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                         by G. L. Parry 

Phillip Evinson floats at a porthole with his nose pressed flat against the glaz, thinking profound thoughts about the scale of the universe and humanity’s place within it.  On the other side of the window Mars shines brightly, a festering green and brown marble overlaid by traceries of purest white.  No longer does she bare any resemblance to the world which once stirred the fertile imaginations of countless astronomers and writers.  Instead she looks sick, like a dirty copper coin mottled with verdigris.     
     Evinson exhales.  "Each time we come back it's a little bit greener and a little bit wetter.  One day they won't even need suits to visit the surface.” 

     He thinks of the millions of square kilometres of land waiting to settled, tamed and...fought over?  1889’s Oklahoma Land Run will be nothing in comparison.
     “Amen to that,” Nikos Kalogeropolous nods in agreement.  “Sure wish I could be there to see it.”
     The Southern Cross herself is a far less impressive sight to behold.  A creature of space she, is a fragile framework of struts and beams, fuel tanks, rocket nozzles and communications dishes.  Her body is a spine of skeletal girders, thicker amidships around which run two long multi‑jointed arms on rotatable rings.  Immediately aft are bolted four spheres and behind them six smaller ones--empty, but too valuable to discard as excess weight.  Connected to them by a maze of thick conduits is the Drive‑pack, its twin bells dead and silent now their job is done.  

     Two hundred kilometres away hangs Phobos, an oven‑blackened potato decorated as if for Christmas.  Its pitted surface is alive with a multitude of strobes and flashing lights.  Each marks the location of one of dozens of structures: fuel dumps isolated within small craters, construction/repair yards open to vacuum, brightly lit airlock towers, freight elevators and the geodetic domes of hydroponics gardens, illuminated from within like multi‑faceted emeralds.  800,000 people make their homes beneath its drab exterior, safe within a labyrinth of corridors, chambers and airlocks.  Ceres, largest centre in the Belt, boasts barely 30,000: mostly prospectors on furlough with their families or specialists shuttling to and from the outer giants like Jupiter, Saturn and Neptune.       

     Com-one springs unexpectedly to life.  A competent‑looking face materializes, and hails them in the emotionless 'official' voice of Phobos Traffic Control: "Good‑day, CK two‑niner."

     Ever-professional, Evinson immediately replies in kind: "G'day, Phobos Traffic."

     "Stand by to receive an amended queue tag, please."

     "WHAT?" Kalogeropolous explodes.  

     Evinson ignores him as the revised figures arrive with a beep.  “Received,” he tells them. 

     "Why've we been shuffled back again?" Kalogeropolous demands, fuming.

     "There's a Navy boat coming across from Deimos.  Admiral Kordick's aboard, and he's got priority, man.  There's nothin' you can do, so don't sweat it."  The controller waves them a cheery goodbye.  “Phobos Traffic, out."

     Kalogeropolous scowls.  "Asshole."

     Like a conjuror, Evinson produces his well-worn pack of canasta cards.  "It's only another hour.  How about a game to pass the time?  Usual rules?"

     Kalogeropolous glares balefully at the proffered cards, then sighs resignedly.  "Hell.  Why not."
