
Keiree

––––––––

C Litka

––––––––

Cealanda House

Version 3.2 (August 2023)

Copyright © 2020 Charles Litka

Thank you for downloading this eBook. You're welcome to share it with friends. This book may be reproduced, copied and distributed for non-commercial purposes, provided the book remains in its complete original form.

––––––––

Information about C. Litka and his books can be found at:

C. Litka – Works in Words

––––––––

Thank You

I would like to once again thank my wife and friends who spent many hours making this book better than I could have ever made it by myself – and far more fun. I am very grateful to Sally Litka, Hannes Bimbacher, Dale Shamp, Victoria Shamp, Joe Saur, Walt, arelliss, and Tom Drake for their eagle eyes and all their helpful comments.

––––––––

Readers’ Note: Unless specified, “years” in this narrative are Martian years of 668.7 Martian days or 687 Earth days, or little less than 2 Earth years.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Chapter 01

Chapter 02

Chapter 03

Chapter 04

Chapter 05

Chapter 06

Chapter 07

Chapter 08

Chapter 09

Chapter 10

Also By C. Litka

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 01



[image: ]


The taste of claustrophobic panic as the pod closed around us clung to the back of my throat. The sharp pricks of pain as Molly’s claws clutched my chest still lingered. And yet, if everything had gone right, those sensations would have been twelve thousand, nine hundred and fourteen Martian years old. But everything hadn’t gone right.

I knew that without opening my eyes. Still, it took several seconds to know how I knew it.

Gravity.

We were not in free fall. We should have been. As the Lead Pilot of Survey Team Two, I should’ve been revived in orbit, in free fall, when the Starwind arrived in Fara V orbit. But as I lay in the pod, I could feel my weight on my back. And the weight of Molly on my chest.

I drew a long breath and my thoughts raced to our Keiree. Where, how, was she?

Molly stirred, distracting me.

She retracted her claws, and freeing herself of my arms, stood, and took a dainty step forward to partially block the light I was sensing through my eyelids.

‘I’m hungry,’ she said. ‘Feed me.’

She actually said, ‘Meooow.’ But in her low, menacing way. Almost a growl. Meter long silka cats can be very menacing when they care to be. Like when they’re hungry.

‘So am I,’ I whispered. ‘But we may have more pressing concerns.’

And I’d best face them. I opened my eyes, to see her staring down at me, giving me her most menacing look. It didn’t frighten me. Seven years of Molly’s menacing stares had long since inoculated me from their (idle) threat. No, it was the light panels in the ceiling that made my heart skip a beat. They were a patchwork of intensities and off-color hues. Not good. Light panels are designed to last a lifetime. Or two.

I cautiously turned my head to the pod’s open side. Soft grey paneled walls. A little further, and I saw a large machine with twinkling lights and a cluster of appendages. A med-machine. I was in a medical-bay. That could be either good, or bad. It told me nothing. I could be anywhere, though the gravity felt like home. Mars.

Molly meow-growled again.

‘I can’t feed you while you’re standing on my chest,’ I growled back.

She obliged by backing off, allowing me to push myself upright, and swing my legs over the side of the pod.

I looked around. The full feature med-machine took up one half of the small room. My stasis-pod on a low gurney half filled the other half.

The large viewscreen next to the door on my left sprang to life.

‘Welcome back to life, Lead Pilot Mons, Molly,’ said the man in the viewscreen, with a faint Terran accent. I recognized him – Trey Dan, Team Leader of Survey Team One.

‘Where are we, Team Leader?’ I asked. A dumb question. I knew the answer. The question I wanted to ask was, “Why are we still on Mars?”

‘”When are we?” Is the more relevant question,’ he replied, with a suave smile. ‘But to answer your question. Mars. To be precise, at the NueSky Co.’s Carsoon Cargo Port.’

NueSky was a cargo handling company and Carsoon was their cargo staging spaceport. I had, on occasion, dropped containers here, in my old job.

‘The Starwind and the Fara V Expedition never sailed,’ continued Trey. ‘And it appears that the entire Advance Survey Group – all five personnel containers, our spaceboats, aircars, ground transport, and equipment containers were shifted here to await our assigned loading time. Only to be forgotten about for 740 Martian years – something like 1,487 Earth-standard years.

‘Three years ago, Beyond Salvage, an Aerrion based salvage company, rediscovered Carsoon and filed a salvage claim on it. I’m now the company’s Team Leader for their salvage operation here.’

I tried to make sense of it. ‘Why?’ Another dumb question, so I tried again, ‘What happened?’

‘You’ll receive a full briefing. But briefly, shortly after we were placed in our stasis-pods and packed away here, a solar system wide plague broke out. A bad one. Within weeks it killed 70% to 80% of the population of the solar system. Carsoon was abandoned by its survivors. If any. At some point all the spacecraft and aircars seem to have been flown off, but we were left here and then forgotten about until Beyond Salvage found a record of it and sent a team here.’

‘How long after we were put into stasis did this plague happen?’ I asked – my thoughts suddenly clear. Keiree Tulla, my wife, had a week of training to go with her First Wave Construction Team after the quantum suppression of the stasis-pod had sent me to never-ever land.

‘It appears to have been between 32 and 34 days after we were put into the pods.’

I breathed a slight sigh of relief. ‘My wife is the Director of the First Wave Construction Team. Have they been revived?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t want to be too discouraging, but seventeen members of my team are in a similar position. No one has been able to locate any definite information about the fate of any other expedition personnel. The Fara V Expedition Company simply vanished without a trace – from our perspective today – like countless other companies. Citizenship records have only come back on line for the last 300 years and they have, so far, yielded nothing.

‘We can probably assume that everyone who had been put in the stasis-pods prior to the plague, was not revived until a cure was available. But when they would’ve been revived, or if they’ve been revived, is an open question. I’m in touch with my crew, so if anyone finds any information, it’ll be passed along to everyone.’

I stared at the blank grey wall before me. I had finished my training three subjective days ago. Keiree and I had held each other, and said our goodbyes, two subjective days ago.  And yesterday, Molly and I had laid down in the stasis pod to be consigned to a quantum never-ever land. Today, everything had changed.

Oh, I knew being revived would be an adjustment. And I knew that it would’ve been several years after I was revived before Keiree and I would meet again. Her First Wave Construction Team would only be revived once the expedition’s survey teams had certified Fara V safe for settlement. But this was different. The certainty of that reunion was missing. And it scared me.

‘Right,’ Trey continued, ‘First things first. As it stands right now, you’re likely harboring the fatal fungus in your lungs. It will flower within a month, killing you if not treated. We need to purge it from your body, after which, the med-machine will make several genetic and epigenome mods to eliminate susceptibility to it and similar diseases. We’ll also need to disinfect Molly for spores in her fur.

‘Once that procedure is over, I’ll give you a complete briefing on where you’ve landed. You’re the last of the four other members of your team whom we’re reviving this month. The day after tomorrow, we’ll head back to Aerrion and you will start a new life on a little older Mars. Shall we proceed, Gy?’

What choice did I have? ‘Let’s get it over with.’

‘Good. Though we’ve all been treated and should all be immune, given what happened 743 Martian years ago, we don’t take chances. So please place Molly on the med-machine bed. We’ll flush out and kill any fungus spores that might be lodged in her fur. Once that’s done, we’ll proceed with your more extensive treatment.’

‘How long will that take? Molly is hungry. Patience is not one of her virtues,’ I asked, using mundane concerns to keep thoughts of Keiree at bay, for a moment, or two.

‘Her treatment will take only a minute. Your treatment will take six hours. You’ll be put under for that, plus a few more hours for complete recovery. But your team members, Maza Dreu, Xi Van, Lin Rin, and Marsea Fu are here and Xi assures me that Molly is quite familiar with your team. They’ll look after her, while you undergo your treatment.’

‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that,’ I said. ’She’ll be happy. They spoil her.’

‘Right. Molly first. Put on the mask that’s on the treatment bed so that you don’t reinfect her.’

I heaved myself to my feet. ‘Come along, Molly. Let’s get you cleaned up.  Then the gang will feed you.’

“Feed you” got her attention, and she followed me across the room to the med-machine. ‘Up you go,’ I said, padding the bed. And as she leaped up, I turned back to the viewscreen. ‘Now what?’

‘Just keep her on the bed. We’ll use air blasts to flush out the spores which will then be killed by the ultra-light.’

‘She might not like that.’

‘I’m afraid it’s necessary. It will be over in a minute.’

Easy for him to say. He was on the other side of a wall.

Still, it had to be done. I carefully explained to Molly what was going to happen, put on the mask, and took hold of her fore paws to keep her on the table. Since she was a genetically engineered and enhanced cat, she was (allegedly) just as attuned to human language and social interactions as enhanced dogs were. In cats, however, this enhancement rarely showed. She, like all cats, was too proud to let on that she understood me. You just had to take it for granted.

‘Be brave,’ I said, giving her my sternest look, while appealing to her pride. I knew that asking her to be “good” would get me nowhere.

‘Right, let’s lift.’

Luckily, the air blasts at the beginning were gentle enough, so she almost came to enjoy the treatment as they strengthened. The bright, ultra-light sterilizer didn’t seem to bother her. We got through the treatment with only routine mewing protests, likely about me holding her fore paws and not trusting her.

‘Xi is at the door to collect her and take her to the cafeteria,’ said Trey.

‘Go with Xi, She’ll get you something to eat. I’ll see you later. Be good.’

She gave me a sulky “I’m always good” stare.

‘I mean it.’

She hopped off the med-machine table and swayed to the door, without looking back. Tail held high.

The door opened a crack, some air whooshed in, and she slipped out.

‘Right,’ said Trey. ‘Now, you can remove the mask, and once you strip and place yourself on the bed, the machine can get to work. You’ll awaken in one of the transit quarters in the base headquarters. When you’re up, showered, and dressed, just step out. I’ll have one of my crew waiting for you. I’ll deliver my full “Welcome to Mars” lecture over breakfast. I remember how famished I was after our pre-stasis fast, so I won’t delay that.’

I did as directed – stripped and laid my naked body down on the cool treatment bed. I was, indeed, hungry. But I felt that I needed the promised oblivion even more.

I told myself that it will all work out as the machine sprang to life, and darkness flowed around me.
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I awoke in a small room. The bunk was narrow, so Molly was sleeping at my feet. I was even more hungry than before, so I carefully slipped out of bed – Molly opened an eye, and then closed it again – and looked around. Sitting on the built-in desk was the special alloy canister that held my personal property.

I stepped over and unlocked it with a fingerprint and code. I quickly pulled out the live-image of Keiree. It showed an image of the Keiree Tulla the world knew – cool and remote – was the most brilliant production systems engineer in the world, and the daughter of one of the wealthiest industrial families of Mars. But if I stared at it for several seconds, it changed, ever so slightly, as if she was seeing me from inside the photo. The faintest of smiles would appear on her lips, and in her eyes. My girl is a strange girl. I loved her. I had to find her. Again.

It was up to me since I knew that, if it was possible, she would’ve found me, if she had been revived. There were few things Keiree Tulla found impossible. So it was now up to me. I’d best begin. I made my way to the compact bathroom to shower.

I cut the shower short and dressed in the ex-Fara V survey uniform provided – rugged, but lightweight boots, expedition pants with half a dozen pockets, and a shirt to match. There was also a light jacket in the small wardrobe, which told me it wasn’t winter in the northern hemisphere. I dug out my com-link from the canister and attached it to my wrist, for all the good it did. I could still access the information I had stored on it, but only local links appeared, no global ones. Clearly the Martians hadn’t been maintaining their satellite system. I turned to Molly still apparently sleeping on the bunk.

‘Let’s get breakfast.’

She was up and at my feet in a flash. “Breakfast” being one of the words she didn’t pretend not to know, along with a long list of menu items.

We stepped out into a long corridor, lit by a couple of failing lightpanels. The promised guide was lounging on a chair at the far end. Seeing me, she waved, and folded and put away her screen as I closed the door to my quarters behind me.

‘Good morning Gy Mons, Molly. This way... well, we’ll follow Molly to the cafeteria,’ she laughed, as Molly raced ahead.

‘I’ll ping the Boss that you’re up,’ she sang out in an accent I’d not come across before. It seemed that I was very far from yesterday. She waited for me to join her. She was a tall, lanky woman, with traces of youthfulness still seen on her face, in her eyes, and in her smile. She was dressed in a variation of the expedition uniform.

‘Ora Rin,’ she said, offering her hand with a polite nod as I joined her.

‘Nice to meet you, Ora Rin,’ I said, taking her hand and returning her nod with a smile.

‘I’m sure you’re finding this all very strange,’ she said as we rounded a corner, and continued down a short corridor where Molly was waiting at one of the doors. ‘But don’t worry. Three years ago Trey was in the same position as you are today, so he understands how you’re feeling. And we’re all ready to help you adjust.’

‘I guess I must.’ Like it or not.

‘You will. This isn’t the new world you had signed on for, but Trey says that it’s new enough.’

The pale light of the Martian day illuminated the cafeteria. There were five people seated in the sunlight around a table near the wall of large windows. I recognized them all. Three were scientists from my survey team, Van, Rin, and Fu, plus Drue, a systems tech, in addition to Trey Dan.

Trey looked up as we pushed through the doors of the cafeteria. ‘Morning, Gy Mons,’ he called out cheerfully, as did the rest of the gang. Ora and I joined them to exchange some ‘Welcome to Mars, again’, and other weak wise cracks. But the thing was, we’d just said our ‘Good Luck, see you in Fara V orbit,’ to each other yesterday for me, and only a few more days for them, so this was no reunion of long lost mates.

Thankfully, Trey cut it short, with. ‘I’m sure you’ve an empty stomach and a head full of questions. So if you’ll excuse us, I’ll bring Gy up to speed. And turning to Ora, added ‘Thanks, Ora,’ he added, with a smile.

She nodded, and gave me another cheerful smile as she turned to go. ‘See you around.’

‘Sure. Thanks, Ora,’ I said, returning her smile.

‘Help yourself to breakfast. I’ll brief you while you eat,’ he said, with a sweep of his hand in the direction of the large synth-galley machine set in the inside wall.

Molly was already there and waiting.

We walked over, and I read off half a dozen options for Molly, and then went through the list again until she meowed “That one.” It is hard to tell an enhanced cat from one who is not, until it comes to food. She had to hear all her options before choosing.

I punched in hers – faux chicken (pre-cut) with a white sauce. And as it was being prepared, I made my choices – Nijah-style faux chicken curry, seasoned rice, and glass of sweet juice and a cup of tea.

As we waited for the meals to be prepared, Trey said, ‘We never had a chance to sit down over a beer and talk during training. What did you do before signing on? Part of our commitment to you is helping you land
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