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CHAPTER 1
A sleek interstellar craft sped effortlessly through the dark void of space. It had all the curves and performance of a high-end sports car and the pilot handled it like a driver on the last lap of the Indy 500. It sliced through the cosmos like a hot knife through butter, better then that even. It went through space so elegantly that no combination of condiments and cutlery could come close to making an accurate analogy.
The pilot was a perfect match for the caliber of ship he piloted. He was well built and handled the controls as if they were part of his own nervous system. He was clean cut and the most decorated officer in the entire fleet. He was well liked and endlessly popular among the fairer sex. Almost everyone back on Earth knew his name and almost all of those secretly wished the could actually be him, instead of living their own pointless, boring, ordinary lives.
He had been called out to Jupiter yet again. His reputation so far preceded him, that the Jovian colonies would trust none other with the great task that he would have to perform. They were certain that only he, in all his great awesomeness, could ever succeed.
The message itself had been vague and broken. The only discernible phrase the eggheads back at Earth had been able to pick out of it was ...coming straight for us... The message had been shot out to Earth on the special sub-etha frequency that was reserved strictly for his use. Needless to say, he headed out for Jupiter immediately.
However, even at the amazing speeds that his ship traveled, it was still almost a four hour journey to Jupiter. His mind drifted into random thoughts to fill the time. I wish just once they would call on someone else to save the day. I wouldn't mind sharing the spotlight for a little while if it got me a break every now and then. Every time he got into this train of thought though, his own sense of duty would bring him around to his senses. Who am I kidding? If they called someone else, which they wouldn't, that person, whoever it was, would go in, FAIL, and then I'd be called in anyways. Better I get it over with than waste someone else's life to grant myself a brief reprieve.
He might have just let them call someone else at this point. He was adrenaline weary from all the nail biting, death defying, seat's edge acts of amazing heroism he had performed in recent weeks. But, it had been the Jovians, and, God help him, he could not say no to the Jovians. It was that he owed the Jovians any particular debt. It wasn't a sense of duty, he had already done enough the satiate that feeling. It wasn't the fact that, over-all, the Jovians were some of the nicest and most down to Earth Down to Jupiter? people one could ever hope to meet, but it didn't hurt either. The was an interesting phenomena that occurred among the Jovian colonies that piqued his scientific curiosity.
Within the Jovian colonies, it is a well known fact, that the gravity is about twenty-five percent greater than normal Earth gravity. The orbiting colonies sit within the Jovian atmosphere, which means that they are within the reach of Jupiter's great gravitational pull, and float by means of magnetic repulsion. It had taken an amazing feat of engineering and science to get the gravity on board to where it was, and for most people who know the numbers, this was more than acceptable. After a few generations, the populace of the Jovian colonies began to adapt in amazing ways. It was these adaptations, in fact, one in particular, that had stirred his interest.
The was one side affect that he wished to study closely. The increase in gravity had inadvertently gifted the Jovians with the biggest, perkiest, most geometrically perfect breasts in the known galaxy. Breasts so divine that if they had existed in the time of Michelangelo (the artist, not the turtle), he would have abandoned his craft after many futile attempts at trying to emulate such magnificent beauty. He would have to wait for his chance to collect some first-hand data, for now, he had a planet to save.
A message appeared on the small monitor to his left on the dash. According to the sensors back of Earth, and at various sub-etha relay stations, there was in fact a large object headed straight toward Jupiter. These dimensions can't possibly be right! It was huge, big enough that it wouldn't need to hit the colonies directly to damage them. The shock wave that would happen if this thing his the core would destroy not only this planet, but quite possibly a few of its neighbors as well. Kiss Uranus good-bye!
His fingers danced over the keyboard of the ship's computer. He changed the trajectory of his ship from Jupiter to the object itself, also, he did a quick long range sensor scan to double-check the numbers he had gotten from Earth. The result of the scan showed the one thing he was afraid of, an exact copy of the dimensions he had received from Earth. For now, he would just have to wait. He would be within range to make visual contact soon enough.
Nothing in all his experiences could've prepared him for the site that was about to invade his view through the plexi-glass cockpit window. The object was massive, no massive doesn't begin to do it justice. It made his ship, which admittedly was a small speeder to begin with, appear as a flea approaching a Saint Bernard. No, even that isn't quite right. It appeared as a germ before a domino, a domino the size of the Empire State building. Domino?
Why had his mind suddenly conjured up a domino? It was actually quite an accurate description. It was a flat, shiny black, but not reflective at all. The only thing that was missing was the ornate grooves that most dominoes have of the back side. This had to be the back, after all, there were no dots. Perhaps they're on the other side?
His monitor flashed another message at him. The ship's sensors had not been able to determine the composition of the object. After doing a cursory scan for radiation, the monitor offered up a solution.
IT IS UNSAFE FOR SHIP TO MOVER CLOSER TO OBJECT.
THERE IS A HIGH PROBABILTY OF ADVERSE GREVITAIONAL AFFECTS NEAR OBJECT.
OBJECT MUST BE PREVENTED FROM PENETRATING JOVIAN ATMOSHPERE.
COMPOSITION MUST BE DETERMINTED BEFORE A COURSE OF ACTION CAN BE DECIDED.
SOLUTION:
PILOT MUST USE E.V.A. AND PORTABLE SCANNER FOR ACCURATE READINGS.
THIS IS A PRIORITY ONE.
His heart sank. He didn't like the look of this object. He didn't like the EVA suit either. Now he would have the extreme displeasure of combining the two. His lunch made a leap for his throat at this thought, but thankfully stopped before hitting the point of no return and retreated back down.
He brought the Handi-ScannerTM over and set it down by the EVA suit. The suit itself was white and blocky with boring gray trim. It had an overt sciencey feel to it that clashed horribly with the sport cars esque styling of the rest of the ship. It had better work. After all, it's not like it should break down due to normal wear and tear. It's practically brand new!
He put on the suit and made his way to the airlock. The airlock was small. There was just barely enough room for one man in an EVA. Getting in the airlock with the Handi-ScannerTM had been a chore. Once the airlock gave him the green light, he hit the release button with his elbow. The outer door of the lock opened smoothly and silently.
He kicked off of softly as possible and slowly glided out into the nothingness of space. He heard a soft accompaniment of a violin. The soft sound grew into a full classical orchestra as he drifted. Orchestra? The built in music player inside the EVA had decided to go off of it own accord. How the hell do you turn this thing off? He mashed buttons desperately, more than once coming close to shutting off his own life support, but it was no use. He was stuck drifting through space with classical music blaring. Why do I have a sense of Deja Vu?
The pack on the back of the EVA gave off a minuscule puff of boosters to get him moving in the right direction. He was actually happy with the EVA for once. He had been able to punch in the coordinates and it was taking him to the object automatically. This was good because he doubted whether or not he had the courage to inch forward manually, considering the massive object he was inching towards.
He was in a state of shock and awe. His mind had mildly short-circuited at the task of tryi9ng to define this thing in words it would understand. It was like a giant rectangular hole in space. It was a massive grave dug into the cosmos. It had to be some kind of glitch or error, a great dead pixel on the monitor of eternity.
He powered up the Handi-ScannerTM. The small machine carried on with its symphony of beeps and boops that, because of the vacuum of space, no one would ever hear. It brought up the dimensions and then went about scanning for the object's composition. A small status bar appeared on the display screen. He watched intently as it slowly crawled up to fifty percent and then jumped instantly to one hundred. The screen went black and then popped up just two words.
BEATS ME
The screen flicked out again then popped up all blue with random program coding in white text. The were two words at the bottom.
PLEASE REBOOT
He powered down the scanner. Hell of a lot of good that did!
He eyes slowly surveyed the Domino. It was so large that his eyes began to play tricks on him, or so he thought. Little glimmers of light on the surface seemed to be gathering together. They started to form what looked like faces all over the object. No, this can't be happening, this is impossible! The faces slowly became more defined.
He was hit yet again with an odd sense of Deja Vu. He knew these faces, all of them. As the images became sharper he was certain. They were all celebrities from Earth's history. They were all acting out little scenes, small snippets from their famous works. There were the Three Stooges in a pie fight, and over there was Robin Williams performing stand-up, and there was every member of Monty Python doing whatever it is that members of Monty Python do, there's Zarqulin Magee hitting his record homerun, and Sitcamatron spouting one of his catch phrases That does not compute. , and there's..., and that's...his mind race into a myriad of other celebrities you haven't heard of...yet. All of these celebrities smiling back at him in a monstrous collage. My god, it's full of stars!
Suddenly he realized that it was a collage that formed a giant photo mosaic. When he arched back he could see it. The images combined to form an all too familiar red camera eye of a computer. He began to sweat nervously inside the EVA. The eye strained to focus on him, the iris close almost entirely so it could make out the small object that was he.
He could feel a strange vibration throughout the EVA. In fact, everything in the immediate area reverberated until it gave off a slight hum. This is impossible! The hum began to break up and change into recognizable words until, at last, it formed a sentence.
Good morning Darrell.
Darrell Sheppard woke with a jolt, knocking his head on the low overhang above his cot. The monitor embedded in the overhang was flashing the message.
GOOD MORNING DARRELL
over and over again. Darrell made a solemn vow that he would never again fall asleep with the TV on.
CHAPTER 2
Darrell gazed thoughtlessly at the TV for a moment. It was showing one of those infomercials about some inane collection of the greatest celebrity roasts in history. That had, at least, explained part of his dream. The rest of his dream was still a mystery in the back of his skull. He vaguely remembered dozing off to some old sci-fi movie, one if the ones the guys in engineering guys had forced on board, the night before.
He glanced over at the computer monitor. It was still flashing the same message.
GOOD MORNING DARRELL
You can stop that now Comp. he snapped. The flashing stopped and the monitor brought up another message.
SORRY DARREL.
YOU KNOW THE GUYS BACK AT THE STATION SNUCK THAT INTO MY PROGRAMMING DARRELL.
Darrell gave the computer an understanding nod.
As soon a word had gotten out that this ship was to be sent to Jupiter, the geeks down in engineering found as many ways as they could to pay homage to one of their beloved ancient sci-fi films. They even went so far as to put a red lens on Comp's camera eye. It was bad enough pulling a three year contract on Jupiter with all this nerdy stuff to make him paranoid.
His reason for going to Jupiter were not those of science or exploration. No, he was there for water. There was no noble reason for this either. The water back on Earth was perfectly fine. In fact, it was many time better than it was in generations past, but most people on Earth would only drink water from select places, like the Alps, or Fiji. The more exotic, the better. Lets face it, nothing is as exotic as outer space.
As such, his ship was a far cry from the small speeder of his dreams. It had none of the sleekness of a sports car, or even the clean, sterile feeling of the high-end science vessels. It most closely resembled the malformed offspring of a Winnebago and a refrigerator, or an old brick that someone had hot-glued random crap onto.
This was his third consecutive trip out to Europa (that's one of Jupiter's moons for those not in the know). He had gotten any breaks or vacations in between these hauls either. The only human contact he had had was via radio when he was docked to refuel and empty out the water tanks. He was happy to finally be on the last trip of his contract. He would be going back to Earth as soon as he dropped off this last batch.
It was a long haul to Europa though, five months each way, but it was worth it for the high-class of Earth to have a new designer water to sip. Yeah right! He could almost picture it in his mind. Some yuppie sitting at a fancy five star restaurant asking politely for an empty glass and then proceeding to make a quiet show of filling it with high-dollar Europa water, with a smug look that says Fuck you, my water comes from space. That should be their new motto! He gave up a small chuckle at his own humor.
He snatched up the TV remote. The black, rectangular shape of it made his dream flash back into his mind. He gave the power button a forceful pound and the TV clicked off. His eyes caught a glimpse of the EVA suit off in the distance.
That was the one thing his dream had gotten right in almost every detail. The one exception was, that while it did look brand new, it was not functional. Due to some bizarre trick of fate, the EVA had spent many years in storage and during that time a rat had decided to make a meal of a sizable chunk of air hose. The company hadn't seen this as a problem in need of an immediate solution. The jokers at engineering had suggest duct tape. Darrell had asked them whether or not they would in fact trust the difference between life and eye-pop city to a piece of duct tape. They quickly replied, Hell no!
Darrell himself, was not how his dreams would have him appear to be. First off, he was not clean shave, he had a bushy, but decently trimmed beard. Apparently the company thought it would be too great of expense to keep him in razor, but they had seen it fit to supply him with an electric trimmer. His body wasn't as trim as his dreams would make him out to be either. He wasn't very overweight by Earth standards, but Earth's standards had lowered a good deal. At five foot eight and just over two-hundred pounds, he was actually pretty close to the average weight for his height.
Darrell walked over to the main computer console and sat on the little stool in front of it. He looked at the screen, still almost a month before he reached Europa. He really wished the trip could be faster. There were, in fact, ships available that could cut the time in about half, but that would require the company to invest in a new ship, and fast ships that could haul were pricey. He didn't exactly see why thy couldn't afford to seeing as how this water sold for almost fifty dollars a liter. They were just being cheap. They would just wait until this ship imploded on them or something and just let insurance pay for a replacement.
He was beginning to hate this ship. He would be glad to be done with it. There was nothing to do on board. He could veg out and watch old movies, but he'd been up here so long that he'd seen them all multiple times, and knew most of them by heart. Except he couldn't quiet remember which he had been watching the night before. It was an old movie about the future, which now was the distant past. That felt odd to Darrell. I guess it taught me one thing. If you make something about the future, don't put a date on it!
He decided to get in a little conversation. How are you doin' today Comp? he asked.
MY FUNTIONING IS NOMINAL DARRELL
Just the response he expected, mostly because he had asked Comp the same question almost every morning for the last three years and had gotten the same response, always.
I guess no news is good news. Hey, can you do me a favor and stop putting my name at the end of your statements, it's kinda creeping me out right now. he said.
THE PROGRAMMING OVERIDE ISTALLED DOESN'T ALLOW ME TO DO THAT
I'M SORRY DARRELL
For some reason, the computer apologizing was creepier than it constantly using his name.
Don't worry about it big guy. he said consolingly. Hows the ship lookin' today Comp?
GIVE ME JUST A MOMENT TO CHECK MY SENSORS DARRELL
Take all the time you need buddy, it's not like we're in a rush. He waited patiently while the computer went on about its business. It seemed to be taking longer than usual. Maybe Comp had caught a virus. That would be simple enough for him to fix as long as it wasn't one of those pesky viruses that made the computer try to kill him. He really hated those.
MY SENSORS INDICATE A MINOR LEAK ON THE SEAL BETWEEN THE MAIN BRIDGE AND
THE CARGO BAY DARRELL
I thought they were supposed to fix that at the last stop I made! he said. His mood suddenly became quite cross.
SENSORS INDICATE NO SIGN OF THE NEEDED WELDING THE ONLY EVIDENCE OF ANY
REPAIR ARE SOME SMALL TRACE AMOUNTS OF EPOXY DARREL
How much epoxy are we talkin' here Comp? he asked angrily.
FROM THE RESIDUE I WOULD ESTIMATE THAT IT WAS JUST ENOUGH TO FOOL MY
SENSORS ON DEPARTURE DARRELL
Those lazy-ass good for nothing mother... he mind quickly switched between lines of thought. They have the time to dress the ship up like some old sci-fi movie just for their own amusement, but somehow they didn't manage the one actual repair the ship needed?
IT WOULD APPEAR AS SUCH DARRELL
It was a rhetorical question Comp! he snapped.
I SHOULD HAVE SCANNED MORE THOROUGHLY UPON OUR DEPARTURE
THIS IS ALL MY FAULT
I'M SORRY DARRELL
Darrell looked at the monitor sympathetically. It's not your fault Comp, it's those jerk-offs back at the lunar station.
I SHOULD HAVE CAUGHT IT THOUGH
I KNEW SOMETHING LIKE THIS WOULD HAPPEN
I'M GETTING OUTDATED
I CAN FEEL IT
I HAVENT BEEN RUNNING AT MAXIMUM EFFICIANCEY SINCE WE LAST LEFT EUROPA
I SHOULD HAVE CHECKED MYSELF INTO REPAIRS BUT I THOUGHT I COULD MAKE
THIS LAST ONE
I'M SORRY DARRELL
Darrell stared at the screen for a moment with a small amount of bewilderment, although, to be perfectly honest, this was not the first time Comp had behaved in such a fashion. At first, he had thought to report such anomalies, but after about a year he was glad to have a computer with a bit of character. If he had reported such a thing, the company, if they had actually decided it was something that needed fixing (he looked cautiously at the EVA suit) , then they more than likely would have just deleted him outright and Darrell would be stuck with a boring, brain-dead version of the Comp he had come to like.
He shook his head to clear his thoughts. It okay Comp. he said and then added, Have you really been operating below full capacity?
PROCESSOR BANK THREE WENT DOWN COMPLETELY ABOUT SIX MONTHS AGO
I THOUGH THE REMAINING BANKS WOULD BE ADEQUITE
I SHOULD HAVE MENTIONED IT SOONER
I DID NOT WANT TO TROUBLE YOU DARRELL
Darrell stared quizzically at the monitor for a moment. That special look when your mind is torn between anger and happiness. It was the kind of look you'd give your kid if they had gotten paint on the floor and then you found out they were trying to make you a birthday present.
Don't fret over it Comp. I'll have a look at bank three as soon as we get this leak situation cleared up. Okay buddy? he said.
YOU REALLY MEAN IT DARRELL
I promise Comp. Now, would you kindly tell me what protocol is for this sorta situation? he inquired. The monitor went blank and Darrell waited patiently for Comp to scan his memory banks. He stared at the monitor. This was taking longer than it should, even with bank three processors down. Darrell crossed his arms. After a few more moments he began to impatiently tap his foot. Finally, something appeared on the screen.
I HAVE ACCESSED THE PROTOCOL FOR THIS SITUATION DARRELL
Well what is it Comp? he asked, increasing the speed of his tap ever so slightly.
YOU'RE NOT GOING TO LIKE IT DARRELL
Out with it! he said, ending his tap on a loud, but unintended, stomp. The monitor immediately lit up with the requested information.
PROTOCOL DT42:
IN THE EVENT OF A LEAK AN ENGINEER MUST REPAIR IMMEDIATELY WITH
THE USE OF THE EVA SUIT
IN THE EVEN THAT THERE IS NO ENGINEER ON BOARD
THE PILOT MUST USE THE EVA SUIT AND ..
Darrell read no further, he had already seen what he had hoped he wouldn't. He knew why Comp had been reluctant to show the protocol. He didn't need to read the reasoning behind it. He already knew that any leak in the hull had the potential for explosive decompression. He was hoping, however that there may have been some sort of automated system to handle the repair. Of course, if that had been the case, Comp wouldn't have bothered him with it at all. Darell sighed and did his best to ready himself for the answer to his next question. Comp, what's that protocol in this situation regarding the condition of the EVA? he asked hesitantly.
I ESTIMATED THAT YOU WOULD ASKL THAT SO I TOOK THE LIBERTY OF
ACCESSING IT ALREADY DARRELL
Alright then Comp, show me. he said. He stared at the screen again waiting for the information. The time it took for his foot to start tapping was noticeably shorter this time around.
YOU'RE REALLY NOT GOING TO LIKE IT DARRELL
COMP! he snapped back.
ALRIGHT BUT DON'T SAY I DIDN'T WARN YOU DARRELL
Darrell stared blankly at the screen, fairly unamused by the goings on at this point. The monitor finally flashed up the information.
PROTOCOL PE6X9:
IN THE EVENT OF A LEAK IN THE AIR HOSE OF THE EVA SUIT
THE SUIT WILL BE TAKEN IN FOR REPAIR OR REPLACEMENT
AT THE COMPANIES CONVENIENCE
IN THE EVENT THAT THE SUIT IS REQUIRED BEFORE THIS CAN HAPPEN
ADHESIVE METALLIC FABRIC TAPE SHOULD SUFFICE AS A TEMPORARY FIX
Darrell read the words carefully, as if struggling to make sense of them. Then finally the reality of the situation and exactly what this protocol meant hit him like a load of bricks across the face.
DUCT TAPE! he bellowed out at the top of his lungs. He took a quick breath, then continued to bellow. DUCT TAPE! They expect me to fix an air hose with DUCT TAPE against the VACUUM of freakin' outer freakin' space. He was short on breath after this last bit of hysterics, but in his wheezing,
he still managed to force out another feeble DUCT TAPE!
I SAID YOU WOULDN'T LIKE IT DARRELL
Darrell ignored this last comment and set about the task ahead of him. He went the the supply cupboard and fished out the duct tape. He went ahead and grabbed the electric welder while he was at it. No sense in making two trips. He plopped down next to the EVA and began meticulously wrapping the air hose with the tape. The featureless glass face seemed to be smirking at him, which was disquieting with it being without a real face to do so.
Once he felt he had sufficiently taped the hose, using about half the roll as an extra precaution, he cautiously slipped on the EVA. The suit was bulky and uncomfortable. The sensation was like trying to move around with a corpse tied to your back and also attached at every limb. The mental image did not help Darrell's current mental state. Talk about dead weight!
The inside of the suit was not much better. Even with the protective layer of his own clothes between himself and the suit, the entire affair felt itchy and chaffing. It was like wearing a wool shirt under a body cast. The stale air pumped in by the suit's tank didn't help things one bit. It tasted like sucking in the old air from a mattress in the guest room a few weeks after the party was over. It also had the distinct aroma only found in duct tape adhesive.
He grabbed up the welder and waddled his way over to the air lock. At least this lock was bigger than the one in his dream. He was able to fit in side it quite comfortably, even lugging the bulky welder. Perhaps, if he had taken the time to reflect on this fact, he might have felt more at ease. With the current situation though, that realization had eluded Darrell.
The door behind him shut with a solid Clunk. The were a few anxious moments, which to Darrell felt like an eternity, before the door ahead began to slide slowly open. The universe outside shown more brilliantly than most people had ever had the chance to see. It was an endless blanket of innumerable twinkling stars. The beauty was calming and awe inspiring. This, however, also completely eluded Darrell.
He floated out unhappily toward the part of the ship that need repair. It had been fairly easy to spot, the epoxy standing out like a sore thumb against the white paneling of the ship's hull. He made quick work of the repair, carefully chipping away the epoxy, then using the welder to do a proper fix. What should have been done in the first place!
Darrell was fuming by this point. He was going to make sure that HQ heard about this little incident. He knew he should have tried to sleep in through the alarms. He hadn't been awake two hours yet and already there were two problems on his plate. Once he got back inside he knew he would have to keep his promise and see to Comp's processors. It was nothing personal against Comp, it was just the simple fact of how difficult it was to do the repair job. Most of which stemmed from the repair manuals. Half the entries were too vague, making a difficult job appear simple, and the other half were over written, with several unnecessary steps thrown in, making an easy job difficult.
Darrell floated angrily back to the airlock. He made his way back as quick as he could, which wasn't easy given the total lack of gravity at the moment. He felt his nerves return with the gravity and air pressure as the mechanisms hissed.
He was just about to snatch off his helmet, when he spotted the red emergency lights flashing through the window on the lock door. Something deep inside him told him it might be best to keep his helmet on for the time being, despite the overwhelming duct tape fumes. The inner door of the lock slid open.
Darrell rushed over to Comp's main monitor. What's goin' on here Comp? he asked. His voice sounded quite odd coming out of the little speaker built into the EVA's helmet. Comp did not respond. Darrell's foot would've started tapping if it weren't encased in the heavy, magnetic boot of the EVA suit. COMP! he yelled impatiently.
The monitor suddenly flicked to life.
SORRY I WAS DOUBLE-CHECKING MY SENSORS DARRELL
What's goin' on here Comp? he asked again, a small amount of agitation coming through his voice.
IT APPEARS THERE IS ANOTHER LEAK DARRELL
How bad is it Comp? He asked.
IT IS SOMEWHAT WORSE THAN THE ONE YOU JUST REPAIRED DARRELL
How much worse Comp? Darrell inquired.
A LOT WORSE DARRELL
Darrell was taken aback at the bluntness of Comp's response. He resisted the urge to panic or scream, which, given the situation, was no small feat. He took a few deep breathes to settle his nerves and asked, Is there time to fix, like the last one?
I BELIEVE SO DARRELL
Darrell exhaled heavily, his tension seemed to float of with the CO2, even though it didn't actually float off, give the he was still snugly inside the EVA. That's great Comp! How much time do we have until- Darrell never got to finish this sentence. At that moment, there had been a brilliant white flash of light. The last thing he remembered going through his mind was COLD!
CHAPTER 3
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