; little boring, though. Good
family life ’n’ all. Nothin’ special ….” Again, said in rhythm with
her thrusts.

“Did you enjoy school?”

“Not particular.”

“Too hard?” I know that was not the answer,
but want to fish a little.

Cat laughs, relaxing a tiny bit. “Hardly.
Skipped two grades before university. Never got below an A. Thought
college would be different; but wasn’t.”

“You quit with two years left to go ….”

“No, just one semester left. Didn’t see much
point wasting four more months.”

“You majored in astrogational engineering?”
I begin panting under the increased weights.

“Yep.” She grunts under a more vicious
up-thrust. “Buildin’ starships ….”

“Can you do it?”

“What? Design a starship? Dunno ’til I try,
I reckon.” She continues hefting her legs up at a frantic pace.

“Seems like …” I need to catch my breath for
a moment, “… you give up on things easily. A tool-pushing starship
designer ….”

“One’s not important, maybe. There’s need …
I see it through.”

“Who decides the need, though?” It had been
days since I was in a gym and I had enough of a workout for the
night. I release the handles and begin toweling off, waiting
patiently for an answer.

“So, you givin’ up there, Doc?”

“I ….” I smirk under my towel. I keep it
over my face to hide the redness developing there. “Yeah, I guess I
am.”

“Huh.” She continues at her frenzied pace;
grunts before each thrust. Had the room been dark, her sounds could
have been mistaken for sex.

I quickly drop the subject. “You’re heading
out for the rigs tomorrow at seven?”

“Ah-huh ….” Labored breathing.

“I’ll see you in the prep-room, then.”

“’Kay. G’night.”

As I leave the gym, I hear Cat rhythmically
continue her exercise.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER 4

Into the Slush We Go

Saturday, August 11, 2142

(L Minus 1027 Days)

 


I spent standard third shift in my room
trying to sleep. I would have welcomed my regular night of walking
an icy plain, but instead I listened to those crafty banshees beat
their heads against the habitat.

After spending months on a spaceship, there
are always noises surrounding you, but you easily get used to them.
For the most part it’s a white noise, usually soothing enough to
lull you to sleep … a constant companion of sorts. You look forward
to the throb that occurs every seven seconds with the gentle hum
between. If you really know the craft you are in, you can even
detect the faint wobble every tenth cycle, indicating a miniscule
barb lining up with another on some shaft somewhere in the drive
feed. Almost like Wild Thing’s classical music. But Satan’s Gate
was full of a new set of unpredictable sounds that kept me tossing
in my sheets for more time than not.

The human psyche so easily conforms to
patterns; we like patterns. Predictability means a lot to our
species, ever since our primate ancestors left the trees and
learned to distinguish predator noise from gently swaying leaves.
That ability has kept us alive for a few million years. To my
dismay, my personal survival instincts were alive and well on my
first night on Titan.

I finally doze off just as electronic
Jennifer reminded me for the third time that it was time to head to
the drill-prep room.

I quickly dress, head out, and stop off at
the mess hall to grab a cup of coffee and a couple energy bars for
my short walk to the dressing room.

I see three bodies inside the room in heavy
E-suits surrounded by a hive of workers. As I step inside, a couple
ETs approach me and lead me to a vacant locker.

“Right this way, Dr. Taylor. Ms. Caitlin
told us to expect you.”

“Is she here yet?” I ask.

“Right there, near the airlock.” I see one
of the moving E-suits stand out from the other two and begin
prepping some of the equipment on a glider-cart. A tech lowers a
helmet over my head as another gathers a suit near my legs. I hear
Cat’s voice erupt from the suit’s speakers as the helmet settles
onto my shoulders.

“A’ight, Simmons, cut the
crap. Let’s move it.” She glances my way,
“Hello Doc. Sleep well?”

“Could have been better,” I admit. My suit
speaker automatically picks up my voice and transmits it to the
drill crew and techs.

“Rattles get to ya?”
All the voices now come through my speakers, originating from
a distance and sounding a little tinny. I also hear the auto-pickup
click on and off each time someone starts to speak.

“Well, yeah they did. It’s kinda hard
getting used to.”

One of the other suited men picks up
on our conversation, “It’s worse when all
the lights are off. Allows you to concentrate on what they’re
saying.”

Cat interrupts, “Finish inventorying all those fittings, Simmons?”

“Aww, you made me lose
count Skipper. Now I’m commencin’ to start all over.”
He lets a large piece of steel fall back into the bin and he
begins sorting them out into piles again.

“Happens when you can’t see
your fingers to count with,” Cat replies.

Simmons looks up. “Well, hold yours up to help me, Skip ….”

I see Cat hold up one gloved finger in
particular. “That help,
Simmons?”

The two crew members laugh.
“Ah Skip, wouldn’t you love to?”

“Dream on, dream
on,” she replies. “Hustle up;
third shift’s waiting for us to relieve ’em. Late
already.”

Simmons quickly sorts through his tray
of metal doodads. “Got it set, Skip. Ready
to go.”

“How’s Doc doing?”

One of the techs answers her question
for me. “Just about there, Ms. Caitlin.
Couple more seconds and he’s buttoned up.” The same
tech taps me on the shoulder and gives me a thumbs-up
signal. “Good to go, Sir.”

I nod in my helmet and realize he could not
see my head move from within the large faceplate. “Thanks,” I
reply.

I walk up to the crew, near the airlock, and
look at Cat through her faceplate.

“Buddy-check time,”
Cat proclaims. Cat passes her hands over the front of my suit
and roughly turns me around. She continues checking the back of my
suit and pats my shoulder, being sure the helmet is securely in
place. I notice the other crewmen checking each other as
well.

“Check my suit,
Doc,” Cat instructs me.

“I ….”

“Come on Doc, ain’t got all shift.”

I check her suit as best I can. I think I
check it all. I pat her helmet.

“Okay, into the
airlock,” she commands.

As the four of us enter the airlock, I
notice Simmons look over Cat’s suit. I’m relieved he does.

We wait forever for the airlock to cycle.
Cat walks up to me and attaches a device around my helmet.

“Necessity’s the mother of
invention,” she says.

I look puzzled. She roughly plugs a
connector into a shoulder slot of mine. “Twitch your left index finger twice,” she
commands.

As I do, a small windshield wiper begins
sweeping my faceplate. “Cool,” I remark.

“Now do it again.”

The wiper rises up out of view and stops. “I
get it. Thanks.”

“Notice your feet pads are paddled and have
cleats. That’ll help you track on top of the ice.”

I nod.

“Assumin’ you just nodded, I can’t hear your
head rattle.”

“Sorry, Cat,” I reply.

“’S okay. Life depends on
recognition; always reply to a comment.”

“Okay.” I learn fast when my life depends on
it.

The airlock door swings open and the
interior is immediately covered with a rind of sticky sludge,
including my faceplate. I twitch my finger twice.

“We’ll be out four hours; sure you’re up to
it?”

“Yeah, let’s go.” I hope she forgot my
abbreviated exercise session last evening.

“Take the cart and lead, Simmons. I’ll
follow up behind.”

“Gotcha. C’mon Panama, let’s go to the salt
mines.”

I hear some off-tune whistling
followed by more off-tune singing, “… into
the slush we go ….” I hear Panama sing an old mining
song with a heavy Spanish accent. I could imagine the pickaxe on
his shoulder.

As we walk, I hear the wind tear around our
bodies in swirling confusion. I also hear—as well as feel—a low,
bass rumble in the distance, a sound somewhere between rolling
thunder and cascading rocks from a distant landslide.

I tried ice skating once on frozen
lakes in my boyhood town. When I first went out with my best
friend, he had scared the hell out of me telling me the ice was all
cracked. I didn’t believe him. He pushed me down and replied, “Is
so ….” As my cold ass got wet from the snow—at least I hope it was
from the snow—I looked more closely at the surface of the ice. He
was right; I was sitting right on top of a centimeter-wide crack. I
looked around and found other cracks all over the place. All I
could envision was falling through and getting trapped under the
ice sheet. What the hell was I doing out
here? As I clutched the horizontal glass sheet, I
heard the ice crack and moan, as though rocks were settling in a
vast bowl. I’m gonna die, was
all I could think.

I did not die that day, but from then on, I
could not find the courage to walk on frozen lakes again.

The ice is settling and readjusting around
us on Titan too. But this is a global phenomenon. More like a
never-ending series of earthquakes. I knew Saturn was tugging at
the surface of Titan as he rotated around his mother planet, and I
also knew that was what kept the sludge-pools liquid. But I never
thought I would feel it so personally or intensely. It shakes
through my feet and up to my knees.

Cat breaks my concentration.
“When headin’ out, always keep the black markers
to your left and the grey ones to your right. Comin’ back home,
gray are to the left, and black are to the right. Never, never
stray outside ’em.”

“What’s up with the black and gray?” I ask.
“Why not red, or some other distinctive color?”

“Look around you,
amigo,” Panama
explains. “See a lot of orange and yellow
here?”

I nod. Remembering I have a helmet on I say,
“Okay, I get it. Red would get lost out there, huh?”

Panama laughs. “He learns fast, Skip.”

Well, I’ll give him that. “Why not alternate
the sides and have black always on your left?” I ask.

This time Cat responds.
“In an orange-out, if the flags ever twist around,
you’d be screwed royally.”

“Oh. Okay. Black—left—going out.”

“Rock hounds seismically survey safe routes
we can take to the rigs. Step away and you never know how thin the
polar ice is.”

“Understood.” This is the first time I
notice the markers. They are about three meters apart and look like
slalom poles on a downhill ski slope. I readjust my alignment to
get to the exact center of the
route. It was along a flumina, named after the mythical river
Lethes. The linear channel led to Apavatn Lake, a fourteen
square-kilometer frozen hydrocarbon lake-plain where Cat’s drill
rig is currently working.

It is much easier walking with the snowshoe
space boots than when I had first entered the habitat, and after
twenty minutes the drill rig is in sight.

I see someone from the other drill
crew wave at us. “Hey, there’s the A-team.
’Bout time you showed up. Figured you’d forgotten us.”

“Estamos aqui,” Panama replies.
We’re here, I translate in my
head.

“No preoccupada. Panama is here to rescue you from the demons.”

Simmons leaves the cart near the rig
and Cat walks up to the rig controls. Hoses and cables litter the
ground, mostly covered by crusty ice. She looks over several
dials. “Anything unusual?” she
asks.

“Nah,” replies
the third shift driller. “The geologist got
us in a sweet pocket of A-Grade product. Been pumping it for ten
hours. Should be in it for a few more days, she thinks.”

“Got the seismic
trace?” Cat asks.

“In the shack. You never trust the rock
hounds, do you?”

“No.”

A-Grade was the cream of the Titan
hydrocarbons, refined by nature to exactly what we needed. It would
be siphoned into a special holding tank and transported separately
by the LG Haulers while the impure product was distilled en-route.
I had learned that much from my discussions with the LG captain on
the way out to Titan.

“So who’s the fourth?”

Panama answers. “El doctor de cabeza, por la
Gata.”

“No head doctor’s going to
help her. With The Project?” he asks looking at
me.

“Yes,” I reply.

“Don’t let her work you too hard. She never
quits, you know. Rig’s yours, Cat.”

“Thanks.”

With that, the three leave their stations
and begin heading back to the habitat.

“Counter-feed looks good, Skip.”

“Check.” Cat
finishes checking the settings on the rig. Now that the third-shift
driller was off his post, she corrects his slight mistake and lets
up ever so slightly on the down-pressure to smooth out the
rotation.

“Simmons means the
injection pump,” Cat explains to me.
“As we extrude the crude, it leaves a void
underneath us. Take out too much, and the surface becomes unstable.
We inject waste product back under the pocket we’re drilling to
balance our support. Injection head also allows us to explore
what’s underneath our current target.”

“So it’s for our own safety.”

“That and it keeps pressure on the target
for better pumpability.”

“So you don’t just come out here and extract
what we need.”

“Could; sure. But there’s more to it than
that … the correct way to do it.”

“Hey Doc, gimme a hand with
this wrench.” Panama is asking for my help.

I go to his side and he points to a
meter-long clamping bar. “Turn it clockwise
while I attach another rod to the stem.”

I take hold of the bar and yank it toward
me. My feet fly off the ground and I find myself temporarily diving
over the wrench.

“Panama, what the
hell!” Cat is yelling at her crew as she guides my
hips around and back to solid ground.

“Sorry
amigo; musta forgot to initiate the
auto joint.”

Simmons laughs at Panama’s prank.

“No more rough-housing.
That’s how people get hurt!” Cat goes on to
explain. “In this low gravity, your force
on an object is not countered by normal gravity. You’ll never fly
away here on Titan, as you can on small asteroids, but even the
slightest push-off can send you several meters through the air.
Always anchor yourself properly.”

“I’ll remember that,” I reply looking at
Panama. He busies himself looking up and down the length of the
three-meter-long rod he holds in his hands. I hear the faint
whistling of a Latino tune.

“Each joint out here has a motorized
actuator. When it detects the wrench, it assists in the pull
direction. Joining rods should not have been that hard. Without it,
you go flying. Panama knows better.”

“It’s all right. No harm done,” I reply. I
hope I passed their initiation test. I probably pulled a muscle,
though.

“Panama, you motherless bastard. I’m not
your mamma, though sometimes I gotta act like one.”

“Oh, madre mio
… I think the lack of breast-feeding
affected me. Can that happen, Doc?”

“Panama, you perverted shit … and don’t you
start, Simmons.”

“Me? What’d I
do?”

Cat begins to counter Simmons’ innocence
when she freezes solid. Simmons starts up again, but Cat holds up
her hand. The crew imitates Cat and turn into statues. I don’t know
what to do.

“Brace! Brace!”
Cat yells.

Panama steps back and Simmons hunkers
down. I look around in confusion. Cat flings herself at me,
knocking me to the ice. “Rogue!”
Cat shouts as she lands on top of me.

The ground erupts around us in a violent
plume of subterranean fury. At the drill head, where we once stood,
is a geyser of hydrocarbon spray, ejecting ten meters into the
atmosphere. Chunks of ice and rock fly out of the developing hole.
Panama is flung onto the rig housing and Simmons is hurled twenty
meters away in a long, painful arc, as if he were shot from a
circus cannon. Cat and I remain on the ground, getting covered by
the ejecting material. Had it been hot magma spewing from a
volcano, we would have been burned alive.

“Ah
shit ….” Cat begins
moving her arms and legs, and slowly shifts off my prone body as
the geyser finally stops. “You okay,
Doc?”

“I’m fine.” I sit up and look around.

“Panama ….”
Cat is on her hands and knees heading toward him.

“Aye,
Dios mio; que paso?”

“Rogue blow-out. Right
under us,” Cat answers. “Where’s Simmons?”

Panama starts looking around, disoriented
and confused.

“Over there,” I say, pointing down a
slope.

Cat follows my gaze.
“Shit; he’s off the trail. Simmons, can you hear
me? Simmons?”

Cat toggles her transmitter to the
habitat. “Satan’s Gate—Rig Alpha. Medical
status on Simmons, stat!”

Controllers at the habitat actuate the
remote readouts of our medical monitors. “Simmons is thready. Pulse rates are elevated on the rest of
you. Status?”

“Rogue blow-out. Sent Simmons flying out of
the safe zone. Send help.”

“Acknowledged. Stand by.”

Cat and I get to our feet. Panama
remains on the ground next to the rig. She hits the emergency
shutoff and the drill rig goes to standby. “Panama, where’s the thumper?”

“Next to the shack. Aye
….”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, yeah … look after Simmons. Go.”

Cat runs to the shack and grabs
something that looks like a small carpet vac. “Doc, go over and check on Panama.” She continues
on toward Simmons and jerks on the thumper resting in her hands. It
begins pulsing.

“You’re not going out there are you?” I ask.
I remember her warning about thin ice off the tested path.

“May be hurt … unconscious. If his suit is
ruptured, he’s dead in two minutes. Needs to be sealed.”

“But the ice ….”

“That’s what the thumper’s
for. Got the idea from an old sci-fi book I read ’bout a desert
planet. Hollowness of the thumpin’ tells me how thin the ice
is.” She begins probing the ground between us and
Simmons’ body. She stops and retraces her steps several times as
she advances.

I can’t watch what she’s doing. I go
to Panama and examine his torso. “How ya doin’, amigo?” I ask him.

“I’m okay. Sorry about the wrench.”

“Don’t worry,” I reply. “Let me check your
suit.” I look him over and see no rips. His pressure dials are
still well in the green.

“My back feels like
merde.”

“Wriggle your toes. Can you?”

“Yeah.” Panama
grunts.

“Lift your knees up just a little and raise
your arms.”

“’S okay, Doc. Just whapped
my back on the rig. Damned blow-outs! Deep ones near target zones
give us enough warning time to react. Those
merda shallow rogues come without any
warning, though. She’s got reactions like a cat. Don’t know how she
knew.”

I nod, too fatigued to respond.

“Hang tight, Panama. I’ll check on Cat.” I
get up and walk to the edge of the gray markers, leaving Panama far
behind.

“Cat, how’s it going?” I ask.

“Been out on better ….”

“If it’s too thin, don’t go any farther,” I
shout.

“Should be okay.”

I watch Cat cautiously proceed. She is about
seven meters away and looks like a soldier probing a minefield.
Simmons is lying prone in a little hollow and Cat is trying
everything she can to walk directly toward him. Every few seconds,
however, I see the thumper light strobe on and off, causing Cat to
stop and sweep more ground to her flanks. The thumper light
continues to frantically blink no matter where she points it—almost
continuously. The light decreases in intensity when she points it
back on her footprints behind her, but I never see it go out
completely.

“You trapped?” I ask.

“Not yet,” she
replies, “but I need to find a different
route.”

I switch my radio to base control. “Satan’s
Gate—Rig Alpha. Cat is heading out to Simmons.”

“How far?”

“Twenty meters or so.”

The voice at Satan’s Control replies
directly to Cat. “Caitlin, advise you
remain in place. Responders will arrive in fifteen to twenty
minutes.”

“Status on Simmons?”
Cat asks.

“Still thready.”

“Proceeding then ….”
I can see that Cat is not going to be deterred no matter how
dangerous it becomes. She retraces her footprints to nearly where I
am and tries another path to the left. The indicator light, I
notice, is just as bright.

Satan’s Control came on-line
again, “You got a Cat Thumper?”

“Affirmative.”

“Readings?”

Cat remains silent.

“Caitlin, what are your
thumper readings?” Satan’s Control does not sound
happy.

“Threes; twos mostly.”

“Caitlin, stop there.”

“Negative.”

“What’s that mean?” I ask. Nobody answers
me. “Cat—is that on a scale of five?” She ignores my question and
continues on.

“No, Doc,”
Panama responds. “It’s outta
ten.”

“Caitlin ….”
This time it is McKinney’s voice coming from Control.
“Wait until ….”

I hear a faint ripping sound, as though a
zipper is slowly opening. Cat stops and drops the thumper into the
orange snow. The ice below her begins shifting and she does all she
can to keep her balance. She tries to turn back to get away from
the developing rift, but the unstable ground is too much to handle
as it opens below her. I watch in horror as Cat falls through the
ice. I interrupt Control’s signal. “She’s down, she’s down!”

McKinney responds. “Doc, can you see her?”

“Her helmet is above ground.”

“Where’s Panama?”

“Laid out with a bad back. Stable.”

“Cat, what’s your status?”

“Been better, boss.”
I hear her struggling through her suit speakers.

“You on firm ground?”

“Not really; got my
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