Palma de M235


Herbert Rantling looked at the corpse of the squished pigeon spread tight to tarmac. This was usually the closest he got to the great outdoors but that was about to change.


Herbert was excited. Usually his job as a 3D print monkey afforded him zero holidays. The rolling days would normally oppress him with their lack of change. He would key in mundane designs: a cup, a keyboard perhaps (annoyingly tricky your keyboards) and monitor print heads, as they rotated to form the product in solid space and time. He would stare disinterestedly at the finished, sculpted object before sending it off on the assembly line to whichever employee had requested the replacement, from the offices above his dirty basement workshop. 

He sidestepped the dead bird, the closest that Manchester6 would ever get to wildlife and held up his shuttle boarding pass for the stewardess. Her lips suddenly pursed over her gleaming white teeth. He flinched slightly as she eyed the pass suspiciously. Herbert was conscious of being a jostling pauper amongst the elite but right now he had as much right to be here as any of them.
Herbert had had to be cunning to wangle this one. You might even say 'exceptional'. He grinned back at his reflection in the portal window. The idea had hit him as he had listened to canteen workers discussing the effect the latest asteroid storm might have on their daily horoscopes. 


What if they developed a 3D printer large enough in capacity to replicate an entire asteroid from telescope images? If combined with X-ray technology, they could farm off all the mineral deposits with none of the outlay usually associated with deep space mining.


His boss, Kurt Haricot had stared at him - tough, dry old lips twitching above an unnecessary handlebar moustache. His face had been a picture of ambiguity: the mouth travelling to the left in a sneer at the very concept of Herbert hitting upon a stroke of genius but the eyes sparkling with greed and anticipation. Surely this lanky middle aged failure hadn't had the sense to make a patent? And if it didn't work who cared? The humiliation would be made to fall on this loser and not one of his execs. He flipped open the expenses file and signed the mission off.


The sealed, cushioned interior of the shuttle gave nothing away as it roared off its launch pad up into the troposphere. Herbert winked at the stewardess and ordered an early Mohito, to annoy her as much as he could. 


His seatbelt held him to his recliner when he eventually felt the initial lurch of zero gravity. Episodes of past 'holidays' lay on his imagination as darkness revealed stars.

He saw himself stranded in Cueta Zone - a tiny three-mile square buffer between North Africa and Europe. UN security policed the zone to try and add an extra border between the Bedouin hashish producers in the hills of Morocco and also to squeeze all trade into an area easy to infiltrate, without walking around too much in the heat. Often this failed; the UN inspectors were mainly bureaucrats and they needed a holiday as well. So the smugglers simply got them stoned: Joni Mitchell blasting between glasses of Estrella beer and blue ties. 


Herbert had offered to translate between demand and supplier in French - the lingua franca. This was the first time he had tried to travel abroad independently on his limited means. It had been interesting but beyond a few frantically waived guns, a stretch of barbed wire or two and a dirty sea full of discarded oxygen tanks and makeshift vessels, he had seen very little of Africa. In fact it had all looked a little like Manchester6 on a Saturday night.

Then he saw his own face wearing a startled expression. Followed by a picture of himself squatting over a nineteenth century relic of a toilet while an enormous rat shot straight out the hole over which he prepared to launch. He remembered being constipated for the entire two weeks, afterwards. It was the only hotel he could afford in La Linea - the arse end of Spain (but Spain nonetheless). Though he couldn't help thinking it had all looked a little like Manchester6 on a Friday night. 


Back in the present the portal windows revealed asteroids turning in their erratic orbits only a few thousand miles short of the Alpha belt.  As jets of gases and liquid slowly burned in the heat of the sun, creating neon flares and strange patterns, the passengers let out cries of delight. Their destination approached: rock Palma de M235, part of the Near-Kuiper Ballearic isles.

Herbert turned to smile at a fellow passenger to share the moment but this gesture was rebuffed. The suit just stared back, refusing to meet his gaze and instead tutted at the length of Herbert's hair. Herbert winked at the guy, downed the last of his most recent Mohito, patted the towel and shorts nestling in his hand luggage and prepared to disembark.

He avoided the rich but crass denizens of the all inclusive hotels and their cheap music and headed straight for the nearest beach. The shore was a mixture of rock and sand peppered by the glow of diamonds. He smeared his pale body with Nasa Factor 60. As an extra measure, though one which he was sure was a complete rip off, he sprayed himself with anti-Gamma moisturiser by Labaratoire Garnier. The temperature was around 41 degrees centigrade and he was soon grateful for the glistening clear blue pool of ice water. He climbed the highest rock and tombstoned into the blue. Glorious. It looked nothing like Manchester6 on a weekend.

He fascinated himself with the play of geysers jetting in the near distance. He lay on his towel, which really should have been washed before he set off, and gazed into the azure sky. Soon he could see the cusp - the dividing line where bright, azure day slipped into black night. The asteroid's days were around seven hours at most, as its truncated form turned from the sun. This was the deal: the compact holiday for the stressed executive - the 'island' where you can be sunbathing at one in the afternoon and clubbing by three thirty - a high speed holiday world offering all the pleasures as instantaneously as nature had ever provided to man. 


Bathers rose from their rocks quickly as Palma de M235 shifted its horizons into darkness and techno pounded beneath the stars. Lasers beaming from the clubs mingled with the jets of gases in the distance. The tourists looked oddly at this figure who seemed to be out of step with the ethos of the place - he wasn't rushing to Tiffany's disco pub - the fool was 'taking his time'! Here of all places!


But Herbert had plenty to kill. He flicked open his camping knife and split an urchin, scooping out its delicious insides. He was here for native tapas; not egg, chips and Elvis archives.


He flipped open his phone and tapped on the webcam icon. He held his breath. The signal had to work. Intergalactic roaming was on, he'd checked but would the handset?…and there he was! Face to face with the ridiculous moustache of Kurt Haricot. His superior managed, as usual to spill invective into the smallest amount of syllables:


"Well!?

Herbert was for once eager to respond:


"1456891"


"What? Speak up? Don't talk to me in code. Is that the circumference, the print coordinates or what"?


Herbert let the webcam follow him as he changed position. The lights of natural phenomena and the lights of the nightlife of Palma mingled behind him in full cam view. Herbert did something which took Kurt by surprise. He grinned from ear to ear. Kurt wondered if he'd 'eaten something' and was about to experience euphoria before death, which he had read somewhere is common to fatal poisoning. But Herbert looked…happy, confident even. Something was seriously wrong:


"It's not code. It’s a patent number".

Herbert took a long cool sip of tequila sunrise, waved the cocktail umbrella away from his face so that Kurt could still see him clearly on Webcam and gave his boss a final cheery goodbye:

"I'm ringing in well. It’s a sunny day and I feel fantastic. Goodbye".

