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 Chapter One


No good Deed:


The message was received at 10:20 P.M.
November 21, 2025. S.E.T.I. receivers in New Mexico were the first
to capture the signal. At first it seemed to be what they had been
waiting for, so well trained were the scientists and students that
they determined that the message was coming from inside the solar
system before anyone thought to actually listen to it. When a grad
student turned up the volume on the external speakers all worked
stopped as they strained to hear the impossible, a human voice
calling Earth from Mars.

It was in the clear that was the first
thing that Air Force Technical Sergeant Kevin Levy noticed. So, it
couldn’t be military. He turned on the recorders and called his
boss Colonel Hayes. He was probably balling his secretary. He
wouldn’t be happy; no one was going to be happy.

News shows all over the world
interrupted their regular programming to play the message. Most
believed it was some kind of hoax but there were a few that dared
believe.

The message itself was a simple
statement of the facts.

“This is Prometheus calling
earth from the surface of Mars. We landed at 0400 hours local time
such as we can determine. We are ten in number scientist and
support personnel. We left earth six weeks ago and journeyed here
without the consent of any of earths’ Governments. It is our intent
to show that the human race is not bound to any one country, planet
or even a single star. Anyone that has the courage, the skill or
the desire can do as we have done. There are no longer any limits.
We will communicate again soon.”

That was it, just a few short sentences
to change the paradigm on a small blue planet just over sixty
million miles away.

Walter put the mike back in its cradle,
turning he regarded those of us that had crammed ourselves in the
doorway to watch and in that understated manner that had come to
define him to those of us that had known him for a lifetime or just
a few months, he smiled and spoke the words that historians would
later mutilate.

“Well that ought to get
their attention.”

We laughed in agreement. The moment
slipped by lost to time and imperfect human recollection. But what
came later got their attention, just as he had
predicted.


Alan McCormick got into this because of
a good deed and a girl. Three months back, he was out of work and
glad of it, chasing pussy on the beach and not getting much when he
saw four punks rousting an old man. He thought what the hell, might
be a buck or two in it, so he lay in with a strong arm and lead
filled sap. After two of the would-be muggers were rubbing their
heads, they decided that the odds weren’t worth the prize and
split.

He helped the old guy up and he offered
him a job after introducing himself as Walter.

“I need a strong fellow like
you to move some things. I will also give you a reward.”

Alan thought sure, why not. He
accompanied Walter to an old weathered and red placard warehouse on
the wharf. The minute they walked through the roll up doors Alan
heard someone call out father. Looking in the direction of the hail
he caught sight of a short young redhead in a tight fitting green
two-piece dress suit come barreling at them.



His father told him to never marry a
redhead. Redheads were trouble. It didn’t matter if their beauty
surpassed description or they were homely old crows with stringy
hair and wandering eyes. They had only one kind of temper, slow
fuming and long erupting and a wise man did what he could to avoid
it even though in the long run storms came when they came and only
a fool thought an umbrella could stop the rain. So, mind your maw
while I am gone boy, for both our sakes. The last thing I need is a
scalding the moment I walk in the door. He never did explain that
bit about the umbrella.

There was no doubt that she was
beautiful or that his father warning was prophetic. The moment she
noticed the condition of her father’s clothes she positioned
herself between them.

“You have been fighting” she
accused Walter and almost in the same breath with one finger
outstretched and pointing, a pose that brought back more than a few
childhood memories she demanded to know, if he were the one
responsible?

“No Monica” Walter informed
his daughter, “he defended me and I offered him a job.”

“We don’t need him came her
quick reply. We have plenty of help.”

“Daughter” he scolded, “I
say we do and this is my project.”

“Okay” she agreed “but he
can’t come with us.”

“We will see daughter, we
will see.”


“Where are you going” Alan
asked which garnered a disapproving look from her?

“Mars” Walter answered as he
walked away from the couple gesturing upwards to emphasize the
point,

“Do you want to
come?”

Risking her further ire Alan flashed
Monica his best hey, friends, no hard feelings smile and followed
on in Walter’s wake.

“Strays” she mumbled as the
two men walked away. “He is always picking up strays.”

For an old gentleman he certainly moved
fast, Alan wondered if the haste was to put some distance between
his angry offspring and himself.

“Are you really going to
Mars?”

“We thought that we might go
to visit our little sister.”

“In what if you do not mind
the question?”

“In that the old fellow
answered him.”

At first Alan couldn’t really see what
Walter was trying to show him because his eyes were still adjusting
from having just been out in the afternoon sun. But as they
acclimatized to the glow of the old-style mercury vapor lights the
outline of a ship took form out of what moments before had been
only shadow.

It was a bumpy squat somewhat green
spheroid roughly the width of two 747's without wings and half
again as tall. Thirty or forty people labored on or around it doing
whatever one did to an airframe without airfoils or a tail
assembly.

As they got closer the color of the
hull shifted from green to blue and back again and wherever the
radiance from the overheads struck it shimmered making it almost
seem like something not really there. A figure caught in the corner
of your eye that vanishes on turning, nothing more substantial or
permanent then the illusions that life leads us to believe and fate
eventually takes away. He would later learn that that effect was
caused by both fixed and spinning electro magnets secreted just
under the metal skin which when activated would form a protective
EM shield around the ship good against space dust at almost 110,000
KPH.

“Prometheus” Walter told him
holding both hands outstretched a mark of the pride that he
felt.

“Let me show you around” he
offered.

Alan agreed thinking that this was
something out of one of those sci-fi magazines he used to read or
as the more skeptical part of his brain would have it this just
could not be real.

The men and women working on the vessel
waved and called greetings to Walter as they approached. Walter led
him up the ramp to the open rear hatch. Just before crossing the
threshold Alan turned to take in the warehouse and the people busy
with this or that task. The thought occurred to him that no one
gets this lucky, out of work one day and the next walking through
the entrance of a spaceship. This couldn’t be real. It had to be
some kind of big money con but he certainly wasn’t the mark. No
job, little cash and no way to get more, A descendent of a long
line of people that on occasion had not been above playing some
poor sap too greedy to be cautious with their money but nothing on
this grand a scale. They were more of the pigeon drop or Gypsy
switch kind of Grifters.

But seeing what these people had
created made him think that there might just be a small part he
could play that could net him a piece of the score. Big cons need a
lot of players maybe they had a spot for an enterprising young
fellow like him.

But, all those what ifs and maybes and
visions of the big score that his father had talked about on late
winter nights when there is too much time and hope become boredom
and talking fills the spaces, were lost in the river of thoughts
that roared through his conscious mind the minute he stepped
through the rear access and beheld man’s ultimate
future.

This was a cargo bay, built to be just
that and nothing more. The layout, the tie down anchors and the way
the cargo was stowed were little details that no con or sci-fi epic
would have and only someone that had sweated for a living in one
would recognize.

That part of him that always expected
things to be less than they were. That believed that it was always
about separating people from their stash fell silent the moment he
crossed that threshold and the child that dreams the dreams of
youth everlasting that exists in the souls of men smiled and
whooped in glee at seeing a dream made real.

Going to Mars was no longer the
impossible fantasy from his long-forgotten preadolescences it was
as genuine as steel, human ingenuity and industry could make it. In
the space of a few seconds Alan had gone from eager skeptic and
ready conman to a true believer in man’s only true destiny. Mars he
thought, we are going to Mars.

His new belief in humanities now
unlimited future was firmly ensconced in his mind as he eagerly
followed his new benefactor onward into the heart of the
ship.

First stop was the crew quarters. The
rooms were not the cramped accommodations he would have expected on
a ship of this size. The bed of course was stowed in the wall but
even when it was down there would still be plenty of
space.

“A crew of ten in the first
flight” Walter told him, “just a proof of concept, we want to show
that we can do it, so my colleagues at NASA know that I was right
and they were….” he paused.

“Ah it doesn’t matter they
will see the truth and then the real space age can
begin.”

Alan didn’t understand the reference so
he let that pass without comment. After a stop in the galley and
engine room they eventually got to the bridge or control room as
the professor described it. There were acceleration couches along
the wall and at each station and one couch in the center of the
room.

“Captain’s chair” Alan
asked?

“Yes, I knew that you were a
bright one.

“Star trek” Alan
asked?

The professor looked distant for a
second then he smiled, “T.V. show right?”

“Exactly” Alan
agreed.

“Loved it as a young
graduate student because it taught me that mankind could do so much
more than it was doing with itself. War, fear and greed have ruled
us for far too long. It is time for something more don’t you
think.”

Alan told him yes believing for the
first time since he was a child that there were now endless
possibilities.

They toured the different stations,
navigation, thrust control, orbital insertion, sensors and
environmental.

“We are all going to have
micro sensors implanted so that the ship's doctor can monitor us
during acceleration to test the effectiveness of our inertial
dampers.”

“The human body would be
turned to mush if we did not find a way to counter act the effects
caused by our high rate of thrust.”

“How is that
done?”

“We have created a gravity
field that partially isolates the crew compartments and the control
room from the effects of acceleration.”

“It is not a complete
isolation so you will feel some inertial pressure, but it should be
more then survivable.

“Once we have achieved
necessary velocity to break away from earth and send us on our trip
to mars the acceleration will be constant and the field will be
adjusted to what you will experience on Mars so that you can adapt
to the local gravity before we land.”

“I imagine that it will feel
like you have a spring in your step for the first few days until
your body adjusts. Now I will turn you over to our
foreman.”


They left the ship and as promised, he
turned Alan over to the foremen.

“See if there isn’t
something that needs doing that this young man can do for
us.”

“Sure boss” Engel Fritch
told the professor but his smile became a sadistic grin once the
old man was out of sight.

Engle was short and pissed off about it
and Alan being over six-foot-tall was a good enough reason for
Fritch to dislike him.

“I got just the job for you
he told Alan.”

It turned out to be sweeping up after
the other workman and fetching and carrying whatever they wanted.
It wasn’t really all that bad. He had done worse and he was sure
that if Engel put his mind to it he could find something on the
other side of terrible so Alan did what he was asked and he didn’t
complain because it was a job and he kept thinking about Mars and
long shots.

He had watched the red planet through
his little three-inch refractor as a child and like all little boys
and even little girls he always thought maybe someday. The dream
had died when he discovered he liked catching women and that it
didn’t matter what someone like him wanted if you didn’t have the
money or the connections you were not going to pilot the shuttle or
even fly jets. That was for officers and those ranks were limited
to those whose parents could afford to send them to the right
schools. Like it or not he was okay for cannon fodder but he was
never going to fly.

It was the one really stupid thing
about the military, position counted for more than talent or
aptitude. They were still stuck in the college boy right stuff
mentality of the fifties and sixties and they would not change or
see the modern reality that men and women that played video games
as children had faster reflexes then the college geeks they chose
to fly their planes.

Besides they weren’t planning on going
to Mars on manned flights for decades, if ever. Bean counters had
just about convinced everyone that it was too expensive and too
dangerous to send humans. Robots could do the job. Even though the
machines that they had already sent, while effective in their way
where in no way able to do what one human being could have done in
a third of the time.

So, he stayed and took Engle’s crap
because there was a part of him that remembered the wonder and
pride he felt sitting in his grandmother’s kitchen watching
discovery channel program that featured old video of man walking on
the moon and the disappointment later when he was old enough to
understand that that was as far as they got.

After the seventies manned exploration
of the solar system pretty much stopped. Going to the moon would
always be a symbol to him of wasted effort. To go so far and not
keep on going was worse than not going at all. Of course, there was
always Monica, sure she seemed a little bitchy but he had won over
worse that were half as pretty. One never knew when it came to
women. They didn’t even know themselves sometimes.

On the third day she came to see him.
He was sorting bolts one of the easier tasks Fritch had set him
too.

“Why are you still here” she
demanded?

He looked at this pretty little red
head and thought I bet she makes beautiful babies, which surprised
him because his thoughts were usually a lot more graphic. “I’m
working.” he answered.

“He hasn’t got any money
that isn’t tied up in this project so you might as well forget
about a reward.”

“Maybe I already have my
reward.”

“What would that be” she
smirked.

“I like looking at you for
one, seeing the ship, helping to make the first trip to mars a
reality that might just be the best reward of all.”

“Give me a break your kind
never helped anyone and I don’t want you looking at me. Maybe it
was the smirk or her attempt at mocking laughter that made him say
it or maybe he just wants to get a little back for all the other
times people had made him feel like crap so he said something he
shouldn’t have.

“Well” he told her his voice
low and flat “at least I am doing something to help instead of
pinning over some little boy that only saw you as a
convenience.”

The smile was gone and so was the color
from her face. “How dare you” she yelled, “how dare” the last word
didn’t come out.

She turned and stalked away and he felt
like shit for saying it. He offered an apology to her retreating
back but he didn’t think she heard it. Dam I am an idiot he mumbled
to himself. A half hour later Fritch showed up.

“Hey, boy, I got something
better for you to do” and by better Alan just knew he meant
worse.


Pumping human waste, oh what joy, he
was breathing through a respirator and thanking whatever Gods there
were that Fritch had let him have one.

Although he could still smell some of
the affluent that he was making its way through the hose into the
holding tank on the other side of the wall. The plumbing had stove
up long ago and this was cheaper then reworking it. The building
was going to be demolished once the ship was gone. The ground crew
would leave before the launch and would monitor the mission
remotely giving them what assistance they could. But, everyone knew
that once they were underway they were really beyond the reach of
anyone on the home world. Unless the Government decided to send in
the marines and if they did it was unlikely that they would be
there to help.

Walter had told him more than once that
they were a little afraid of Federal interference.

“You know how they are if
they can stop you they will.”

“I do not think that they
believe that we can do it but I know they are watching.”

“Let’s hope that we can keep
them fooled as to the level of our competence up until the time
they discover we are already on our way.”

If anyone else had said that, Alan
would have expected the next words out of their mouth to be an
explanation as to why silently reciting nursery rhymes was better
them singing pop songs in your head when it comes to blocking mind
probes but given what Walter had already accomplished this slight
bit of paranoia just seemed reasonable.

Governments hated surprises and this
ship was a definitely going to upset them when it rocketed out of
here in a few weeks if not sooner. This was the reason Walter and
company were being close mouthed about the launch date. Alan was
sure that when they decided to go it would probably come without
much notice.

Given the state of the project it was a
mystery as to why they had not already felt the weight of a
bureaucratic truncheon. Maybe all those government employees
assigned to watch them really wanted to believe as Walter had
surmised that he and his crew were incapable of such a feat so they
settled for observing what to them must seem just a bunch of cranky
old scientist playing astronaut.

He had often noticed that it was
unquestioned assumptions that led to the worst catastrophes or the
most unexpected results. The people that ran the agencies that
watched the citizens believed that only the Government had the
expertise and resources to go to Mars therefore a bunch of bright
well-meaning kooks in a warehouse couldn’t reach low earth orbit
let alone another planet.

Alan was putting away the hose when
Gail Devoir, the doctors assistant showed up, she held her nose as
she handed him an envelope and then she made a quick getaway. A
shower, I definitely need a shower.

After he was once again clean and
hopefully de scented he opened the crisp white cotton envelope. It
was an invitation to dinner onboard the Prometheus in an hour. He
dug out his best cloths and predictably they were wrinkled so he
went down the way to Alice Murray’s cube and asked to borrow her
iron. She laughed asking what a stumblebum like him needed with an
iron but she gave it to him anyway. Then she said be ready to duck
and closed the door without an explanation.

It turned out she was right. Monica was
waiting for him just inside the cargo bay hatch. She took a long
swing that started near the floor and ended with a pipe wrench that
she could barely lift skittering across the deck.

He saw her wind up out of corner of his
eye as he came aboard and stepped back just as the wrench whisked
past followed by her as the momentum of the tool jerked her off her
feet.

Alan stepped forward to grab her and
she lost the weapon. “Dam you she yelled, let go of me,” which
brought two mechanics that had been working in the bay.

They saw the heavy tool slide to a stop
and the struggling couple and guessed the rest. One of them made a
half-seen gesture to the other and they both began snickering to
themselves before going back to work.

“What are you laughing at
you thumb twiddling primates” she yelled after them as she regained
her balance and twisted herself out of his grip, almost falling on
her wide ass as she did?

He made the mistake of trying to catch
her once more and this time she found her mark. There was a loud
crack as she backhanded him across the face.

“Bastard” she yelled at
him.

He rubbed his check and realized for
the first time that she was more than a little drunk.

“I hate you” she said and
stalked off with a decided list to one side then the
other.

He followed staying far enough back so
that she could not take another shot. Walter met them in the lock
of the crew quarters. He immediately noticed his daughter’s
condition.

“Monica” he scolded his
daughter “we have guests.”

“He’s not a guest he’s a
pest” she told her father giggling at her own pun.

“Daughter, go clean up
before the others arrive.”


Then he welcomed Alan.

“Thank you for the
invitation” Alan replied as they shook hands.

“I am sorry for what she did
Walter told him. I saw it on the monitor but unfortunately it was
too late to help.”

“No one was harmed let’s
just forget it and besides I think that I may have deserved
it.”

He told Walter what he had said to her
in a fit of anger.

“You are right it was not a
nice thing to say, but I believe she was trying to kill you and
that is much too harsh a response.”

“Maybe we were both stupid
eh.”

“Perhaps you are right and
you both behaved badly and it is better forgotten.”

“Let me get you a drink”
Walter offered showing Alan to his Quarters.

A little bit later the other guest
began to arrive. First were the Murray’s Alice and Geoffrey.
Geoffrey was a man in his sixties with white hair that used to be
dark, thin face and intense eyes. He was a small man that had grown
thin and wiry with age. Alice was an aging blond with a loud
personality and a wide smile. They were opposites in appearance but
Alan suspected more alike in other ways.

Next were the Hellmann’s Alexander and
Margaret. They looked exactly like Alan always thought grandparents
should look. He was white bearded slightly paunchy man in his
fifties and she was the perfect matron with a wide ass and ample
bosoms. She gave Alan broad smile when she saw him. You survived, I
see. Just lucky I guess he replied. Monica pouted at him from her
seat she now knew who had warned him. He and Margaret would get
along.

Next to last were the Bingham’s Marge
and Arthur. She was still at that age where she dyed her hair to
hide the coming gray making her chestnut tresses look a trifle,
orange. He was a thin man that unlike his wife accepted
inevitability. His reddish hair was shot through with gray and his
neatly trimmed beard was a solid white.

The last to come through the door was
Julie Ann Rogers the botanist. She was medium height with blond
hair and funny shaped thin glasses that arched over her eyes to
such a degree that he wondered if she could actual see with them or
were they just for fashions sake. She had a foil-covered container.
Some of my marinated wild mushrooms she told Walter placing the
container on the table with the rest of the feast. Walter invited
them all to take a seat around the large mahogany table. It was not
the kind of furniture one would expect to find on a space ship, but
as the professor explained the gravity field should make it
possible to live an almost earth side existence. The food when it
came was marvelous, a delicious onion soup and a simple salad with
sugary walnuts and tangerines. Shrimp stuffed New York steak and
small new potatoes in a cheese sauce that had a taste of garlic and
wine to it. Desert was cheese or German Chocolate cake, after they
were served coffee and the scientist began to converse.

Alan learned that those in the room
were the heads of the different departments that existed within the
project it made him wonder why he was here. He was just the hired
help. When they began to talk about Mars he became really
interested. No one had ever been there. They knew pretty much what
the terrain would be like at the landing site and what the
atmospheric conditions would be like but little else. The red
planet still held onto most of its secrets.

They were aiming for the edge of the
Canyon that traversed mars east to west. It was thought that if
there were any dense atmosphere left on the planet, it might exist
near the floor. Core samples of the polar ice might also yield
samples of what the air was like on Mars early in its development.
They were also going to deploy some balloon borne probes to explore
as far as possible from the landing site. A series of satellites
would be left in orbit to beam data and images back to the earth so
that everyone could see what few were allowed access to now. They
would also serve as a communication array while the expedition was
on planet.

“You see” Walter said
warming to a familiar topic.

“The exploration of space
will not be accomplished by the fortunate few.”

“To colonize Mars and the
solar system everyone must have the opportunity to take part, in
much the same way that the American’s had colonized the United
States.”

“That led to the slaughter
of millions” Professor Murray chimed in.

“Yes, it did Geoffrey but it
also led to the opening of a continent and besides I do not believe
that we will be evicting anyone form their home this
time”.

“I think that everyone here
would agree that Mars is devoid of anything a more complex then
bacterium.”

“Yes” the others
agreed.

“Let us hope” said Geoffrey
added.


The evening eventually wound to a close
each of the guests giving their leave and thanking Walter and
Monica who had sobered up a bit for the wonderful food and
conversation. Alan was one of the last to go. If it had been
possible he would have stayed all night to talk about Mars. For the
first time in a long time he was excited about something. He wanted
to learn everything he could as quickly as possible, but Monica let
him know that she wanted him to leave and not come back. Walter
suggested that he best get some sleep tomorrow would be busy as
they were in the final stretch now, lift off would be in two weeks.
“Really?”

“Yes, my boy maybe you might
come with us what do you think about that.”

“I don’t know what to say”
he managed after getting past his surprise at really being offered
a berth on the first expedition to Mars.

“Sleep on it my boy. We will
talk again later.” Walter ushered him out the lock with his
daughter angrily watching as he dogged the door behind
him.

Walter turned from the door to meet the
irritated gaze of his still partially inebriated
daughter.

“What do you mean he is
going with us?”

“Daughter he told her you
are drunk will talk about this later.”

“He isn’t going” she told
him her speech a little slurred and her movement’s slower than
normal as she tried to hit him. He caught her as she fell and
helped her to her bed in the small stateroom.

“He isn’t going” she mumbled
and he dropped her on the bed and covered her up with the blanket
and left her there to sleep it off.

Love he thought, it often manifests as
hate before it becomes the deeper connection. It was odd that of
all the things that he had learned over the course of his life,
understanding women had eluded him. There just was no math to
explain them.

“No math at all” he mumbled
as he made for his own bed.


 Chapter Two

Lift Off:

The scaffolding was gone. The ship
stood on its landing skids and the last of the supplies were being
loaded. He was waiting with the rest of the crew for Walter and the
final briefing.

They were going before they had
originally planned because Fritch had been giving information to
the FBI. They had an informant of their own that had tipped them to
a joint FBI and ATF raid that would take place sometime that
morning. They’re goal was to seize the ship and stop the flight.
Alan thought of Fritch of his smarmy smile and the dirty little
jobs that he found for him. He hoped that there was a special
little place in the Forman’s Christian hell reserved for traitorous
little bastards. Alan didn’t believe but he knew that Fritch
did.

They turned as one when Walter came
into the room wearing the same orange pressure suit that they all
had donned except his had a blue helmet.

“We go now” he said in an
uncharacteristically brusque manner.

“Clasp hands” he told
them.

“May whatever beings rule
the universe give us a safe passage?”

“I thought you were an
atheist” Alice Murray interjected.

“Can’t hurt” Walter answered
and then they were moving.

Ten orange figures walking across the
concrete expanse of the warehouse to the ship, their life raft in
the void, home for six weeks ship time and longer on the surface.
An involuntary shiver ran down his spine, if it was fear or
anticipation he could not have said. Besides what difference is
there between the two at a time like this. They were really going.
He was really going.

While donning his suit his mind had
wandered to thoughts of his own mortality because it had occurred
to him more than once in the last couple hours that every once in a
while, a rocket will explode and that there is no air in space or
on Mars.

Thoughts of death always lead him to
memories of his mother telling fortunes for those that just wanted
to hear that their life would turn out okay.

On occasion death would show up in a
reading causing more than a few of her clients to gasp in
uncertainty. She would calm their fears by explaining “that the
card didn’t mean death at all. That the symbol of the grim reaper
on that small bit of painted paper was nothing more than a sign of
transition from one state of being to another; it was a reminder
she would say that all things are transitory and that before we can
begin something new we must first lay our past to rest.”

In a way he was witnessing a death.
Because of this voyage everything that had come before would be
finished. Humanity had been stuck in place for so long, unwilling
or able to change. Those few people that had an idea that we could
strive for a better future had been shouted down or outright
killed.

In the years since man went to the moon
and people marched and protested for a better world everything had
slipped slowly backward. We were fighting the same old battles over
and over again going nowhere. Prometheus would send a message that
the journey that started with Yuri Gagarin could now
continue.

Those that had the means or the will
could colonize the solar system and eventually the stars beyond. It
would end the circular struggle between those with and those
without. We could all build better and more prosperous places among
the stars.

So even if his life were to end like a
fourth of July firework or he expired in the cold of space or on
the unforgiving surface of Mars it wouldn’t matter. From this
moment forward the good and the bad that marked his existence would
balance out and he would stand even, what more could anyone
ask.


They were strapping in when the word
came that the outer hatch was sealed followed almost immediately by
the report that the FBI and ATF were coming up the street in
armored vehicles. Walter gave the evacuation command as he belted
in and the navigator and pilot brought up their
stations.

Max called out the checklist in rapid
order, “engine preheat sequence commenced, initializing main
thruster fuel intake pumps. We have positive pressure main water
line, main LOX and Hydrogen tank to pressure, valves open. We are
ready for main booster ignition.”

“Lift whenever you are ready
Max” Walter called from the command chair.

Max gave the thumbs up and started the
abbreviated count down, “five, four, three, two, one
ignition.”

Geoffrey yelled out main engine start
and Alan felt a sudden jolt as the ship lifted off its skids
followed
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