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The best laid schemes o' mice an' men gang aft a-gley, an' lea'e us nought but grief 

an' pain for promis'd joy 
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Chapter 1 – Homestead 

 

“Dad, what’s that one there, right in the middle?  It’s kinda bright.  It glows.” 

“That Robbie, is Ceres,” the assured reply of a man in the know came; a man familiar with the 

constellations, and a man who had deliberately set the viewfinder to look for the rock in question. 

The impressionable youth decked in denim dungarees and an off-white T-shirt took his eye off the 

telescope lens and looked up to the inky blackness of the midnight Texas sky, trying to see the dwarf 

planet with his naked eye; straining to see if it would appear to him if he looked hard enough.  The 

fingers of Robbie’s left hand split rearward through his feathered hair as he pushed it back from the 

dampness of his brow in a childish effort to make his eyes work more efficiently. 

“It must be pretty far away Dad, because I can only see it through the telescope.” 

“Ayup, it’s pretty far,” Frank McMahon replied, to the point.  “Matter of fact, Ceres is way out past 

Mars.  Biggest thing in the asteroid belt, so they say.” 

“Has anybody ever bin there Dad?” Robbie inquired, posing the question a boy of seven would 

inevitably ask, and with the casual vocabulary he was picking up as his school days panned out. 

“No, and I doubt anybody ever will.  But you never know.  There’s talk of a new space plane being 

built, in England I think, so that the astronauts can git to space easier.” 

Robbie pondered over his Dad’s words, tilting his head to the side with his weary eyes closed just 

enough to suggest he was thinking incredibly hard about what his father had just posited.  A tinge of 

disappointment rolled through him at the thought that nobody would ever go very far into space, a 

dispirited feeling that his dreams had somehow been damaged by his own parent.  His Dad had told 

him just last night how difficult it is to get up there at all, and how long it took for robotic spaceships 

to get to the Moon and Mars. 

“But maybe.  Maybe one day there’ll be a spaceship that can go to Mars and to Ceres, Dad.  Yeah?” 

Frank looked down to Robbie and let a little smirk build on the corner of his mouth.  As he reached 

out to ruffle his only child’s ever darkening hay blonde thatch of hair, Frank mused “Sure.  Sure there 

will be.  And with any luck, I’ll see it in my lifetime.  Can you imagine that Rob?  A man walkin’ on 

Ceres.  Wouldn’t that be somethin’?” 

Robbie looked up at his father, a well-made man of stature, of farming stock, and hoped he was 

right.  Turning back to look into the night sky, he peered at the spot he thought the telescope was 

affixed on, not yet understanding that the rotation of the earth had already edged Ceres out of the 

field of view of his looking glass. 

“Yeah, that would be somethin’,” came Rob’s authentic reply of wonderment as he turned back to 

resume his stare into the midnight abyss, a stare that was accompanied with the limp and affixed 

body language of amazement that only the innocence of youth can pull off. 



Frank smiled into the back of his son’s head, knowing that he had accomplished what he had set out 

to do whenever they came out to gaze at the stars: pique Rob’s interest one more notch. 

“Right Rob, we’d better get back indoors and check on your mother.  It’s bin a while.” 

“Okay Dad,” Robbie drowsily replied, dragging out his blank and thoughtful stare at the heavens a 

few seconds longer. 

Frank rolled his arm around Robbie’s shoulder, peeling his son away from his thoughts, and guided 

him gently in the direction of the farmhouse; a solitary beacon of light about two hundred yards up 

the slope.   

Navigating the farm road by moonlight alone, Frank could see that his bedroom light was shining in 

solitude through the netted curtain, indicating that Sarah was still awake. 

“Can we come back out tomorrow night, Dad?” 

“Sure, Rob, and we’ll bring some lemonade out and a couple of chairs, how’s that sound?” Frank 

offered, feeling a tinge of juvenile vigour coursing through him at Rob’s enthusiasm. 

At that promise from his father, just yards from the homestead door, Robbie turned back to the 

heavens for one last look before bed time. 

“Great,” Rob smiled brightly through tired eyes, peeling himself away from the night to push the heft 

of the door open with a thud of his shoulder, a recognition to himself that he was dog-tired and that 

there was always another night to come. 

“Now, git yourself upstairs and brush your teeth and git yourself down for the night.  It’s late.  I’ll 

come check on you in ten minutes.” 

“Sure dad.  Night.” 

Frank leaned back against the kitchen counter-top, listening to his son’s footsteps pouncing up the 

stairs two at a time, knowing already that Robbie McMahon was going to turn out to be a fine boy 

and a good man.  Sometimes you can just tell was Frank’s humble opinion on the matter, and to 

Frank, humble opinions tended to be the best ones to pay attention to. 

*cough* 

Frank’s head tipped back to look at the ceiling above him, imagining Sarah crouched over coughing 

and wheezing at the edge of their bed like she always did when the medicine was working against 

her; spluttering up the rot that her body was trying to stave off.   

A gloom descended on him as he averted his eyes back down to his toes; a gloom that grew with 

every thought of losing Sarah, and a gloom that left a permanent scar on his soul that would never 

leave him until his dying day. 

Sarah was sick with cancer for the second time, and this bout was far worse than what she had been 

through only three years prior.  Frank loved his wife dearly, and had done since the day they met in a 

roadside diner in Houston in 2021.   



Love at very first sight, as they say. 

That chance encounter had led to Sarah asking him if he was on Facebook, a social media fad of the 

early millennium; a fad that fell the way of all the others when the holo-marketing revolution took 

over in the 2030’s.  And that single Facebook friend request, coupled with his simple act of kindness 

in returning her dropped purse, was what led to him meeting the love of his life; his soul mate.   

Having lost both parents before he turned twenty five, Frank took full ownership of the McMahon 

farm, and assumed all the responsibilities that go with such an inheritance; responsibilities that 

normally rested upon much more mature shoulders.  But he coped and he learned quickly, as was 

his family trait, and he made a success of the place; Sarah being the rock solid foundation of his 

determination. 

He pushed his butt off his leaning position on the kitchen counter-top, let out a sigh that was the 

only visible sign of his internal pain, kicked off his dusty well-trodden boots, and started upstairs to 

tend to his dying wife.  Every step weighed heavily on him as he thought of the implications of a life 

without Sarah; without his best friend; without a mother to his son. 

*** 

“Son, would you like to help?” 

“Sure Dad,” Robbie replied through whimpering tears and a quivering lip as he raised his head to 

make eye contact with his father; both hands clasped together at the level of his belt that held up 

the only pair of formal black trousers he owned.  “Sure.” 

Robbie, thinking of his last day by his mother’s side in the confines of a sterile white hospital room, 

leaned over to the prepared pile and grabbed a handful of finely tilled iron-tinted soil.  Standing 

behind the red twisted ornamental ropes that acted as both a barrier to death and a safety barrier 

for the ill-prepared, Robbie lifted his arms to an outstretched position and tearfully let the muck slip 

through his fingers onto the sombre waiting oak of his mother’s final resting place, a drop 

unaffected by any noticeable wind. 

As he backed away, sniffling out whimpers of hurt for his loss and for his Mom, Robbie’s neck tilted 

up again to meet the face of his father; a face strewn with the tears of genuine pain; of a truly 

broken and damaged heart. 

Robbie’s soiled hand reached up to Frank’s as they stood as a unit, causing Frank to instinctively look 

down to his nine year old son and draw him fully towards him for the embrace they both needed 

after witnessing her horrific two year battle with lung cancer. 

Sarah was gone, a treasured mother and wife, and they both missed her with every piece of dust 

they were made of. 

*** 

“Robbie McMahon, Geochemistry, Masters, first class.” 



The entire auditorium stood to attention when Robbie took his three short steps up to the stage to 

receive his post-graduate degree.  Dressed in full University of St. Andrews regalia, which included a 

red cloak with black neck flashings, and sporting the sharp smile of a man truly becoming a man 

across his flushed face, he over-enthusiastically and vigorously shook the unsuspecting Dean’s 

surprised hand and accepted his tightly scrolled degree.  Waving his hard earned prize triumphantly 

in the air as he turned to look upon his alumni, Robbie punched the scroll firmly to the heavens to 

the cheer of the crowd before smiling off back down the steps and back into the bustle. 

“Great feeling, isn’t it?” 

“Oh man, I can’t even tell you how good it feels,” Robbie replied, beaming from ear to ear with 

genuine pride at what he had achieved.  “But listen, I have to go over and see my Dad.  He flew from 

Houston just to see this.” 

“Okay.  Um… you grabbing a few beers tonight?  I’m going over to Rascal’s Bar to celebrate.” 

The hope in Emily Thomson’s face was obvious, morphing semi-arrogantly from hope to knowing as 

she saw in Robbie’s building smile that she had undoubtedly reeled him in. 

“Ayup,” Robbie confirmed with an accent completely unbroken from five years of living in Scotland, 

“but I’m going for food with Dad first so I’ll see you around nine.  That okay Hun?” 

“Grand,” Emily chirped, leaning forward to gently land a peck on his cheek before turning away to 

merge back into the celebratory melee of her chums, leaving a tiny spot of wetness on Rob’s face 

that he could feel turn cold before evaporating into the ambience. 

Robbie watched her as she melted into the crowd of people, telling himself that it was stupid to have 

gotten involved considering he was about to formally apply for a position that would drag him all 

around the world, and even beyond.  But he couldn’t help it.  Instinct had taken hold of both of them 

over the course of their three year courtship, and every time they came together it felt like a 

protective and impenetrable bubble formed around them, a bubble that seemingly effortlessly 

washed away their troubles and worries. 

Love.  Genuine love.  It had already begun and it was too late to stop it. 

Jerking himself away from his distracted ponderings, Robbie turned to the chairs dotted around the 

auditorium seating area to see if he could catch a sight of his Dad’s wavy greying locks; a handy 

indicator when trying to spot big Frank McMahon in a crowded room. 

Frank, Dad, had excitedly pre-empted their imminent reunion and had already found his son through 

the buzz, evident by his waving arms and broad grin that caught Robbie’s eye.  Robbie started over 

to him, some twenty yards away through the crowd, beaming a genuine and drawn out smile at 

seeing his father in the flesh after five long years; a smile that widened with every step and a smile 

that was complimented by the elegant flow of his crimson cloak.  Sure, there had been Skype and 

video calling over the course of their separation, but it just wasn’t the same; nothing digitally 

created ever is or was. 

They met like two hesitant bears attempting a playful and grinning wrestle, but in silence and with a 

lasting grapple that melted away half a decade of homesick.  Both let out whimpers and whistles of 



grief dampened by the closeness of their voices to the garments of their opposites, lightened only by 

their mutual unadulterated joy, as they embraced for more than a minute; a minute they both 

savoured as the emotion of the memory of Rob’s mother and Frank’s dear wife inevitably returned 

to the fore. 

“Fuck I missed you Dad,” Rob breathed into his father’s neck, an escaping tear wetting the padded 

shoulder of Frank’s only suit; a grassy checked number that had served at many a wedding and 

funeral alike. 

“Language, son,” Frank whispered back through a suppressed quivering sob, “but heck yeah I missed 

you too Rob.” 

Emily broke from the excited brattle of her celebrating peer group and caught sight of the two of 

them across the room.  A shared relief soaked through her as she understood the strained soothing 

Rob would’ve surely been feeling at seeing his Dad again; a pain he confided in her on many 

occasions.  A tear broke out from the pooling liquid at the bottom of her eyes, drawn down by 

gravity and born of empathy, mirroring theirs. 

*** 

“You’re going to apply to NASA or ESA?  To do what?” 

Frank broke from his first glorious taste of haggis drenched in a whisky sauce and leaned fully 

upright on his chair, chinking his cutlery down sharply and creating distance between him and Rob; 

body language and widened eyes that indicated this was the last thing that he had expected to hear. 

“Space programme Dad.  There’s talk of a lot of private companies heading on out there to do some 

mining.  After what they found on Ceres, that exotic matter that they reckon can fuel a nation with a 

couple of pounds in weight, the whole thing seems economical to them now, and they’re ramping 

things up as we speak.  If I can get my foot in the door at either, then I can move to the private 

companies any time.” 

“Ayup,” Frank agreed, “corporations gonna do what corporations gonna do.  Always messin’ around 

in things that turn a quick buck, but it’s dangerous out there, Rob.  You’ll be gone for months.  Years 

maybe.  What about Emily?  She’s a catch son, a real catch.” 

“Yeah...  I know.  But I’ll be doing what I always wanted to do, what I set out to do six years ago, and 

I’ll be remembered for it.  Heck, after one trip, I’ll never have to work for the rest of my life!” 

“No doubt,” Frank murmured, fearing another early funeral and returning doubtfully to his feast, “no 

doubt.” 

*** 

“Is your Dad away back to his hotel, Rob?” Emily inquired in her quaintly educated eastern Scottish 

accent, noisily sipping the top off a pint of lager with a protracted inhalation. 

“Yeah, we’re meeting up tomorrow to go see some sights.  Maybe Edinburgh.  He wants to see the 

castle apparently.” 



Rob was staring blankly at the rustically exposed brick wall adorned with fake antiques and relatively 

contemporary black and white photographs, distracted by his troubling thoughts about what his 

future might hold. 

“You okay Rob?” Emily mused, inquiring the point with a noticeable raise of her eyebrows and a 

dipping of her head to the side to bring her back into his visual attention, or so she hoped. 

Returning his stare back to her and away from the fakery of the decor with a slow and troubled 

motion, and reaching out to wipe her comedic beer moustache from her top lip with a flick of his 

thumb, he confessed, “Emily… I’m definitely gonna apply to NASA.  I have to.  I’d regret it for the rest 

of my life if I didn’t.  Would you come to Houston with me if I did?  I’m torn, but I’d give it all up…” 

Silence pervaded the conversation as Rob licked the gathered foam from his digit, not needing to 

finish the sentence to make Emily understand his unremitting bond to her.  A silence that saw Emily 

copy Robbie’s blank stare of a few seconds prior. 

After a long moment, and unexpectedly to Rob, she cocked her head playfully to the side, 

attempting to lighten things a little, and looked directly into Rob’s blue-green eyes and deliberately 

provoked, “Only if we get married.” 

*** 

“It’s my great honour to introduce our guest for the night.  Her husband is the man everybody is 

talking about, and I’m sure she has an awful lot of insights into what is undoubtedly the single most 

exciting thing that mankind has ever done.  Put your hands together for Doctor Emily McMahon…” 

The crowd gathered in the Dallas studio audience whooped and cheered as only Americans can as 

Emily humbly trotted across the stage set to take her place on a boxy three-seat crimson leather 

sofa.  The studio lights, dangling precariously from cross-members bolted to the ceiling that looked 

far too insignificant to hold them, radiated a heat that saw tiny spots of sweat emerge above her top 

lip.   

She had become very slightly more comfortable with the interviews and talk-shows as the years had 

passed, but this was different.  Robbie’s first three trips into space to help commission the new 

orbiting way-station, named pragmatically by the corporations as Ceresian Industries Way-point 1, 

had been initially reasonably low-key.  However, since the Chinese robotic sample-return mission 

had brought back more of the fuel source from the dwarf planet Ceres that appeared to cure all of 

mankind’s ills, the number of astronauts going in to space had grown exponentially.  And ever since 

Rob had been picked as part of the most high profile space mission in history, Emily’s life had been 

transformed.  

The off-white powder that was brought to earth from the Ceresian Occator Crater and deorbited in a 

re-entry capsule in the Taklimakan Desert brought fear in the initial aftermath.  The capsule was 

found to be highly electrically charged when approached by the Chinese Engineers to claim their 

prize, killing one man instantly and injuring two others who were standing ten feet away in an 

unexpected arc of electrical brilliance.  A fourth man was killed two days later after the Chinese had 

assumed that it was only a matter of waiting for a static charge to dissipate. 



It took China’s best and brightest the best part of eighteen months to find a way to safely move and 

store the capsule, never mind actually opening it to remotely inspect the seemingly inert and non-

radioactive substance.  That took another three months of figuring, supposing, and designing new 

tools and equipment made of electrically insulating materials. 

But they got there, and as Emily dabbed the sweat beads from her lip caused by lights powered by a 

few particles of this mysterious Ceresian dust, she wished she was back in the unending coolness of 

St. Andrews; she wished she was home. 

“So, Doctor McMahon… Emily… welcome, welcome, and thanks for flying over to meet us,” came the 

obligatory talk-show chit-chat accompanied by unnecessarily grandiose handshaking and faux 

European style cheek kissing as the audience finally began to quiet at the host’s behest.  “We all 

know that there have now been four unmanned missions to Ceres since the discovery”, she excitedly 

bleated as the audience now entirely quieted to her attention, “with them bringing back even more 

of this wonderful and immensely valuable powder that is fuelling nations… but can you tell us your 

initial feelings when Robbie told you he was one of the four going to set up an autonomous mining 

colony?” 

The interviewer, Sally Steidman, crossed her arms and leaned them provocatively on her desk in 

eager anticipation of Emily’s reply, genuinely hoping for sensation and wonder at her guest’s 

expense.  Being Emily’s first live interview on national television on the matter, and being so literally 

and figuratively under the spotlight, she felt as if the audience’s anticipation pervaded the entire 

room; anticipation so sharp it was tangible. 

Averting her eyes with a nervous flick from Sally’s interrogating stare down to her interviewer’s lurid 

royal blue suit jacket, Emily admitted, “Fear.  Fear of losing my husband.” 

“I can imagine,” Sally replied in pretend horror, relieved and glorified in equal measure that she had 

gotten the headline she had been out to get. 

Just at that very point, Emily McMahon lost all interest in being any form of celebrity, ever, as her 

suspicions about the blatant falseness of the mass media and the manipulation they had over the 

general and unsuspecting population were indefinitely confirmed. 

“No, you can’t,” Emily daggered back at her. 

*** 

“I love you.  I love you so much.  I love you to Ceres and back, and I always will.  See you in a couple of 

years babe.  I’ll call you from orbit.” 

Emily cried – howled, no, bawled ravenously – as Robbie hung up the holo-chat and the little 

polished black platform in the middle of the living room table blinked into nothingness; his slightly 

pixelated three-dimensional head disappearing in a fraction of a second. 

From his bland but comfortably appointed hotel room next to the spaceport in Prestwick, Scotland, 

Robbie broke into breathless tears as he witnessed the same blinking out of existence of Emily’s 

strained face from the mobile holo-phone he had rested on his lap as he lay back fully clothed on his 



bed for the night, thinking about life choices and the folly of chasing money to cure the ills of the 

human condition. 

  



 

Chapter 2 – Skylon 

October 15th 2057 

“This is Tower,” crackled Robbie’s earpiece, abruptly breaking his attention from his own thoughts, 

“Skylon Seven is go for unpiloted take-off.” 

Skylon was a craft like no other.  Think of it as a mix between the futuristically sleek SR-72 blackbird 

stealth plane of the twentieth century Cold War era, and the Concorde series of commercial 

supersonic planes that the British and French so proudly beat the world to producing.  It was capable 

of cruising at Mach 5 in the atmosphere where oxygen was plentiful, before literally rocketing up to 

Mach 25 to take it into orbit by burning liquid oxygen stored in the integral tanks when the available 

oxygen outside the craft became too scarce. 

It had become the most reliable form of transport in its class, taking the mantle of being the only 

way discerning pilots safely got into orbit; along the way making conventional space rocketry the 

reserve of cargo freight alone, and even that was diminishing rapidly now.  Two hundred and 

seventeen successful flights without incident saw the parent company, Reaction Engines, power into 

the top one hundred companies on the planet. 

“Copy that Tower,” the smooth and proper English tones of Commander Alice Peterson came, 

“standby for automatic orbital transition sequence.” 

Mission Specialist Robbie McMahon’s heart skipped a beat as the gigantic Skylon single-stage to 

orbit space-plane lurched forward on the crisp autumn tarmac of Prestwick Spaceport, all under the 

control of pre-programmed and quasi-intelligent guidance computers.  It was the oddest feeling to 

have no control over a situation such as leaving planet Earth, and even odder still when it’s taken 

into account that nobody was actually flying the thing. 

In reality, no person could fly it anyway.  The complex calculations required to keep such a monster 

stable were monumental, but even more complex was the transition from air-breathing at Mach 5 to 

fuelled flight all the way to Mach 25 and into orbit.  It took the most advanced computing power of 

the 2030’s to make it feasible, to know the exact transition point, and the development of another 

two decades to get it to where it was now. 

“Automatic orbital transition sequence engaged.  Have a safe journey and we’ll see you in a couple of 

years,” Tower replied, not really taking into account that the four person crew already knew they 

were on their way as Skylon juddered heftily and awkwardly along the damp chill of the traffic 

beaten tarmac. 

“Thank you Tower,” Alice chuckled, “and thanks for reminding us.” 

She craned her head round in her helmet to catch a glimpse of Robbie and the others as the four of 

them sat bolt upright in a straight row, strapped repressively in place with six-point harnesses.  

Robbie was trying the same, grinning over at Alice as she gave him and then all of them the thumbs 

up of encouragement she felt her position as Mission Commander warranted. 



Even being his fourth time on a Skylon ‘single stage to orbit’ space-plane, Robbie’s medical stats 

were through the roof.  The experience was fine, reasonably comfortable even, up to around Mach 

three or four.  After that, when the SABRE engines kicked in for their final push, everything changed. 

As their sleek matt-black chariot for the day trundled awkwardly to reach the eastern end of the 

runway, it took a wide sweeping turn to line up with the long painted lines familiar to airline pilots 

the world over as their guide to getting to and from the air.  Plumes of burnt carbon were carried 

away from the two nacelles by a light south-westerly breeze as the on-board computer began 

calculating and processing and figuring. 

Without prompt by any of the crew, and without pomp or fanfare from Tower, the two SABRE 

engines roared automatically into jaw-dropping life for fifteen or twenty seconds; straining 

terrifyingly to begin rolling the craft ever so slightly forward down the two mile long Prestwick 

runway. 

Then, beginning with a series of green lights blinking into existence in a straight line and one after 

the other, the pre-programmed and semi-intelligent logic of the flight computer had decided that all 

was wonderful with the engines. 

Right at that point, the party was taken to a completely different level. 

Every single extremity of Robbie’s body seemed to rattle in sympathetic oscillation to the quickening 

rotation of the SABRE engines.  The noise was fantastical, ripping through their helmets and past 

treble hearing protection to a still deafening boom.  Skylon, effectively being a massively heavy and 

unwieldy aeroplane at this point, dipped at the rear and rose at the front, setting off down the 

runway in an ungracious attempt at achieving its lift velocity of three hundred and forty miles per 

hour. 

There was no point in any of the four of them saying anything at all, as they had zero control over 

what was going on except for a red ‘eject’ cord hanging limply above their heads; a cord leaning 

further and further backwards as their acceleration in the direction of the sea mounted.  Not that it 

had ever been used. 

Robbie, chattering from head to toe as the incredible sleekness of Skylon’s rear wheels tipped off 

the tarmac and rose elegantly into the air, broke from fear and terror for a moment and thought 

glumly of leaving Emily for two years. 

“Skylon, this is Tower.  You’re clear of Arran and are passing over the Mull of Kintyre onto the open 

ocean.  Safe trip.” 

*** 

“That’s brilliant,” marvelled the wide-eye Scottish teenager to his equally overwhelmed girlfriend as 

they stood outside the Monkton Lodge public house, a pub adorned falsely in traditional black and 

white mock Tudor; both of them soaking the beat of Skylon’s thunder into their chest even from ten 

to fifteen miles away. 

Martin Burns, an exceptional student of astrophysics and a constant dreamer, turned to his muse 

and gushed, “That’s where I’m going when I’m done with university.” 



The girl, lovely in complexion and pretty of face, turned to him as he returned his stare to the curling 

grey contrails, and felt resolutely jilted by the admittedly stunning piece of technology he seemingly 

worshipped. 

*** 

“Skylon Seven, this is tower.  Telemetry indicates that the atmospheric oxygen threshold for normal 

engine flight has been reached by on-board computer.  Prepare for hypersonic orbital injection.” 

This was the part Robbie really didn’t enjoy, but he knew it was far better this than sitting atop a 

conventional rocket as an effective bomb went off under his rear-end. 

Without warning, and now with little air resistance at an altitude of twenty-five kilometres, Skylon 

fired up the SABRE engines to full throttle – actually 90 percent throttle due to a deliberately 

designed safety factor – and began burning the oxygen from the internal tanks through the air-

breathing nacelles at a rate that would sicken environmentalists. 

Robbie’s neck strained as his head was pressed to the back of his helmet, kinking his throat slightly 

and making it a little more difficult to breathe and swallow.  But he was a fine specimen of a man 

kept toned by the militant fitness regime imparted on him during his time at NASA, before he left 

public service to join Ceresian Industries. 

“Copy that Prestwick,” Alice gurgled through the vibrations, struggling and straining against the 

difficulties of even speaking at G-forces such as that, “all systems green for orbital injection.” 

The G-force pressing Robbie’s entire body back against his ergonomically designed morphing chair 

was immense.  He felt as if his entire being, never mind his body, was being crushed flat; soul 

included he thought worryingly, as he began to grey out a little, capitulating to the squeeze. 

“I can’t wait for this to end,” Robbie puffed into his mic, gurning painfully behind the shell of his 

standard issue Ceresian Industries tinted visor. 

“Just a few more minutes now,” Alice strained back, taking the positive rein. 

Eventually, partially normalising to the sensation and with the curiosity of a child, Robbie attempted 

to lift his right arm, his good arm, to see if it was even possible at this point in the flight; something 

that had never occurred to him to try during his previous jaunts into the heavens.  Managing about 

an inch from the moulded arm rest with the strain of everything he had, he gave up but considered it 

an astounding victory for inquisitiveness, and another reason why no human could ever fly Skylon. 

“Skylon Seven, this is Tower… probable SABRE engine cut-off in three… two..” 

A massive thud ripped through Robbie’s ears as the SABRE engines cut off with the malevolence of a 

rabid dog, a thud that was accompanied a fraction of a second later by all four astronauts being 

jolted viciously forward in their restraining harnesses as the G-force dropped to effectively zero 

again. 



Robbie, feeling the giddiness of weightlessness the instant that the engines silenced and the jolting 

finished, revelled in it; butterflies tickling through his innards in a not unpleasant but nauseating 

combination; a familiar feeling to him and to the other three members of his crew. 

Looking up to the glass hatch on the ceiling into the inky blackness of space, Robbie uttered simply, 

“We’re here.” 

“Yes we are, dear Mission Specialist McMahon, yes indeed we are,” joked Lieutenant Daun; Peter 

Daun to his limited friends and acquaintances. 

Pete was first to remove his helmet and let it float away from him, causing a suspiciously fake giggle 

of awe to escape his mouth, despite being a veteran of nine orbital tours prior to this one; a record 

unrivalled by any living person. 

It was a giggle that cutely masked mischief. 

Ex-military, evident from his dyed-blonde buzz-cut and regimented ways, Pete was deemed as an 

essential by Ceresian Industries.  Robbie didn’t think too much of him though, as his unrelenting glee 

and lame jokes tended to come across to Rob as being churlish and wrought with immature 

jealousies that could jeopardise the long flight to Ceres and back.  The very thought of spending six 

months with him at Ceres Base, a series of habitation and science modules sent to the Ceresian 

surface six months earlier, was rather unsavoury to Robbie. 

The rest of them rotated and clicked off their flight helmets and copied Pete’s gentle launching of 

them into the cabin.  Smiles abounded all around as their collective headgear knocked gently off 

each other and tapped and clicked against the cabin walls. 

“Well, we made it again,” Mission Engineer Stames pitched in, chirpy as ever. 

Robbie, having understood that the jibe was directed at him, piped up, “We sure did John, we sure 

did.” 

Robbie McMahon and John Stames had taken a trip together a while back on Skylon Four to the 

Ceresian Industries orbiting Way Station during its commissioning phase, mainly to familiarise 

themselves with the processes and expectations of them when they returned there on this trip.  

They had become pretty close friends since then, spending a lot of time together in Scotland after 

Emily had insisted they moved back there.   

It had made sense to Emily to live in Scotland, and even to Robbie, after Robbie’s Dad had passed 

away.  Houston had too many depressing memories to make it healthy for the soul, and the now 

dominant private space companies had re-positioned themselves around the globe nearby the 

space-ports that had cropped up to support them; geography favouring governments now. 

“Prestwick, this is Skylon,” Alice tweeted calmly into her mic, interjecting the fun with her 

professionalism, “orbital injection complete.” 

“Copy that Skylon Seven.  Twenty-four hours orbital adjustment to Ceresian Industries Way Station 

One.  Current WS-1 altitude is four hundred and forty kilometres.  Enjoy your day.” 



*** 

“Are we in space?” 

“Yes, I think so.” 

“Why are they taking us back out to space?  I thought they were trying to kill us; experiment on us.  

Maybe they’ll set us free” 

“I don’t know.” 

“It feels so much better out here though.  I was getting so tired down there.  I hated that planet.  

Have you figured out their language yet?” 

“A bit.” 

“Yeah, me too.  Not all of it, but I’m getting the basic syntax.  A little more time and I think I’ll be able 

to understand what they are trying to do with us.” 

“I’m starting to understand their technology.  It’s based on electricity mostly.” 

*** 

“That’s odd,” Alice implied to Johnny as she fingered through the touch panels scoring off her pre-

docking check-lists.  “Johnny, can you have a look at the power systems to see why we’re showing 

107% reserves in the ceramic reaction chambers please?” 

In all reality, with Skylon being flown-by-wire all the way to the point of docking with Way Station 1, 

Alice’s job was pretty insignificant in the grand scheme of things, but she had her checks to do and 

do them she most certainly would. 

“It doesn’t really make sense,” Johnny murmured to Alice, “there’s no such thing as being over 100% 

capacity.  Effectively, we’ve got twenty thousand atoms of Ceresian dust in the chamber and their 

limit is known.  I suppose with the circuit regulators on-board it doesn’t make much difference to the 

performance of Skylon’s electrical systems, but I’m gonna report this one back to Reaction Engines 

anyway, let their engineers look at it too.  How long ‘til we dock at the Way Station?” 

“Forty-five minutes,” Alice yawned back to her Mission Engineer as she lazily stretched her arms to 

the ‘ten minutes to two’ position, feeling the mental drain of their transit finally overcoming her 

adrenalin. 

“Oh well, in forty-five minutes it’ll be somebody else’s problem.  I’ll draw up a report for them, let 

them investigate.”  Johnny, running his hands back through his tousled brown matt of hair, 

mimicked his Commander’s yawn, proving once again to him that yawns are indeed infectious. 

*** 

“Would you look at that?  It gets me every time I see it,” Pete marvelled to his other three crew 

mates as he floated up to the window to peer out at the orbiting Way Station 1, a circular structure 



some half a kilometre in diameter and rotating gently in a counter-clockwise direction; from their 

perspective anyway. 

“Tenth time you’ve been up here and you’re still crooning like a teenager, Pete,” Robbie chortled up 

at him, attempting to get on Pete’s good side before they left Earth for the solitude of inter-

planetary space. 

Pete, without averting his gaze from the Way Station, bit back nastily and without provocation at the 

Mission Specialist he saw as being vastly inferior in importance to him, “Fourth time and you’re still 

up your own ass, Rob,” 

“Guys, guys, do you want me to call your Mommies and let them know you’re away from home?”  

Alice, as Mission Commander, had little patience for bickering amongst her crew, and she could 

acutely sense the needle between the two of them, but most definitely favoured Robbie in the 

struggle.  As a matter of fact, she favoured Robbie in many other ways too, but knowing he was 

married and knowing the complications of such a thing during spaceflight, it was a line she wasn’t 

prepared to attempt to cross, so she thought.  She was also well aware of Pete’s ego and his 

propensity for an odd tantrum or two, and the last thing she wanted was an all-out slow motion fist-

fight some 100 million miles from home. 

“I already called them,” Johnny Stames piped in, “your Mom said she’s gonna ground you Rob.” 

Robbie, knowing Johhny was just trying to joke with him and had no idea his Mom had passed many 

years ago, thought of his last day by his dying mother’s side, and then returned his thoughts to 

Emily. 

*** 

“People… welcome to Way Station One.  My name is Dave Anderson, Station Medic, and I’ll be taking 

you on your induction tour.” 

“We’ve all been here before, Dave,” Alice retorted sardonically, “but rules are rules, I suppose.” 

Dave raised his eyebrows and let out a barely detectable frown at Alice’s lack of enthusiasm for his 

position and self-perceived importance. 

“Very well, I’ll cut it shorter than usual, but I have boxes to tick too,” he disappointedly remarked. 

Robbie was glad to have gotten back to a little simulated gravity, the rotation of the giant donut 

shaped station offering him centrifugal comfort; a comfort that would be repeated on the Ceresian 

Industries ‘Armstrong’ Inter-planetary Transit Vehicle, but in a more marginal way. 

“That would be nice.  We leave on the Armstrong tomorrow, and all four of us are exhausted as it is,” 

Alice reminded the disappointed looking medic; a wormy looking man with an obvious passion for 

his importance and a man who had been overly-eager to please the four most famous people on 

Earth at the moment. 

“This way then folks,” he falsely chirped with a put-on grin, taking them in the direction of the most 

comfortable cabins the station could offer, indication of their importance to Ceresian Industries. 



*** 

“There she is,” Alice pouted, staring out the grandest viewing window in the station towards the 

docked and ready Armstrong, a cigar-shaped craft encased in a rotating donut connected by nine 

struts spaced out at forty degrees, “home for a couple of years.” 

Robbie, standing slightly behind and off to the right of Alice to give him a good vantage of both the 

craft and Alice’s very shapely rear-end, peered out at the white brilliance of the Armstrong and 

testified, “All powered by Ceresian dust.” 

“Yeah, what a change that stuff has brought to the world.  It’s just a pity it doesn’t last forever, or we 

wouldn’t have to go to all this effort to keep it coming.” 

“Ayup.  Three or four years and it just seems to lose its oompf,” came the simplest explanation Rob 

could give to a non-scientist, “but one transit to Ceres and we’re made for life.  All of us.” 

The truth was that science still hadn’t figured out what exactly the Ceresian dust was.  All they knew 

was that it packed an almighty electrical charge and, when encased in a thick enough insulating 

material such as ceramic, it could be controlled in a manner that allowed humans to tap into its 

electrical energy. 

Skylon’s electrical systems were powered by it, the Way Station was entirely powered by it, cities 

across the globe clamoured to get their hands on some of it to avoid building nuclear power stations, 

and the Armstrong was powered by it; a factor of safety of three seeing the Armstrong carrying 

much more than it was calculated to be required to power its massive Ion engines. 

Even Luna Station 1, the only station on the Moon and pretty much a series of semi-rigid tents, was 

powered by the stuff. 

One speck, just one, and you could power a neighbourhood. 

The clamour, the race to get more, was why this crew of four were heading out into the vastness of 

space to set up and manage a robotic mining colony as close to the Occator Crater as they dared to 

go without being killed by the electrical energy the dust seemed capable of storing; megawatts per 

particle, and seemingly at odds with the fundamental laws of physics.  But, like the hydrocarbon 

rushes from the 17th Century onwards, nobody had to understand the physics of why it worked; why 

coal burned.  No, all that had to be understood was how it could be exploited; a situation that had 

been discovered and ultimately perfected, as is the human way. 

“Well Rob,” Alice concluded, turning quickly to catch him taking in the magnificence of her backside 

and causing Robbie to jolt his gaze away from it and back to the Armstrong, “I hope it’s worth the 

trip.” 

“Yeah, me too Alice,” Robbie croaked, embarrassed at having been caught admiring her, “me too.” 

*** 



“Engaging Ion drives one, two, three, and four,” Alice monotonously reported to her crew on the 

bridge of the Armstrong as she went through her post-undocking checklist, tapping regularly at her 

touch-paper as she ticked each criterion as complete. 

Nothing was felt or heard, other than a very slight but recognisable backwards push into their seats, 

and that was fine.  They had no expectation of the sensation of being rocketed into space in the 

conventional manner.  The Ion drive would provide a slow but steadily building thrust for around 

two weeks until they attained their trans-planetary velocity.  Once at cruising velocity, they’d 

effectively turn off the ion engines until they were closely approaching Ceres and then they’d spin 

the craft around and reverse thrust down to orbital injection velocity. 

Well, the spaceship would anyway.  Mostly everything on the Armstrong was automated, even down 

to the 3D food printers re-loading themselves from the galley stores. 

Alice, grinning broadly and spinning in her command chair to meet the equally gleeful faces of her 

relaxed looking crew, peeped, “We’re on our way folks.” 

“Armstrong, this is Way-station 1, we have you clear of docking point four and we have visual 

confirmation of four engines burning.  Good luck, Armstrong, and we’ll see you in a couple of years.” 

Robbie, relaxing in his chair and tapping away at his own touch-paper, brought up his e-mails.  He 

had briefly spoken to Emily just a couple of hours ago via holo-chat, another emotion-charged 

exchanging of promises and farewells, but she had sent him one more message:  

“Be safe” 

“I will,” Robbie muttered genuinely to himself, “I will.” 

*** 

“Uuuurgh… I feel awful again… why are they doing this to us?” 

“I think… I think they’re draining us…” 

“Eh?” 

“They’re… using us… I think.” 

“For what?” 

“For some sort of power.  I don’t think they’re like us at all.” 

“I’m going to send out a few probes to see if I can find out what is going on” 

“Yeah, me too… uuuurgh… I’m so tired…” 

Chatter, chatter, chatter… endless chatter. 

*** 

 



This, my fellow science fiction enthusiast and budding inter-planetary traveller, is where we’ll have 

to leave things for the moment.  The rest of this adventure will be available in late 2016, hopefully 

just in time for the festive celebrations. 

It’s my hope, my dream actually, that you’ll have enjoyed these first two chapters just enough to 

pique your interest in reading the rest of them when they’re released. 

There’s a very long way to go yet, and Robbie and the crew have no idea just what they’re transiting 

to.  Is it a book of horror?  Or is it a book of discovery?  Perhaps it’s a book of thrill. 

That remains to be seen. 

*** 
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“I know what they’re doing now.  I’ve figured it out.  Sol help us.” 
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