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Oh by the way red tape first.

 

They were sort of scribbled for fun. ©2023 Karen Blayne

 

It was all right for Jennifer, her part time job as a barista had been extended to full time.  Kelly hadn’t been able to find part time work so for the summer break she was after anything.  One promising lead had gone nowhere.  The project had been delayed so she was stood in line at the moment. 

 

Kelly stood waiting at the desk clutching her application form for a student summer job.  She knew she’d left it late but she’d been hoping for something that had fallen through.  The clerk put her hand over the mouthpiece “Looking for a job?”  Kelly nodded. “She’ll be right over.”  The clerk scribbled an address on a scrap of paper.  “275 Main, he’ll be at the entrance in twenty minutes.”  “What sort of job is it?”  The clerk shrugged and looked behind her to the next student.  “If you’re not interested I can give it to someone else?”  “No I’ll take it.” 

 

When she arrived outside the office building she saw two policemen who had been chatting outside a cafe twenty yards down start to slowly walk towards the office block where what she thought might be her employer was standing waiting looking at his phone.  She scurried passed them “Are you waiting for me?”  She asked.  He looked up and nodded.  “Do you want to see my CV or anything?”  “No you’re fine, you’re a student so reasonably intelligent I hope.”  She turned and smiled at the policemen.  “He’s with me I just kept him waiting a bit longer than I intended.”  “We were getting just a little suspicious.”  Her boss looked puzzled so she hooked her arm through his and guided him into the building. 

 

“Now what’s the job?”  “I have a meeting and didn’t want to attend by myself.  The idea is to get your impressions afterwards.”  “Am I dressed correctly?”  He glanced at her.  “You look fine to me.”  They entered the elevator and took it to the sixth floor.  He spoke to the receptionist  “Mr. Yarrow to see Mr. Nadir.”  She printed off a name card for him and looked expectantly at Kelly.  “Kelly McKenna.”  Soon she had a name card with Ms. McKenna printed on it given to her.  

 

They entered the conference room and took a seat.  An assistant placed mugs of coffee and a fresh croissant in front of them both.  She looked round the table towards the end.  “Ms. Huxley perhaps you could start the presentation.” 

 

The presentation was very professional with lots of pie charts and graphs showing the market share of Amalgamated Ores had in various metals.  “As you may know Amalgamated Ores is one of the largest companies in the ore business.  We understand you’ve found substantial amounts of Lepidolite, Pollucite, Smelite and Greenocite in which we’re very interested.  We’re willing to pay you a five hundred per metric ton once refined.  We’ll handle the extraction and processing of the ores.”  There was a silence in the room.  “I thought the metal price was a little higher than that?”  “Well yes it is but you have to take into account the transportation costs.”  “General parcels for example charge a thousand a shipping container which holds twenty tons for one container from here to Lesath.  Then you have the port and handling costs at Lesath, say another two hundred a container.”   “And if we extract and process the ores ourselves?”  “You’ll save on the shipping of course and we can sell you all the equipment you’ll need.  A rough back of envelope calculation would be it will cost you seven hundred billion up front.  Plus you’ll need experienced trained engineers and others to run it all.” She smiled sweetly at them.  “Now if you’d like to join us for lunch?”  Kelly sat up straighter she’d heard about business lunches. 

 

Mr. Yarrow spoke “Thank you for your presentation.  It’s certainly something to think about.  For the moment I think we’d like to say we’ll get back to you.” Kelly slumped, no business lunch then.  He looked round his half of the table for confirmation.  Then they rose shook hands and walked out of the conference room.  “Ralf can we talk at the town hall?”  “I was just about to suggest it.”  Mr. Yarrow passed Kelly a couple of fifties “Grab some pizza then join us at the town hall.”  Kelly did as she was bid somehow she thought a business lunch paid for by Amalgamated Ores would be a little posher. 

 

They sat round a conference table in the town hall.  “So what were your impressions?”  Mr. Yarrow asked her.  “Well they’ve spent two months travelling here and expect to spend two months travelling back so they think it’s well worth their while and they think you don’t have a lot of options.”  She blurted out.  Mr. Yarrow looked round the table, “Well that sums up my thoughts as well but what options do we have?  We can afford a few million but not billions up front.  Let’s have a brain storming session and hear a few ideas even if you think they’re outlandish.”  “Well I hear Kuriuq’s main quarry is pretty well exhausted so they’ll have a lot of processing equipment they don’t need.”  “We’d still need trained engineers to run it all.”  “Buy up their company and use their processing plant.  I mean it must have trained engineers who know how to run it after all.”  Threw in Kelly just to get the ball rolling.  “You mean ship our ore to Kuriuq and process it there?”  “Well they have a working system and experienced engineers.”  

 

“If you flew it there and dropped it directly into their quarry?”  Blurted out Kelly as she picked up her second slice of pizza.  “Where would get get all the containers?”  “Would you need them?  I mean couldn’t you just have bags attached to the ship then release them down to the quarry?”  She wondered if anyone would mind if she had a third slice of pizza.  The ideas started to flow and Kelly tuned out quietly munching her pizza and wondering how long her job would last. 

 

“Right then we’re agreed and we’ll meet in a week’s time to flesh out the details.”  Mr. Yarrow looked round the table at the beaming faces.  Kelly put her best social smile on to fit in with the others. 

 

When they got back to the office Shelly found her some odd jobs to do then told her she was to report to the training area the following morning since they had a vacancy on one of the courses.

 

Kelly was more into what had happened rather than what might happen which is what the course was all about.  Still she rationalised if you were doing a dig or something having a list of tasks to do might be useful but a Burndown chart or a decision matrix did seem to be taking things to extremes. 

 

A week later she accompanying Mr. Yarrow to a meeting at the University.  She recognised her tutor and wondered why on earth he’d be there.  Even the Vice chancellor was present which gave her a sinking feeling.  He opened the meeting.  “I must say Mr. Yarrow’s offer to give one percent of the profits to the university was very generous of him but it meant we had to put on our thinking caps to see if we could make it all work.  We think we’ve got the basics sorted out and I’d like to present them to you.  The first problem is finding somewhere to process the ore.  I’m pleased to announce that Smeaton’s offer has been accepted for the processing plant.  I think the deciding factor was the cost of dismantling it and paying redundancy to the workers was higher than even the low offer that was made.  Second was the cost of transportation and the port fees.  Our engineering department came up with the idea of using a reactor to provide power.  It’s never been used commercially for something like a liner because the shielding required would be too heavy and expensive but if we put the cabin on the end of a long beam say 100 meters then we only need to shield a small arc so it becomes practical.  Especially as ore doesn’t need to be shielded.”  He brought up a sketch on the screen. 

 

“Now going on from Kelly’s suggestion of bags of ore if we just hang them from the beam we have a very cost effective freighter.”  Kelly felt like the person who pointed out the king had no clothes on, “But how do you land with bags of ore hanging off?” 

 

Her history tutor took up the thread.  “Building on Kelly’s suggestion of just dropping it into the existing quarry I proposed using a slingshot method.  You know just treat the bag as a slingshot and sling it into the quarry. They were very accurate in the ancient times and I’m sure with these clever computers they have these days they can hit a barn door at thirty five thousand meters with a bit of practise.”  A physics professor took up the tale.  “We’ll want to add a bit of rotation to the cabin to simulate gravity so we use the same technique with the bags basically have an arm that is attached to the cabin then we can hook a bag onto then it becomes a slingshot.”  Kelly cringed at the idea but conceded it might just about work. 

 

“Now we think it will take about three months to fly to Kuriuq which means food and water for one person for three months, say four to be on the safe side. We thought we’d use a rail gun to fire everything up into orbit then assemble it there, but of course the G force from a rail gun is a little too high for a human, so the plan is to send up ten standard containers that will be the living quarters that will be set up in the form of a cross, the four arms will have artificial gravity from the centrifugal force but to move from one quadrant to another you’ll need to go through a weightless area in the centre.  Now when we did our calculations the estimated calorific intake for a female is 80% of that of a male and that means less stores are required.  We estimate it will take two years to build and test the ship which also happens to be the time we think it will take to extract enough ore to fill the ship.” 

 

Kelly began to feel uneasy.  “Do you have a female pilot in mind?”  “We thought since you’ve been involved in the project from the start you might be the ideal person.”  “I don’t have a license.”  “That won’t be a problem.”  Interjected Mr. Yarrow “Your tutor appreciates the chance to have an historian involved in this historic moment.  You’ve been reclassified by the way from summer student to permanent pilot and Smeatons will arrange and pay for your training.  The university has added mandatory courses in mathematics and statistics to help analyse historical trends and of course they’ll be useful in obtaining your pilot’s license.  The only license you need by the way is one to fly an aeroplane, there are no licencing authorities in space.” 

 

Two years later clutching her new B.A. in history, although the truth be known she’d done more courses is business and engineering than history, Kelly was sitting strapped in the small shuttle that would take her up to her ship.  When she’d been shown the large bare metal standard sized shipping containers that would be her living quarters for the trip she’d mentioned they looked bare apart from the wires and pipes running along the walls they’d looked at her and admitted they had just enough budget to add some room dividers and drywall at a pinch.  “If we did a cross section of nine containers that would give more support to the five in the cross.”  They conceded it would. 

 

Eight extra shipping containers had been clipped on.  Inter-planetary freight was expensive and the marginal cost to add them was low.  The idea had come from the business courses she’d been obliged to take.  They’d let her set up her own company to get a bit of income.  It had paid for a few extras in her living quarters.  Basic things like a pocket spring mattress, freezers, a coffee grinder and a set of china.

 

She’d been allowed to design her living quarters in a CAD program and assign colours for the walls.  She was looking forward to see how it would all work out.

 

The modified airliner with her shuttle perched on top took off and soon her own rocket engines launched her into space leaving the aeroplane far behind.

 

She manoeuvred the shuttle against the front centre container and latched on.  She crossed her fingers and pressed the button to open the door to the central cabin.  They’d talked about having a proper airlock but they didn’t have the time or expertise to build and test one.  As Jack had mentioned the entire shuttle was the airlock.

 

She unclipped her seat belt and guided herself through the slowly rotating hatch.   She pulled herself down into her living quarters and felt the effects of the slow centrifugal force keeping her on the ground.  Time to say she’d arrived on the video link to the ground.

 

Next she brought up the external robots and used their cameras to look over the ship and inspect the cargo.  The bags of ore clung to each other and to the mast just as expected.  The gravitational attraction wasn’t much but it was enough to stop them drifting off into space. 

 

She let the autopilot’s computer calculate the optimum thrust and clicked the mouse to set off.  Soon she was on the way.  She set off to explore and see what she had.  She’d start off at what promised to be the most interesting were labelled farm on the plan.  It was one of the ones on the layer closest to the reactor that contained her own personal sewage works or water recycling plant as it was labelled.  The first farm one seemed to be full of growing vegetables with a chicken run at one end.  She picked up a scoop of grain and threw it down for the chickens. Well at least she’d have fresh eggs.  The next container had its lights out but they came on when she entered.  This one had a variety of plants and according to the note by the door was designed to photosynthesise her exhaled carbon dioxide into oxygen and plant cells. Fun stuff. 

 

She wondered back into the cabin and looked at the documentation such as it was.  At least she could dress in comfortable clothing and there was no expectation she’d wear makeup.  She curled up with a book.  Her idea of heaven was comfortable clothes, an unlimited supply of books and a comfortable chair.

 

A few days later she’d settled into a routine of feeding the chickens once a day, looking over any alerts that the computer showed her.  She nicknamed him Oscar.  Mainly how far they’d travelled today and how many days were left on their journey.  She pulled up the stats on her water supply and recycling.  She noticed they’d over engineered everything by a factor of ten and used standard components which sort of rounded things up again which gave her a feeling of confidence. The photosynthesis unit automatically turned the lamps on when the CO2 level hit a certain level.  So far its lamps were only on for an hour a day. 

 

One morning Oscar woke her up saying Kuriuq’s traffic control were on the line asking if she wanted clearance for landing.  She sat up then wrapped a dressing gown around her and made her way to the control desk.  “Hi I haven’t had my morning coffee yet but I’m sure you don’t want to know that.”  “Your manifest says you’re carrying mainly ore but have eight freight standard containers?”  “That’s correct.”  “So how do you want to handle your cargo?”  “My ship will stay in orbit and the idea is to float the cargo containers down to your ramps and dump the ore directly into a quarry.”  “Is the ore pressurised?”  “No tied in bags hanging off the ship.” “Right a bag lady and since it’s all been in a vacuum for three months we don’t have to worry about contamination.”  “I haven’t dropped off cargo containers before apart from the simulator so if possible I’d like to hand them off to you.  I have arm attached to the cabin which is spinning so the idea is to release them at the right point of the arc.  They will have standard control surfaces and the normal steering jets attached.  Can you cope with that?”  “I’m sure our computer can talk to yours and sort it out.  I think they have a week to do the calculations.” 

 

She signed off and reached out for the mug of coffee that Oscar had had one of the small robots prepare for her.  There were definitely compensations for being captain of her ship.  Now next job was to feed the chickens and retrieve any eggs.  An omelette for lunch perhaps?   Perhaps she ought to tip Oscar a new solid state disk or an extra memory chip? She giggled at the thought. 

 

A week later she sat at the console watching her external robots disconnect her eight freight containers and attach their guiding surfaces.  If ever she did this again she’d make sure they had enough chocolate ice cream even if it wasn’t on the recommended diet sheet.  The first one launched, the second one four minutes later.  She crossed her fingers as they slowly disappeared in the distance.

 

“Hi bag lady we’re done with the cargo containers.  The quarry guys have set you up a target to aim for in the quarry.”  Kelly zoomed in.  “Guys is that really a barn door with a target painted on it?”  “Yeah it’s a bit of fun.  There’s quite a few bets being placed on if the bag lady can hit it.”  Kelly felt indignant.  “Care to give me a few doubters names and addresses?”  There was a pause “You wouldn’t be thinking of dumping a ton of ore on their drives would you.”  “Well if I‘m going to miss I might as well have some fun.”  She turned and spoke to Oscar “It’s the honour of the ship at stake here Oscar think we can hit the target?”  Oscar’s LEDs flickered.  “Right clear the quarry and the surrounding area and let’s see what we can do.” 

 

Oscar set the calibrations according to the local weather conditions.  She checked to see it wasn’t raining then took her time over the shot before pressing the button.  One side of the first bag was released and the cargo span out of the bag.  She crossed her fingers and watched it descend.  Unlike the cargo containers which had a guidance system once it had left the bag all she could do was pray.  Oscar found a live broadcast from a drone hovering over the quarry.  Kelly watched as the first particles of ore hit the target drawn on the barn door dead centre.  One down and only another five hundred to go. 

 

“Now what where those addresses again?” She asked traffic control innocently.  This time her call was monitored by Ismeria, a journalist.  That sounded like a story and plans were made to locate her when she landed and interview her for the show. 

 

After the first one she stepped back and had Oscar drop the rest in to the quarry.  She felt comfortable leaving the rest to Oscar to handle.  In the morning she’d land and find a source of chocolate ice cream. 

 

She wiggled into the shuttle and contacted Kuriuq’s traffic control requesting permission to land.  This was granted and Ismeria hearing every word on the scanner took off for the space port. 

 

Kelly wasn’t hard to spot as she came through the customs area.   Ismeria pounced.  “Hi I’m Ismeria and I’d really love to interview you if you’d just like to pop into our studio.”  Kelly found herself carried off into Ismeria’s studio where her hostess offered her tea or coffee together with a freshly baked croissant.  “Bliss, frozen ones are fine but nothing really beats a freshly baked one does it?” 

 

“Now did you really pilot the ship by yourself?”  “Well yes.”  “And when did you first discover your dream was to become a pilot?”  Kelly blinked “I don’t think I have yet.”  “So if it wasn’t your dream how did it happen?”  “I sort of stumbled into it.  I was studying history and was roped into a meeting as a summer student.  One thing led to another and I ended up piloting the ship which I never intended to do by the way.”  “Oh great and there was I thinking the girl who saved our planet sort of stumbled into the job.”  “I don’t recall saving a planet?”  “Kuriuq was running out of ore to process.  No ore no jobs, no jobs and the planet closes down.  My sources tell me you’ve just delivered a year’s worth of ore to process so you really have saved the planet.”  Kelly looked taken back she’d never considered the full implications of her actions.  “Now I overheard you asking Traffic Control for a few addresses just after the first clump of ore hit the target in the quarry.  Do you know anyone here on the planet.” 

 

Kelly turned pink.  “Well if you must know the ship I piloted was a bit unusual in that it had a cabin on the front of a hundred meter beam then the ore was hung in bags on the sides so Traffic Control jokingly referred to me as the bag lady.  When it got out that I was going to basically crash the ore into the quarry I understand someone made a disparaging remark that the bag lady couldn’t hit a barn door.  After hitting the target successfully I fantasied about dropping a load of ore on their drives.”  “How did you do it by the way. I’m sure our viewers would want to know.”  “That was easy, my history course was augmented with lots of engineering and the engineering students play pool so it was just a matter of lining everything up and playing sling shots.  The cabin rotates to simulate gravity so each bag was hooked up to the cabin and spun before one side was released and off it went.” Ismeria grinned, “You couldn’t invent a tale like that could you.  Do you know how much ore you’ve transported?”  “Not in round numbers but I understand it should keep your processing plant going for a year and there are plans to ship another year’s worth to arrive in a year’s time and now if you don’t mind I have a few people to talk to about the standard containers that were part of the shipment.”  “Well thank you for coming in to see us and I hope you have a marvellous time playing tourist on our planet.” 

 

After meeting about the containers and exploring if there were any to ship back Kelly was sat in a burger bar, sipping a large milk shake and munching her way through a hamburger all dressed when a female captain slid into the bench seat opposite.  “Kelly McKenna?”  She enquired.  Kelly admitted she was.

 

“I’m Captain Rist.  I understand you have a spaceship available?”  “I’m not sure it deserves the name spaceship but yes it travels in space.”  “We have a problem that you might be able to help us with.  A young man, one Carl Elrod by name, has had an accident and his family would like him transported back to their home planet so he can receive the best possible medical attention.”  “I really won’t like to describe my vessel as a hospital ship and wouldn’t the delay in travel time set him back?”  The captain shrugged.  “They’re politically well connected and think they know best.” 

 

“So a rescue mission, one passenger and I’m to mop his fevered brow?”  The captain laughed.  “No it will need a doctor and a team of six nurses plus a physiotherapist I’m afraid to monitor him twenty four seven.”  “I’m not sure I have room for his highness and his entourage.  How long is the flight expected to be?  And remember my freighter is designed to move a large mass of ore rather than for speed.  You might do better to wait until a more suitable craft is available.”

 

“There are no direct flights scheduled for nearly six months.  The last one left two weeks ago and is expected to take three months for the journey.  I have a limited budget so commandeering another ship and paying compensation would blow it.”  “How much is your budget?”  The captain told her.  “Well for that sort of money I’m sure we can work something out.  The ship is basically a long beam with a reactor at one end and a block of standard containers at the other.  I can see no reason why we couldn’t just couple on another nine containers on the front provided we can find a way to connect the shuttle.  Ah I seem to recall two containers have a shuttle connector on the side to provide redundancy in case the front one fails for some reason.  That will give you four containers with gravity.  The sewage system and oxygen recovery system are over engineered so they should be fine and there is a backup carbon dioxide scrubber if need be.  The only problem might be the hens.  I’m not sure I have enough to supply everyone with an egg a day.  If you can use the kitchen and bathroom in my existing containers that would simplify the plumbing and so forth.”

 

“So I need to organise five standard containers to hold one hospital bed and sleeping quarters for eight staff as I suspect I’d better come along as well.”  “The ship is in orbit and is not designed to land.  On Tara we shot the containers up on a rail gun but that’s too much acceleration for a person especially and injured one.”  “Leave it with me I’ll get some of our engineers involved.  If all the staff are female that would simplify bathroom etc.?”  “I should think so and I’ll see if anyone wants to ship twelve containers to where was it again.  It will help to keep the costs down.” 

 

Captain Rist waved her magic wand and the next day found Kelly back on her ship.  Oscar had just finished slinging the last load of ore into the quarry.  She caught the containers as they arrived and used the robots to lock them in place.  Then she returned to the port and brought up three of the staff squeezed in the shuttle ready for the transfer. 

 

For the transfer Carl was sedated and strapped to a rescue litter which was laid across the two rear seats.  A female doctor, Dr. Olivia Cortez, took the seat next to Kelly and she took off as gently as possible.  Once at the ship willing hands carried him into the ship and transferred him on to a hospital bed with an air mattress.   IV antibiotics every four hours had been prescribed and Abigail, one of the nurses, set the first one up. 

 

Kelly returned to the port to pick up the remaining passengers and then they were off.  Captain Rist looked over her shoulder as Kelly powered up the engine.  “How fast can we go?”  “It’s more a matter of passenger comfort I suppose.  We have the power and the mass is a lot less than when we were carrying ore.  How many G force of acceleration can you stand?” She grinned. 

 

In the end they consulted with Dr. Cortez and the others and decided to try 2G of acceleration for three hours, then one hour of only minor acceleration so they could move around and have meals etc.  The only proviso was that anyone could instruct Oscar to power down and Oscar would increase the acceleration slowly over time until people found it too uncomfortable. 

 

Carl came round and looked round his room.  “I could do with a drink.”  The nurse who was in the room poured him a glass of water which he drank before complaining it wasn’t spring water.  When he was fed he didn’t like the lack of his favourite sauce.  The physiotherapist reported that he was being uncooperative about his exercises.  By the end of two days the nursing staff were beginning to tire of his complaints.  Still Oscar was quite capable of monitoring Carl so the nursing staff weren’t overworked.  In fact they were very happy when Oscar set them up with some training courses they could use and virtual reality headsets. 

 

Captain Rist decided the time had come to confront Carl about his behaviour and when she mentioned it to Kelly Kelly begged to come along as well as soon as she’d grabbed something out in the kitchen as she was sure it was his feeding time.    Captain Rist conceded Kelly could come although she wasn’t quite sure from her air of innocence just what she was up to. 

 

“Mr. Elrod you’re being uncooperative.  You are to eat the meals provided and do the exercises as prescribed by the physiotherapist.”  “I’m not in the military so you can’t tell me what to do.  I demand a better room and access to a French chef who can prepare my meals I like.” 

 

Kelly stepped forward.  “I’m Captain McKenna and as Captain of this ship I can certainly command obedience from everyone on this ship.  As a sample I can for example change your diet to emergency rations.  Full of nutrients and vitamins and I’m sure you’ll enjoy eating it for the next three months.”  She handed him a bowl of an off white substance that resembled cold porridge.  He looked at it aghast.  “It’s cold.”  “Well yes it is a bit like cold porridge.”  “Aren’t you supposed to tempt me?”  Kelly stood a little closer and let the vapours from her coffee mug drift across.  “That’s not the muck they produced.”  “No it’s my own supply, freshly ground for each mugful.  Cooperate and I’ll see if I can spare you a small supply.”  “Freshly ground for each mug?”  Kelly turned and lit the screen on the wall behind her.  She split the screen and launched a small mini drone off to her cabin.  On one side she showed him the block of twenty seven containers bolted on the front of the ship.  “This is the ship.  As you can see it’s basically a set of containers bolted onto the front of a long beam with the engine on the end.  Only twelve containers have gravity, four are taken up with the onboard sewage works and air re-cyclisation system.  Four are my cabin and kitchen and four are your room and room for your attendant staff.  Basically I can move you to the sewage container if you like but the smell for three months I don’t think so. There are no other options about the room.  The options for the physiotherapist are either you do the exercises now and keep your muscles in shape or you spend an extra year trying to build up muscle later on.” 

 

“Was this the only option?”  He looked to Captain Rist.  “It was the only option unless you wanted to wait six months on Kuriuq for the next commercial flight.”  He shrugged and seemed to accept his fate.  Kelly removed the cold porridge and a nurse brought him the hot meal they’d prepared for him.  Later the physiotherapist mentioned he’d finally been more cooperative. 

 

Kelly spent some time with Carl who after his initial shock of finding someone who wasn’t intimidated by him or was prepared to cater to his every whim found her company stimulating and they’d spend hours debating whether men were inherently more intelligent than women.  Each trying hard to come up with examples that would prove their point.  Kelly conceded that women sometimes did stupid things by reference to his female doctor and nursing staff saying who else would give up six months of their lives just to look after him as she walked out of the room.  Carl wasn’t too sure how to take that idea and Kelly left him to ponder on it. 

 

It was on day eighteen of their journey that Kelly asked Captain Rist if she wanted to make any arrangements when they arrived since Oscar thought they’d be in orbit the following day.  “So soon?”  “Well we’ve been accelerating or decelerating intermittently at two and a half G now for the last eighteen days.  Do I get a bonus for an early delivery or we can orbit up here for two months?”  “Well I suppose we have saved some salary dollars from my budget.  I’d better get organising then.” 

 

Kelly took Captain Rist down in the shuttle with the physiotherapist and a nurse before returning to collect her next set of passengers.  Carl was given the choice of sedation or no sedation and he elected to go without sedation.  They strapped him down to the rescue litter which he protested about until he saw just how difficult it was to manoeuvrer him in the weightless areas and into the back of the shuttle.  Dr. Cortez took the seat next to Kelly.

 

Once landed Carl was carried off immediately collected by a medical team escorted both by Dr. Cortez who wanted to ensure the medical notes went to the right person and Captain Rist who wanted to ensure his parents were happy with his arrival. 

 

Carl’s parents were delighted to see their darling son once more and accepted his early arrival with a military escort to be no less than his due.  “Obviously they used some sort of special military craft to be here two months early.”  One said to the other.  They were a little upset to hear Captain McKenna’s name mentioned quite so often.  “Life is so difficult sometimes.  I want grandchildren and you don’t get those from same sex relationships.”  “Trouble is he gets distracted by a pretty face.  We really need someone intelligent who’ll stand up to him.”  “And I can’t see someone like that going round in his set.  At the moment I’ll settle for a pretty face and a modicum of intelligence right now.”  “He sounds quite infatuated with this person.”  “Best pay them off then.  We don’t want any suggestion our darling son is infatuated with this man.”  Thus it was left to a lawyer and Captain Rist to break the news that provided she left the planet within two days, didn’t set foot on the planet for a year and made no effort to contact Carl she would be paid a million.  “Let’s get this right I don’t have to pay them a million not to have any further contact with Carl? They’re willing to pay me?”  “I suspect Carl has been mentioning your name a bit too often and they think since you’re a captain of a ship you must be a man and they need to rescue him from that sort of relationship.”  Kelly grinned. 

 

“Well I need to drop off the cargo containers and see if there is any cargo to come back.  Can your nurses be ready for take off within a couple of days?”  “The word is set a foot so if you were to stay in the shuttle you could go back and forth a few times and I suspect it will take a week or so to sort out the freight containers.  I think everyone wants to play tourist for a week or so.  Abigail has family here so may wish to take some time off then catch the next liner home.”  “Talk to her and see what she’d like to do.”   Abigail decided the idea of a fast trip back with all the courses that Oscar had to offer was what she’d like to do but she’d spend time with her family first and come up on the last trip of the shuttle. 

 

Kelly felt generous so split half of her million amongst the nursing staff and the physiotherapist.  Captain Rist declared she’d better accept any not in case someone thought there was a conflict of interest.

 

The trip back was much more relaxed.  They travelled at a less hectic rate to give the nursing staff time to complete their studies.  Captain Rist and Kelly watched old recordings of plays and discussed how relevant they were considering they were written so long ago.

 

Kelly dropped them all off at Kuriuq.  She was offered a load of a dozen containers of goods back to Dricarro and there were a number of experienced quarry workers who had been offered work on Dricarro.  Fortunately Captain Rist was able to sell the nine containers to Kelly at a reasonable price so she set off with the dozen quarry workers packed into the new cabin extension. 

 

She set Oscar up to travel at 2G after talking to the workers, pointing out the faster they travelled the sooner they’d be earning.

 

Kelly found having a dozen passengers even if three were female was a bit crowded in some ways but fortunately one designated himself as cook and was kind enough to give her a few lessons on how to use the equipment that was in the kitchen.  Besides the settings she’d worked out he pointed out that if you touched parts of the display other options were available.  Although how you were expected to find them without someone to show you she wasn’t sure.

 

She let them use her gym, well it wasn’t as if she used it herself and Oscar had managed to find some training courses in his data banks for the equipment they’d be using on Dricarro.  She asked Oscar if he had any training courses on the kitchen equipment to which he replied “Of course, I was wondering when you’d ask about them.”

 

She wondered about unplugging one of his valves.  She asked him if he used valves and was delighted when he almost sounded indigent.  Saying “Valves were only used on the very first computers.”

 

She stuck her tongue out at him, childish but so satisfying.

 

Well it was nice to be back.  First she’d report to Mr. Yarrow.  Second she’d catch up with Jennifer and see how she was doing after getting her history first class honours.  She sat down with Mr. Yarrow and he tried to make sense of everything that had happened.  “It sounds to me as if you should keep the fees for the cargo containers since that’s what we originally decided to do to pay for all the fancy upgrades.  I think it would be simpler from the bookkeeping point of view if you kept the fee from Captain Rist and you don’t charge us for bringing the experienced workers from Kuriuq for us.  Reasonable?”  Kelly thought it was very reasonable.

 

She called Jennifer, another historian who’d been on the course with her to catch up with her news and to find somewhere to stay.

 

She texted Jennifer and arranged to meet her at her favourite cafe.  “So have you managed to find a marvellous job yet?”  Jennifer looked down at her mug of tea.  “It’s early days yet.  I’m still working serving tea and coffee to keep a roof over my head.  You?”  “It’s sort of dead end job.  I can’t see it ever leading to anything else.  Just a milk run between here and Kuriuq that takes a fortnight to load up the ship, three months travelling to get there.  A week to unload, then a faster trip back.  Then I get time off until its time to start over.  Still it pays well and on this trip I had the pleasure of flying some brat with his own set of medical staff back to his home planet after he’d injured himself.  God’s gift to the world.  I spent time with him just to give his nursing staff a break.  At the moment I need somewhere to live and since I’m off travelling so much fancy moving in with me so you can look after it whilst I’m away?”

 

“Only if I can pay half the rent or mortgage and I can’t afford very much.”  “Done, now want to come house shopping with me or tell me how much you can afford and trust me?”  Jennifer admitted how much she could afford and the area where she’d ideally like to live.

 

Kelly prowled round the area on her bicycle and was lucky enough to spot someone putting a sign up on their lawn saying for sale.  By the end of the day she had the keys and collected Jennifer.

 

“Voila.”  She exclaimed as she led the way to the front door.  “I’m not sure I can afford this.”  “I own it so there’s no rent to pay and I made enough on my first trip to buy it for cash.  The brat had family connections and they didn’t haggle over the price plus I got brought off by his parents whom I suspect thought I was male and trying to corrupt their darling son.”  “Well I suppose I could just afford the property taxes.”

 

Carl sat up in bed “I can’t understand it I thought at least she’d visit me before she left.”  “Who dear?” inquired his mother.  “Captain Kelly McKenna.”  “She?”  “Quite unusual I know but she’d just graduated and found herself piloting a space freighter carrying bags of ore to Kuriuq.  It was quite a small craft just eighteen standard containers lashed together to give twelve containers that had artificial gravity.  They had to add another nine on the front to fit me and the nursing staff in.  The entertainment system was terrible.  All they had was nursing and navigation courses.  Still I suppose I know how to set a broken leg now.”

 

He reminisced “You know she’s one of the first females who ever stood up to me.”  His mother said nothing but later had a quiet weep.  Just what had she rescued her darling son from?  
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