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ACT ONE ..
Treasure chip.


[image: Image1]



The Barge.

It all began on
Terratet Three, or 'The Barge' as we that lived there nicknamed it.
It was given this name because the shape of the rusty, hulking thing
when it was viewed from a distance looked more like a giant old Earth
type river barge then a space station. The Barge floated in the
eternal void of space about six months flight from the planet Mars.
It was ten million kilometres from the largest asteroid in the belt,
Ceres. It didn't move, its position was set into an orbital pattern
about the sun and it was one of the brighter objects in the area. The
Barge was hundreds of years old now. It had first begun to become a
station as a broken down freighter that was no longer repairable.
Than as time went by more old derelict ships and other pieces of
space junk were added until it finally grew into the colossus it is
today.

The Barge is a wayside
station for spacecraft traveling through from the Mars orbital
station. Most of the huge supply ships or mining vessels on their way
to or from the asteroid belt will dock here. The top deck was a
habitat with lots of tinted windows that allowed filtered sunlight to
enter and the rest was covered in solar arrays. The V-shape
underneath housed all of the docking bays and repair centres.
Earthling’s desire for precious minerals was unending and so a
constant stream of ships came and went constantly.

The Barge being a large
space station was quite capable of docking up to one hundred ships.
Here also, the spaceman could have his ship repaired and refitted.
They could even get their ship resupplied with necessary food and
equipment. Our visiting spacers could also enjoy a personal luxury
that was unavailable anywhere within a three month journey of
Terratet Three. Artificial life support systems gave gravity and
light to the thirty kilometres of tree lined mall that ran the length
of The Barge’s top floor. This lively habitable level was where a
small city of people lived.

At the workshop end of
the habitable mall my mother and I ran a small three star bed and
breakfast. This rough and ready end was where the freighter ships
were docked and repairs carried out. Below us within several other
levels is where most of the ship work took place. Our basic B&B
had six cubicles that were reasonably well appointed. There were two
racks with three single cubicles stacked in each that had sound
dampening curtains for privacy. Each cubical contained its own
climatic control, mini fridge, i-net TV and communication system.
There was also a community bathroom that was shared by all and could
be used by up to four people at a time. Then there was a small
kitchen and restaurant bar area, that had enough seating for twenty
people, we called it the main room. From this little room we served
meals and drinks to our guests and local street traffic. Our
customers were mostly people passing through and usually from the
lower end of society. So it was indeed a rough and ready crowd that
frequented our establishment.

My mother and I had our
own private cubicles in the back near the kitchen. It was a harsh
lifestyle, we awakened early each day to prepare for the morning
rush. Tired people wanted their breakfast NOW, someone needed a
towel, more tea, sauce or any of the other demands made upon us by
our guests. Mother was a reborn modern day Buddhist so our small
abode was one of higher morality than most other establishments
within the local area. Cleaning and polishing, dusting and washing,
and washing up, and sweeping floors, this was my daily grind.
Everyone worked on a space station, even the children. At night I
would study, study hard, I wanted a future that did not involve
changing the dirty linen of other people. So this had been my life
over the fourteen years I had been alive. It was boring and I so
longed for something better.

My father was a
spaceman, no one special, just another body on one of the countless
supply ships moving cargo throughout the solar system. Fourteen years
ago dad had purchased the B&B to give my mother something to
occupy herself while he traversed the solar system for months even
years at a time. I hardly ever saw my dad as mostly he would only
stay at home overnight before hopping upon another freighter for
somewhere else. One time, I think I was about eight or maybe nine my
father was home for a week. We hardly had anything to talk about at
first. We had just begun to get to know each other at weeks end when
he vanished again into the belly of another ship. Than some years ago
he didn't come home when expected. We had no word and we had no idea
who to contact because he often changed ships on his journeys.


The Raster Man.

Our day was the same
duration as Mother Earth, twenty-four hours. Although The Barge ran
twenty-four-seven we divided time into eight hour periods. People
that stayed regularly with us knew the routine, eight hours work,
eight hours rest and eight hours of free time. That meant that either
myself or mother were on duty for our sixteen open hours each day.
Most of our guests were transient spacemen only staying over night.
Some a few days but never any more than that. The clock above my head
began it's tinkling sound that always made me want to pee, and so
another day began. My dad had sent me the clock for my tenth birthday
it had a picture of Saturn on the face with a small digital time
display unit in the centre. ‘The time has come for you to help
your mother, May.’ my dad had written inside the card. Also a
strange small poem was written as well.







Time is a challenge we all have to face,


it mostly moves forward at a steady pace.


Early to bed and early to rise,


can make one healthy, wealthy and wise.


But if your in trouble and have no credits,


look behind time for the chip that remembers,


it holds within itself a set of directions.






I have kept that card
with the clock on my little night shelf above my bed all these years.
It was special to me as it was one of the only things my consistently
absent father had given to me.

Mother, Iris, had done
the evening shift last night and so it was up to me to organise
everything for breakfast. I programmed the replicator and auto
dispensing machine to a full English breakfast and loaded the hopper
with the grey goo that was transformed into food. What this goo was I
had no idea, but you could eat it unprocessed without suffering
illness. I think that if our guests really knew what they ate they
would throw up for sure. So out of the machine popped platters of
lovely brown pan fried hot sausages with grilled tomato and hot baked
beans, bacon, buttered mushroom, and perfectly browned toast and it
did pop too. It went whirr whirr whirr, whirr whirr whirr, POP! I
have to say that I never tire of this really crazy transformation and
the food all looks and smells so wonderful. The guests ate up
heartily then quickly left to go on about their day. We only had four
overnight guests last night and so it was going to be an easy day for
me. At ten AM by working fast I had the last bed sheets in the wash
and had re-stacked the now clean platters into the replicator.

I was in the main room
sweeping and had just about finished the synthetic floor when in
walked a young raster man. He had the usual spacefaring wilder look
about him, scruffy and in need of a bath. His long blond and greasy
dreadlocks dropped down around his ruggedly handsome face perfectly
framing his sky blue eyes. The hair then spilled further on past his
shoulders onto a dirty plaid shirt. The shirt was tucked into a pair
of just as dirty space pants followed by a pair of scuffed filthy
shoes. He swung his backpack down from over his broad shoulders,
landing it directly in the path of my broom.

"Hey girly, my
name is Bale Bill! Do you have an empty cubicle available for a
shipboard tired spaceman in this little hotel?" He demanded with
a rough, growling voice.

Startled at his quite
sudden appearance and rude manner, I instantly replied with a gruff
tone of my own.

"My name is May,
not girly."

With a look of guilt on
his face he quickly re-lifted his dirty baggage and gave an
apologetic smile.

'You can't fool me
with that grin.' I thought as I finished sweeping the dust into
the vacuum space at the wall.

I pushed the button and
watched all the dust disappear and the cover flap close. Before I
readdressed him I collapsed the telescopic broom handle and fitted
the broom back into its wall space. Making him wait.

After settling down a
little, I turned myself about to face our new guest.

"Now Mister Bill,
how can I help you?" I asked half heartedly and not just a
little annoyed.

His fake smile slipped
slightly as he viewed an angered host.

"Perhaps young May
we could begin over again. My name is Bale Bill and I have just
docked my ship for servicing. A fellow spaceman by the name of Sydney
Sam said that this was a the best place to stay on The Barge."

Sydney Sam? a name I
knew, a name I wanted to hear for so long, the person I wanted to
know about. Sydney Sam, my father, this guy knows my father. Sucking
in a deep breath and folding down a stool head from the wall I sat
down heavily. It was a good good thing that the table top flipped up
in the same action giving me something to hold on to as I almost
fainted.

"Are you okay
little miss," began Bale Bill, only to see a small hand waving
him away.

But he knew by May's
reaction that this was indeed the place he was looking for. Bale Bill
had been searching every blinking way station along the asteroid belt
for his old crew mate Sydney's home. It had taken three years and
then some more but now the searching was over. Sydney's last words
were, ‘Its in the station at home safely hidden behind time.’
Which station? What home? Time? Those questions had taunted Bale Bill
for these past few years. Now he only had to bide his time and search
this small B&B when nobody was about.

Dropping his backpack
again he took two steps to the right and went behind the mini bar and
ordered a black coffee with extra sugar, the banking micro chip in
his arm paying by wi-fi. It was in a kindly fashion he offered it to
May's shaky waving hand and then he said in much softer tones.

"Look, are, look
May, I'm sorry I have upset you, did you know Sydney."

Bale Bill knew a soft
touch was his best option.

"He, he's my
father." came the reply in a wavering voice from May.

"Oh, I had no
idea, he was my shipmate a few years ago on the Pegasus Three. We had
some times together old Syd and I. We ranged the asteroid belt
together. I hate to bring sad news May, but he died in an airlock
accident.”

This news was to much
for my young mind to accept. I became frantic, I really needed my
mother to be here. I pressed the red emergency button on my wrist to
summon her.

“Here get this down
ya, it'll help you feel better, I can see you've had a shock."

The raster kept on
talking in calming tones to me while I sipped on the coffee. Mother
reacted quickly to the silent emergency summons arriving within a
minute. Her hair was a wild mess and her dressing gown was undone but
mother still held an air of authority. She marched right up to Bale
Bill and demanded.

“What is going on
here? Who are you? Why are you upsetting my daughter?” My mother
said this, quite loud and sharp.

“I a, I a, nothing!”
said Bale Bill, while holding up his hands in the air with an
expression of surrender upon his face.

Some time later I began
to regain my composure as my mother soothed the situation. Bale Bill
held our attention as he told us the full story of how my father
died. It seems he was a hero and fighting off pirates when an air
lock control mechanism was hit by a blaster causing it to malfunction
sucking my poor father out into space.

“We searched the area
but we could not find him. There was nothing we could do the fire
fight was intense. It was hell out there and the Pegasus Three was so
shot up that we had to get towed into a station. How any of us made
it back alive only the God’s knew.” Bill explained further.

After not hearing
anything about Sydney for so long. My mother and I took Bale Bill at
his word and later while we were sharing lunch the conversation
continued. We found out that Bale Bill was waiting repairs and a
major refit to his ship. He asked if he could stay with us for now.
We could hardly refuse him, our father’s friend and as the day wore
on to evening Bale Bill regaled us with tales of he and my dad’s
exploits. There was this one time on Ceres base when, or that time on
Vesta we fiddled the miners of their pay playing poker. The stories
kept coming till bedtime. Oddly, no other guests had arrived to stay
so it was just the three of us by the time mother closed the door for
the night.


Scratching And Tapping.

I slept so well and had
the most amazing dreams of far away places. Some times I was on a
freighter, a ships Captain. In other dreams I was mining minerals and
dredging up a small fortune. The stories Bale Bill had told us were
giving me extra thoughts and ideas that I had never had before. My
fortune was made but I had to battle wicked pirates to keep it. It
was the middle of the night and during one of those dreams that I was
awakened by the faintest scratching sound, and then a quiet tap, tap,
tapping. They were such quiet noises that I didn't know if I was
still dreaming or not. I rolled over and made a mental note to check
for rats tomorrow and returned to my dream.

Rats, mice and roaches
were a true legacy of the race to space. People were in a big hurry
to make profit and so control standards eventually slipped. Vermin
had infested every station within the greater Belt zone. Some of the
cargo ships, but not many that traversed the great expanse had been
able to eradicate the pests. But soon after docking anywhere they
were usually reinfected. Research teams had however cured many of the
common diseases so most people never got ill. Still open space had
become humankind's new home and they were thriving, along with all
the vermin that thrived just as well alongside of them.

Tinkling, what was that
tinkling noise? It went on and on incessantly. Slowly my mind came up
with the idea that it was the alarm clock. I switched it off and
climbed out of bed and to the floor, being careful not to wake my
mother. I made a solemn vow that I would put that evil clock into a
bucket of water when I became wealthy. Quietly I made my way into our
bathroom to freshen myself. One of the good things about having no
guests was being able to have a very long and luxurious shower.
Having dressed and done my hair I began the morning chores. Fill the
replicator with goo then dust the rooms and sweep the floors. Then
finally I opened up our front doors ready for business. Yes my dreams
did take me far away from here but only for a single night. Then
inevitably, the reality of my morning drudgery returned like a harsh
slap to the face. So I looked somewhere deep down inside of myself
and somehow found a gentle smile to replace my expression of
disappointment.

Remembering my dream
fogged sounds of scratching and tapping I decided to begin my search
for pest infection. It would not do to have our guests frightened off
by vermin. I began looking in the usual places in and around the
kitchen storage area and found nothing untoward. I checked all of the
bug traps and made sure that they were activated. No, nothing wrong
there either. Well if the station was going to get another plague of
vermin then our little home was quite ready to defend itself. One
thing I did notice was that lots of stationary objects were a little
out of place like they had been moved slightly during the night.
Perhaps it was my over tired imagination or perhaps we had just not
put everything away properly after our late night. This left me with
a curious mind. I took a moment and reflected now upon the stories
told to us by Bale Bill and what an entertaining character he was.
Mother and I hadn't had that much enjoyment in many years. It was a
refreshing change to have such good company staying over.

That evening we had two
more guests stay, they were Pengo Peg and Doha Don, workers from the
Ship Granger a cargo vessel directly from Earth. Their contract had
taken them into the Belt for the very first time. The Ship Granger
was an extremely famous ship because it delivered alcohol to almost
every station along The Belt. Without her and her sister vessel the
Drumorum Eight, parties on the Belt would be more than a little
boring. On their return journeys their cargo bays were always filled
with asteroid ice, a very sort after commodity on Earth. Well who
wouldn't want to try four billion year old ice in their drink? To the
Belt folks of course this ice was just the norm and they even
showered in water derived from it.

Just before dinner time
Pengo Peg brought out a bottle of Australian wine, a sparkling
Hermitage Grange that she assured us was one of the best.

“I brought this
bottle after passing spacer school and wanted to share it with my
first hosts to celebrate surviving my first space voyage.” said
Pengo Peg as she twisted lose the cork.

Along with Bale Bill,
mother, myself and the two newbies we all had a rather spectacular
evening. POP went the cork off the bottle of Hermitage and whirr,
whirr whirr, whirr whirr whirr, POP went the replicator almost
simultaneously.

The offered wine was
delicious and very much appreciated as it was something our primitive
pallets would never have enjoyed without this most generous donation
from Pengo Peg. It was chilly-con-carney night and everyone had
plentiful helpings along with sides of garlic bread and salad. Mother
made a large pitcher of ice cold margaritas for them to wash it all
down with. The whole night Bale Bill kept giving sideways glances at
the bar clock like he had somewhere else to be perhaps. For our
dessert we all devoured large slices of chocolate mud cake served
with plenty of coffee.

Bale Bill was in
excellent form tonight giving us another round of tales from The
Belt, and I am quite sure that he had more than a few rums under his
own belt. At one stage he had the newbies so frightened that I was
positive they would turn tail and return to Earth on the very next
inward vessel leaving from The Barge. As the night continued we all
got to know each other better and after a few more drinks they were
all in quite a high mood. Bale Bill told another story. This time
about a spacer that had run out of toilet paper and he had to hold on
for more then twenty thousand kilometres. Apparently, or so the story
went, he spent a week and two days on the loo when he finally made
station. We all laughed so hard it's a wonder the roof didn't fall
in. Later on Doha Don played a harmonica and we all sang along to
this old space shanty.







The Belt ate my ship.








I wast raving with the best,


upon the good ship Celeste,


When a giant rock hit us in the side.








Now old Captain Jacko Jip,


said, abandon the ship,


and we all thought that,


we were going to die.








So The Belt ate my ship,


The Belt ate my ship,


and now I have nowhere to live.








If you need a good hand,


than I’m your spaceman,


Oh The Belt ate my ship again.






It was late by the time
I got into bed and I drifted off into dreamland almost immediately.
The mysterious tapping and scratching sounds had awoken me again.
This time I was more determined then ever to catch the culprit.
Grabbing my torch from the night shelf I climbed carefully to the
floor. Than I began to quietly walk toward where the sounds came
from.

The sounds seemed to be
coming from the main room and I crept slowly down the dark hallway
moving quietly past the closed guest sleeping cubicles. There was
snoring coming from one of them and I didn't want to awaken our
guests. My finger was ready to hit the red alarm, I snuck further
along the hall and hid behind the recess that was just before the
entry into the restaurant. I could see a dim light moving about in
there and now wished that I had used the bathroom before I had begun
my search. After a few moments of composure I leapt forward into the
room and my small torch beam cut through the darkness. Standing there
was Bale Bill wearing a head torch and to my surprise, clutched in
his hand was our clock from the bar.

Bale Bill was startled
but he quickly brought on one of his now famous smiles.

“Oh May, you gave me
a start, I was just, are, getting a nip.” He said as he put our
clock back down on the bar.

I gave him a look of
disbelief and asked him about the noises that I had heard. His
actions showed that he was a little hurt by my questioning but I
decided to press the matter further. If he had nothing to hide then
he would be able to give me answers without being upset. I asked him
again about the noises.

“The scratching and
tapping sounds, Bale Bill, are you making those sounds?"

"Please give me an
answer!” I insisted.

I was angered now,
heading near to rage. This man who had wormed his way into our trust
had been sneaking around our home. Bale Bill was caught off guard.
However after a few more moments of thought he contained himself and
decided to tell me his story. It was a story that was about to change
my entire existence and lead me on a fantastic adventure across the
outer reaches of The Belt.


Sydney's Treasure Chip.

Bale Bill turned his
face to the floor and began to speak.

“Yes May it was me
tapping and scratching. Please let us take a seat and I will tell you
a tale. You want coffee? It's my shout.”

So we put on some
lights and turned off our torches. Then from the wall we folded down
a two seater couch and a small cup holder and table lifted up from
its centre. Taking the proffered coffee from Bale Bill and placing it
on the table. I sat down one end with my legs and arms crossed in
what was an obvious display of mistrust.

“This had better be
the honest truth Bale Bill or you will be out of that door before you
can blink.” I said in a firm voice.

“Well now where to
begin. It was almost five years ago aboard the Pegasus Three. It was
there I met your father. Sydney was the best spacer that I had ever
held an acquaintance with I might add. It was my first space job and
I was green as rain forest with no idea what to do. Sydney kind of
took me under his wing and three months later we finished our first
voyage at Ceres base. I had learned well under Sydney's tutelage and
he even recommended me for the return voyage.”

“Everything I have is
because of your father and it's because of him, I am here right now.
You see the Pegasus Three was a vacuum mining ship and we cruised way
out around The Belt looking for fields of precious metals to mine.”
Bale Bill said.

It was than that I
looked up to see my mother entering the room. She walked over toward
us and folded down a stool from the opposite wall, than sitting down,
asked.

“So young man you're
finally going to tell the truth. Please keep going as I have already
heard most of your story from the corridor.”

I got up from the couch
to refresh our coffees and also serve a cup to my mother.

“Is there any of that
cake left dear? We may as well have a snack to go with this.” My
mother called out to me.

We all had cake and
coffee and then sat back to listen to the rest of Bale Bill’s
story.

“So as I was saying,
we were vacuum mining way out in The Belt toward Vesta. Sydney and I
were on shift when into the vacuum tanks came some gold dust. It was
gold of quite good quality and the scans showed the extent of field
was really vast. We both decided to take this single chance of a life
time and to keep the gold for ourselves. We didn't have much time to
spare and so Sydney took a some navigational bearings. Then he copied
all of the information onto a micro computer chip. I remember his
very words at the time.

‘It my baby girl’s
tenth birthday soon, and this is gonna be the best gift ever.’

After loading the
information onto the micro chip we wiped the days log and than moved
the Pegasus Three into another field. After which we re-dubbed the
days log with new data from the fresh field. The idea worked
perfectly and so the gold find remained our secret.”

“The plan was we
would go back later with our own ship to mine the gold. No one would
know. So after a month of mining the ship was full and we went back
to Vesta to unload. So it was there that Sydney sent the chip to you.
To keep up our cover we had to sign on for the return voyage to Ceres
base from where we had hoped to hire a ship and return for the gold.
It was however very unfortunate for us because during that voyage was
when the Pegasus Three was attacked by the pirates. We were at that
time only four days short of Ceres base. It was then that Sydney was
killed. His last words to me as he floated away into space were.

‘Its in the station
at home safely hidden behind time.’

I had no idea which
station or what behind time meant. So for the last few years I have
been moving from one station to another trying to find Sydney's
home.”

“Six months ago I was
working a ship to Vesta and one of the team remembered Sydney. He
told me to try The Barge. He said he was sure that Sydney had a
family and B&B there at the working end. At Vesta I hired a small
fast ship and headed this way. The kindly staff at Novel’s parking
garage directed me to your door. The bit about my ship needing
repairs, I concocted as a reason to stay here.”

His tale was complete
now and Bale Bill leaning his arm across the back of the couch,
rested.

"So you came here
to find the chip and take the gold dust for yourself." stated
mother with a angry glare at Bale Bill.

I was angry with him
too now as I realised what he was looking for. It wasn't the clock on
the bar he wanted but my clock above my bed. Dad must have secreted
the data chip inside the clock.

"Well not entirely
stealing,” replied Bale Bill, “after all we were in partnership
with each other. The chip and it's data are just as much my property
as Sydney's. I didn't even know if this was his house until the other
day. Then I thought I would find the chip before I told you, so that
I had evidence of my wild story. Would you have believed me if I just
came out with a tale like this? Anyway the chip was not in the clock
I looked earlier on and it's just not in there. I really wanted to
surprise you both with the legacy Sydney had left for you."

The conversation
continued until morning when I heard a familiar tinkling noise coming
from the back. It was time for me to get to work. Although Bale
Bill's story seemed to be on the level it could be just that, a
story. I got up and went to my room and turned off the clock before
it awoke the whole household. Then with a yawn I began my morning
duties. Bale Bill and mother kept talking with each other and seemed
to be calming down. Perhaps they were coming to an agreement. It
wasn't long before Pengo Peg and Doha Don were up and about. So I set
the replicator to full English breakfast and waited for it to POP!

Everyone else was in
the main room eating when I slipped away. I climbed up into my
cubicle and took down my daddy's clock. Turning it over in my hands I
began a close inspection of the case. I would need a hex head tool to
remove the back so after putting it back on the shelf I went into the
kitchen for our tool kit. I returned straight away and began the task
of removing the back from my clock.

The inside was
confusing with only a battery and a box that was a solid object. I
couldn’t find a data chip and some disappointment began to grow. My
exhausted state didn't help me very much either and my mind was all
foggy from the very long sleepless night. Perhaps we needed Bale
Bill's help after all. But right now I needed sleep and after putting
the clock and tools back on my shelf I closed my curtain and went
into a deep sleep. I dreamed again of spaceships and treasure and of
glowing fields of gold dust and everything that we would be able to
buy from it.


The Deal.

I slept until after
midday and awoke still feeling tired. The excitement of the previous
evening had its effects. I showered and dressed in minutes I wanted
to see mother to find out what she had decided to do with Bale Bill.
When I came to the main room mother, Bale Bill and the newbies were
in a deep conversation during luncheon, we all greeted each other.
Eyeing the food I went back to the kitchen for a plate for myself.
Then sitting down with everyone else I was curious and asked Pengo
Peg and Doha Don why they had not yet gone back aboard the Ship
Granger. I was told that they were on another layover and so wouldn't
be boarding until tomorrow morning.

Really I was wishing
them to leave so I could talk with mother. So I suggested that they
might enjoy going out on the mall as there was lots to see and do.
Between Mother and Bale Bill there seemed to be little or none of the
animosity left over from the previous night. From their now relaxed
body language they had obviously come to some agreement and I so
badly wanted to know what it was. I didn't know what to talk about so
kept quite during the rest of lunch. After lunch I got my wish, the
newbies went to the mall and so we were able to talk without anyone
over hearing us. I began the conversation by asking my mother if she
and Bale Bill had worked out what to do. My mother said that they had
decided to share the fortune between all three of us. So now that was
all cleared up I decided to tell them about my clock.

“Dad had sent this
tiny clock to me years ago for my birthday.” I said, as I reached
into my apron pocket and retrieved the clock pieces and the card,
placing it all upon the table between us. Bale Bill's eyes lit up and
he reached forward picking up the clock pieces to have a closer look.

“My, this could be it
the one your father sent from Vesta.” He turned them over and
around trying to find the chip, but like me found out that the tiny
battery was the only piece that was removable. Then he read the card.

“Look behind time at
the chip that remembers, it holds within itself a set of directions.”
He picked up the clock box part and looked it over again.

“Oh,” He said “I
think I understand it now. Old Sydney was always the witty one. Look
behind time, look you see the time is on the clock face you
understand, and behind the face is this box. So I think that the
information is possibly on a micro chip inside the little box. Oh and
look here.” he said pointing to a small hole at one side. “That's
a data access port, do you have a computer we can plug it into?”

I was so excited that I
flew back to my cubicle and returned with my small computer and
handed it to Bale Bill.

Plugging in an access
cable we turned on the small computer. Fantastically a three
dimensional drawing came up on the screen. It showed The Barge’s
position and that of Ceres and also Vesta, and there in the middle of
nowhere was the big X with an arrow pointing at it. All three of us
were in awe and excitement together. We all tried to talk at the same
time and were stumbling over each other's words, when suddenly in
unison, we all said.

“X marks the spot.”

We could hardly believe
it, here inside my little clock was a map to our fortune. I did a
quick screenshot and searched for any more data. The next screen was
a set of triangulation coordinates. It was all the information there
was so I screenshot that as well. It really was a treasure chip. Then
as I unplugged the little box, a small puff of smoke came within and
then the clock face went blank. Picking up my computer I saved the
data to an encrypted folder. We all sat there and just stared at each
other with those glazed eyes that the greedy get when they find
treasure. We stayed like that for what seemed like minutes. Mother
brought us back to reality by saying.

“I had better get the
dinner on.”

Dear mom she was always
so practical in any awkward situation that presented itself. I loved
her for her steadfastness.


The Newbies Return.

After dinner, Bill as
we called him now, my mother and I were busy making plans to set off
upon an enormous adventure to find Sydney's great treasure. Bill
assured us the ship that he had docked downstairs was just the vessel
we all needed for this kind of journey.

“She is a mighty ship
my Belladonna.” he said.

We had begun to get
down to what Bill called the ‘nitty gritty’ of the plan when in
from the street walked the two newbies.

They had with them two
other spacers and introduced them as Bagin Bob and Rebe Ron. They
were looking for billets and as we had lots of rooms to spare we gave
them each a cubicle. It was getting quite late now and having only
four hours sleep in the last thirty-six I excused myself before going
off to bed. We could not make any more plans tonight anyway with an
almost full house of guests. My computer was one of those new ones
that had a roll up screen and the keyboard slid together at the sides
making a very small package no bigger than a powderpuff. Secreting it
into a safe place I returned to my dreams of space travel.

This time my dreams
took me to the gold field my father had found and we were cruising
along in our ship sucking up the gold like a whale eating krill. Then
I suddenly flashed into another dream of being in a great ballroom
way back on Mother Earth. Dressed in a gown of golden fabric and with
a jewelled crown on my head. Every man was vying for my attention and
I danced all night without a care. Then, just as one of my gallant
suitors asked me if I would like a walk on the huge dew drenched
patio that lay just off the ballroom, I was awoken.

Of course the little
clock didn't tinkle as usual because it no longer worked. It was my
dear sweet mother interrupting my dreams with a gentle shake of my
arm.

“Wake up sleepy girl
the breakfast won't cook itself.” She said in the softest of tones.

I didn’t want to
leave this beautiful ballroom and tried hard to pretend that I was
still asleep. But my mom knew me way to well for me to get away with
that one.

“Off you go,” she
insisted, “go and wash your face and get ready for the day.”

I love my mother but
sometimes, well you know.

I was half an hour
behind my normal schedule and so hurried to the kitchen. Breakfast
started, I had just begun the floors when out from the guest cubicles
jumped five hungry spacers. Spacer Pengo Peg said good morning in
such a cheerful voice that I was instantly transformed from a grumpy
cousin into a happy sister. I liked Pengo Peg. I secretly wished that
she was coming along on our voyage to The Belt. Bale Bill shone his
usual fake smile at me and grabbing a plate of food went through to
the main room. I kept sweeping the floor as out from the bathroom
came the other four hungry mouths. As they all sat eating with each
other I daydreamed about my gallant young man and we were dancing
again as I swept. I brushed past and around them all as the dance
music replayed in my head. Then all to soon the open dust slot was
before my broom head and my gallant man quietly vanished along with
the dust.

Lunch time came around
fast today and it seemed as though I would never catch up. Mother was
still asleep and I didn't want to wake her up as she was doing
afternoon shift today. I kept wondering when the newbies would leave
to go aboard their ship. It appeared odd that they were still here.
Usually spacers were gone by Seven AM, perhaps their ship was delayed
again. Also odd our two other guests Bagin Bob and Rebe Ron were
still here as well.

I waited a chance to
get Bill on his own so we could continue planning our trip. However
Bale Bill was the life of the party again today and as the alcohol
flowed so did the stories. After a while I wished that they would all
go to town and find a bar to play in.

“May, May, another
round dear girl.” said Pengo Peg in sing song kind of voice.

So all that afternoon I
kept serving them and was so glad when my mother walked into the room
to help me.

“Don't worry May dear
I'll get their orders. I've put dinner on and you can rest now.”
mom said.

There I was again this
evening, totally exhausted. So I sat down with the others and my
mother serving me, I ate my dinner. Mother asked if I would like
afters but I declined, as all I wanted was my bed.


Choosing The Crew.

Waking up on time this
morning I was greatly refreshed after having almost eleven hours of
sleep. I was so tired last night that I don't even remember if I
dreamed or not. I kind of hoped that I did dream and that I was
dancing the large ballroom again or having some fantasy or another. I
went first thing to the bathroom and showered. Dressing in jeans and
a T-shirt I put my long hair up in a ponytail. I was now ready for
the day. On my way to the kitchen I checked the guest book and saw
that we had five stay overnight. I wondered if it was the same five
as yesterday or had some left and others come in their place. No it
was the same names as yesterday. ‘Huh! if these guys stick
around much longer they will become a part of the furniture.’ I
thought while adjusting the replicator to manufacture American.

Back to the same old
jobs I went. The repetitiveness of it all was really getting to me. I
needed to change something in my life before I died from boredom.
With any luck I would get to go on this treasure hunt with Bale Bill.
Mother had frowned on the idea but I still held out hope. As soon as
I get the chance I will ask Bill if I can go along. It so happened
that on this very morning I got my chance without even trying.

Bale Bill was always
the first up and about. I had to give it to him he could handle his
alcohol. So before the other spacers had got out of the shower Bill
and I were sitting in the main room breakfasting on pancakes with
butter and maple syrup. Black coffee and a side serving of crispy
bacon with fluffy scrambled egg. We chatted quite pleasantly and I
found out that Bill was only twenty years old. That first day I saw
Bill I had him pegged as a lot older perhaps twenty-seven, but twenty
never. It just goes to show you how rough the life of a spacer can
be.

I wanted so badly to
approach the subject of me going on the trip however I could not find
the courage to ask. It turned out that I didn't need to as Bill asked
me.

“You know May,” he
said, “we can really use a cook on this treasure hunt. Everyone I
have spoken to, and including me think that you really know your way
around a food replicator my girl. So how about it Chef would you like
to go on an adventure with us?”

“Would I. Oh yes
please!” I could not agree fast enough.

Then I thought. 'If
my mother will allow me that is.'

It took less time for
me to find out if I could join the crew or not because my mother
happened to be standing directly behind me. A touch on my shoulder
startled me and then a voice that I had known all of my life said.

“Oh May, it seems
that my little girl is all grown up now. Of course you can go if you
want to. Bill and I discussed it last night. May you go and enjoy
yourself and I will stay here to look after the B&B.”

Oh YES! I screamed
inside, I was going to be a spacer.

“Now you will need a
spacer name my girl.” Said Bill. “Seeing as how you are the Chef.
How about ‘Mayo May’ it has a nice ring to it.”

We discussed several
other names but decided that we all liked Mayo May. So now I was
officially a spacer with a spacer name.

My face could hardly
contain the huge smile that went from one ear to the other.

“Thank you mother.
Thank you Bill.” was all I could say.

“You might not be so
thankful after six months in space. But I am sure that Bill will take
care of you May. I love you and I will always be here for you.”
said my mother in a soft voice while gently patting my shoulder.

I could see tears
beginning to well up in her eyes and feel the same thing happening to
me. I stood up and as the tears flowed we hugged each other so
tightly that I could hardly breathe. It was a touching moment and one
I have never forgotten.

As is usual in our busy
home we were at that moment interrupted again. This time by the
appearance at our front door by one of the most dilapidated and
ancient spacers we had ever seen. He must have been at least sixty
years old and looked as if he had spent most of his life time in
space. Scruffy was one word that came to mind, but that would be
quite a kindly description. On top of his bald head he wore an old
moth eaten woolly cap. His wild and bushy bead appeared to hide the
scarring from a life roughly lived. He scratched it and I was sure I
saw something crawling about in there. Although clean his apparel
seemed to be more patches than original cloth. He introduced himself
as Indigos Ian and he walked toward us in broken down sandals that
looked like they had been ready for recycle years before.

Immediately Bale Bill
jumped up and rushing forward grabbed the old man around the waist
then lifting him from the floor exclaimed.

“By the wonderful
Gods man, its you, Indigos Ian. I never thought I would see you
again. Come in, come in, my shout for the rum you old rapscallion.
What in space has brought you here.”

“Enough of the old
you young puppy.” Replied the old man as Bale Bill placed him back
upon the floor.

“And it was the
attendant at Novel’s that gave you up Bill. I have just returned
from Mars space base upon the freighter Klingtos when I spotted the
Belladonna in dock. Then I just asked after you.” continued Indigos
Ian while pointing a finger at Bill.

Bill was already back
with two glasses of rum and a twinkle in his eye.

“Haha,” he said
“would you like a little breakfast Ian?”

“I would, and how a
bout some of those pancakes to poor it over, me old shipmate?”
asked Indigos Ian.

It wasn't long after
that the other four spacers joined us and were now tucking into their
own breakfast platters. So it seemed we would have to put our
conversation on hold for a little while longer. I took my mother
aside and asked her if she would mind if I went out on the mall this
morning. I badly needed some personal time and a little retail
therapy to help calm myself down couldn’t hurt. With all of the
excitement my poor little heart was beating at a billion kilometres
per hour.

Out on the mall the
busy crowd caused my anxiety levels to drop immediately. It wasn't
easy to navigate without paying attention so I quickly forgot about
everything else. I decided to go and get my first spacer outfit. They
were ensembles made from a flexible but strong plastic material. The
kit included a sturdy pair space pants and tough space boots that
fitted together with an airtight seal. The top half of the outfit was
of similar material it sealed into gloves and a helmet, also sealing
about the waist. Once on the body the entire unit was very
comfortable. The automatic climate control pumped warmth and air
pressure throughout the entire suit. It also gave the user protection
against most forms of deadly radiation.

The suits computer
controlled everything and most suits had a useable life of five
years. Everything was recycled in these suits and I doubted if I
could get used to such a concept but I would have to if I was going
to be a success. Eventually I found the right one for me. It was red
with grey piping running the entire length of the suit. The fit was
extraordinary and the suit seemed to adjust to my personal
requirements automatically. After concluding the sale the salesperson
put the suit into a clear protective hanging bag. Then I decided to
take the salesperson’s advice and also purchased several sets of
undergarments to complete my outfit.

The shopping done I
decided to phone my best friend Anna. We met further along the mall
and we went to an upmarket retro restaurant. It was called the
Spacer’s Place and was very reminiscent of an old style Earth
burger bar. Some ancient jazz music was playing in the background and
we seated ourselves in one of the many booths. There we enjoyed a
wonderful luncheon of burger and fries with a coke. Anna was amazed
at my spacer suit and wanted to know all about it. I told Anna about
some of my upcoming adventure but left out most of the details. Like
the fact that we were on a treasure hunt. The less any other people
knew about that the better. We parted with hugs and promises to keep
in contact.

It was mid-afternoon
when I arrived back to our little dwelling and I found everybody in
the main room. I could not believe that Pengo Peg and her cohort Doha
Don were still here and I was amazed to see Bagin Bob and Rebe Ron as
well. They were all crowding around my Mother and Bill, also Indigos
Ian, whom were seated around one of the larger fold down tables. I
walked casually over to them and said.

“Guess what I have?”

Everyone turned to look
and I held up my new spacer suit. The whole room applauded me and
together all gave a loud cheer.

“Hurrah to the new
Spacer, hurrah, hurrah, hurrah.”

I was stunned and just
stood there holding up my suit with my mouth agape.

“Don't look so
stunned Mayo May. You are now officially a spacer. So welcome aboard
Chef, welcome to the crew of the good ship Belladonna. In your
absence we have been busy with crew selection and I have shanghaied
this rag tag bunch. Everyone here has signed on and we all head into
space tomorrow. At Ten AM we board the Belladonna.” said Bale Bill.

So now we had a crew
for our journey.

Before I was stunned
but now I was struck dumb. My whole body shook with excitement and I
felt quite ill. I stood quietly with the others and listened to their
conversation. But it all went in one ear and out the other. My dear
mother was intuitive enough to recognise the symptoms of an attack of
anxiety so she steered me aside to settle my nerves.

“Come on now my
precious daughter. Come with me and we will have a good long talk
before you go.” she said, while gently guiding me toward our
private cubicles.

I was walking like a
zombie and with a foggy mind I was lost in my own home. Without my
mothers guidance I am sure that I would have collapsed. It would have
made a great comedy scene as I stumbled along, still holding my new
spacer suit up the air. Mother sat me on her bed and taking the
spacer suit from me placed it into my side cupboard.
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