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                     by G. L. Parry

“Three minutes to docking, sir.”
     Thrusters stuttered, and the shuttle lurched to starboard.  A jolt signaled they were snagged, followed by forwards drift as the lock’s arms retracted to complete the seal.  Richard Thorne and his wife were the only passengers.  The rest of the cabin was crammed with colorful plastic containers of all shapes and sizes.  It was a Spartan way to travel, but private.  Both were weary of being paraded before the cameras, answering the same questions over and over again like dummies.

     Waiting in the lounge to greet them was none other than James Richardson himself.  The co-inventor of the interstellar drive was a tall scholarly man, the sort one would have expected to find working late in a dusty Cambridge laboratory back in the 19th century.  He was touted as the most intelligent human being ever to have lived, and his casual movements told of many years spent in deep space where his brainchild was maturing into adolescence.

     Floating beside him was Chief Co-ordinator Anatoly Dancevski.  The two were old classmates, Dancevski having realized his talents lay more in administration.  Even his cultured Anglic accent belonged to another age.  It was almost impossible not to turn formal around the great man, such was his fame.  

     Thorne extended his hand.  “Mister Richardson.”

     “Rick, Catrina...good to see you both again.”

     “And you, sir.” Thorne turned.  “How are you, Tolya?  You look more tired than I am.”

     “I am.  The sooner I see you gone, the better.  How was your stay on Nereid?”  

     “More time on the simulator, plus beating off swarms of obscure experts offering well-meaning advice on how to cope with whatever happens while I’m away--a lot of philosophical crap, if you ask me.”

     Dancevski refrained from stating the obvious: just wait until you get back.   

