
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


The Eleven Hour Fall


Book One

 


 


Robert Appleton











Copyright 2013 Robert Appleton

 


Smashwords Edition

 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by
any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Characters,
names, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any
actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


****


 Table of
Contents






Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

About the Author


Chapter One

Falling for Remington

 


 


Spindrift from a nearby cornice curled out
over the edge of the mountain and streamed into the violet unknown.
A bottomless unknown. For Kate, performing her umpteenth scheduled
check on her wrist gauges—O2, suit pressure, biometrics, comms
signal strength, all fine—it wasn’t the most perilous scouting
expedition she’d taken part in, but it was the most dangerous she’d
ever volunteered for. The punchy, unpredictable winds up here
forbade anyone from venturing near the edge.

As the most experienced scout in the team
she’d demanded point position, but some clever dick back on board
the Fair Monique, probably never planted a boot on alien
soil in his life, had given that responsibility to a rookie pair
not yet a month out of basic, hoping it would give them much-needed
experience. Um, yeah, they’d get experience all right—of the
plummeting kind, if they weren’t careful.

Hmm, just as she’d thought, the tracks ahead
veered way too far from the bisecting course she’d plotted. If they
kept this up, she’d have to—

Kate lost her footing in the snow and
toppled straight onto Remington, knocking him flat. She helped him
up and wiped his visor clean, but soon recoiled. After all, it
wasn't exactly what she’d had in mind for sweeping him off his
feet. 

Katie girl, you've just done the
dumbest thing since volunteering for this hike. Stay calm. Say
something, quick.

"Wow, you okay?" Remington’s grim,
no-nonsense tone still managed to cut through the crackling
reception.

"Ask me again when we're some place
warm."

What she really wanted to do was warm things
up then and there. To hell with the mission plan. Everyone knew
Kate Borrowdale was the most qualified, the fittest, the most
competitive terrain scout of the group, but only she knew the one
thing that outmatched them all—her feelings for Jason
Remington.

Way to drop a hint. Dusting herself
off, Kate cursed her footing for blowing her chances.

Remington, though, stepped closer and, to
her amazement, grinned through his helmet.

She beamed a smile back, bowed to say thank
you for helping her up, and fought the urge to tear off both their
suits. The insanely low temperature, off-the-charts altitude and
lack of oxygen might have dissuaded her, yet it was still a close
call.

At the very least, it would be one way to
get warm in a hurry.

The wind speed picked up, buffeting her
sideways as Kate fell back in line. All she could think about was
the tall, stern man a few steps behind whom she’d watched from afar
for over a year now, in her own bottled-up, intense way. But...but
had that genie just been unleashed? He’d certainly never grinned at
her this way before, at least not since their maybe-flirty pursuit
race in the low-g velodrome, which she’d let him win on the last
stretch. The whirling indigo sky grew deeper; her head felt lighter
than the atmosphere at any peak.

"All right, the weather's turned. We're
putting up the shelters," blurted a voice over the com-link.
Sounded like one of the rookies. A smart call, one she’d commend in
her report.

Remington immediately broke back to join his
expedition partner while Kate ploughed ahead through the knee-deep
snow. Her designated partner was Jill Qualen, another scout with
limited experience in the grind. In fact, Kate trusted Jill about
as much as she would a loose crampon on a wall of wedding cake
icing. It was therefore imperative to take charge of the shelter
before the weather hit, as she knew full well the dangers of a
blizzard at high altitude.

Soon, clouds hurtling overhead blanketed the
last hint of sunlight. Violet and violent. Kate gritted her teeth
against a flurry of wind blasts. Resistance to her every movement
increased exponentially. Their destination, the west ridge itself,
faded in moments under a swathing swirl of ice.

She shot her tent clamps into the rock and,
hustling Jill inside the shelter, fastened it shut behind them.

The two women checked their equipment in
silence. Kate had done this a million times before, but knew it was
the most crucial part of any expedition. Oxygen...fifteen hours'
worth. Suit integrity...fine. Suit temperature...fine.
Altitude...still no reading. I wonder how high we really
are? The ship’s probes had only managed to explore the highest
peaks of the planet. Electromagnetic interference in the thick
layers of cloud had scrambled any data retrieved from the few
probes able to penetrate the lower strata.

For all she knew, they might be setting a
record for the highest ever climb. I'll bet we are. The largest
planet ever explored...near the top of a high mountain...eat your
hearts out Geary and Musampa! Olympus Mons was kitten play.

Jill gave the thumbs up, and Kate responded
in kind. The only sound they heard was the muffled howl of the
wind.

"How long will it last?" asked Jill, a few
loose strands of blonde hair sticking to her forehead with
perspiration.

"There's no telling," said Kate. "I was in a
blizzard that lasted nearly two weeks on Dakota Prime."

"What was it like there?"

"Not unlike Earth. Deadly terrain, though;
we lost a girl on the way back."

"No kidding. I guess you just can't imagine
yourself being beaten by a bit of wind. Or snow."

“So why did you choose terrain
scouting?”

“I needed a change. It sounded more exciting
than shining an office seat with my derriere.”

Kate had never thought of Jill as the
thrill-seeking type, but she couldn’t imagine her behind a desk
either. "So, you like scouting?"

Jill quirked an eyebrow. "Don't you?"

“It’s a living, I guess.” And right now,
worth no more than the shrug she gave. “Climbing, surveying,
searching for minerals in the ass-cracks of beyond? Like you say,
it’s better than the alternatives. We go where they send us, but
the rest is up to us. And we do get to be Neil Armstrong a hundred
times over.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, we’re usually the first to set foot
on any new rock they find. ‘Toeing-in’, we used to call it—on alien
ground, in the history books. That lottery they hold before each
primary landing, to see who gets to be first; that’s more than a
game, it decides whose name is logged in the record books. After a
while it adds up to quite the resume. Novelty soon wears off,
though.”

An awkward pause took root between them, and
neither spoke another word on the subject. The shelter's taut
fabric thwumped, bulged inward. Kate kept an eye on the tent
cords behind Jill. As the wind assaulted from that side, those
would be the first to snap. Maybe she should've double-pegged.

"Everyone sit tight; the pick-up's on its
way," said the voice over the com-link. "Until I give the word,
stay inside the shelters. Command says the entire hemisphere's
about to white out. Wait for my signal."

Jill closed her eyes and, clasping Kate's
hands, began mouthing a prayer.

Recalling the direst moments she herself had
endured on Dakota Prime, Kate sighed. A couple of minutes and
already Hailing Mary. Save some for when it really gets rough,
sweetheart.

Another ten minutes passed. The tent cords
held, but Kate didn't like the ferocious strain. Though she'd seen
them hold a sky-limo suspended in mid-air, she was less sure of the
shelter's fabric. The slightest rip and the canopy might open up
like a crepe wrapper. And the thought of Remington trying to hold
his together only made her more anxious.

But wouldn’t he be the calm one?

The team leader finally broke silence:
"Twenty seconds. I want everyone out and re—"

A double thump of dead air curtailed his
order, quickly followed by a deafening overlap of crackling and
staggered screams over the com-link. Kate didn't panic. Instead,
she sprung to her feet, wrenching Jill up with her. As she unzipped
the door, the entire tent caved in behind them. A hurtful force
propelled Jill into her, knocking her flat. Shit. No sooner
had Kate spun to see what had struck them than a boulder the size
of a sky-cab crashed on top of Jill, crushing her completely,
before spinning out into a blizzard of rock and ice. Another struck
somewhere close behind. It shattered on impact, its huge jagged
pieces careening by a few metres to her right. Kate scrabbled to
stand upright, and glued her gaze ahead skyward, following the
trajectory of the next falling boulders. As if swiped by the hand
some unseen alien god, two rocks the size of houses hit the
mountain side by side. They smashed square into the rock face and
shook the entire ledge.

That's no avalanche!

Another torrent of massive rocks battered
the ridge sideways on her left hand side—an angle from which
there were no peaks, no slopes, just thin air. What wind could be
so powerful? In Hailing Mary, had Jill instead hailed this
unimaginable force from the heavens? Kate knew there was only one
chance for survival. To jump!

She wiped the specks of bloodied snow from
her visor, blanking Jill from her mind. She leaned into the wind
and inched toward the ledge. It wasn’t until a torn orange tent
flapped about her helmet that she noticed a body lying nearby on
rock scraped clear by the force of the storm.

Another missile shook the ground, followed
by another. One passed between her and the body, almost rolling in
from the sky like the blades of an aerial harvester, not quite
touching the ledge. Kate knelt over the body. Remington. He
wasn't moving, but the instrumentation on his suit gauges showed he
was still alive. Thank God. But how badly injured was he?

No time to think. With a tremendous effort
she dragged him to the very edge of the cliff and pushed him over.
A sheer drop. Without even gathering breath, she flung herself
after him. It all occurred so quickly and matter-of-factly in her
mind that the transition from climber to free-faller didn't
register at first.

Jolts of wind torqued her this way and that.
A few huge rocks flew by, missing her by inches. Kate sensed her
chances of survival had just increased, but from zero to what? Her
gaze remained fixed on Remington’s spinning starfish form as he
drew closer through the barrage of icy pellets. Her suit shielded
her from the impact of this onslaught. But something wasn’t right.
She’d skydived before, but here it felt…different somehow.
Directionless. As though she could hold out her arm and feel the
same gravity pulling her every which way.

She struggled to remain streamlined in her
dive posture. The chaotic air currents veered her off course again
and again. She flung an outstretched arm toward Remington, almost
reaching him. Two more attempts fell short. On the fourth lunge she
grasped his ankle and pulled herself close.

Kate wanted to feel relieved. He was already
married, but so what? She'd thrown the man of her dreams from a
cliff and caught him on the way down. Yet, hope remained in her
parachute, fastened to the back of her survival suit. All she could
do now was hold him tight and wait...

Face to face, helmets chattering together,
they fell through whirl after whirl of violet cloud. She’d clipped
them both together by the waist, but also kept her arms and legs
wrapped tightly around him. She could open his chute for him, but
might never see him again; the winds would rip the canopy to
shreds. Same for hers. If only she knew how high they’d been back
on the mountain. If only she could spy the ground—a second was all
it would take. If only she knew when it was time to open. If
only...

It was the least romantic clinch of her
life. Imperative to think of him only as an unconscious patient in
her care. Nothing more. At a time when they'd never been closer,
they were never farther apart. Twenty minutes lapsed. Ice no longer
pelted them.

We've passed through the blizzard, at
least. Kate checked her instrumentation again. Still no
altitude reading. They must be getting close now, though. Still too
much goddamn cloud to discern anything below. Something
definitely wasn’t right—she should’ve seen the ground by now. Soon
she would just have to chance it, however high they really were. If
the chute failed, it failed. Hell, they always had another.

She decided to set the next cloud layer as
her parachute deployment point. After that, the wind speed would
make or break their survival. If it was too harsh, the rig wouldn't
hold. Even though they had a second chute, she knew this first
would be the crucial one; the fate of number one would likely spell
that of number two as well.

It remained tough to keep any kind of
bearing. At times they seemed to plummet at an alarming rate,
positive g’s almost crucifying her elastically, then she’d flip
upside down and her stomach would knot anew, yanked in some other
direction. At least Remington’s extra weight gave her a sense of
being anchored, kept her view steady over his shoulder
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