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 Life on
Phobos

John Crowley was a pot licker for McCambrie
Corporation. That’s the pejorative for those who clean out the
radioactive storage kegs and prep them for reuse. McCambrie
Corporation, MacC, was not too concerned with the health and
welfare of its workers. When high fines were levied against MacC by
the World Health Organization they just moved their operations off
planet.

MacC had a well armed space fleet twice as
strong as the UN fleet. That combined with the usual UN indecision
meant MacC could continue operations unfettered. Interrupting
supplies of these rare elements and isotopes was not at all popular
with the Earth based corporations who depended on them. This
empowered MacC with a strong hands-off lobby.

US President Carol Thorton had a different
idea and took it upon herself to bring down MacC. John Crowley was
her undercover man on Mars, well Phobos, he hadn’t quite made it to
Mars. He knew, if he didn’t get out of his present dead end job, he
was going to die of radiation poisoning. At the moment survival was
more important than the mission.

Jake Krabbits, his supervisor, was an SOB of
the first order and carried a meter long metal club with him at all
times. He was fond of poking people with the club and inflicting
pain. Those who fought back, there weren’t many, had an unusually
short life span. John noticed that Jake’s superiors didn’t like
Jake much either; he should be able to exploit this somehow.

Recently, another Corporation, or gang would
be a better term, broke off from MacC to compete in this lucrative
market. This outfit, Highway L Corporation, nicknamed MacHell by
the public, had infiltrated and sabotaged many of MacC’s operations
killing many. The head of MacHell was a Colonel Jam Black, he was a
colonel in MacC’s private army before breaking away. John’s
recollection of this gave him an Idea.



 The first
step

John had been on Phobos for only three weeks
but it already seemed like three years. His state-of-the-art
miniature BTC (Bell’s Theorem Communicator) allowed him to keep in
touch with President Thorton with no speed-of-light delay. This
helped keep him sane in this crazed place but now he would have to
sacrifice this and risk total loss of contact.

“Bac!, Bac Torr! I, I must talk to you!” John
feigned a stammer. Bac Torr was the district mining manager.

Jake wheeled around with his club in hand,
“Don’t bother Mister Torr! Mister! Get it!” He jabbed John in the
stomach with the club to make his point. “Whadda YOU want with
him?”

After John caught his wind he noticed he had
caught Bac Torr’s attention. “Mister Torr! I must talk to you! It’s
about Jake and Jam!”

Jake raised his club and came down hard on
the back of John’s skull. John expected this and was able to move
with the blow and merely get a light skull fracture. Better than
dying, there and then.

John woke up in a hospital on Mars two hours
later and Bac was by his bedside with a couple of other important
looking people. “What were you going to tell me?”

John feigned fear which was easy under the
circumstances and looked around as if to try to find Jake. “Don’t
worry, Jake is in custody at the moment and can’t hurt you!”

“Well, I saw him talking to this little thing
about the size of a pencil erasure. I could see him from the worker
dorm portal in his pod through his portal. I don’t know what he was
talking about since he was turned away most of the time but for a
short period he turned in my direction and He addressed the person
he was talking to as Colonel Jam. I heard about a Colonel Jam
before coming here and thought you ought to know. It may be
nothing.”

“You must be lying because sound doesn’t
carry in a vacuum!”, The voice came from a stout greasy looking
fellow behind Bac.

“Oh! I guess you don’t realize, ... I, I can
read lips. My sister was deaf and dumb and I went to lip reading
and signing school with her to keep her company and be her
translator. I seem to have a natural ability with languages in
general, I know six fairly well but no one seems to care about my
ability, perhaps it’s because I, ... I’m not too smart in other
areas. I’m terrible with numbers.”

“If you’re right, I think we can find
something for you to do that will be mutually beneficial.” With no
parting words, Bac and his entourage turned and left.

John head hurt intensely but he thought his
misery on Phobos a good trade for a headache. Besides, he knew the
headache would be temporary. He had hid the communicator in Jake’s
living pod while he was in the galley. He had to hide it in a place
where Jake wouldn’t find it but where a thorough search would turn
it up. He put it in a box of Kleiss flakeless crackers under the
plastic liner.

A day later John was getting a bit nervous.
He had heard nothing. Did they find it? Would they tell him
anything? If they didn’t find it, what would happen to him? He had
images of someone coming in the middle of the night and dispatching
him to oblivion.

Two days later Bac came back with a new group
of people he hadn’t seen before. “Is this the device you saw?” He
held up the tiny communicator.

“I, I think so. It is the right size”

“How did he hold it”

“Like this!” He held up his right hand to
show a gap between his thumb and index finger.

“Maybe it is activated by pressing the ends.”
The voice came from the back of the group.

“Max standby, I’ll try it.” Bac, held the
device as John indicated and pressing the ends announced, “Hello
Jam!”

After a couple of moments came a loud
response, “Shit!” then silence.

“Did you get that Max?”

“Yes, it’s a voice match, it IS Jam! I can’t
figure out what is going on here because there’s no EM
radiation”

“Is it a Bells Theorm Communicator?” A woman
in the group spoke up.

“Can’t be! Those things are as big as you
are! I mean as big as a person!” Max responded.

The woman was largely built but not
overweight. John thought her proportions were, ah, ample and
attractive. She glared at Max. Others in the group snickered.

“That was ten years ago!” She snapped, “Where
have you been? Just last year I saw a pocket sized BTC, very
expensive, but it exists! The quantum phenomena that it’s based on
is subatomic in scale. There is nothing to prevent further
miniaturization except money.”

Bac responded, “Jam’s got plenty of cash.
Max! Barb! Will you work together to find out what this thing is
and who makes it. Devices like this could be very useful to us.
Brian, eliminate Jake. It’s clear he’s a Jam operative. Even if he
isn’t, it’s no big loss!”

Bac then turned to John, “Now, what to do
with you?”



John felt a cold chill. He dispatched Jake
with little adieu. “Aren’t you going to interrogate him?” John
wanted to sound like he had joined the party.

“You watched too many vids kid. It would be a
waste of time. We’ve checked you out and you look clean. Do you
know Hindi?”

“No, but give me a month and some vids and
I’ll have it down.” This was an exaggeration, of course, but he was
extremely facile at learning new languages. Hindi was one language
he had never even looked at, so giving such an optimistic estimate
took a bit of gall.

President Thornton’s cover identity for John
also seemed to be working well. He had a false identity that would
back up his savant ability in languages but paint him as a
ne’er-do-well otherwise. A file recording of Jam saying ‘shit’ was
an inspired response to put on the BTC. It fits almost every
opening and needs no encore.

“You will have the vids tomorrow!” Max, Barb
and Brian had already left to carry out their assignments. Bac and
one remaining person that looked to be a bodyguard wheeled around
and left the room.

A nurse came through the door immediately
after. “How are you doing Mr. Crowley?”

“Fine! Very Fine! Just a mild headache
now.”






 The Hindi
Connection

‘Why on Earth, make that Mars, would they
want me to learn Hindi?’ he thought. He wasn’t sure whether this
would lead him to a position where he could be useful to President
Thornton but at least he was on Mars and alive. They brought him
virtually every vid ever made on Hindi to the point of confusion.
When the vids gave conflicting definitions he fussed over which one
was correct. He did not have SpaceNet access where he could have
resolved some of these quickly. If he would be allowed to use
SpaceNet it would also be possible to get word to President
Thornton indicating he was okay. All he would have to do is access
the Library of Congress and any of these accesses would be
intercepted. He was afraid to ask for fear of arousing
suspicion.

After one month of total immersion in the
Hindi vids John was able to carry on fairly elaborate conversations
with himself. He had no visitors except an occasional nurse
checking up on him. He was free to roam in a small aluminum
smelting complex and he ate at their galley. The food was quite
peculiar, made from imported concentrates and spiced up, often
inappropriately. The food was the primary topic of conversation in
the galley, everyone complained about it endlessly. He could pick
up their conversations in English, Spanish, Japanese and Cantonese
but no Hindi.

In just over a month the door chimed and an
enunciator announced Mr. Torr is here to see you. John answered the
door and saw three others with him, two were new to John but one he
recognized as Barbara, the one who knew a BTC when she saw one. Bac
started, “How’s your Hindi?”

“Not too bad. The vid reader recognizes my
pronunciation and I can record letters in Hindi. The grammar isn’t
perfect so I don’t think I would fool a native speaker into
thinking I was a native.”

Bac laughed, “Your red hair and freckles
would give you away first!” Bac then looked dead serious, “ The
last thing I want you to do is talk in Hindi, just to listen.”

John put on his best puzzled expression, “I
have heard Cantonese, Japanese, Spanish and English but no Hindi so
far.”

“There are some Hindi speaking Indians on
Mars but most of them are on Europa. That’s where you’re
going!”

‘Europa is the large Jovian ice moon. A MacC
tritium processing plant, ETS-1, is the largest operation there.
It’s not a pleasant place but it does have a fairly spectacular
sky, day or night, and an abundance of water. Better than Phobos,’
John thought.

“Things could be worse and have been!” John
responded. “I’m looking forward to it!” he smiled and this was
actually the truth.

“Your job is to listen but to pretend you
don’t understand. Your contact will be Barb; you will tell her what
you hear.”

John looked over at Barb then back to Bac.
“Am I supposed to be listening for anything in particular?”

“You will know it when you hear it, as you
did with Jake. There are few non-Indians at ETS-1 so you will be
subjected to some amount of prejudice. They are a very Brahman
group and think they are superior to everyone else. We think they
are cooking up something but we don’t know what. Just pretend to be
as dumb as you look and you will do great.” Bac laughed, his
entourage laughed, so John laughed as well.

To John, this is the joke of jokes. He was
hired as a spy and now he was recruited as a spy. He was not a
double agent but a spy within a spy.






 Europa

The next day he took off from the Mars in a
robot transport for Europa. The trip would take two days. He
brought several recent vid releases with him to catch up on Earth
life. He hadn’t realized how much he missed Earth, the green hills
of Virginia where he settled, the outdoor air carrying a thousand
different smells, even the hustle and bustle of millions of people.
He dismissed these feelings quickly. He knew it was going to be a
long time before he was going to see Earth again, maybe never.

He could see Europa come into view and
Jupiter growing immense in the view port. The ice fracture lines on
Europa were now clearly visible. It was time to buckle up, he would
be landing in about ten minutes. The transport was decelerating at
three Gs pinning him down into his chair. The low gravity of Phobos
and Mars had taken a bit of a toll. He found it a hard to breath
and felt a claustrophobic feeling grip him. The G forces suddenly
diminished, the transport had landed.

A connecting tube extended automatically to
the transport and connected with a loud clang startling John. The
door opened and to his surprise he was greeted by Barb. “Hi John, I
arrived a day earlier to take care of some business. You pretend
this is the first time you’ve seen me.”

“Sure”

“I’m ostensibly here to give you orientation
but because you’ve already been through that, let me tell you a few
things to watch out for. Don’t talk to yourself, there may be bugs
almost anywhere.”

“What about this transport.”

“We went over every millimeter of this thing;
came up with nothing.”

“Why don’t you scan the installation for
bugs?”

“We don’t want to arouse any suspicion of our
suspicion. Don’t make any friends. I’m going to be your only
contact.”

“When will I be meeting with you?”

“I’ll find you.”

“What if it’s urgent?”

“Put a message on the SpaceNet to Charles
Hadley at Environmental Recycling. Say something like ‘What‘s up
Chuck?’ ”

“That’s very funny!” He chuckled at the
upchuck double entendre. He also was relieved to find he was going
to have access to SpaceNet.

“God, you are a nerdy one! ... I will be here
every other week. I’m the director of this installation so I have
good reason to be here. Your position is much more tenuous. You
will hopefully learn to be a separator operator as quickly as you
learn languages.”

“I’ve read the manual, looks easy, even for
someone like me who is not very mechanically inclined.” He was
lying about his ability with machines, of course, but he looked and
acted the part so well he was automatically believed.

“Well, I hope so. Just don’t slip up and give
away your ability to understand Hindi or your life won’t be worth a
fleck of shit. You aren’t the first. Our last informer met with a
little accident.” She turned to walk out while motioning to him.
“Follow me!”

John suddenly realized how tenuous his
position was. He was a spy twice over and he was being thrown into
alien territory where he was definitely not wanted. They were going
to assume he was a spy whether he was or not.

“This is your billet!” She motioned to a open
door to a dorm module containing a pair of double-decker bunk beds.
There was no one around at the moment but it was clear which bunk
was his. A top bunk on the left side of the room was just a bare
mattress with no bedding.

“Where is everyone?”

“It’s dinner time. Our next stop is the
galley.”

They entered the galley. It was capable of
handling perhaps a hundred people and it seemed to have about
eighty present, all Indians except one who appeared to be
Philippine perhaps. Barb walked up to one of the tables and caught
the attention of a rather smallish dark man. “Mukesh, this is John
Crowley. He’s your new separator operator.”

“You ever operated one before?” Mukesh looked
up at John through his eyebrows.

Was he supposed to say yes or no to this?
“No. But I have read the manual about 100 times. I think I have it
pretty well memorized.”

“Then tell me what the dermastottel
does?”

“Dermastottel?” He knew that Mukesh was
pulling his leg but he decided to play along and look as foolish as
possible. “I, I must have missed that part. Maybe my manual was for
a older model?”

By this time everyone had turned around to
watch and a peel of laughter started with Mukesh and spread
throughout the room. He then smiled and shook his head. “You got me
there.”

“John, Mukesh will be your boss. He’s in
charge of separator operations.” John put his hand out to shake
Mukesh’s hand but Mukesh ignored the gesture so John withdrew.

“Okay John, you are on your own. I have to
leave on the transport you came in on.”

“Thanks ahh, I don’t even know your
name.”

“Barbara Makowitz”

“Thanks, Ms. Makowitz.”

He was handed a dish of curried chicken and
rice and sat down to eat it. “Damn this is hot!” He grabbed for a
glass of water. He noticed the funny look in the eyes of the
Filipino cook. He noticed that all eyes were on him when he took
his first bite. This plate was prepared especially for him. He
originally came from the South Western US and knew the taste of Red
Savina habanero chilies. He could almost tolerate the Red Savinas
so he decided to put on a good show for them. After each bite he
would fan his mouth and drink a half a glass of water. Water, of
course, didn’t help much. He would let out a frequent “Yeoweee!”,
“Man alive!” and “Wow!” each time to another round of laughter. The
Filipino cook took pity on him and brought over another plate, a
strong aromatic curry. Not at all bad. It was the best food he had
eaten since leaving Earth. John had survived the initiation.

That night he slept well after taking a
number of antacid tablets to counter the anticipated affect of the
Red Savinas.

The next day he found himself in front of the
control panel of the separator. The display indicated it was in
stage four of a ten stage separation. Each stage improved the
concentration of tritium by a factor of ten using a giant laser
beam. Most everything was automatic so the operator’s primary
function was to monitor the process and take remedial actions if
anything went wrong. Even these were automatic if the operator took
no contrary action. It was a nearly brainless job.

He toyed with the display and looked at every
one of the five thousand parameters that were displayable. All
except a couple were within standard limits. Those that were
outside the standard limits were only barely outside those limits
and well within the alarm limits. Mukesh was walking by. “Mukesh,
is this all right?” He showed Mukesh the two slightly aberrant
parameters.

“Nowhere near the alarm limit. Just effects
the efficiency a little bit is all.” He drifted away to another
station. John new the answer to his question before he asked but he
was supposed to be an ignorant novice so he had to act the
part.

He had overheard a number of Hindi
conversations but all were fairly innocent. Most were about him and
what a stupid American he was. He naturally didn’t react.

On the third day things were different,
something was happening. There were several whispered remarks about
a shipment that was coming in. The transport schedule showed no
shipments coming in for five days. Would they be that excited about
something that wasn’t going to arrive for five days? Why would they
whisper? Were some of the Indians not in on the deal, whatever it
was? They always talked in places that had a loud music background
probably because they thought the Corporation had bugged the
complex. He knew enough about bugging to know music wouldn’t help
if the music was piped into an adaptive noise cancellation network.
But why could he hear it? He suddenly realized he was unconsciously
lip reading in Hindi. His mind was supplying their voice.

That afternoon a makeshift blockade made out
of used packing crates appeared in the passage way to the
spaceport. On it a sign was taped, “No passage, restricted
zone!”

“What going on?” John pointed to the sign
after getting the attention of Joshi. Joshi shared his dorm unit
and had the bunk below him. He was privately friendly to John but
distant when others were present.

“It is better not to know these things you
will learn. Things come and things go, it is not of our
concern.”

“That seems like a healthy attitude. Thanks
for the heads up.” John was not going to settle for this but right
now was not the time to press for more information.

“John, you’re smarter than they give you
credit for.”

“I hope so; I haven’t been given much
credit.”

Just then, there was a loud crack and the
building shook. John knew what it was but he was supposed to be
ignorant so he looked at Joshi with a frightened quizzical
look.

Joshi responded to his silent plea, “It’s the
ice shifting due to the tidal forces of Jupiter. You will get used
to those noises. Something they get rather weird. It’s like living
in a rickety old house that creaks.”

“I thought it was something else I wasn’t
supposed to pay any attention to.” John gave a relieved smile.

An hour later, he was working his shift and
noticed Joshi and only one other person was on the floor. The other
group of separators were not being monitored. Maybe Joshi was not
part of whatever it was that was going on. “Where are the other
operators?”

Joshi looked up, “You should not ask.”

It was clear to John that whatever was going
on had something to do with the shipment of whatever came in today.
At break, John went out into the hall passing by the connecting
tube to the spaceport. The floor was covered with a light
greenish-yellow dust, ‘Sulfur? Where did it come from?’, he thought
to himself. Questions were quickly outnumbering answers.

This started a thought chain reaction, ‘Are
they bringing in shipments of sulfur? What for? Are they bringing
in potassium nitrate and charcoal too and making gunpowder? That
doesn’t make sense, there are many high explosives that are just as
easy to make and much more effective. What else is sulfur used for?
Sulfuric acid? Vulcanizing rubber? Making fertilizer?’

For two days things seemed to return to
normal. No suspicious conversations, most of the work stations
seemed to be occupied, and the Indians even seemed to be friendly
to him. The work was mundane but the surroundings seemed pleasant
and the food was quite good. Then he caught a conversation down the
hall covered by loud music that he could lip read. It gave him
pause. “Strike in three days, pass the word!”

‘Strike? What kind of strike? A work
stoppage? An attack?’ his mind puzzled over this new development.
In three days the regular transport was coming and he would be
contacted by Barb but some sort of strike was also planned. ‘No
coincidence’, he thought.

Each night John had been cruising the net for
recreation as did most everyone there. The favorite topics were
pornography and sports. To not be too far out of sync with everyone
else he spent most of his time in the same areas. He made one
excursion to the Library of Congress looking up the “Sex lives of
Presidents.” This would let President Thornton know where he was
and that he was all right. Then he sent a message to Charles Hadley
at Environmental Recycling “Hi Chuck, Long time no see. Guess where
I’ve been, Phobos, Mars and now Europa! Next stop Pluto!” He then
included the latest set of Jokes about space sex that had become a
major governmental probe topic. He hoped this contact would bring
Barb before the strike action; it did.

The day before the strike action Barb came
with five heavily armed men. John was whisked away into the
transport where he was greeted by Barb. “This had better be good.
We are exposing our hand here!”

“Actually, I don’t know what it means.” He
then related his experience of the last few days.

“Men search this place from one end to the
other!” The little army trotted off the transport and disappeared
into the tube.

“John, I think I know what the sulfur is
about. It is just tracked from their boots. They were on Io.”

“What on Earth would they be doing on Io?”
Jupiter’s moon Io has never entered John’s mind but it would make
sense; Io is covered in sulfur and there are some mining operations
on it. He knew those didn’t belong to MacC because they are low
profit operations MacC is not interested in.

“There’s a large Indian owned company on
Nemea Planum called Sara; perhaps something is going on between
Sara and the Indians here. We should know soon. In the meantime you
are not going back. Even a new crew will figure you were the
spy.”

“I’m grateful to you for that.”

“It’s just good business, we plan to use you
again.”

Every fifteen minutes a radio check message
came from the team indicating nothing was found yet. Four
uncomfortably long hours later the “swat” team came trotting back
onto the transport. The one with the most gold braid on his uniform
spoke, “We met some resistance but we found nothing!”

Barb persisted, “What kind of
resistance?”

“Well, they didn’t want to let us through one
particular doorway.”

“Show me on this map!” She projected a map of
the complex on the wall.

The gold braid looked at the map for over
five minutes and finally said, “I can’t find it on this map.”

“What do you mean, you can’t find it?”

“It isn’t there!”

“Where would it be if it were there?” Her
voice showed the impatience a weary mother would have with a slow
child.

“Here!”

“And?”

“And what?”

“What was behind the door?”

“More separators!”

“How many separators are there in total?”

“I didn’t take inventory!”

“Go back and take inventory!” The five
trotted out again.

“I saw fifteen separators but I’ve never been
behind that door.” John tried to sound helpful.

“I suspect there are more than fifteen.
That’s why they wanted more operators. One operator could easily
handle up to five machines and still have them running at top
efficiency. We let them have more operators, in short, we gave them
the rope to hang themselves.”

Ten minutes later they returned. “I counted
thirty machines. They were very nervous about us counting
them.”

“Okay, quickly, round them all up and put
them on the other Mars transport!” Turning to John, “We brought in
a large automatic just in case.”

Gold braid hesitated, “What should we allow
them to bring with them?”
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