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SUNSET
The hall was full of people celebrating. Families were enjoying the miniature Ferris wheel and cheery children were driving the bumper cars. Young cadets were singing and dancing to the music, forgetting the world around them, for the afternoon at least. Food was eaten plentifully and smiles were spread throughout the large room. It was a good day.
David Westward looked upon this scene from the second floor balcony. He was glad everyone was having a good time. It was not often they had this chance, especially here, away from everyone. They were celebrating ten years here, and for most of the revellers, including him, it had been ten years. David looked up momentarily through the looking glass in the middle of the hall's ceiling. It was afternoon where they were, but he looked up at the stars. He knew one among them was his home; one of them was Earth.
A small beep sounded on the watch he was wearing, interrupting his thoughts. David was being called back. He took one last look at the festivities and realizing he would not get the chance to participate in them, turned around and directed himself towards operations control.
As he walked, David looked around at his station. Yes, it truly was his station. A space paradise compared to earlier stations, he knew, and he appreciated the fact. No station before his would have had the luxury of being able to throw an anniversary party as was being done in the main hall today. No station would have had the luxury of having large living quarters where a family could live and children grow, not that that would be a problem for him; his wife had passed away years ago now and his children were grown, still on Earth.
But, the Darsius space station was where David Westward had called home for the last ten years, ever since the last pieces had been shipped from Earth and assembled, making the station truly functional and complete. His original assignment had been as the station's chief engineer, responsible for the continued repair and improvement of station technology, but he had inherited the position of Chief Operation Officer (COO), king of Darsius, as his friends would say, four and a half years ago, a job he loved.
No longer did David truly report to a higher authority, excluding his monthly reports he sent to the world council on Earth. Even in this matter though, he had never found any interference from the council. They had enough to deal with on Earth than worry about some little station two weeks away when traveling at maximum speeds.
That is not to say the station was not important, a significant fact to David, as he would have never given up his life on Earth if he had thought Darsius station was not important. The station was the portal to the next level of exploration for mankind. Orbiting the moon of the planet Darsius, the tenth and most obscure of the planets of the solar system, the station was built as a staging point for exploration of the rest of the galaxy. Ships could restock their food and supplies at the station while crews could rest and relax between missions.
Westward reached the elevator system. One was waiting for him, a rare occurrence he knew, but with most of the two hundred permanent and transient residents and amateur explorers in the main hall, the station was rather empty looking. It was odd to see, David observed, but made the walk quieter for a change.
The time in the elevator was rather short without having to stop at each floor for people to enter or exit. On any other day, to travel from the bottom level, where the main hall was located, to level five, where operations control was found, it would usually take two or three minutes. Today, David made the trip in less than thirty seconds.
The elevator stopped at level five. The panel on the door indicated security clearance was needed to enter the heart of Darsius station, found exactly in the centre of the orbiting man-made structure.
"Westward, David. Security clearance code alpha alpha 1."
David placed his hand against the elevator panel and waited the three seconds needed for the computer to recognize his voice, handprint and security code.
"Westward, David. Security clearance code alpha alpha 1. Security clearance level 1. Security cleared," the computer repeated to the COO of Darsius station. The doors of the elevator opened, allowing David to enter operations control.
"Chief, a level 2 storm is developing in the moon's atmosphere," a man called to David as he entered the room. He was sitting at a computer terminal across the room, surrounded by a number of others, all taking in the data presented before them. He did not know any of them well, although he did recognize their faces. They were not the primary operators of their stations, as the senior staff had the day off.
David took a quick look about the room as he headed towards the crowd. Operations control had a large amount of room, but David always found it to be a cozy space. The room was essentially divided into five compartments, each one responsible for the coordination of some task essential to station operation.
The science station was located near the doors he had just entered. From here, all research performed by the station itself, as well as in cooperation with any ships in need of assistance, was coordinated. Directly across the room from it was engineering section. Its responsibility was honestly the least important, as David knew from his own experience as chief engineer. A cadet usually held this post, as the chief engineer worked primarily on the control deck, the bowels of the station. The officer would be called upon to communicate between operation control and the control deck, acting as a liaison. Engineering station truly was there only to ensure coordination between the chief engineer and the COO. Today, the station was empty due to the festivities, emphasizing its lack of importance.
In the middle of the room was the COO's station, from where the Chief could easily and effectively collect the data presented from all around him and make strong decisions. While this was its purpose, David had found in his years on the job that he rarely used it. Fortunately, the station had rarely encountered any emergency situations where its survival was an issue and so, most decisions were not made in haste. David had a private office from where he could access all the information he would ever need, and from there he usually worked.
At the front of the room was mission control, from where the safe arrival and departure of ships was coordinated. This was perhaps the most important station. Two or three ships arrived or departed in any given week. Some were large transports from Earth which had travelled the average two month span it took for such a large ship to travel over such a wide expanse, delivering any food or supplies the station did not produce on its own. Some were vehicles manned by scientists or explorers, returning to their home base after a few weeks, or sometimes a few months, after discovering new wonders of the galaxy. Others were unmanned explorers, ships sent into the unknown to gather information from distances further than man could survive in isolation, returning to the station months or years later with the raw data to perhaps make manned exploration possible in the future.
David approached the fifth station, environmental control. Besides being responsible for maintaining a hospitable environment on the station, in the form of ambient temperature and gravity control, the station was responsible for reporting on the external environment of the moon and the station's general surrounding. As David reached the crowd about the computer screen, he saw that his colleagues were observing its information.
"Sir," the man in the chair reported to David, "External sensors indicate a level two storm in the moon's atmosphere."
"How long will it be until it intercepts our location?" David asked, realizing the response would be at most a half hour. The different levels of storms of the Darsius moon had been classified years ago, during the construction of the station. Five levels had been established with only the top two being a concern to the station's safety. Level two storms arose infrequently, six or seven times a year, but were none the less a nuisance. They existed primarily in the upper atmosphere in the moon, just below where the station orbited. A level one storm had been observed once, but no accurate record of it was kept. It occurred during the first stages of construction of the station, destroying the pieces of the station that had been brought to the area to that point and killing everyone in the vicinity. The storm set back construction by two years, but fortunately, none had been observed since.
David inspected the data on the screen. He did not like the way it was approaching the station, as this storm seemed to be at a higher altitude than most. The station might just feel the edge of the storm and that was something he wished to avoid.
"Does anyone know how many people are on duty in engineering?" David asked the subordinates around him.
"There may be a handful, chief, but definitely not a full complement with the holiday today and all."
"Someone take over at the engineering station. Tell them to prepare to raise our orbit by two kilometres. I don't like being so close to that storm."
"Chief, we can't do that," a stubby man hesitantly remarked from the crowd. David recognized him as the nighttime mission control operative, on duty in the afternoon because of the festivities, he was sure.
"Why is that, Ensign?"
"Sir, we are expecting an unmanned explorer within the next half hour. It has pre-assigned instructions to be able to automatically dock with the station at our present altitude. If we move, sir, it will either burn into the atmosphere or crash into us."
"Ensign, just contact the vessel and replace the commands."
With that, the crowd broke up and David's people went to work. The lieutenant at the environmental station continued to monitor the storm's progress, the stubby ensign went to mission control to contact the vessel and another officer went to the engineering station to contact the control deck to inform them to be ready for a brief firing of the station thrusters.
David sat down in his chair in the centre of the room, going over the environmental, and more so, the engineering data, himself. It was not that often the station's thrusters were called upon to fire; David himself could only recall a handful of times over the last ten years, most of them for situations like these, in addition to firing the thrusters after the storm was over, returning the station to its proper altitude. He knew the few personnel in engineering would be quickly preparing for the fire, working hard especially since they were understaffed. David quickly called up on his terminal for the computer to complete a quick diagnosis of the thrusters to ensure they would indeed work.
"Chief,” a seemingly frightened voice called from mission control. It was the stubby officer and he turned towards to the COO in a panic. "We have a problem. I tried to contact the vessel. It would not respond to my commands. It seems to be a security feature of the vessel. The specs on the vessel say it has been out in space for over eight years. Maybe it got screwed up being out there too long."
The other officers looked to David and he could see fear in their eyes. These were people who were used to the routine and ordinary. David could tell they had never experienced such a seemingly severe situation in their careers and they were worried. For the COO of Darsius station, the news, while not good, was not as full of doom the staff around him was predicting.
"How long until docking of the vessel occurs?" David asked.
"Ten minutes."
"And the docking commands that can't be changed... do we know when they will initiate?"
"Four minutes before docking, sir."
"And the storm, lieutenant. How much time?"
"About six minutes, sir."
"That's not going to make it," the stubby officer exclaimed.
"Don't worry, ensign. We're not done for yet,“ David assured the mission control officer. To the substitute engineering liaison, "Inform engineering that I want the ability to start up the thrusters at a moments notice because that's all the time we may get. After that, get on the intercom system and inform the station to prepare for the possibility of a bumpy ride."
David continued his instructions to the mission control officer, "Unmanned vessels that are sent on missions longer than five years have built in security features which should prevent any external interference with its primary objectives, to gather information and return in a safe manner. That way, the vessel cannot be damaged if it perchance meets with any undesirable element or an attempt to sabotage it is made. However, we may be able to access secondary command systems. Try to increase the velocity of the vessel to the point at where it will reach its docking procedures."
The officer turned around and began ferociously inputting data into his terminal. He turned back to the COO moments later and David could tell by the look on his face, even before the man spoke, that he was successful.
"Chief, the vessel received the new command and has increased its velocity. ETA to docking now just under five minutes."
"And arrival of the storm, lieutenant?" David asked.
"Four and a half minutes, sir."
It would still be too close. David inspected the data on the screen in front of him. The station would be sitting on the edge of the storm for twenty seconds. David knew that exposure to the storm could render the thrusters useless by that point. The storm could be stronger than the thrusters and manoeuvre the station just slightly off course, a possibility that could ultimately result in throwing the station out of orbit into the emptiness of space or pounding it into the moon's surface. But, he did not want to lose the vessel, either. Darsius station had never lost a vessel yet nor would it today. There was little more they could do.
They waited. Each officer inspected the information presented before them; David shifted between the various data as the officers called out the times for the arrival of the vessel, full of new knowledge, and the storm, full of fury.
Under a minute to go until the vessel docked. Preparing to gently collide with the station, David could see it slowing down on the screen in front of him. He would have to remember this incident for the future. Although rare in occurrence, this situation must be prevented.
"Ten seconds to the storm," announced the officer at the environmental station.
The ten seconds passed in silence. No one moved. They stared at the screens before them, waiting. David took one last look at the storm's movement. He prayed for success.
The shaking began. Like a nice massage becoming a little too rough, the storm hit the station. The equipment shook in operation control, causing a violent noise to sound throughout the room. Throughout the station, no one moved, for fear of toppling over, and for fear of their life, as most did not fully understand the situation at hand.
David sat in his chair and waited, not hearing the sound of the vibration, not affected by the storm. He stared at the screen before him, watching the dot that represented an unmanned, long-term vessel, full of possibilities, ease towards the docking clamps too slow for his liking.
All this occurred in ten seconds. What seemed like an eternity lasted under ten seconds. The dot reached the station. The screen read: Vessel secure.
"Engage thrusters, now!" David commanded the officer at the engineering station.
The lieutenant spoke into the radio as desperately as the command came from his COO. David changed his screen to read thruster information. Suddenly, the station came alive and its personnel and residents were all thrown down, feeling the force of the thrusters firing from the station's underside. The rattling of the equipment ceased and the noise disappeared. Only the silent hum of the station's electrical systems could be heard. The experienced ear of David could hear the thunder of the firing thrusters. It had worked. Everything seemed to be fine.
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