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FOCAL POINT
PART ONE - THE TRAINING
"The moon, ladies and gentlemen, is international property. It does not belong to me,
or you, or our employers. It does not belong to any one country. We remind ourselves of this frequently because it helps us to treat the environment in which you will be working with respect and that respect can save your life."
The speaker was a tall, grey haired but tough looking man, possibly in his fifties. His blue eyes seemed to reflect the spotlights shining on him giving him an entirely appropriate but unsettling appearance of unearthliness. The hall in which he was addressing an audience of a hundred or so young men and women was part of a training complex in the mountainous Ahaggar area of southern Algeria operated by an organisation known simply as The Moon Team. If it had a more formal title it was never used. The Moon Team had a wide-ranging brief which included a detailed study of the surface and the subsurface geology of the moon, mineral extraction and processing, star-gazing (a rather derogatory term for the astronomers within The Team) and anything else its paymasters thought it could usefully do. Its paymasters were the governments of countries whose GDP exceeded a figure agreed annually, contributing a percentage of their GDP, while its beneficiaries were all the countries of the world according to need.
"Those of you who have already completed the first year of your time here, or more, will have heard this address before and I'm not about to apologise for making you listen again." The speaker's obvious enthusiasm and sincerity held the attention of his young audience. "The Moon Team recruits only from the best of the world's students and selects only the elite, the very best of the best. Some of you applied to join, some were invited to apply and some were told a place on a training course was theirs for the asking. It doesn't matter which route you took to get here. The fact that you're sitting here today proves you belong to that elite. There are some who were here a year ago but who are not here now. They were good but they weren’t good enough and they've gone. Some of you won't be here next year and your numbers will go down each year. Nobody fails because you are all blessed with great talent but the pressure you'll be under is intense and it never lets up." He paused to glance at a few of the fresh, new faces. The expressions ranged from interest to horror.
"That's right, it never lets up. Twenty four hours a day. Seven days a week. No days off. No holidays. It's hard, maybe it's cruel, but when you leave here you'll understand the environment you'll be working in, you’ll respect it and understand the consequences of a moment's inattention. When you get up to the moon you'll know, with perfect clarity, that there ain't no such thing as a small accident. You do things right, first time, or you die. You'll be fit in mind and body and ready for life in a hostile environment." Towards the rear of the room one or two people started to appear restless. These were those who had been at the complex for a year or, more probably, two and had heard this speech before. They were readily identifiable by the orange jumpsuits they all wore, male or female, whereas the new intake were still dressed casually.
"There is one thing that you people who are new to the complex need to learn right now, before you leave this room. It is this." Forty or so pairs of eyes concentrated on the speaker. "Every door, internal or external, has a system of warning lights. You open the door only when the light is green. If there's no light, or a red light, you do not open the door under any circumstances. You'll learn why in the days to come. And don't think any of the others will play tricks on you, fixing red lights to doors. They won't. Somebody did once. We found out who and threw him out, now he drives a taxi in New York. Maybe that'll teach him the meaning of lights. We do not tolerate foolish pranks. Any questions?"
Nobody in the room seemed to want to ask anything, perhaps because all their questions were far too big to put into words. So the speaker carried on. "Okay, no questions. You've all been assigned rooms, one each. Nobody has to share accommodation here. The rest of today is your own to do with as you please. From 0600 tomorrow your time is ours for the next three years. And if anyone is expecting me to wish you good luck I suggest you leave now. If you're going to need luck you don't belong here." The speaker strode off the stage and disappeared, then the orange suited trainees all hurried away. Only the new intake were left.
One of those left sitting there was a tall, athletic-looking Londoner, Del Knight. Del had been born into a black family in south London and could easily have taken the soft option and drifted into a life of crime. Instead he had worked hard, won a place at Oxford University and emerged with a degree in geology. He had been approached to join The Team, thought it sounded interesting and accepted without really thinking too much about it. Now he wondered if he had made the right choice, but consoled himself by thinking that a lot of the others were having the same thought. Several faces bore the look of shell shock.
"No time off!" Del looked at the owner of the voice, sitting next to him. He hadn't really noticed his neighbours and wondered why he hadn't realised she was there.
"It seems not," he replied. "Del Knight, from London."
"Oh, good, an Englishman. I was afraid it would be all Americans and Japanese. Angelica Cooper, call me Angie, I'm from Southampton."
"Never been there," Del said, with a hint of apology, "what brought you into The Team?"
"I applied after university. I thought about what on earth a chemical engineer was supposed to do, then decided I didn't want to do it on Earth. You?"
"They came to me, told me there was a place here for me and they wanted me. Funny thing, though, when they spoke to me I said I was waiting for confirmation that I had my degree. They told me I did. It seems The Team has a bit of influence."
"Lucky you. I had to go through the interview process. It was tough but I must have said the right things. Fancy a walk round, just to explore?"
"We might as well. Now we're in the complex there's no going back."
Del followed Angie out of the room, which they would soon come to know as the main lecture theatre, checking lights on the doors as they strolled around. On the way they met others doing the same thing and were surprised by the number of people who were qualified in astronomy; it seemed to be the most common of the disciplines among the intake. Del also took a keen interest in his new companion. She was certainly an attractive package, obviously intelligent but with a sparkle of fun in her green eyes. Her long, rich auburn hair had a natural bounce that in other circumstances would have held Del spellbound; even here it distracted him from really paying attention to his surroundings. Her perfectly proportioned body might have had something to do with his distraction too.
Angie had never found black men attractive but Del seemed different. He had a level of intelligence which she guessed was greater than her own, in itself a rare discovery, and exuded an air of easy confidence. He may not have agreed with that assessment, as he didn't feel confident at that moment, but as Angie didn't tell him he couldn't disagree. She was relieved to find, so early, that although her stay at the complex was going to be the toughest experience of her life it looked as if there would be one compensation at least. As long as no other vixen got her claws into him, of course.
They strolled around the complex, which they discovered to be smaller than they both had anticipated yet it was an extensive facility given the numbers passing through.
There were around forty people in their intake and the numbers dropped off over the three years, so there were maybe a hundred people here, plus the instructors, administrators, cooks, cleaners and so on. They did discover that what they had been told about the doors was perfectly true: each had its light but so far they hadn't encountered a red one. It would come though, they were sure of that. "Look," Del said just as Angie was wondering about those lights, "the canteen. Shall we see if they can feed us?"
"Why not," she replied quickly, "but even a cup of coffee would be welcome."
Once inside they made a welcome discovery. The canteen served food twenty four hours a day and served it generously. Del was simply pleased that the food was good and plentiful, whereas Angie thought the situation through a little more. She considered the discovery carefully before she spoke.
"You know, Del, there has to be a reason why this place is always open, and why it's so generous."
"I imagine so," he replied between mouthfuls.
"I mean, you don't keep a canteen open unless there are going to be people wanting food at three and four in the morning. That means they're not asleep and it seems pretty clear to me that around here if you're not sleeping you're working. Agreed?"
"Put like that I'd have to. Scary, isn't it? And not a drop of alcohol to be seen." Angie was only a little relieved to see him grin as he spoke.
Fully satisfied after a first class meal they continued their walk around the complex, before finally parting to go to their own quarters. Each knew that there was paperwork to be attended to, reading to be done and an early alarm call to be responded to.
The following morning the new intake was awoken at six o'clock so as to be showered and breakfasted by seven when the first proper class was scheduled. Now kitted out in their orange jumpsuits they sat quietly in a windowless room, waiting for things to begin. Exactly at seven o'clock a small, fit-looking man of forty or so entered through a side door and cast his eyes around the room. He seemed happy enough with what he saw.
"Good morning, ladies and gentlemen," he said brightly, "my name is Todd White, and I'm an American and therefore a bit of a stickler for rules. But they're for your own good, so take notice of them. I will be looking after you as a group for the three years you'll be here so come to me if you have any problems, big or small. If there's anything bothering you it'll distract you from your work and we can't have that, can we? Call me Mr White or Todd, I don't mind, but try to be sure I'm out of earshot if you call me 'that short-arsed bastard'. Believe me, from time to time you will but everything I do, and I stress everything, is because I want you people to stay alive and be successful. I know you've been told before but I'm telling you again that you're going to be living and working in an environment where it's very, very easy to die. People have.
"So, what are you going to be doing? I know you all want to ask that question. The answer is that, first, we need to know how extensive your knowledge of your individual specialisms is. So we'll be testing you, far more intensively than you've ever experienced before, to find out. Then we'll teach you what you don't know. While this is going on we're going to get you fit as well. You each have a rowing machine and exercise bike in your rooms. Use them or not, as you prefer, but once we've established just how fit you are there'll be an exercise programme designed for each of you that you will stick to. We have a central computer that records the usage of your exercise equipment, and don't try to cheat. We'll know, and who are you cheating really? Only yourselves, and you're putting yourself at risk when you get out on station on the moon. More important than that, you could be putting others at risk too and that is not acceptable."
He paused to see how his words were being received. As he expected, there was a range of expressions, from enthusiasm to mild indifference. Nobody looked horrified. That would have been against expectations.
"Some of you have discovered that our catering facilities never close and the more astute might have wondered why and figured out that you're not going to spend every night tucked up in bed. And you're not. We put you through a normal working day that starts at seven a.m. and ends at nine p.m. but normal days get fewer as the weeks pass. You'll be spending time working on projects that will keep you going non-stop for forty, fifty hours, and you'll be out on exercises in the mountains for days at a time. When these things happen you'll be pleased that we can provide proper food at any hour of the day of night.
"But that's the only concession we make. We have catering staff to keep you fed, that way we know that you're all eating properly, and we have people who keep the complex clean. You should treat these people with respect at all times, and I'm sure you will, but you should know that top quality people have been discharged from their courses for failing to do so. Your rooms are your own concern. Nobody will clear up your mess except you, nobody will clean your rooms except you. Frankly I don't care whether you do or not as long as you smell nice." A ripple of subdued laughter ran around the room. "OK, so what we're going to do now is this. I'm going to yell out your names one by one. When I yell yours, come down here to the front and tell us all about yourself, you know, a bit about your family, your education and what you specialise in. That way we'll all get to know about each other and you can start to figure out who you want to work with when you're not in formal sessions. Listen carefully, because before we leave this room I have some projects for you to undertake. You can pick any subject out of those on the list, you can work alone or in a team to produce a joint effort. You've got three months to complete it and it's got to be fitted around other work.
"Right, I'll start, so you know a bit about me. Like I said, I'm Todd White, born, raised and educated in Washington, DC. I flew with the US Navy then joined the space program. Never married, but hell, I guess there's time yet. I've spent my fair share of time on the moon, so I know what I'm talking about. If I have any specialty it's flying, I've always been a pilot, but I've had to learn a lot about all the other stuff that we teach here. The way I figure it is that there'd be no point in running this place if it wasn't for pilots, and us pilots would have nothing to do if it wasn't for the rest of you. You see, guys, teamwork. OK, let's see who's first to tell us their life story."
Del and Angie, sitting together, listened as a stream of remarkably similar stories came out and as they took their turns their own stories followed the familiar pattern. Most had conventional family lives and where they had siblings they were, far more often than mere chance would suggest, the eldest child. Effort was put into schooling, followed by a university education either in their home country or overseas which was accompanied by a healthy interest in at least one extra-curricular activity. Del had been a more than competent athlete whereas Angie had an interest in drama; she didn't act but had always been much more interested in stage lighting.
When the life stories had all been told Todd White resumed his place, centre stage. "OK," he said cheerfully, "I guess most of you noticed that you all have a lot in common. It isn't always the case but we find that most people passing through here have pretty similar backgrounds. Maybe you guys need emotional security and confidence in your own abilities. I'm no shrink so I'll let you think about that. Now you've heard something about each other I'm going to leave you for thirty minutes. While I'm away check out the list of projects, form yourselves into teams of two or three, unless you want to work alone, then when I come back we'll get the day under way."
Three months passed. Angie completed her project easily enough, finding it a simple enough exercise that taxed neither her knowledge nor intelligence too much. Del, on the other hand, was involved with a couple of others and their team barely managed to complete their project on time, doing so only by cutting down on sleep dramatically in the final week. He found it frustrating because the others didn't seem to have the same grasp of anything as he did; consequently he found himself teaching more than he was learning. He wasn't to know that it was all part of the training plan.
At one of the weekly plenary sessions, as Todd called them, just after the three month period, his only reference to the projects was that they were all satisfactory. It wasn't exactly what anyone had expected after their hard work, but from Todd White's viewpoint the results of the work were unimportant unless they reflected a severe lack of knowledge; the only thing he was interested in was how the work had been done and he knew all he needed to know about that. He spent much more time outlining what was now on the agenda for the rest of the first year's training.
"We've had a good look at all of you," he said, "and so far we're reasonably satisfied. Those of you who can count might have noticed that we're down by one person. He hasn't made it. Personally, I'd have been happy enough to keep him on but he realised he was struggling and wanted to pull out. He's left the complex now and goes with our best wishes for whatever he chooses to do in the future." Todd paused and watched as his listeners looked around to see who was missing.
"You'll find in your quarters your exercise regimes which, like I said when you first got here, you should stick to. You're only cheating yourself if you don't, and in an emergency you might let somebody else down. From now on you'll be in four teams, under a team leader. I've got to explain that the team leaders will have to take on extra responsibility but the fact that someone is a team leader and somebody else isn't doesn't mean a damn thing. We know why we do things this way and we have good reasons. We just don't tell you what they are. On the desk here are the four team lists and there's no significance in the fact that some are bigger than others. Check the lists, then meet up in your teams. There are instructions for the leaders, and these are for the leaders' eyes only, and I mean only. OK, I've got to go. You guys've got to get on with it."
He strode off as if he was in a hurry to be somewhere else. Nobody moved until he was out of the room, then everyone, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, made their way to the desk to look at the lists. Del was one of the last to look and was stunned to see his name as a team leader, albeit of the smallest team. There were just five names, including his own and, he was relieved to see, Angie's. He picked up an envelope with 'Leader, Team Three' written on it and, like so many people do even though it's almost always pointless, looked on the back to see if there was anything there. Of course there wasn't.
He must have stood looking at the unopened envelope in his hand for a long time, because he gradually became aware, uncomfortably aware, that he and his team were the only ones left in the room and four pairs of eyes were staring at him with varying degrees of expectation. "OK," he said, coming back to reality, "let's take a seat while I find out what torture they're intending to put us through." The others sat down as Del opened his instructions.
The single folded sheet of paper inside was heading with a set of numbers that Del recognised as a map reference, created using the idiosyncratic system that was unique to the Moon Team facility. He couldn't immediately place where the point referred to was, then read on.
'You will lead your team,' the instructions said, 'from the Facility to the point indicated by the map reference. Having reached that point you will lead them back. There is no time limit on this exercise. As part of the exercise you will record your route, indicating why you have chosen each part of the route in preference to other possibilities. You will highlight areas that represent dangerous conditions, areas that are inaccessible to wheeled vehicles and areas which represent obstacles that cannot be traversed without specialist equipment. You will record any geological anomalies along the route and astronomical observations that discipline specialists choose to make. Experience suggests that you will be away at least twenty four hours: therefore you will need to draw up a list of requirements. Present it to the stores manager and it will be supplied. Upon your return your report will be made in writing and will include a note of equipment or supplies that were omitted from your original list.'
Del read the instructions a second time but didn't feel any more confident about the task in front of him. But the others were waiting to be told what to do. "Right," he eventually said, "it seems I've got some work to do. Let's meet in the canteen in thirty minutes."
As the others left he knew he had to find a map. That would be his first request from the stores, so that was where he went first. Then, equipped with his map, he went to his own quarters, shut the door and began to study the terrain that his first assignment would take him into. It wasn't good. The map reference indicated a point some fifty kilometres away, high up on a ridge in the mountains. They were going to have to climb thousands of feet and, if the task was to be fulfilled properly, they were going to have to be on that ridge at night. He began to think, and tried to look for the least complex way of achieving his task. Thirty minutes wasn't going to be long enough.
It was, though, all he had. When he reached the canteen his team were waiting for him. He tried to assess what he knew of their abilities as he walked across the room, apart from the obvious fact that all were physically fit for the task. Angie was a chemical engineer and as such had no easily identifiable role. Well, he'd find her one. Mike Platt was an astronomer, small, wiry, fit but not blessed with great strength. The other two were both American, and he reckoned Liz Schmidt would be the most useful of them all - she climbed mountains for fun. Ray Cantrell, known affectionately as 'Bull', would be a good man to have because of his strength; not the tallest of men, he gave the impression of being solid muscle. He would have been intimidating company but for his continual good natured smiling.
Del sat down with them and unfolded the map. "What we have to do," he began, "is pretty straightforward. We've got to go from here," he pointed to the facility on the map, "to here." His finger stabbed down on the exact point. "We can draw whatever equipment and supplies we'll need to get there and back. There's also the requirement to make a report when we return." He summarised the various things in his instructions. "So, what do we need? We'll have to take food and water, of course, but for how long?"
The list grew alarmingly. The desert might have been as hot as Hades during the day, but at night the temperature could drop almost to freezing and that had to be taken into account. Liz's list of climbing gear added what appeared to Del to be far too many items but maybe it was better to be oversupplied. Then an idea that was so obvious that it hadn't previously occurred to him hit him. "I reckon that we should try out just how far this 'ask for anything you need' instruction can be pushed." Del read curiosity in the eyes of his team. It hadn't occurred to any of them either, he guessed. "We'll ask for a four wheel drive vehicle. There's nothing saying we have to walk all the way."
"Do the instructions say that all of us have to go right to the top of the ridge?" It was an unusually tentative Liz who asked the question.
"Not specifically, no," Del replied.
"Good. Then at most three of us need to make the final climb up the steepest part of the ridge. Those who don't can stay at a base camp and those climbing can stay overnight on the ridge. That'll be so much easier than getting everybody up there. Anyway, who wants to haul Bull up a rock face?"
With the list of supplies and equipment finally completed Del went off to the stores to arrange to collect it all. The stores manager, a man of at least fifty, looked through it, occasionally glancing up at Del as he did so, until he reached the end. Then he grinned to himself, told Del to wait and disappeared. He returned a few minutes later, still grinning. "It's OK," he said to Del, "but nobody's ever asked for a vehicle before. They always assume they have to walk."
"Well, I like my life to be as easy as I can make it."
"Son, you'll go far. Come back in twenty minutes, it'll all be loaded for you."
He was right. When Del brought his team twenty minutes later the stores manager was waiting for him. "You're all set to go," he told Del, "and Todd White said to tell you you're a cheeky son of a bitch and he's proud of you."
Bull drove as they left the complex, with Del beside him. The vehicle was heavily laden but nevertheless they kept up a good speed across the flat, hard-packed desert sand, sticking to a route that avoided areas on the map that suggested there would be softer sand. The last thing they wanted was to get the vehicle bogged down anywhere on the easy part of the trip, a fate they successfully avoided.
Once that part of the journey was over and they began to climb the terrain gradually became more rocky; their speed dropped to little more than a crawl as Bull negotiated his way around some big, sharp-looking rocks and bounced over the smaller ones. Their objective was a low plateau which they needed to cross before the terrain got really mountainous and the gradients much steeper, but when they reached that plateau it wasn't anywhere near as flat as the map suggested. It was crossed by many steep-sided ravines, some several metres deep; many times they had to deviate a long way from the ideal, direct route in order to progress at all. Del was starting to be a little concerned because there was no longer much daylight left: he really wanted to make camp where he had intended but their chances of reaching that spot in time were diminishing rapidly. Nobody else seemed concerned but as Del looked at the sun yet again it was already beginning to disappear behind a ridge of high ground.
"I think we're going to have to stop and make camp," he confessed, "we're not going to get right across here and still get a camp set up while it's still light. Any dissenters?"
There weren't, and Bull introduced a practical consideration. "Driving's OK now," he said, "but crossing here with only the headlights to see what's ahead might be dangerous. I say we stop, and soon."
"OK, Bull. Find us a nice comfortable piece of desert and we'll stop."
No more than five minutes later they had stopped and were unloading whatever they would need. Angie took charge of the building of a fire and the cooking while Del, Bull and Mike cleared an area big enough for five sleeping bags of rocks and sharp stones.
Pretty soon they had as comfortable a campsite as they could reasonably have expected, and a pot containing a mass of vegetables and meat, unidentifiable as to type but definitely meat, enough to feed them twice over.
Once the daylight had faded away the temperature fell rapidly. Del was pleased that his limited knowledge of desert conditions included the likelihood of this happening; his team were all well insulated against the cold and slept well, especially considering it was their first night for so long away from the facility.
As the sun climbed back over the horizon Del was woken from his own deep sleep by the sound of voices; others were up and about before him. It had its advantages though, because by the time he had struggled out of his sleeping bag an appetising if perhaps cholesterol-laden breakfast of bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms and fried sliced potatoes was ready for him, with a mug of hot coffee to wash it all down. It seemed that once again Angie had taken responsibility for catering, and the making and breaking of their camp. Although Del wondered, fleetingly, if it was quite right to let her assume on a permanent basis - at least as far as this exercise was concerned - such a stereotypically feminine role he told himself that he had done nothing to prompt her towards taking the role. He resolved to have a word with her quietly just to check that she was happy, when an opportunity presented itself. If it did.
Bull resumed his seat behind the wheel and got them safely across the remainder of the plateau, then came the unknown part. Del wasn't at all sure how much further it would be possible to get the vehicle and was aware that whenever they reached its limit they would have to turn it around to get back down the now quite steep track.
From his seat next to Bull he got the impression that the vehicle was already struggling as it creaked and groaned, with the occasional grating noise of steel on rock.
"Worried, Del?" Bull asked with a grin.
"Not worried, just a little concerned that we might not get as far as I'd hoped."
"You just relax. I've driven these things over worse than this. You'd be surprised where a decent four wheel drive can go."
"So where did you get all this experience?" There was a note of disbelief in Del's voice, even if he'd tried to hide it.
"First off in the military, that wasn't just rocks, it was mud, rivers, snow, ice, you name it. Then I was in the Rockies with a minerals exploration company. Took a motor vehicle where nobody had got one before. Scuffed the paintwork some, but got to where I wanted to be. Got out again, too. Now that's the scary bit, going downhill. Up's nothing." Del wasn't the only one who wished Bull hadn't added that last bit, but nobody said anything.
The heavily laden vehicle ground on throughout the morning, making as little as five kilometres an hour at times, at other times doubling that pace. But the times when it was barely moving at all as Bull eased his way around or over apparently impossible obstacles were becoming more frequent and it was plain even to him that they wouldn't be driving much further. At the expense of a destroyed wing mirror Bull squeezed the vehicle's bulk between two huge boulders and suddenly they were on an almost completely flat piece of ground almost fifty metres square. The next stage of the trip was up a slope that rose at nearly 45 degrees, then got steeper.
"Del, I reckon we'll stop here for a break. It must be time to eat anyway and my throat's parched. Air conditioning might keep us cool but the air's mighty dry."
"OK, Bull, good idea," Del agreed as Bull killed the engine. Everybody piled out, pleased to be able to stretch limbs. Bull ambled away towards the slope and stood still, studying it carefully. Del joined him, standing silent until he guessed Bull had reached a conclusion.
"Well?" he asked.
"It's not impossible. If I was on my own, or if there were just two of us, without all that extra weight I'd take it up there. It'd be a risk, sure, and mighty exciting coming down, but with five people, no way. I reckon I'd make it but it's too big a risk to take. We're not out here to get hurt taking dumb risks."
"I agree. There's no way I want anybody going back hurt, or worse. How far is it to walk up there?"
"That's not a walk, it's a hands and knees scramble. It's got to be a five hundred metre rise and about the same in distance. I'm no expert but I reckon we should rope up. The second half looks like real rough going."
"Liz knows what she's doing. We'll take a lead from her."
The other three were sitting in the limited amount of shadow cast by the vehicle when Del and Bull strolled back. Del explained their decision to take the vehicle no further.
"So from now on we walk and climb," he concluded.
"This part here isn't a problem," Liz suggested, "but it's unstable, lots of loose little stones. We ought to rope together just in case anyone takes a tumble, and we traverse the slope, that way any dislodged stones don't roll back on those behind."
With thirst temporarily quenched from their more than adequate supply of water they got themselves roped together, under Liz's patient supervision. She was to lead, followed by Mike, then Angie, then Del, leaving Bull to bring up the rear. It was pretty obvious that Angie was nervous about the coming climb and Liz had put her in the middle as the most secure position. Bull's strength would be needed if there was a disaster and a couple of bodies went skittering down the slope, but it was a remote possibility. They set out, laden with packs, only when Liz was perfectly happy.
It was a slow and exhausting climb, lasting over three hours before they all reached the top of the slope and were able to see, firstly, that there was no other approach to their target ridge that was possible for anyone other than expert climbers, and, secondly, the target ridge itself. After an easy two kilometre walk the serious climb would begin, but only two people would need to undertake it. Before they set out, though Liz made an announcement. "If we're going to be up here overnight we need more gear than we've brought up. Somebody is going to have to come back down with me and haul it up. Two of us will be enough."
"Shall I go?" Bull asked.
"Good idea," Liz replied before Del could say anything. "I want to go because the slope is a bit dangerous, and Bull can carry more than anyone else. That OK with you, Del?"
"It makes sense, Liz, yes. We'll split your packs between the three of us and set off, then we'll make camp at the bottom of the next ridge. Be careful."
"There's no other way," Liz replied as she roped herself to Bull. Then she set off, leading the big man back down the slope they had all just climbed.
"OK," Del said after a minute or two, "let's get going. There's not a lot of time." He hoisted Liz's pack on top of his own, only groaning a little with the effort, and took some of the gear Bull had carried. The rest of Bull's pack was split between Mike and Angie. Slowly they walked off, with a two kilometre walk in front of them, all bearing weights that would strain every muscle and joint in their bodies.
It was a slow, laborious trudge over ground that at first sight looked flat, but as they soon discovered it was anything but. Loose rocks, big enough to step on, collapsed or moved when weight was put on them, threatening sprained ankles or worse, while patches of sand proved to be soft enough for heavily laden feet to sink deeply into them. It was doubly exhausting because the sun was still fiercely hot despite now being low in the sky, and heat seemed to radiate upwards from the ground. Nobody spoke, but Del guessed that both his companions were thinking the same as him – the cold of the night was going to be a more than welcome relief. The pace was being set at that of the slowest of the three, which happened to be Mike. Del suspected he'd taken on a great deal more weight than Angie, and was thus carrying about the same as himself if not more. Being physically smaller, Mike was clearly suffering but Del could tell from his unchanging glare at their destination that he wasn't going to give up.
At about two thirds of the distance Del turned and looked back; there in the distance was the unmistakeable figure of Bull with Liz alongside him. They didn't, from that distance, seem to be carrying big packs and were gaining ground with every step. Del guessed they would arrive only a matter of a couple of minutes after the first three stopped at their chosen camp site.
He was proved right. All three were still sitting on the ground and breathing hard when Bull arrived, Liz being almost a hundred metres behind him by then. As he stood over the three others they were each relieved to see sweat running off him, and more so when he dropped his pack, slumped to the ground and muttered to nobody in particular 'damn, it's hot!' He only got nods in response, at least until Liz arrived; she looked far fresher and with only a brief pitying look at her companions immediately began clearing the worst of the rocks so that they could sleep on reasonably comfortable ground.
Gradually the others recovered, a meal was cooked and eaten and then, as the temperature began its nightly plummet, they all struggled into sleeping bags and one by one fell asleep.
In the morning they tackled the final part of their assignment and it turned out to be an easy day. There were no dramas at all, largely because only Liz and Mike needed to ascend to the top of the next ridge. They were to stay on that ridge until the next morning so that astronomical observations could be completed properly, but their ascent was so rapidly accomplished that they could spend a large part of the day resting. It was, Del remarked, the most relaxing day they'd had since arriving at the facility.
It couldn't last, of course. Early the next morning Liz and Mike returned, all five of the team breakfasting together before they trudged away on the first leg of their return journey. With lighter packs it seemed an easier walk and passed quickly, but the descent, traversing the slope they had all climbed up, was tricky despite them all being roped together. They hadn't got very far when Angie yelled from her place behind Liz, "why is it harder going downhill?" The response came from Bull, right at the back: "you can see how far you can fall!"
Once reunited with their vehicle Bull took Del to one side. "I reckon we can get all the way back today. Want to try?"
"You sure?" Del replied, "we've used up half the day already."
"Yeah," Bull said with more confidence than perhaps he felt, "it might be dark when we get there but the bit we have to do in the dark is the bit nearest home. It's pretty flat and not that dangerous and anyway we've got our own tracks to follow."
"You're the expert," Del said with a grin, "and I remember what you said when you looked at that slope. If you're suggesting it can be done I suppose the risk is acceptable."
"Let's roll, then!"
"OK, everybody," Del yelled, "let's get loaded up and get out of here." Less than two minutes later Bull had turned the vehicle toward the facility and was driving away.
Through the heat of the day they drove on without stopping, passing bottles of tepid water from hand to hand at increasingly frequent intervals. Bull didn't stop as the sun dropped lower, nor when it finally dipped below the horizon. Astonishingly quickly the desert turned completely dark, yet even with only the headlights picking out vehicle tracks, which Del fervently hoped were their own from the outward trip, Bull pressed on. Every time Del looked at him he seemed relaxed and confident, and the three others squashed in the back of the vehicle seemed to be equally relaxed. Oh, well, Del thought, maybe I'm getting concerned over nothing. He stretched as much as he could in the confines of the vehicle, rubbing his sweaty eyes. As he did so there was a jolt as the vehicle bounced over something and he heard Bull mutter 'damn it', or something similar.
"What's up?" Del demanded.
"I forgot all about that hump. Saw it coming before. Sorry about the bump. Look, there, the facility lights."
Sure enough, there in the distance there were lights and, just as Bull had predicted, they drove straight up to the gates without deviating from the tracks they had been following. "Told you so," Bull said quietly to Del as he killed the engine.
A little more than twenty four hours later Todd White sat in his office with Del Knight's report of the expedition in front of him. Across the desk was the grey haired, blue eyed man who had spoken to the new intake on the first day.
"So, Todd?" he asked.
"I read it. You've got to give the guy credit for taking a vehicle." There was a sparkle in his eye as he spoke.
"I do. It proves he can think. What else?"
"Mission accomplished, I guess. He did what he had to do, didn't make mistakes."
"But his leadership wasn't tested."
"I disagree. He used what he needed to use in making up his kit list and then did the same in the field. He let his team demonstrate their strengths and it's not Knight's fault if they knew what they were talking about. He recognised the fact and made his judgements on the back of good input from his people. If he'd ignored sound advice just to exercise his command we'd be damning him for a fool. We knew Liz Schmidt has been a climber for years but nobody told us she had experience of taking novices on that sort of terrain. I had that checked today. Maybe Knight got lucky but he did all the right things in the circumstances he was faced with. Even coming back in one run was the right thing to do. It was a calculated risk but any one of us would have made the same decision."
"OK, you're not secretary of his fan club." The older man smiled. "I take it you're leaving his team unchanged?"
"No point changing anything. The reports we've had from the others show pretty clearly that they respect his intellect and he respects what they give the team. The only one I'm concerned about is Mike Platt."
"Why him?"
"I get the feeling that he's not as confident as the others when things get physical. Maybe Cantrell intimidates him, he's a big powerful guy."
"Cantrell, the one they call Bull?"
"You can see why. But he's a real nice guy."
"Keep an eye on Platt. You know as well as I do that being able to cope is one thing, knowing you can cope is another." As he spoke the grey haired man stood up to leave. "There might be some benefit in driving Knight's team a bit harder than the others."
Todd White nodded. "I'd planned to," he said.
The other man left Todd's office, leaving Todd to his thoughts. He respected the older man a lot and had modelled his own approach on that of his senior. That man, Brian Forrest, was responsible for running the facility and for the quality of its finished products - the new staff who were to live and work at the Moon Team's lunar installations. If something went wrong because somebody was sent to the moon without sufficient training it was, ultimately, Forrest's responsibility and he carried that burden day and night, every day of the year. Once a year his work was put to the test as new staff were sent to the moon to replace or augment those already there. Todd felt for him in the few days during which those people were flown off the Earth because he became withdrawn in the extreme, nervous for both his former charges and himself.
Todd dragged himself back to reality, telling himself that the only way he could support Forrest was to turn out the best prepared staff that he could. And if he had to drive them hard to do that, drive them hard he would.
The months of training passed quickly, as classes on the group's own disciplines became ever more detailed and time was devoted to other disciplines. They didn't need to have a great knowledge of those disciplines, but did need to be aware of the essential elements. Mutual understanding was a virtue - that was a mantra that was drummed into their heads on a daily basis. Their physical training also moved ahead and some enjoyed it a great deal more than others. Del became more and more aware, as the time passed, that Mike Platt simply wasn't developing the level of confidence in his own ability that was needed. There was no question that the ability, particularly in physical training, was there but Mike couldn't convince himself that he could do the sort of things that his peers could do. Del spent a lot of time talking to him, trying to give him that self-belief, but it simply wasn't happening. Eventually he had to bring the matter to Todd's attention.
"I know what you're telling me," Todd said, interrupting Del long before he had finished explaining Mike's difficulty. "We noticed a while back and decided to let things run, to see how they turned out. He's got the skills he needs, no doubt of that."
"He has. But the thing is, Todd, I just don't know how to persuade him to believe in himself."
"It'll either come or it won't. I know how much you've been trying to help the guy. You can't force him to believe in his own ability."
Del was silent, wondering how to ask the next question. There was nothing for it but to put it directly. "Is it putting his place here at risk?"
"Yes. It doesn't please me to say so."
"Where do we go from here then?"
"As I see it things aren't critical right now. Look at the people from your intake who've already gone, they just didn't have what it takes. Mike's got it, no question, he just needs to believe it. Soon we move into suit training. That could be the making of him. If not..." Todd shrugged his shoulders.
"Suit training?" Del wore a puzzled expression.
"Suit training. It's when we tell you to go outside a lot but don't let you go without putting on the suit you'll be wearing when you get to the moon. It’s the whole thing, helmet, boots, the works. You'd be mighty surprised how many good people fall apart in suit training." There was unmistakable relish on Todd's face.
"Can I tell my team?"
"About suit training? Sure."
Todd had said that it was going to start soon, but Del hadn't anticipated how soon. Just two days later the fittings began, great care being taken to be certain that each person fitted into his or her suit comfortably and had as full a range of movement as possible.
Del found himself spending his time reassuring his team, although Angie and Mike really needed little such reassurance. Liz needed more as she said she felt too restricted, but Bull was having real problems. To give him full movement his suit needed to accommodate his bulk in all the muscle configurations he was capable of, but this showed up a problem. The suit was creasing where it hadn't been designed to crease and very quickly showed signs of fatigue in the material. This would be a potentially fatal flaw on the moon and led to his suit being redesigned. In turn that led to a delay in the beginning of suit training for the team, who were going to have to make up nearly a week.
When Del's team were finally ready to begin they had just a day to familiarise themselves with moving and working in their suits, against the three days that the other teams had had, before they began their first outside training trip. Despite the searing desert heat they were required to spend a full twelve hour day walking to a ridge over five kilometres away, climbing up one side and down the other before returning. All they would need had to be carried - there was no vehicle this time - and their water supply was carried on their backs along with their air. Because this was their first such session they had been told that they were carrying compressed air, but in fact they were breathing air from the atmosphere: it simply wasn't possible to carry enough air for twelve hours and in operational conditions they would need to swap tanks several times during a working day. It had been decided, years before, that tank swapping was something to be learned later in the training schedule, if only because it meant there was no need to station fresh tanks along the exercise routes.
Eight o'clock in the morning on the day of the exercise saw Del leading his team out into the desert in their gleaming pressure suits. Barely fifteen minutes into the exercise the complaints started, complaints that were solely about the amount of sweat pouring off bodies inside suits that were turning into pressure cookers under the increasingly fierce sun.
"Listen," Del said through the permanently switched on intercom, "I know it's hot. We're all hot. But we've been trained for this, others have done it before us, let's get our heads down and get through this. We can all make it, easy."
They walked on in comparative silence, relieved that the sand under their feet was firm and unyielding. The prospect of struggling through soft sand, using massive amounts of energy out of all proportion to forward progress achieved, appealed to nobody.
While his team seemed happy to watch one foot falling in front of the other as they walked, Del kept his eyes fixed on the big white marker that indicated the point where they were to attack the climb up the ridge; he knew that was the only way to ensure that they walked in a straight line. Even one extra step was best avoided if at all possible. The others followed in line astern, the only disturbing thing being someone's excessively heavy breathing. Del reasoned that it had to be Bull Cantrell as he had so much more bulk to haul along and his size meant that he was probably absorbing more heat from the sun as they walked. But there was no complaint; there were, certainly, the odd moments of good natured banter but Del gained the impression that his people knew that complaining would change nothing and were therefore just going to get on with the job in hand.
They reached the point where they would start climbing after just over ninety minutes.
Del reckoned that was good going in the circumstances and told his team they were a little ahead of schedule. That the schedule was non-existent didn't matter, that morale was boosted did matter.
There was no chance of the team being roped together for the climb, so Del and Liz decided that Bull and Angie would lead, followed by Del and Mike. Liz would follow so that she could watch what the others were doing and advise as she thought fit. Each pair in front of her should be strong enough to supply assistance to each other, but Liz knew she could overhaul them and help physically if she was needed.
The climb went slowly and carefully. Bull seemed to be hauling himself up the steep, rocky, jagged slope by sheer force of will, Angie keeping up by dogged determination not to be left behind. Mike seemed to be adapting well to working in a suit, his small frame finding room to work inside its extra, flexible skin, and he didn't seem troubled by the weight he was carrying on his back. Del, on the other hand, was slowed by the resistance he felt from his suit to several moves he wanted to make; working a way around these irritating little obstacles was holding him back. Liz, for her part, was so intent on watching the progress of the others and making sure that none of them put themselves in danger that she completely forgot she was wearing her suit and that she had any weight on her back at all.
"Everybody OK?" Del asked after a seemingly interminable climb that had got them just a third of the way to the top of the ridge.
"Sure," he heard Mike say, "I think I'm actually enjoying this."
"Mike, you're a damned fool," said the ever-cheerful voice of Bull Cantrell, "nobody could enjoy dragging themselves up the edge of hell on Earth and sweating like a pig as they go."
"And nobody could enjoy scrambling for their life trying to keep up with you, you overweight gorilla," Angie commented, to a raucous belly laugh from her target.
"I guess we're all fine," Liz said without even having the decency to sound out of breath, "how about you, Del?"
"Terrific. Top of the world. If we ever get out of here remind me to buy a house in Holland."
"Holland? Why Holland?" It was Angie's question, with curiosity clearly audible as it burst into Del's helmet.
"No damned mountains," he gasped in reply. He was encouraged by the laughter that followed his comment, even if it wasn't in the least sympathetic.
It took over five hours to reach the top of the ridge, by which time everyone was gasping, even Liz herself although she declared the climb to have been 'quite easy, really'.
"OK," Del said, "I think we'll take ten minutes break before we go down the other side. Anybody disagree?"
He was surprised to hear Angie's voice dissenting. "Yeah, I disagree," she said. "Why can't we just call up a helicopter? It's got to be easier than walking." Del knew she wasn't serious and could imagine the grin on her face behind the reflective front of her helmet.
While the others were resting Del looked at the craggy, irregular slope, not quite as steep as the one they had climbed, that they now had to get down. It looked at first sight difficult but certainly not impossible, but then he looked a little more carefully. Once they reached a point perhaps two thirds of the way down the seemed to be a sheer drop and that presented an insurmountable obstacle to a team of inexperienced climbers wearing bulky pressure suits and with no ropes. He call Liz over to look.
"There's no way down, is there?" he asked.
"No. It looks like it goes a long way, both directions. Options?"
"If straight down isn't possible we only have two. Either we go down as far as we can then follow the top of that cliff until we can get down, or we stay on the ridge top until we get back to ground level."
"We can do either. It's your call."
"Why do things the hard way? We'll go along the top of the ridge. It falls away nice and gently so it'll be a pleasant walk in the sun until we get back. I know the brief was to climb down but I'm not risking having somebody fall. We take the easy way out."
After their ten minute rest, which in fact stretched to almost double that, Del led his team away, walking along the top of the ridge, always going downhill, until they left the rock of the ridge behind and were walking again on flat, firm sand. In single file they walked without stopping until they reached the facility. They had been out for rather less than eleven hours.
None of the team knew that their conversations were being monitored constantly by Todd White. That evening, as Del and his team showered and descended on the canteen, Todd sat in his office with Brian Forrest. Todd looked unusually happy.
"Well," he said, "you've heard the tapes, or at least the relevant parts. It's been a good day."
"I'll give Knight credit for looking at where we were sending him. Most don't bother and just assume that because we say it's got to be done it must be possible. Making use of his expert, Schmidt, was commendable too."
"Agreed. Taking the easiest route off the ridge got them home an hour early. It's an important consideration. And we had a good look at the suits, too. There's barely a mark on them and nothing that would have compromised the suit's integrity."
"He wasn't told about that?"
"No, we just let them go. If somebody comes back with a damaged suit the lesson is learned better when we tell them what would have happened if it was for real."
"Something you haven't said yet, Todd, is that his routes out and back were almost perfectly straight. I can't remember anybody doing better."
"There was one guy, maybe five, six years ago. I don't remember his name, did it a little better. Overall Knight has scored close to perfect though."
"Do you intend to tell him?"
"Hell no. He might get a 'well done' but that's it. The other good thing to come out of the day is the way Mike Platt performed. Finding he can work well in a suit might be just what he needs. If it boosts his performance in other areas he might make it to the end of the course after all."
As things turned out Mike Platt's excellent performances while on suit exercises weren't enough to save him. His astronomy knowledge was more than adequate and in his field he absorbed information easily but made little headway in the training that was intended to give each person a rudimentary understanding of other disciplines. That and his continuing inability to perform to his physical best when not on suit exercises ultimately counted against him. With six months of the three years' training left he was sent home, never to return.
Del, Liz, Angie and Bull remained together throughout the full three years. Although saddened by Mike's departure they had no time to dwell on it as the pace of work picked up, particularly in the last six months. But they accomplished the tasks set, sometimes easily, at other times far less so. By the time the three years of hard, unrelenting work had passed the numbers from their intake had reduced by half; it was an unusually severe cull but necessary if the high standards were to be maintained.
Del and the other team leaders were told one day that all teams were to assemble outside at ten in the evening. Del was a little concerned because the instructions made it perfectly clear that, first the first time in many months, they were to be outside without suits. Despite his concern he led his team out at the appointed time, noticing that the light on the exit door was green - he hadn't seen that before.
Outside Todd White was waiting. When all the teams were assembled he began. "Ladies and gentlemen, you have all completed your training here. Every one of you has worked hard, probably harder than you've ever worked before, but you'll thank us for putting you through it. Up there, behind me, is what it's all about, the focus of all you've been through." His audience all looked past him at the white orb in the sky, its geological features clearly visible. "You were told when you first got here that nobody was going to wish you luck. That was true then, but it isn't now. On behalf of all the staff here I wish you good fortune and good luck. Good fortune because, ladies and gentlemen, you are all going to be rich people. Good luck because, just occasionally, lumps of rock hit the moon. They are usually very small, the sort of bits that our atmosphere deals with, but they hit the moon. We can't do anything about them, and God help you if you get in the way of one. It's a one in a million chance, don't lose any sleep over it. Now you are free to go home. Transport will be laid on to take you wherever you want to go and there will be planes arriving tomorrow. Be back here one month from today and we'll take you to the moon."
PART TWO - INTERLUDE
Todd White made certain that he spoke to each person as they left. Del, having spoken to Angie at length and as delicately as possible, was going to fly direct to Malta and she was going with him. They had decided on ten days or so together, then a few days with their families before linking up again for the last part of their month off. They hadn't yet decided where they were going for those few days.
As they prepared to leave on the Moon Team executive jet that would take them to Malta Todd approached them clutching two large white envelopes. "Going somewhere together?" he asked without any hint of disapproval.
"Malta," Angie replied, smiling. "We wanted somewhere we could feel that we'd gone back in time."
"You're not the first to say that. In here are details of your assignments. It's all explained, where you're going, who with, who's already there. Read them at your leisure and get in touch with me if there's anything you don't like or are not sure of. Other than that have a good vacation." He handed over the envelopes and scuttled off to catch others before they left.
Once on the plane and settled into the surprisingly spacious interior - they were the only two passengers - the envelopes were temporarily forgotten. Del felt anxious for the plane to take off but said nothing, not knowing that Angie was also willing the journey to begin. Neither was particularly desperate to get away, but after three nonstop, concentrated years of working at least twelve hour days without a single day off the sitting still seemed somehow wrong. As Del started to squirm in his seat, only a few minutes after boarding, Angie suddenly said, rather louder than she had intended, "we can relax! But I'm not sure I can remember how." The atmosphere changed instantly as Del laughed at Angie's comment.
"You might have a point there. It's going to be hard to adjust to a few weeks where we're not constantly looking for the next task. But we shouldn't get too used to it."
"No, I suppose not." If Angie was going to say anything else her mind was changed as the plane began to inch forwards, then it accelerated smoothly before lifting off, climbing fast. "Next stop Malta," Angie finally added.
It was a brief flight, and was followed by the barest minimum of formalities before they left Luqa airport in a taxi, heading for their hotel. Only a little over three hours after leaving the training facility they were lying on a secluded, private beach, Todd White's envelopes still being unopened. As they lay, letting the sun reach parts of their bodies that hadn't been open to the air for so long Del began to laugh; as Angie looked at him with a bemused expression his laughter became hysterical before it gradually stopped, returning to him his power of speech. "What's so funny?" Angie demanded.
"It suddenly occurred to me that after three years in the desert the first thing we do is come here and lie on the sand!"
Despite the laughter neither was finding it easy to relax: whilst Angie couldn't help going over aspects of her training Del found himself wondering about his assignment on the moon. In thinking about what it might be he was surprised to find that his imagination, fed with details that had been drummed into his head during three years of training, insisted on including Angie in the scenes it created. Not Liz, nor Bull, but always Angie. It wasn't a conscious decision to do so but in each picture he had in his mind of his life to come there she was. He wondered what, if anything, it meant.
Later that day, after a dinner that was deliberately taken at a leisurely pace, Del and Angie went back to their hotel suite. It was an expensive luxury, paid for by the Moon Team, consisting of a comfortable lounge and bedroom each, both with en suite bathrooms. Apparently just casually dropped, the envelopes that described their futures were laying on a table. "Shall we see what's in store for us?" Del asked. Angie merely nodded in reply as she passed him his envelope and retained her own. They settled in chairs on opposite sides of the room; Del wondered briefly if it was a deliberate act of his sub-conscious to sit so far away. He saw Angie begin to open her envelope, then Del did the same thing. He withdrew half a dozen sheets of paper, and the first surprise was that the top sheet was headed 'Training Assessment'. On it, quite distinct from the typewritten paragraphs, was a note in Todd White's handwriting. 'We only give copies of assessments to the top performers,' Del read, 'so tell nobody you've had one. Except Miss Cooper - she's had one too.' As he read he discovered that his position as team leader had been unchanged because the team worked so well as a unit, that his support of his fellow members had been exemplary, and so it went on. As he reached the end of the page the final paragraph read: 'For these reasons it has been decided that the posting assigned is within Mr Knight's considerable capabilities given that his fellow assignee has already demonstrated that these two individuals can and do work together exceptionally well.'
He turned the page and found himself looking at a map of the Moon Team's permanent establishments. He had seen it many times before and had expected to be assigned to the main base, where all personnel arrived and departed and where all materials were shipped in and out. It contained processing plants, an observatory and all the management offices. Then there were perhaps thirty operational establishments with around a dozen people working in each one in rotation; it was rare for these automated stations to be manned. Finally there were seven small, two or three man operations, known as Xbases, which were still experimental in that tests were still being carried out to discover if each had a viable future as an operational base. Having refreshed his memory with a brief study of the map he turned to the next page. He was stunned by what he read:
'You have been assigned to Xbase six. It is a two person base that has been established for less than a year. A colleague will be assigned to work with you but you will be responsible for all aspects of the operation of Xbase six.'
Del read on about the geological surveying and analysis work that formed the programme for the Xbase, realising that there was nothing to be concerned about, at least in the work. The months of isolation, with only one other person for company aside from the weekly, fleeting visits by supply transports, did concern him a little.
Although not especially gregarious Del didn't see himself as a loner and appreciated interaction with other people. He wasn't certain that he would be able to tolerate the inescapable separation; it would be far worse if he was paired with someone he couldn't get on with, or who couldn't get on with him.
Angie was still reading when he finally put his own papers down, so he sat in quiet contemplation until she too had finished. "You got a copy of your assessment," he said.
"How did you know? It says here not to tell anyone." Del was a little surprised to see such a neutral expression on her face. "Todd scribbled a note on mine, said I could tell you because you'd got one too."
"I know," she giggled, "he did on mine as well. Where have they sent you?" Her tone had changed between sentences and had become serious.
"I'm the new number one at Xbase six."
"No! Meet your number two!"
"Great! We'll be together!" He'd meant to say 'working together', and almost convinced himself it had been a slip of the tongue.
"At least part of the team is staying together. I wonder where Liz and Bull are going."
"We'll find out when we get back. We won't lose touch."
Their speculation on what their lives on the moon would be like drifted on, but eventually they both realised all they were really doing was repeating what they had been told in their years of training. Around midnight, deciding for herself that the conversation was just going round in circles, Angie declared that she was going to bed.
When she had disappeared behind her bedroom door Del went out on the balcony and looked up into the sky. A crescent of moon was visible, quite low in the sky. For the very first time he looked at the planetoid, a quarter of a million miles away, and wondered exactly what was going on up there, how much two particular individuals were looking forward to the arrival in a few short weeks of Angie and himself, and whether the work of Xbase six would just carry on as seamlessly as the Moon Team management would doubtless expect. He sighed to himself, went back indoors and retired to bed.
He'd fallen deeply asleep almost as soon as he'd stretched out in bed, but then he usually did. It seemed to have been but a very short time, though, before he heard his bedroom door open. He snapped awake instantly and saw a form silhouetted against the light from the lounge. "I can't sleep," Angie said as she came in and closed the door behind her. Del said nothing as he watched her coming towards him in the almost completely dark room. He still said nothing as she slipped into bed beside him, nor when his suspicion was confirmed that she was just as naked as he was. He did speak, though, when the full extent of Angie's wakefulness became perfectly clear.
The room was lightening in the pre-dawn light before they finally fell asleep.
Del awoke late in the morning; his watch told him it was almost eleven. There was only a fraction of a second of panic, dispelled by the softly breathing form lying next to him with a hand on his stomach. He smiled to himself, thinking that they might not know exactly what was going to happen at the other end of their quarter million mile flight, but he sure as hell knew what the next four weeks held. He kissed Angie's sleeping forehead lightly and slipped out of bed feeling as completely pleased with life as he thought it possible to be.
PART THREE – THE MOON
The month of rest and relaxation passed quickly, too quickly. But Del reminded himself often that he and Angie weren't going their separate ways at the end of their break; instead they were going to be isolated together. Angie had found herself looking forward to getting to Xbase six more than ever. Since she had walked into Del's bedroom, or at least from a point three or four hours afterwards, she knew exactly how she wanted her life to go. They had slipped smoothly from being friends who worked together to being lovers and their frequent conversations showed that they shared the same vision of the future. Certain that their strong emotional attachment could only be beneficial, they made no effort to hide the new status of their relationship.
The long flight in another Moon Team executive jet from London direct to the training facility in North Africa was shared with two others, Carl Edwards and John Webster. They weren't stimulating company as both fell asleep as soon as the plane was airborne, waking only as it descended again to land. Angie and Del, though, were perfectly happy with their own company.
No comment was passed, although the odd eyebrow was raised, when Del and Angie strolled hand in hand from the plane and disappeared inside, intent on indulging themselves in the canteen for one last time. Their pre-departure briefing was still over two hours away, but they managed to spend nearly all that time at their canteen table and had to rush to collect together the few personal belongings they wanted to take with them. It was unlikely that either would ever return to the training facility unless they were offered a post as a trainer, so they were careful not to leave anything.
The briefing was routine; if it had needed to be anything more something would have been seriously wrong. There were ten people, including Del and Angie, the two who had shared their flight from London, Liz, Bull and four others, who were leaving together for a flight to America then a trip on a shuttle which would take them to the moon. Details of the trip were given, good luck wishes were offered then the ten of them left the building for the last time and boarded yet another executive jet. As soon as they were settled in their comfortable and spacious seats the jet began to roll: they were on their way.
Conversation on the plane started with the events of the previous few weeks, some having more to tell than others, then it dwelt for more time than Del, in particular, felt was necessary on the relationship between himself and Angie. The revelation that the two of them were to be working together gave rise to much ribald comment, accepted with good grace, but eventually the topic switched to their immediate future. All they could do was to repeat what they had been told and speculate based on those facts: long before the flight was over the conversation had waned and several people were asleep.
The transition from executive jet to moon shuttle passed in a blur. Later, neither Del nor Angie could remember much of their passage through the Moon Team's American installation, at least until they were driven out to the shuttle. By then wearing pressure suits and carrying helmets, they settled quickly into the bare interior of the cramped vessel and waited nervously for takeoff time. When the pilots came on board the captain merely offered a brief greeting as he passed through to the flight deck, but his number two stopped to deliver a brief lecture.
"Right," he said, assuming the bored tone of one who had said the same thing a hundred times before, "helmets can be stowed under your seats. Do so now." He paused while the instruction was carried out. "If you need to put them on in flight you'll be told, but you will need to wear them for landing. We'll be airtight, it's just a safety precaution. When we've touched down and you've passed through to the base you'll be told when to remove them. Get yourselves belted in and comfortable, attaining orbit level can be bumpy but it's only the first hour. After that it's a long and boring flight. From takeoff to touchdown is over twelve hours so amuse yourselves looking at the stars. We do." He turned and disappeared onto the flight deck.
"This isn't going to be the most exciting part of our lives," somebody said, but Del couldn't identify who.
"Leaving Earth for the first time isn't exciting?" replied an incredulous female voice that sounded a lot like Liz.
"Typical woman! We're going where hundreds have been before. It's not as if we're pioneers." It was the same voice.
"Maybe not, but none of us has done it before. If I want to take a romantic view of it I shall."
"OK, OK, you do that. The rest of us will indulge in some mental exercise to ward off the boredom."
"You view it how you want, Liz," Del said loudly, "It's how we all feel even if some are scared to admit it."
"Of course," said the still unidentified first voice, "some of us don't have exclusive use of a honeymoon hotel to look forward to." Laughter greeted the comment and almost made Del feel embarrassed, at least until Angie added her comment. "Those of us who do," she said confidently, "know what use to make of it. Would you?"
Any answer that there may have been was drowned out by the noise of a quartet of very large jet engines starting up. The jets would take the shuttle up to a point at around 65,000 feet when the rocket motors would fire to move the shuttle out of the atmosphere and take it on its journey to the moon. Developed by the Moon Team's own engineers, the shuttle was said to be the most powerful vehicle of any description built by man. Soundproofing, though, hadn't been a high priority and it had only the bare minimum; as a result the takeoff and continual climb to the rocket engine firing altitude was almost painfully and unrelentingly noisy. The noise abated somewhat as the air got thinner and its ability to carry sound diminished, but that was countered by the engines working so much harder in that rarified air.
When the rocket motors took over and provided a surge of acceleration that had all the passengers pinned hard into their seats things did quieten down a lot. The sky darkened, becoming black punctuated with millions of pinpricks of light. The view was, though, just a pretty picture that held the attention for only a short time, except to the astronomers in the group: they gave the impression that they thought they'd died and gone to Heaven. They all began talking excitedly to each other, using their own jargon that was incomprehensible to anyone else despite the best efforts of the trainers to drum the rudiments of astronomy into unreceptive heads. At the back of the shuttle Del and Angie were soon asleep.
Nobody had been affected by their first experience of zero gravity; in fact, nobody even remarked on it.
Being asleep made the trip pass quickly and they only awoke when the vaguely familiar but unwelcome voice of the number two was heard shouting. "Do I yet have the attention of the sleepers? I see I do. Good. We are approaching our touchdown point and if there is such a thing as a dangerous part of the trip this is it. We've never hurt anybody yet but there's always a first time and this just might be it. So, people, struggle into your helmets, rely on your suit's life support system and stay that way until you're all disembarked and safely inside the base. And strap yourselves in. I always forget that bit." He turned to resume his place on the flight deck but checked and turned back to his passengers. With a grin he added, "and thank you for flying with Crashdive Airways!" Then he was gone.
There was a brief period of activity as the passengers did as they were instructed, checking on each other to make sure all was in order, then all talk faded way as the moon's surface could be seen through the tiny round windows. It was as bleak and lifeless as they had all expected but while it was merely a work environment to most of those on board there were a few who took a more prosaic view; to them the moonscape had a primeval beauty that held their attention as the shuttle dropped lower and was manoeuvred closer to the base buildings. Hovering just centimetres above the flat ground, it edged closer to the nearest building until it finally touched down. A steel corridor was run out to the shuttle and formed an airtight seal around its door; only when the corridor had been pressurised and checked did the captain emerge and open the door. He too wore a pressure suit and helmet, as did his number two, and he led the way off the shuttle. The passengers followed, with the number two bringing up the rear.
Once inside, the instruction was given to remove helmets. With that done the passengers were invited to sit, although the seating looked far from comfortable, by a tough-looking individual who introduced himself as Al Gurney. "Welcome," he said with a smile, "I know you've done a lot of travelling so I always keep this talk brief. It's going to be even briefer today and I'll come to that in a minute. Some of you, I think most of you, are assigned to work here at the base. When I shut up you go through that door there," he indicated a door to his left, "where you'll meet the people you'll be working with, get quarters assigned and get shown around. Any questions will be dealt with then too. The others who are going on to Ops, if there is anybody, or Xbases will wait here and whoever is coming in to collect you will find you. I'm sorry you've still got more travelling to do but we're in the middle of a problem right now and it's only fair I level with you. We've been having an intermittent fault with our radio communication that affects us talking to Earth, to the shuttle and to the other installations on the surface. We have no idea what's causing it but whatever it is doesn't affect short range communication so your helmet radios work fine. Those of you assigned away from here should remember that you can't rely on perfect communication. But I'm kicking butt and our so-called technicians are supposed to be isolating the cause; if they know what's good for them they'll have results pretty damn soon. So I'm cutting this talk short. We're pleased to see you people here, and those you're replacing will be even more pleased. Good luck, and stay safe." He had hardly finished speaking before he rushed away, followed by the people who were assigned to work at the base. Among them were Bull and Liz; the team was finally being broken up.
"We'll see you again soon, guys," Bull said as the others began moving away.
"Yeah, who knows, one of us might be your delivery driver!"
"As long as it's not him," Del replied to Liz's comment, "I've had enough of his driving."
"Look after him, Liz," Angie said in mock seriousness, "he might be big but he needs mothering."
"I'll do that, and you keep Del in order. See you soon." She walked away quickly, pushing Bull along.
That left Del, Angie and two others, but those two were almost instantly scooped up by two newcomers, keen to get them away to their base so that a pair of long termers could be relieved. That left just Del and Angie.
"I wish they'd hurry up, whoever they are," Angie said.
"I do too. I just want the travelling to be over now. You'd think we'd be fed, wouldn't you?"
"You're hungry? I couldn't eat a thing."
"That's the effect of being in zero and now low gravity. I read somewhere that some people find it's an appetite suppressant."
"I must remember that. When we get back home I can make a fortune shipping would-be dieters up here."
"You'd get sued if it didn't work."
"Maybe. Oh, look, company." A harassed looking man in a pressure suit had dashed in, helmet in hand.
"Knight and Cooper, I hope?"
"That's us," Del replied.
"Great! I'm John Webster, current number one at Xbase six, well, at least until I get you there. Twenty four hours from now I'll be back here and on my way home, and I can't wait! Shall we get away? I don't like hanging around here too long, if that old sod Al Gurney sees anybody not doing anything he hands out jobs just like they're prizes."
Once the three of them were safely helmeted and ready to venture outside Webster led the way through the corridors leading to the external airlock. Just like they had been told so often in training, he was careful to check the lights on each door they came to. That on the airlock door was red, so he punched the appropriate button and waited. After perhaps fifteen seconds the light changed to green and they entered, Del feeling a little nervous now but not wanting to show it. Angie similarly didn't want to show her feelings either and Webster certainly wasn't going to ask. He'd been through this exercise several times before and knew from experience that the best thing to do was simply to treat it as routine. Then, suddenly, the outer door of the airlock opened and Webster stepped outside. Following him, Del and Angie set foot on the dusty surface of the moon for the first time, tentatively at first but, noticing the many footprints, after the first step or two they strode out in the same loping, low-gravity style as Webster with a confidence that neither really felt. They heard Webster's voice saying "I'm over here," as he walked towards several apparently identical wide-wheeled vehicles. He jumped onto the second one which, now they were closer, Del could see had four seats whereas the one they had passed had just two and a platform for carrying supplies. Angie asserted herself by slipping into the other front seat, leaving Del in the back.
"These things are invaluable," Webster said, "solar powered, they'll go anywhere, they're even stable up a forty five degree slope with four up. One of the benefits of such low gravity. They're made of some sort of titanium alloy, even the wheels, and are just about indestructible. The only thing they're not is fast. It's only twenty miles to Xbase six but it'll take us at least an hour even though there are only a couple of ridges to cross."
"I thought we were supposed to measure all distances in kilometres now," Del said.
"We are. But 20 is a lower number than 32, so it seems shorter. I do all the technical stuff in metric, though."
"At the base they were talking about some radio problem. Do you know any more than we do?"
"Maybe, but listen, I can't call you by your surnames, have you got more friendly ones? I'm John, did I tell you that?"
"You did, John. I'm Del, the quiet one in the front is Angie."
"A quiet woman, that's a first. Anyway," he went on quickly before Angie could respond, "the radio thing. It's a damn nuisance. We can't always contact the base so if we want anything special we might not be able to tell them. They can't always contact Earth or the shuttle so we don't always know what's coming up or what's supposed to be sent down. A friend of mine, Chris Walker, is a maintenance technician back there at the base and he says that there's nothing wrong, but Gurney won't accept the findings. According to Chris it's as if somebody is trying to jam our transmissions, but that's impossible because there's nobody else here. Unless it's some idiot out at one of the other Xbases who doesn't know how to use a radio. But if it was that they'd be able to tell. Like I said, its impossible but that's the only possible cause."
"It couldn't be something wrong with the shuttle's transmitters, could it?"
"It's unlikely, Angie. The shuttles have all been checked down on Earth and anyway it happens when there's no shuttle airborne, even when the whole fleet's sitting down on Earth. Maybe we just have to write it off as a mystery of life away from Earth."
"I find it odd," Del said, "because we've never had a problem communicating across space before. The Apollo programme all those years ago was fine, later exploratory trips up here had no problem, and we've always stayed in communication with our Mars exploration vessels. We even stay in touch with probes that have flown past the outermost planets into interstellar space."
"You're right, Del. As I say, it's just a mystery and that's the way I'm going to keep thinking of it. In forty eight hours it won't be my problem because I'll be back home and looking forward to wasting the next year of my life on a sunny Californian beach. I'll be thinking of you, though. Now and again."
"Before you go you'll bring us up to speed on what's happening at Xbase six, though?" Angie asked.
"Of course. It won't take long because it's been an easy job up to now. We'll get to the Xbase, I'll introduce you to my number two, the inimitable Irishman Liam Murphy, then you can get some food and some sleep. I guarantee that'll be more welcome than a lecture. But there's one thing I'll tell you now because it's a great failsafe if you have any problems. Xbase seven is an hour's walk over a couple of small ridges behind us at six and we work together with them. We help each other out when it's need and we swap dinner invitations too. Now that's worth remembering."
As the journey slowly proceeded Webster asked his passengers about themselves, threw in odd anecdotes about his time on the moon and chatted amiably about more or less anything that came into his head. An assortment of vital facts about life at an Xbase was mixed in with everything else, leaving Del wishing he could make notes. He had instead to content himself with the hope that it would all be reiterated later. It did help to pass the time, though, and they soon crested the last ridge and could see their new home in the distance. It looked like just a pair of frail aluminium huts, but as they drew closer the true nature of the Xbase could be seen
It was indeed two huts, but they were anything but frail. Built to contain an atmosphere they had an airlock each, thick windows and powerful internal lighting. There was also a third airlock built into the base of a low, rocky escarpment behind the two huts. It was outside that airlock that Webster pulled to a halt. "Home sweet home," he said as he jumped out of the vehicle, "bring whatever belongings you have and we'll get you settled in."
"It's the food I'm looking forward to," Del said with enthusiasm as he followed Angie into the airlock.
Once inside Webster began to haul off his helmet and pressure suit, and Del followed his example. Angie seemed a little hesitant, which Webster obviously noticed. "Don't stand on ceremony," he said with a grin, "modesty has no place up here."
"Oh, well, to hell with it then," she replied and struggled out of her suit. Under it she wore only a black and rather tight vest and a brief - very brief - pair of shorts. "These suits are damned hot in the desert," she said defensively as the two pairs of male eyes looked unashamedly at her, "but I've got some clothes to put on."
Webster led the way down a flight of stairs which led to an underground suite of rooms. There was a shower room, a small kitchen, a rather bigger sitting room and two bedrooms. Webster knew he was going to have to give the same explanation that he usually gave whenever new people arrived. "Each one of the Xbases is exactly the same," he explained, "the same shaft is drilled down and then the rooms are cut out by machines designed for the job. It's a lot easier to accommodate people this way than to build anything above ground. They're cheaper to heat too, as if that's really a consideration. This was all done inside twenty hours. That includes the time spent spraying the plastic insulation onto the bare rock. Apart from having no windows it's about the cosiest you can be on the moon. Anyway, Liam and I have cleared the bedrooms out for you so move in and make yourselves at home. Fix yourselves something to eat, there's coffee in the kitchen too. I'm going out to drag Liam back because I want to know exactly where we are before I hand the place over to you. We'll meet up again in, say, eight hours?"
"Fine, John, don't worry about us. We'll eat and get our heads down for a few hours. Take care, though, we still need you."
"Del, I always take care. If you don't, you die." With a grin he was gone, bounding up the stairs in the weak gravity.
"It's just you and me, then," Angie said. "Shall we eat?"
Less than an hour later they had eaten an uninspiring but adequate meal, showered - itself a bizarre experience - and fallen deeply asleep.
They were so soundly asleep that neither heard or felt a series of crashes that reverberated through the rock in which their new accommodation had been hollowed out. They didn't notice the lights flicker, go out and, several seconds later, come back on.
When Del finally awoke it was only through the discomfort of Angie's elbow pressing into his ribs. He looked at his watch to see how much longer he could spend giving his body the sleep that it still craved, only to find that ten hours had already passed rather than the eight that had been agreed on with John Webster. Maybe that's the way they do things here, he thought, and a relaxed approach to timekeeping might be a refreshing change. But then he thought again. This, he said to himself, is the most hostile, dangerous environment that people have ever worked in. Any sort of casual approach is going to be dangerous, no matter how relaxed people might appear to be. If John had said eight hours he would have meant eight hours and certainly not ten. But then, perhaps he'd come back and decided to let them sleep on. Somehow that didn't seem realistic either. Del eased himself up carefully so as not to disturb Angie and set off upstairs to see if anyone was about.
Angie shifted in her sleep as Del got up, but didn't quite wake despite being aware, at least subconsciously, that he'd gone. She did wake, though, when she felt herself being shaken hard and heard a voice yelling at her to wake. Reluctantly she opened her eyes and looked at Del. His expression snapped her into instant wakefulness; he looked absolutely and completely terrified.
A very long way away, Brian Forrest sat in his office in the Moon Team training facility. He had just tried to raise the main base on the moon, as he always did when some of his people had just arrived. It was a habit now, but he always felt better knowing they had arrived safely and had taken up their posts with no problems. But this time he hadn't been able to make contact and that worried him. With a last somewhat mystified look at the radio he turned to his videophone and punched in the number for the Moon Team's head of security, then stared at the screen as he waited for the all too familiar face to appear.
"Oh, it's you, Brian," the dark haired female face on the screen said, slightly unsynchronised as usual, "what do you want? Make it quick, I'm busy."
The face belonged to Marge Forrest, the head of security. The fact that she had the same surname was no coincidence as she and Brian were still officially married. They wouldn't have been if either could have been bothered to complete the paperwork to bring the marriage to an end; it was childless and had been over for at least two decades, and while Brian at least gave the appearance of being happy living the single life as the resident chief executive of the training facility and spending all his time in the desert Marge had moved on. Brian resented that fact, even if he would never have admitted it, and resented even more that his wife now had an apparently happy and stable relationship with a partner who was ten years her junior. But what annoyed him most was that his wife's new partner was called Melanie Waterson. It was almost as irksome that she was an almost terminally boring and unattractive British politician. He found the fact that he had been replaced in Marge's affections by a female, and an ugly one at that, not a little embarrassing.
"Maybe you are but that's your problem. Why can't I contact the moon base?"
There was a slight but discernible change in Marge's expression before she regained control of herself. "It's some sort of temporary fault. They're working on it and will fix it in a couple of hours."
"No good, Marge. Try telling the truth."
"It is true."
"Nonsense. I know you're lying. I'll just go over your head."
"OK, OK, Brian. We think it started about fifteen hours ago."
"What did?"
"We're not sure. It's as if somebody is doing something that jams our radio signals intermittently, but it's been getting worse. My information is a couple of hours old though, so it might be better now."
"Jamming? Who? There's not a country on Earth that would benefit from disrupting our work. It doesn't make sense."
"We don't think it's a country, as such."
"So what do you think? The truth, Marge."
"It might be some terrorist organisation, but we can't locate where the rogue signals are coming from. It seems they're not coming up from the planet."
"Are you asking me to believe that a bunch of fanatics has acquired the technology and the money to launch its own space vehicle and is using it to block our transmissions? It's not very likely, is it?"
"It seems a reasonable supposition to us."
"I don't buy it. Nobody can launch a vehicle without being caught by satellite cameras, and you've got no pictures, have you? The government agencies already know where any decently funded group hoards its cash and would know if big sums were being spent. You don't build and launch a satellite of any sort for peanuts and that sort of money moving out of an account would be noticed. And don't tell me about secret accounts, numbered accounts and all that spy fiction; remember, I know what you've told me yourself about how we monitor those things. It might have been years ago, but we can't have gotten worse at it."
"Like I say, it's our best guess. If there's a rogue satellite in orbit, and nobody knows for sure that there is, we don't know where it came from."
"Right, So really you don't have any idea what's going on. I'm blocking the next transfer of my people. I'm not sending anybody inexperienced into a situation they're not trained for."
"No need, Brian. The next personnel shuttle has been cancelled and that's the one that was taking your second group. We're sending a supply shuttle instead with backup and security systems installed. I'm not telling what they are on a videophone link."
"OK. Just keep me informed. I've got a bunch of raw people up there and I want to be kept advised of their status."
"Sure. Now let me get back to work." The screen went blank as Marge broke the connection, leaving Brian more worried than he had been before the call. He wasn't worrying needlessly.
Angie followed Del up to surface level then he stood aside to let her look out through the windows in the airlock. Her view was restricted because the windows were small and were separated by the two metres of the airlock itself, but what she could see made her stomach churn with fear. Del had already seen what she could see and now she understood why he had looked as he had. The scene outside was not that through which they had passed when they had arrived. There had been two huts, sturdily constructed. Now there was just a couple of heaps of mangled metal. There had been the lunar transport vehicle, on which they had ridden, and it had been parked near the airlock. It was gone. Most chilling of all, though, was the body. It lay face down, contorted into an unnatural position, without doubt dead because its suit was quite obviously ripped in several places. It was unsurviveable damage.
She gazed out at the carnage, at first unable to speak, as Del stood reassuringly close behind her. "What did this, Del?" she eventually asked in a whisper.
"I have no idea really, but I'd guess a meteorite."
"Can't be. A meteorite would have made a crater."
"Then I don't know." His words were delivered in a soft voice that despite what they said was somehow comforting.
"What the hell do we do now?"
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/86688 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!