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Salvage











Part I









Chapter 1


Earth date May 2000, TRAPPIST-1 e


Science Minister Moeller sat at his desk and looked out the window of
his office at the three planets above the horizon.  He never tired of the
view.  Theirs was truly a magnificent system.  The giant, red sun was just
touching the horizon to the left, casting a pinkish hue on the lake in front of
his office.  Two of the planets in view were quite high off the horizon while
the third was in the process of rising.  By the time the sun fully set, all
three planets would be up and bright, reflecting the sun’s light.  There was no
other place he would rather be.    


They were the Anuu, an old
species, explorers to be sure, but cautious of who and what they found.  There
were seven planets in their system; they inhabited two of them, the fourth and
fifth from their sun.  They had explored out about 250 light years from their
system and had remote bases in four other systems.  Two of those four systems were
inhabited; the Anuu preferred to study new contacts clandestinely to make sure
they knew what to expect when, or if, they decided on first contact.  Those two
species were the only sentient races within 100 light years.


Moeller
was reviewing the monthly reports from the four remote bases.  Nothing
exceptional to note, except there were in fact only three reports.  One of the four
bases had failed to report.  Other notable excerpts were that the species on
the third planet in the larger system was ramping up for another war, and the
species on the single planet in the binary system was on the verge of
discovering flight.  He worried about what impact the species on the third
planet would have on the local neighborhood if and when they acquired faster-than-light
travel.  


His aide walked in with another
set of reports.


“Are we still waiting on the
report from Alpha base?”  Moeller asked.  


“Yes,” Toll said.  “They’ve been
late before, but not this late.  Do you want to divert one of the scout ships
to the base to check up on them?”


“Let’s give them another 24
hours.  If they haven’t reported in by then, reroute one of the scout ships to
see if they are in distress.”  He noticed the other reports in Toll’s hands. 
“What now?”      


“Sir, this is from the weapons
division, it’s something you might want to consider seeing for yourself.”


“A new weapon?”


“That’s the way it turned out.  A
few scientists in the private sector were working on a new energy source and
they stumbled on the concept.”  


Moeller glanced over the report
quickly and whistled softly when he got to the last page.  


“Is this accurate?”  


“From what I understand.  They’ve
done one test and to say it worked would be an understatement.”  


“Let’s go, I’ve got to see
this.”  


 Moeller and Toll left the
Science Ministry and walked across the darkening landscape toward the weapons
design complex.  Most of the  complex was underground to protect the rest of
the Science Ministry complex from weapons accidents.  They entered the small
reception area that was above ground and went immediately to the express
elevator.  Everyone recognized them and cleared a path.  The research section
of the facilities was the deepest, almost 2,500 feet underground, and it took
the elevator a full five minutes to make the descent.  


Hollington, the lead scientist of
the group on the project, met them as they got off the elevator.  


“Minister,” he said, “welcome to
the research section.”  


“What’s this I hear about a new
toy your section has come up with?” the minister asked and smiled.  


“Well, it’s a bad toy, for
sure.”  


“Do you have a recording of the
first test?”  


“Yes, we do.  And that was the
only test.  After that, we would be hard pressed to find another viable test
site.”  


“Now, I’m really curious.  Let’s
see this new weapon.”  


They made their way through
several security doors and armed guards to a central laboratory.  They sat at a
small table where there was a portable projector set up and a small, round
metallic device.  Once they all got comfortable,  Hollington dimmed the lights
and started the projector.  It ran for about 15 minutes and then the lights came
back on.  


“Dear God,” the Minister said. 
“What was the size of the area affected?”


“Approximately 1,000 miles in all
directions and 15 miles deep.”  


“Total destruction?  Like we just
witnessed on the video?”  


“Yes.  Nothing in that range was
recognizable.  It, well … you saw.”  


“Is this a scale model?”  The
Minister picked up the small, round object on the table and turned it over in
his hands.  


“No, sir,” Hollington
said.  “that’s the actual device.”  


The Minister’s facial expression
changed noticeably, like he had just picked up a venomous snake.


“How is it activated?”


“It takes a key, here,” Hollington
pointed to a small slot.  “And here are the timer controls.  There is no
minimum detonation time, so you need to make sure you have time to get to a
safe distance.  You can even do immediate detonation if need be.”


“How many of these do we have?”  


“We had two,” Hollington said. 
“Now we just have the one you’re holding.  We didn’t want to produce any
quantity until we made the first test.”  


“You have my authorization to
make a thousand in the first production run.  We’ll see after that how many we
think we will want.  How long will that take?”


“Well, right now we can only make
about 20 or 30 a year.  We need dedicated production facilities, more mining
sites to mine the main ingredient, … and a few other items that I can’t think
of off the top of my head.”  


“Fine,” the Minister said. 
“Start production with what we have and send me plans for whatever else you need. 
This could be the best defensive weapon we’ve developed in that last 200
years.  We’ll find the funds somewhere.”  


  Moeller and Toll made their way
back to the Science Ministry main building in silence.  Neither man had fully
recovered from what they had just witnessed.  When he got back to his quarters,
Moeller made a cup of tea and went out on his private balcony that overlooked
the small lake in front of the building.


“Dol’nar,” Moeller said quietly. 



He patted his leg and the big
jungle cat came running to his side from the adjacent room.  Creeds were the
only feline species on this planet, and this particular one had been his
companion for almost 15 years.  It had been a little thing, not a foot high
when it wandered out of one of the big jungles and Moeller adopted it.  As far
as they could tell, the cat didn’t want to go back into the jungle; perhaps its
mother had been killed by a larger predator.  The cats could live to over 150
or 200 years, so this one would live long past Moeller’s demise.  The big cat
started to purr as Moeller scratched it between the ears.  It was now probably
three feet tall at its back and covered with dark spots the size of a man’s
hand.  Dol’nar was Moeller’s constant companion.


The cat was long and lean and
very short-haired.  So much so that to the casual observer, it appeared not to
have any body hair at all.  Except, of course, for its trademark mohawk.  A
darker, longer tuft of hair that started in the middle of its head and ran down
its back stopping almost at its tail.  Most domesticated Creeds had their
mohawk shaved because it usually gave off a rather pungent odor; at least to
their owners it was pungent.  The Creeds never noticed a scent at all.  Dol’nar
still had his mohawk and Moeller had left instructions that after he was gone,
the animal was to be released into one of the largest game preserves they had,
mohawk intact.  There he could interact again with other members of his species
in the preserve.             


He sat and sipped his tea and
thought about what he had just seen.  He had to make sure this technology never
fell into the wrong hands.  He would have to make it very hard to use, hard to
even get to.  


He sipped his tea and thought.  Dol’nar
leaned against Moeller and purred.         


      


              












Chapter 2


Earth date Sunday May 11th, 2042 


Rosie’s diner, Earth


Cutter walked into Rosie’s and
ambled toward the back of the diner and his favorite booth.  There was a
reserved sign on the table, but he knew it was for him.  He had been having
breakfast in this booth at this diner almost every morning for the past 15 years. 
He wasn’t about to change his habits now.  He would like to think that no one
else ever used it, but he knew better.  He was sure it was open to
anyone for lunch and dinner.   


He nodded to Rosie.  She was
behind the counter where she always was, wet towel in one hand, coffee pot in
the other.  She had bought the place after her husband died 15 years ago as
just something to keep her occupied, and it turned out to be everyone’s
favorite place to eat.  It was right on US 441 in Florida, so she got all that
traffic, plus a healthy dose of regulars who worked in and around the space
port.  The closest town was Okeechobee, just a little south of the diner, and she
even had some regulars from there.  


She tossed the rag onto the
counter and yelled to the cook, “Cutter’s here, put his breakfast on!”  She
grabbed a coffee cup, picked up a different pot of coffee and headed to
Cutter’s booth.  She sat in the booth opposite him and poured him a cup.  


“You get your new pilot yet?”


“No,” Cutter said.  “He’s supposed
to show up today or tomorrow.  I just hope he knows what he’s doing.  Jake was
good, it’ll be hard to fill his shoes.”  


“How long is Jake up for?” 


“It looks like at least a couple
of years this time.  He swears he didn’t know the girl was under age.”


“He didn’t know she was the
judge’s daughter, either, did he?”  


“No,” Cutter said, and shook his
head.  “Under age girl in a bar.  Bartender an undercover police officer.  Girl
was the judge’s daughter.  Sometimes, I think Jake just walked around in a daze
most of the time.”  Cutter took a drink of the coffee and smiled.  “Hey, this
isn’t your normal stuff, this is real coffee.  Where did you get this?”  


“Let’s just say I recently
acquired a supply of the real stuff for special customers.”  She got up and
went back to the counter where three or four other customers were seated. 
Coffee was just one of the things that was hard to get lately.  The economy
went south several years ago and hadn’t completely recovered yet.  Not just America’s,
but the global economy.  Rosie offset the cost of things by growing her own
where she could.  She had her own chickens for fresh eggs, raised her own hogs
for bacon and sausage and grew her own vegetables when she could.  The
vegetables were harder to grow year-round, so they came and went with the
seasons.  But real coffee was a new addition to the little diner, and it was a
welcome one.  She even had a few cows for milk and meat.    


Rosie brought his breakfast over
and sat opposite him again.  There was another waitress working the counter
now, so she could sit and chat a while.  


“You know,” she started, “you
could get your rating back and fly that rubbish heap yourself.”  


“Rubbish heap?  That’s no way to
talk about Salvage One.  She’s one of the best ships in the business.” 


“And how many times last year did
one of the service tugs have to make an emergency repair in orbit?”


“Just twice,” he said.  He
thought a few seconds before continuing.  “Both times were for older parts that
would have failed eventually anyway.  At least we were already in orbit both
times.  They could have failed on the way out or the way back in and either
would have been catastrophic.  Besides, I’m getting too old to fly all the
time, you know that.  I doubt I could even get my rating back at this point.”


Service tugs were smaller,
heavier ships used for rescue operations.  They were available to anyone for a
price and would fly rescue and repair missions.  Cutter had used them twice last
year for ion engine repairs that were made while his ship was still in orbit. 
In an emergency, the tugs could grapple onto a disabled ship and actually bring
it in with them for a landing.  


“Well, you ought to give it some
thought.”  She got up to leave so he could eat in peace.  “I think you could
get it back.  We both know you were a hell of a pilot back in the day.”


“Long time ago,” he said as she
started to leave.  “Hey, don’t I ever get a bill for any of these breakfasts?” 



“You’ll get a bill when you stop
letting me have first crack at whatever you bring back.”  She left and ducked
through the closest door that went back to the kitchen.  


For years, Cutter had given Rosie
first dibs on anything they brought back from low-Earth orbit.  Whatever she
salvaged from his weekly trips had kept the little diner open some years; it
was amazing what you could do with someone else’s old junk.  And most of the
stuff she took wouldn’t have brought much at the resale marts, so it worked out
all the way ‘round.  


Junk was indeed a good word for
it.  Stuff that had been abandoned for years or decades in Earth orbit and was
now clogging the space lanes.  There wasn’t a month that went by without at
least one story about a freighter on the way to the space station in orbit
around the moon that had been hit by a large chunk of space debris and had to
turn back for repairs.  Thankfully, there had been only one fatality in all the
years Cutter had been salvaging space junk.  But that single fatality had kept
them all in business all these years.  The fleet was a loose collection of
privately owned and operated, heavily shielded salvage ships.  Some of them
were almost brand-new, some were ancient, like Cutter’s.  Old or new, they all
mostly looked the same.  They were nothing more than a huge cargo hold strapped
to a rocket with grappling arms sprouting everywhere.  That wasn’t really the way
they looked, but that’s the way Cutter envisioned them.  They all used ion
propulsion now, so the big fuel tanks were a thing of the past, and the gravity
assist units helped with takeoffs and landings.  The newer ones could carry
several thousand tons of scrap and survive a hit by a high-speed,
baseball-sized piece of debris.  The challenge for the pilots was to track and
avoid dozens of larger scrap-missiles while the second person on board operated
the grappling arms hauling in the larger pieces of debris.  Simple, nothing to
it.


Coming on line next year were new
ships that would address the thousands of tons of smaller paint chips and other
small particles.  Even though a paint chip was small, anything travelling at 25
thousand miles an hour could cause considerable damage.  These new ships would
act almost like old-fashioned vacuum cleaners and scoop them all up.  


All the ships used the facilities
of the United Space Command’s space port in southern Florida, about a hundred
miles south and a little inland from the old Kennedy Space Center; it was just
about halfway between Okeechobee and Port St. Lucie.  There were 15 pads
available for private use and most of them, at one time or another, were used
by salvage companies.  The only rub everyone had to deal with was an inspection
of the haul by USC after a salvage flight.  USC said all they were trying to do
was make sure nothing sensitive made its way to the salvage resale marts.  USC
never said exactly what they were looking for, but everyone figured with
all the spy satellites that used to be in orbit; sensitive stuff was probably everywhere. 
The USC had only instituted the inspections a few years ago, and no one was
really sure why.    


Cutter savored every bite of
breakfast.  His usual was three eggs, bacon, potatoes and a biscuit.  He
remembered back around 2020, give or take a few years, a breakfast like this
was probably eight or nine bucks.  Now in 2042, with shortages everywhere, the
same breakfast was close to $25.  And he never saw a bill.  He suspected he was
the only diner eating a breakfast like this today.  The weather had been good
lately, so potatoes were back on the menu.  A good breakfast. 


The other waitress came by with
the clandestine coffee pot to fill his cup again and took his empty plate
away.  When she left, Rosie sat back down in Cutter’s booth.  


“I think your new pilot just came
in for breakfast.”  


“Where?”


Rosie pointed to the other
section of booths by the windows.  There was someone sitting in the last booth
in the row that looked to be about 21 or 22.  He was tall, from what Cutter
could tell from him sitting, and lean and blond.  


“Send him over to my place when
he’s done, and I’ll see what he’s got.  Jake and I were supposed to do a
salvage run day after tomorrow, so I’ll check him out on Salvage One this
afternoon.”


He started to get up to leave and
Rosie put her hand on top of his on the table.  “Be nice to him, Cutter.  You
need him to fly that relic of yours.”  


Cutter patted her hand and stood
up.  “I’ll try, but I make no promises.”  


He walked past the booths by the
windows on his way out and grumbled to himself.  He swore the kid looked about
12 or 13.  This was going to be a long day.


 












Chapter 3


Earth date May 2000 


TRAPPIST-1 e vicinity


The massive ship sped through
space at just slightly over the speed of light.  Slow for advanced,
faster-than-light travel, but it was fast enough to get the Maav where they
needed to go.  The ship was about 500 miles long and 150 miles wide and deep. 
Embedded in the surface area of the ship were what looked like other smaller
vessels, nestled in alcoves.  Hundreds of them, tenders, were used to ferry
things to and from the larger ship.     


The Maav were ruthless nomads
travelling through the galaxy looking for planets from which they could
scavenge resources.  Having devastated their own planet centuries ago, they
travelled from system to system ravaging other worlds.  They had been doing
this for many generations of their species; they knew no other way of life.  


Most of their technology was
stolen from the worlds they decimated.  Their light-speed drive was one of the
first pieces of technology they acquired.  It was from a species on the far
side of the galaxy who had just begun space exploration.  That’s why it was so
rudimentary.  


Another piece of acquired
technology was a cloaking device that kept the ship hidden from anyone else’s
sensors.  Its only drawback was that they had to drop the cloak every half light
year or so to make sure they were still on course; their long-range
navigational sensors couldn’t be used with the cloak in place.  It wasn’t an
issue with the cloak itself masking sensor readings.  If you knew the frequency
on which the cloak operated, you could see past it.  Their short-range sensors,
out to a few hundred million miles, worked just fine, but the long-range
sensors required so much power, they could not operate them and the cloak at
the same time.  Such was the problem with trying to coordinate a hodgepodge of
technology from other species; sometimes they all weren’t all compatible.  


The captain of this ship, Bexar,
who was also the fleet commander, gave the order to send a message to the other
ships behind him to use the agreed-upon sequence to drop their cloaks and verify
their course.  There were 12 of the gigantic ships following each other in
single file at about 100 million miles apart.  That may seem like a long way,
but at just over the speed of light any of the ships could catch up to the ship
in front of it in a little over eight minutes.  All the ships could converge on
the same spot in about an hour and a half.


They used a method of
communications that they didn’t really understand, only that it worked by
somehow bypassing the speed-of-light issue.  They could send messages to the
other ships in their fleet, hundreds of millions of miles away, in seconds. 
Something they pilfered just on the last stop they made several years ago.    


They would each drop their cloaks
in turn, five minutes apart, do the verification, then re-engage the cloak. 
Until they found a better or more refined power source, or worked on their
long-range sensors to consume less power, this was their best option.    


Bexar dropped the cloak on the
lead ship and began the sensor sweep to verify their position.





Commander Pollard had been a deep-space
scout now for over five years.  He liked the solitude and peace and quiet.  He
would be gone from home about 30 days at a time and off about the same.  There
were over 200 deep-space scouts flying missions these days; some closer to
home, some farther away.  He was currently on a run that took him only a few
light years away from home just making sure there wasn’t anything within his
sensor range.


He had found a spot about two
light years out free of any gas or dust as far as his sensors could reach.  He
set the thrusters to station-keeping and went back to the galley to make
himself something to eat.  When he was done with the meal, he would scan for
larger objects, ships or rogue planets.  Until someone invented sensors that
could scan out to several hundred light years, this was the best way for the
Anuu to make sure they didn’t get any surprises, meteor or otherwise.  Most of
the scout ships formed a shell a few light years out around Anuu’s home system
using their sensors to scan for intruders.  The rest of the scout fleet was out
for longer scouting runs.  The system had worked well for them through the
centuries and they weren’t about to change it until something new came along.  


Pollard checked in with command
on the fast-comm link while he ate his lunch.  Nothing new on the home front,
and he was scheduled to return to base in three days.  They wanted to talk to
him when he got back to see if he could increase his flight hours and spend more
time out for longer runs.  They had this conversation almost every trip, and he
always opted out.  He liked what he was doing just the way he was doing it.  


He finished lunch and went back
to the cockpit.  Just as he sat down in the pilot’s seat, an indicator light
started flashing.  It was the sensor proximity alert.  No telling how far out
the object was that set it off, he had the alert set for a couple of million
miles.  He reset the indicator and began a full sensor sweep.  It showed up
about a million miles out.  But, this couldn’t be right, the readings he was
getting had to be off.  It was just too big for a spaceship; it had to be some
kind of asteroid or planetoid.  But composition-wise, the sensors said
spaceship.  He had to check this out.  


He logged the contact with
command on the fast-comm link and engaged the faster-than-light drive.  He
disengaged the FTL drive after about five seconds, it didn’t take long to cover
that distance.  He noticed on the sensor screen he was about 70,000 miles from
where the target should be.  The problem was, there was nothing there.  Nothing
at all.   


His sensors told him there was
nothing there, but just to be sure, he started hails on all frequencies, both
mechanical and voice.  He started a diagnostic on the sensors.  That was
standard procedure when it pinged on something and then the ping disappeared. 
No answer to his hails, either.


Just as he was finishing his
diagnostic, another ping showed up on the sensors.  This one about 100 million
miles from his current location.  He set the FTL drive to its maximum to get
there quickly and engaged it for just about a second.  As he dropped out of
light speed, he thought he saw something off his port quadrant, visually, but the
sensors were empty again.  


Frustrated, he started another
diagnostic.  When it was about halfway through, the sensors beeped again, this
time another 100 million miles farther out.  This went on for a little over the
next hour.  The sensors going off close to 100 million miles further out,
followed by a light-speed jump to barely miss something.  But what?  A ghost
ship?  He couldn’t catch a clear image of it at all, just a vague notion that
something was there.  The sensors recorded a fuzzy distortion as he came out of
the FTL jump, but then it was gone.   


The last thing he tried before
contacting command was to initiate hails on all frequencies again.  Just to be
sure.  No replies.   





The Maav watched Pollard jump
using his FTL drive from ship to ship in their fleet just missing a visual on
any of them.  This technology could be their most lucrative acquisition in this
generation.  A true faster-than-light drive that could take them across the
galaxy in years instead of generations.  It appeared their cloaks kept the
small ship’s sensors from detecting anything at all of their fleet except
possibly a fuzzy sensor impression.


The Maav continued on their
course toward their latest prize; they knew this scout ship belonged to the
species they were now after.  They had discovered one of the Anuu’s remote
bases and retrieved all the data they needed to get to the Anuu’s home system. 
It would take them a while, but they had the time and could wait.  This scout
ship was a match for what they had found and destroyed on that base.  It was
fascinating to watch it in flight.    


They had discovered the remote
base quite by accident on one of the occasions when they had to drop the cloak
to check their heading.  As soon as the cloak went down, their sensors detected
EM emissions from a small planet in the system about 100 million miles ahead of
them.  The lead ship notified the rest of the fleet to hold fast and they re-engaged
their cloak and proceeded to the source of the EM emissions.  As far as they
could tell from a distance, it was a small base on one of the moons of the fifth
planet of the system.  All they could detect were two of the scout-type
spaceships and a smallish underground bunker housing three individuals.  


They detached one of the tender
vessels from an alcove on the surface of the larger ship and sent it under
cloak to investigate.  The tender confirmed their reading from orbit.  


The tenders were all outfitted
with several hundred small attack fighter-bombers and a space-folding
technology that allowed the Maav to transport troops to the tenders from a
considerable distance.  All technology scavenged from worlds they had attacked
and ransacked.  


They transported 100 troops to
the tender and the troops immediately boarded the small attack ships and
launched from the tender in orbit.  The attack ships destroyed the two scout
ships and bombarded the bunker with high explosives.  When it was all over,
nothing lived on the base.  The Maav tender landed and its occupants sifted
through the remains of the bunker.  They found navigation charts that led to
the home system of the remote base.              


The Maav knew what they wanted.  They
were patient.











Chapter 4


Earth date Sunday May 11th, 2042 


Cutter’s house, Earth


Cutter pulled up to his gate and
noticed a small car parked off to the side close to the fence.  He got out of
his truck and walked over to the car.  It was the blond kid who was in the diner. 
Cutter had stopped at the Post Office to get his mail, so the kid beat him
home.  The kid got out of the little car and seemed like he wasn’t going to
stop unwinding.  He was at least six foot five, towering over Cutter.  


“Mr. Cutter?” the young man asked,
sticking out his hand.  “I’m Atticus Polk, your new pilot.”


Cutter had to look up to meet him
eye to eye.  He started shaking the kid’s hand and immediately regretted it. 
He thought the kid was going to shake his hand off.  He envisioned the ER
doctor asking him how he lost his hand and him saying “The kid just wouldn’t
let go.”     


“Damn, son, I’m not sure you’ll
even fit into the cockpit seat of Salvage One.  Follow me to the house and
we’ll talk a little.”         


Cutter shook his head muttering
expletives under his breath and got back into his truck.  He led the way down
the winding driveway to the house, thinking all the while that the kid was just
too young to be a pilot.    


Buzz was faithfully waiting for
Cutter just inside the front door.  Sometimes he acted as if he were a dog.  He
was a rescue cat Cutter had picked up on the road one day between his place and
Rosie’s.  It had been raining off and on most of that day and the little cat
was drenched to the bone.  No collar, no tags, no chip, so they adopted each
other.  He went almost everywhere with Cutter, except to Rosie’s and to orbit. 
Rosie didn’t allow any animals in her diner, and, well, outer space was no
place for a cat.  This was the first cat Cutter had ever seen that liked to
ride in a truck.  He would jump up onto the top of the instrument cluster and
curl up there while Cutter drove.    


Cutter tossed his keys and the
mail on the dining room table and led the kid into a little sitting room just
off the dining room.  They both sat in large, overstuffed chairs that faced
each other across a small table.  Buzz immediately jumped into the kid’s lap. 
He paced back and forth, said meow and curled up as if to say he’s
okay, let him stay.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “you have
the support of Buzz, the important part of the team.  Where are you from?” 


“Born and raised in Luverne,
Alabama, sir.  It’s just south of Montgomery.”


“How did you get into flying?” 


“I used to fly Daddy’s
crop-dusting plane when I was in high school and I’ve been a pilot of one form
or another ever since.”  


“Since high school?  What, a year
ago?”  Cutter looked him right in the eye.


Atticus just smiled at Cutter and
rubbed the little cat between its ears.  


“I’ve been first officer on the
freighter Saturn Two for the past 18 months and have flown it about 50%
of the time.  That’s one of the fleet of freighters that runs supply missions
to the Americas.”


The Americas was a large space
station in geosynchronous orbit around the moon.  It was situated such that it
was over the near side of the moon all the time as a monitoring station and
staging area for flights to Mars.  It was manned by over 25,000 people,
civilians and military, and was large enough that 80% of the station rotated
and had gravity all the time.  


“I know what the Saturn Two is, I
just wasn’t aware you were on that ship.  I’ve known a lot of people who’ve
worked on that ship, it’s one of the best in the fleet.”


“It’s all I know, sir.  It’s the
only spaceship I’ve ever flown.”


“The Salvage One might be a tad
of a step down, you realize that.”  


The young pilot shifted in his
seat a little and Buzz protested.  


“I’m sure it’ll be fine, sir, I
know it’s served you well over the years.”  


Buzz meowed his approval and
stretched.  He looked up at Cutter.  


Cutter thought quietly for a few
minutes.  He needed a pilot, that was a given, and the way things were today
you couldn’t really be too picky.  People in Florida who didn’t work for the
space industry didn’t work, that hadn’t changed in the past 20 years.  He
needed to run the business for another five years if he was going to retire
with anything at all.  He thought this kid couldn’t possibly be a decent pilot,
he was just too young, but he might be the only one he got for a while.  As
long as he didn’t run the company into the ground, he would probably be okay.  


He had decided.    


“Let’s go for a quick
once-around,” Cutter said and stood up.  


He was almost out the door before
the young pilot realized he was serious and jumped up to follow him.  Buzz
complained loudly as he hopped off the warm lap and scurried into the back of
the house.  Atticus caught up with Cutter just as he was getting in his truck.











Chapter 5


Earth date May 2000, TRAPPIST-1 e,


Remote base Alpha


Pollard called in the strange
readings and sightings he had experienced and continued back on his prescribed
flight path.  He had run into sensor ghosts before, but nothing like this, so
many in a row, so evenly spaced out.  Not only were the sensor readings odd,
the fact that they would record something 100 million miles away and that space
turn out to be empty, but he had the strangest feeling.  It was the feeling you
get when you walk into a room and swear you saw something out of the corner of
your eye, but then when you look in that direction there’s nothing there.  He
felt that at almost every stop.  At the last one, he was sure he saw something
when he came out of the FTL jump, but when his eyes adjusted to the darkness
and came back into focus, there was nothing there.   





 


Moeller
called Toll to his office to talk about the remote base that had not yet
reported in.  It had been over 24 hours and it was time to take some additional
steps.  


“How many scout ships do we have
in the vicinity of Alpha base?”  Moeller asked. 


“The only one really close enough
to get there quickly is Commander Pollard.  It would probably take him at least
a few hours.  Everyone else is at least 12 hours out and you’d be pulling them
way off their assigned path.”  


“I understand that, but we need
to find out what’s going on with that base.  Get him on the fast-comm channel
and let me know when you have him.  I’d like to talk to him directly.”


“Yes, sir,” and with that, Toll
left. 





 


Commander Pollard had just come
out of an FTL run and was updating his log when the call came through.


“Commander Pollard, this is Toll
at the Science Ministry.  Commander Pollard, this is Toll at the Science Ministry,
please come in.”  


“Pollard here,” he said.  


After a couple of seconds delay a
different voice, “Commander Pollard, this is Science Minister Moeller.”


Even though the minister was
several light years away and could not possibly see Pollard, he stiffened. 
Pilots just didn’t have many opportunities to talk directly to the science minister. 



“Yes, sir.  What can I do for
you?”  


“I need you to deviate from your
normal flight plan and do some investigation for me.  We have not heard from
Alpha base in quite a while and they have missed two check-in calls.”


“Do you think this has anything
to do with the reports I just made a little while ago about some ghost sensor
readings?”


“It’s doubtful, but we need to
look at the situation, nonetheless.  How long will it take you to get to the
base?”


Pollard quickly ran several
calculations.  


“If I drop everything and head
out right away, I can be there in just under an hour.”


“Please do so and keep us
posted.  Moeller out,”  Moeller said and leaned back in his chair.  He patted
his leg and called to his pet.  The big cat yawned, stood up and slowly
sauntered over to Moeller.  He leaned against the science minister and started
to purr.


Pollard made a log entry for the
change in flight plan.  He scrolled through the navigational database for the
coordinates of Alpha base, found them and selected them as the current
destination.  A few seconds later, he engaged the FTL drive and settled back
for an hour or so of boredom.  Alpha base was one of the first outposts they
had established, just a couple of light years from their home system.  It was
in a system of eight planets that was very close to developing intelligent life
and they had built the base several years ago.  It had been their first
opportunity to watch a species make the leap to becoming sentient.


When Pollard had gotten the first
ghost sensor reading, he had to deviate from his original flight path to check
it out.  With each new reading he got pulled farther and farther off that
original path until at the end of that run he was at least a light year away
from where he was supposed to be.  After updating his log and reporting the
ghost sensor readings, he had headed back to his original position to continue
his sweeps.  Now he was headed to Alpha base, abandoning his original flight
path.        


Despite what the minister of science
said, he wondered if the base going silent had anything to do with the ghost
sensor readings he had been getting.  He turned his seat to face the
navigational computer and started entering parameters.  He was setting up a
query to plot the points where he had encountered the ghost readings and then
have the navigational computer extrapolate where that course would have come
from.  He waited while the computer ran the query, already knowing what the
result would be.  It blinked complete on the console and he requested
the extrapolated flight path.  It went to within a hundred million miles of
Alpha base.


He thought he would wait a bit
until he got closer to the base to talk to the science minister again.  He
thought it best be sure about what he was talking about before reporting in. 





The commander of the Maav fleet
noticed the little scout ship on a flight path that was almost an intercept
course.  The little ship sped past the first ships in the fleet of Maav ships
and continued on a flight path that looked familiar to the Maav commander.  He
ran the trajectory of the little ship and realized it was headed for the base
they had destroyed earlier.  He reached for weapons control, but then stopped. 
Why bother?  Even if the scout ship found the destruction of the remote base,
why would he suspect anything?  The scout ship pilot had no verifiable sensor
readings, no personal sightings, nothing to make him think of an invasion
force.  He would obviously wonder what had happened to their remote base, but
he had nothing to hang it on.  


The fleet commander pulled his
hand back from weapons control and settled back to continue his studies of
their fuel consumption figures and the decision about whether they would have
to stop to refuel before their next target.  He thought they should; it would
not be prudent to attempt to go into battle with low fuel reserves.  He sent a
message to the two ships in the convoy that were responsible for scouting fuel
sources.  They would send a few of the smaller tenders out looking for the
right type of main-sequence star that was just the right age for their use.  If
they refueled now, they might not need to do so again until well after they
took the next target, and the longer it took them to find the next fuel source,
the more fuel they would have for the battle.  


 


 


Commander Pollard dropped out of
the FTL jump at the edge of the system Alpha base occupied.  He didn’t really have
to be careful where he went; the inhabitants of the system had not yet even
progressed past the primate stage.  The Anuu’s base was on one of the moons of
the fifth planet in the system.  


As Pollard approached the moon,
he had the sensors on full, gathering everything they could.  There was an old,
faint ion engine trail that led right to the moon, but he didn’t recognize the
signature.  It wasn’t from one of their ships, but it was definitely ion in
nature.  He also noticed a faint trail of a derivative of the fuel they used
for faster-than-light travel.  It was very crude, and would probably only just
barely support FTL flight, but it was there in small quantities.  


He circled the base from a high
altitude looking for any movement or signs of life.  It looked like it had been
hit by several rounds of high explosives; scout ships were in pieces, and main
buildings were flattened.  His sensors read no life signs, so he landed close
to the building that provided access to the underground facilities, donned his
space suit and exited the scout ship.


On the ground, his portable,
close-proximity sensor read what he expected,  old-fashioned high explosives. 
Nothing fancy, certainly nothing technologically innovative.  But good enough
to kill you, especially if taken by surprise.  He could tell by the craters on
the surface that the underground facilities were probably destroyed as well.  


The two scout ships the base
used, the same model as his, were damaged beyond repair.  He checked out what
he could from what was left of the damaged ships, inside and out, and didn’t
see anything he recognized as something they had seen before.  Whoever did
this, the Anuu had never encountered them before.   


As he made his way down the
secondary access tunnel, he noticed from his atmospheric readouts that the
underground area had been breached; it was a cold vacuum.  Both airlock doors
were standing open when he got to the end of the tunnel.


He checked all the personnel
quarters, the supply and weapons rooms, the mess area and then made his way to
the control room.  None of the weapons were disturbed, so that wasn’t what they
were after.      


He found all three occupants of
the remote base in the control room, dead.  Interestingly enough, killed by
projectile weapons.  Those hadn’t been used by the Anuu in decades, who had long
ago moved on to more precise energy weapons.  Whoever did this wasn’t nearly as
advanced, but probably engaged in a surprise attack.  But, why?  As he walked
around the control room, he found papers and files scattered all over the floor
and the consoles.  Papers and files on everything the remote base kept records
on.  Supplies, recon missions to the populated planets in the system,
communications to and from home base and star charts on this system and the
Anuu’s home system.


The base recording system had
been destroyed as well, so he couldn’t even watch the logs to see what had
happened.  He documented it all with his portable, personal recorder and
collected the three bodies for transport back home.  He would call the science
minister when he got back in orbit.          











Chapter 6     


Earth date Sunday May 11th, 2042 


Space Port, Earth


“Sorry, I didn’t realize you were
serious,” Atticus said as he climbed into the old pickup.  


“I had a salvage run scheduled
for this week for some time now, we may as well get you checked out today and
get that over with.  I assume you’re still in good standing at the spaceport?” 



“I was as of last week,”  Atticus
said and grinned.  


“Well, let’s see what you can do,
flyboy.”  


Cutter knew the back roads well
between his house and the spaceport; he had driven them too many times.  His
old pickup seemed to miss all the potholes on its own, moving gently back and
forth on the deserted highway.  He hated small talk; he had always thought that
it was the domain of idle minds.  The trip to the spaceport was quiet except
for one exchange.  


“Can I ask you a question?” 
Atticus asked.


“I suppose.”  


“Why is your cat named Buzz?”  


Cutter was so shocked by the
question, he almost ran off the road.  He looked sideways at Atticus.  


“You fly spaceships and you really
don’t have any idea why I named him Buzz?”  


“No, I really don’t.”  


“Unbelievable, what are they
teaching you kids nowadays?  We’ll save that for another time,”  Cutter said as
he turned into the spaceport property.  They pulled up to the security gate and
stopped.  


“Cutter, what the hell are you
doing here today?  You’re not scheduled until later this week.”  


“I’m checking out a new pilot,” 
Cutter said as he looked over at Atticus.  


“Atticus, is that you?”  the gate
attendant said, looking into the pickup. 


“Yes, sir, it is.”


The attendant just looked at Cutter
and waved them on through.  They parked in the owners’ lot and took one of the
little shuttles toward pad six.  Cutter never really paid any attention to the
outside of Salvage One when he drove up to it; it was what it was.  But today
he was a little embarrassed because it actually was an old ship.  Everything
nowadays flew with ion engines, so there weren’t big openings at the ass-end of
the ship, or big fuel tanks.  They all looked like a single, large cylinder
with robotic arms, grappling hooks and other strange gear all over the
outside.  A few small windows at the top and maneuvering jets around the outer
edge were the only things they all had in common.  Salvage One was a little
rustier than most; Cutter hadn’t really taken good care of the outside of the
ship.  Atticus didn’t seem to notice at all.  He got out of the little shuttle
and stood right in front of Salvage One with his hands on his hips and a big
grin on his face.  


“Man, would you look at her.”


“I’m afraid she’s not in very
good shape on the outside.”


“Oh, no, sir,”  Atticus said
through his grin.  “She’s just fine.  I can’t wait to take her up.”  


A little confused, Cutter took
his elbow and guided him toward the gantry.  


“This way, flyboy.”  


They took the elevator the 22
stories to the top.  At the top, Cutter opened the elevator door expecting to
see at least one attendant stationed on the skirt between the gantry and
Salvage One, but it was deserted.  He guided Atticus into the small airlock and
closed the door behind them.  Once inside, he turned on the main power and the
lights and air came on.  It took a few seconds for the rest of the ship to come
to life and he opened the inner airlock door.  They stepped through into the
cockpit and Cutter locked the outer airlock door and turned on the ion engine
heaters.  It would take a good 15 minutes for the engines to warm up, so he
thought he’d use the time to make sure Atticus was in shape to fly.  


As soon as they sat at the
controls and Atticus had a chance to put his hands on the throttle, the roll,
pitch and yaw controls and all the rest, he brightened up noticeably.


“Sir, it don’t matter in the
least what she looks like on the outside, this looks like a fine set of
controls,”  Atticus said still running his hands over the consoles.  The main
radar and sensor arrays were directly in front of him, with main engine
throttle to the left and thruster control to the right.  The pilot’s seat,
where Atticus was sitting, also had throttle and thruster control on either
side for takeoff and landing.


“Is there much play in the
controls?”  he asked Cutter.  


“No, they’re all very stable and
respond to the lightest touch.”  


“Do you want me to call it in, or
will you?”  Atticus asked without taking his eyes off the controls.  


Cutter picked up one of the
headsets and put it on over his ball cap, Atticus put one on his blond head and
they both plugged in.    


“Space One, come in, Space One. 
This is Salvage One.”  


“Cutter, is that you?”  


“Yeah, Billy, it’s me.  We’re
going up for a quick check flight, is there anyone else up today?”  


“No, the entire pattern’s clear,
Cutter.  I hear you got a new pilot in there.  Who is it?”


“Billy, this is Atticus Polk,”
Atticus chimed in.  


“Atticus?  What are you doing in
a check flight?  Why, boy, you can fly rings around just about every pilot we
got here.”


“It’s alright, Billy.  I want to
do this right, this is my first real pilot job.”  


“Billy,” Cutter said.  “Can you
move the gantry away and release the station clamps?”  


“You got it, Cutter.”  


It didn’t matter who you were or
how good a pilot you were, no one left space port without the approval of the
tower.  They were the only ones who could release the station clamps and move
the gantry.  Atticus and Cutter heard the gantry move and felt the clamps
release.  Just as the last clamp released, the control board went all green,
the ion engines had warmed up.    


“Gentlemen, it’s all yours,”
Billy said from the tower.  “Have a good flight.”


“Thank you tower,”  Atticus
said.  “On our way to LEO.”  


 Before Cutter could tell him
that they had a perfectly good autopilot for takeoffs and landings, Atticus was
lifting Salvage One off the pad manually for entry into low-Earth orbit. 
Cutter noticed that while he had been talking to the tower, Atticus had already
strapped himself in and tilted the big, cushioned chair to the horizontal
position.  Cutter quickly moved his seat orientation and strapped himself in. 
He anxiously watched all the gauges with one eye and Atticus with the other.  


Cutter had never seen anything
like it in all his flying experience.  Atticus had one hand on the main engine throttle
at the left of his seat and the other covering the cluster of roll, pitch and
yaw controls on his right.  By the time they were 50 feet in the air, he had
their sensitivity down pat and it was smooth sailing from then on.  The ion
engines would gradually lift the craft up to low-Earth orbit and the gravity assist
dampening field allowed it to happen with minimal G-forces.  Their delivery of
power was slow and smooth with plenty of thrust to boost the large, heavy craft
out of the atmosphere.


“You do know, don’t you, that we
have a perfectly good autopilot that we usually use for takeoffs and
landings?”  


“Yes, I saw it on the other
panel,”  Atticus pointed to the autopilot.  “I just prefer to do it the
old-fashioned way.  I hope that’s okay with you?”


“I guess I’ll get used to it.”  


“LEO attained,”  Atticus said
into the radio.  “Space One, Space One, we are in low-Earth orbit.  We’ll let
you know when we start our descent.”  Atticus turned to Cutter.  “What did you
want me to do?”


As soon as the main engines cut
off, Cutter felt the weightlessness of low-Earth orbit; no matter how many
times he did this, he never got used to it.  He reoriented his chair upright,
but remained strapped in.    


“Use the maneuvering thrusters to
do one orbit and avoid anything in your path.  Just like we would on a salvage
run.”


Atticus returned his chair to its
upright position and turned on the radar and the sensor array.  The main
controls, along with radar and sensors, were now directly in front of him.  He
slid his right hand over to the thruster panel and began the orbit slowly and
deliberately.  


After the slow ascent, he
increased the speed of Salvage One to a little over 17,000 miles an hour, the
velocity the earlier explorers had to deal with to even attain low-Earth orbit. 
  


He operated the sensor panel with
his left hand, using a combination of old-fashioned radar and the newer sensor
array.  Cutter had seen good pilots fly an avoidance drill before, but not like
this.  Atticus almost sensed the debris in front of him or coming at him on a
strange vector.  At a little over 17,000 miles an hour, it took about an hour
and a half for a full orbit.  It also meant that anything coming at you in the
opposite direction at the same speed or higher would be really hard to avoid. 


He moved the big ship smoothly
around a single orbit without anything touching it.  Quite a feat in low-Earth
orbit.  Up higher it would have been easier, there was less junk, but down
here, it was a veritable mine field.  The ship could handle hits of a certain
size, but nothing hit it.  Absolutely nothing.


He stopped the run almost at the
precise point he had started from.   


“Okay, now what?”


“I think that’ll do for now, you
can fly, that’s for sure.  Let’s sit and talk for a few minutes.”  Cutter
unstrapped and leaned back in his chair.    


“Yes, Sir.”  Atticus said.  He put
the autopilot on station-keeping and turned his chair to face Cutter.  The
sensors and long-range radar would alert them of anything coming at them in
time to move out of the way.  


“What do you want to do?”  Cutter
asked.  


“I want to fly.”  


“No, I don’t mean today, I mean
five years from now.  Or 10 years from now?  Don’t you have a plan?”


Atticus fidgeted in his seat.  “I
guess I never really thought about it that way.  This was all I ever wanted to
do.”


“With your skill and natural
ability, there’s more you could be doing than just flying salvage or freight. 
Ships leave every month for the colony on Mars.  And out from there, there are
always hops to Ceres in the belt, that’s the latest colony mission.”  


“I knew we had a base on Mars but
nothing beyond that.  I guess I never thought that far ahead. I always thought
that all I should be doing was getting better at what I already knew how to
do.”  


“I think you’ve got that down
pat, I’ve never seen anyone fly like you and I’ve been in this business almost 40
years.”  


“The salvage business?”


“No, the flying business.” 
Cutter strapped back in.  “Let's get back to the space port and get this flight
logged in.  We can talk more about this later.”    


Atticus used the automatic pilot
to land the big craft back at the space port and Cutter walked him through all
the paperwork they had to do to finalize a flight.  The kid took to it like a
duck to water.  He had been filing the paperwork for the Saturn Two for the
past six months and this wasn’t that much different.  


“You got a place to stay?” 
Cutter asked as they took the little shuttle back to the parking lot.    


“Yes, I have a small place in
town.”


“Okay, let’s get you back to your
car.  Just be back here at the spaceport Tuesday, no later than 7:15, and we’ll
do this for real.”  


Once they were back at Cutter’s
gate, he watched the tall, lanky, young blond pilot amble over to his small car
and drive off.  He thought to himself that this might be the best thing for his
business over the next five years after all.   


Back at the house, Cutter noticed
the mail still on the dining room table from earlier.  He sat down at the table
and went through it.  Mostly junk with one exception.  His salvage license had
been renewed for another five years.  This might be his last renewal.  He was
pushing 60 and getting tired of chasing junk.  He used to tell everyone he
would ultimately become one of the rusted relics strewn around his property. 
Old farm equipment, older cars and trucks that still held an aesthetic quality,
and metal yard art from one of his favorite and long-ago deceased artists
dotted the one acre he lived on.  His house was on the back third of the property
with a long, winding driveway from his front gate.  The front two-thirds were
home to one of the biggest collections of rusted relics he knew of.  He had
been offered a small fortune for the bulk of the collection several times and
one of these days he just might take advantage of the offers and retire.  But
for now, at least for the next five years, he would chase junk.


Cutter sat in his favorite chair
and leaned it back to a reclining position.  Buzz took that as a cue to jump up
on Cutter’s chest and curl up for a nap.  Cutter fell asleep with the little
cat resting his head on Cutter’s hand.    


 











Chapter 7


Earth date May 2000


TRAPPIST-1 e and vicinity


 “Science Ministry, this is
Commander Pollard.  Science Ministry, this is Commander Pollard, come in.”


Pollard was back in orbit around
the small moon with his cargo of dead comrades to ferry back home.  He repeated
the hail and waited for the reply.  A few minutes later, Toll acknowledged the
call and said he would be back on in a few moments with the minister of science.   



After a short delay, the minister
of science came on the line.


“Science Minister Moeller here,
what can you report?”


“Sir, I’m not sure what to make
of this.  The base was completely destroyed, and the three-man crew killed. 
But, it was the manner in which it all took place that has me puzzled.”


“Go on.”


“The base itself and the two
scout ships were wiped out by old-fashioned high explosives, chemical stuff,
like we haven’t used in quite a while.  And the three crew members were killed
with, also old-fashioned, projectile weapons.  I did find a trace ion trail,
too faint to follow, and also trace amounts of Alaboite,
crude and unrefined, probably the same kind we used when we first began faster-than-light
travel.


“It’s hard to reconcile the
primitive destruction of the base and the crew with the trace minerals I
found.  I would think any species advanced enough to have an FTL drive would
also have more advanced weapons.” 


“Can you tell how long ago the
base was attacked?”  the minister asked.


“No, not really.  The base
recorders were destroyed in the attack, so I really have nothing to go on.  Sometimes
these remote stations leave their recording system off for weeks at a time. 
The last thing recorded was over six weeks ago.  When was their last
transmission?”  


“The last time they reported in
was last month’s normal reporting cycle.”


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. 
Everything here has been sitting in a vacuum since the attack, perfectly
preserved, so we can’t tell anything from here.  If it had at least been in an
oxygen environment, I might have been able to tell something from the decay
progression.”


“Bring our dead home,” the
minister said.  “We’ll talk more when you get back.” 


“Yes, sir.”  Pollard set his FTL
controls for the single jump home and engaged the drive.  As he left the
system, he again wondered if all this had anything to do with the ghost sensor
readings he had encountered earlier.  Could the ghosts have been ships with
cloaks?  The Anuu had never encountered a species with a cloak that could stop
their sensors.  Hell, they had never encountered anyone with a cloak, period. 
He worried about that possibility; that would allow an attack they could not
stop; they wouldn’t even know about until it was too late.


  


 


The science minister broke off
communications with Pollard and leaned back into his chair.  Dol’nar made a low
growling noise deep in his throat and leaned his head on Moeller’s leg.


“It’s okay, my friend, we’ll
figure it out,” the minister said while he scratched the big cat between his
ears.  The growl became a loud purr.  


“Toll, I want as many of the
scout ships as we can afford to change their heading and investigate the entire
area where Pollard hit the ghost sensor readings.  I want them to scan the area
out to a parsec and report back.  Let them know this needs to be a detailed and
persistent scan; what we’re looking for may be hiding from us.  Make sure to
tell them we’ve already lost one remote base.  We don’t know if the two events,
the lost base and the ghost readings, are connected, but we cannot take any
chances.  They are to report to me directly.”  


“Right away,”  Toll said and left
to carry out the orders.


Moeller sipped his tea and looked
out over the shimmering lake.  He needed to step up the production of the new
weapon as fast as he could, but he also needed to increase security around the
weapons production facilities.  The production facilities were hidden in plain
sight by using abandoned warehouses on the outskirts of the nearby town.  They
were set up so a scan of the facilities would only show an abandoned building,
but he had to do better.  


He wasn’t ready to recall the
personnel from the other bases yet.  As far as he knew, the destruction of base
Alpha was an isolated event and the ghost sensor
readings were just that, ghost readings.  


He needed more data.  Perhaps
relocating some of the scout ships and having them increase their scans would
give him what he needed.


  





The commander of the Maav fleet
read the reports from his recon ships looking for the right kind of star for
refueling.  There were three close enough to work for them, but only one large
enough to accommodate the entire fleet.  It was off their port quadrant about
two hours away at their present speed.  


He brought it up on the main
viewer.  It was a medium size, main sequence star only a few hundred million
years old.  It would be perfect for their refueling; their energy stores were
getting dangerously low.  This would allow them to remain in flight for a few
more years.  


He signaled the other ships in
the fleet, gave them the coordinates of the star and proceeded to change the
lead ship’s course.  The star was close enough; they had no problem tracking it
with the cloak up.  The entire refueling operation could be completed under the
protection of the cloak.  


The commander turned to the
refueling console and began entering commands.  The cloak retracted to within
several meters of the ship and strengthened considerably.  It would also act as
a secondary shield during their refueling ordeal.  Dozens of refueling nozzles
began dropping from the bottom of the ship; they were designed to protrude just
a few meters outside the cloak.  The nozzles descended slowly and were all
connected to the massive fuel tanks in the bellies of the gigantic ships.  The
refueling nozzles, their connections and the fuel tanks themselves were all
made out of a mineral that could withstand the heat of the photosphere of a
star.


As the ship got closer to the
star, it dropped out of FTL flight and proceeded slowly on just its ion
engines.  It maneuvered so the bottom of the ship just brushed against the
plasma in the photosphere.  The cloak protected the ship as the nozzles sucked
up stellar plasma and filled the tanks.


As the hydrogen and helium plasma
flowed into the ship’s massive tanks, small detectors in the nozzles looked for
particles of Alaboite and funneled them off to a separate storage tank. 
According to their scans, this star had enough Alaboite to fuel their FTL
drives for the next few years.  The plasma mixture of hydrogen and helium would
supply the power needs of the rest of the ships.


The commander of the Maav fleet
completed his refueling run and swung the huge ship around to take up a
stationary position from which he could observe the rest of the fleet in their
refueling maneuvers.  He instructed them to form up behind him when they
finished their refueling runs.  


As he watched his fleet refuel,
he thought about how far they had come.  There were only about a hundred or so
of the elders still alive on the great generation ships of the fleet.  He was
one of them, as were the commanders of the rest of the ships in the fleet.  The
other elders were part of the ruling council that made all the day-to-day
decisions for the millions of people on the ships.  The fleet commander set the
agenda, the next target, how to get there, etc., but he ultimately answered to
the council.  


By his reckoning, they had been
roaming parts of the galaxy for well over 270 years now.  Except for the
remaining elders, the lifespan of their species was a little over 80 years and
there had been about 11 generations born that knew nothing but open space.  The
elders were on several drug regiments that prolonged their lives and they were
the only ones on board who had lived on the planet they called home so long
ago.  


Bexar was getting tired in his
old age.  He wasn’t sure how much longer he could maintain control of the
fleet, much less stay alive.  He longed for the day he could turn the fleet
over to someone younger, but that wasn’t going to happen for a while.  They
needed to at least get the next target under their belt, and then he would
evaluate his situation and make a decision.  


They had begun the drug regiments
thinking they would stop when the fleet was stable and into a routine that
could be sustained.  However, once that happened, they decided collectively to
continue for as long as they could, and now, this far into their saga, they
were even in control of the military, so it was a forgone conclusion this is
the way it would remain. 


He updated his logs as each ship
refueled and fell into formation.  Once they were all ready to go, he sat and
thought for a few more minutes.  The other ship commanders knew enough to let
him command them on his own time; none of them would ever think to rush him
because they were agitated or eager to get under way.  


They were about a year and a half
from their next target, and the fleet commander knew the wait would be worth
it.  The council would have to keep the peace and even use the military if need
be.  There was technology at stake at this target that would make their lives
easier for the next several hundred years, if not longer.  Patience was
difficult for some people, no matter what the prize.  But they would have to
learn.  


He set the course and passed the
word on to the rest of the fleet.  Engines to full power, spacing this time at
50 million miles apart.  With the stepped-up presence of the small, alien scout
ships that he expected, he wanted the fleet closer together in case they needed
to counter an attack. 





Commander Pollard stepped through
the door of Science Minister Moeller’s primary office and stopped at the
massive desk.  The science minister was facing the other way, working on
something at the back desk.  Pollard waited for him to finish what he was doing
and turn around. Pollard knew the minister knew he was there.


As soon as he walked into the
office, Dol’nar sat up straight and looked in Pollard’s direction.  A low growl
sounded deep in his throat.  


“Simmer down, old friend,”
Moeller said.  “He’s on our side.”  


The big cat returned to examining
one of his gigantic paws.  


“Big cat,”  Pollard said.  “I
didn’t know you could domesticate them.”  


“Our ancestors used to do it all
the time, but as our population increased, more and more people began to worry
about them.  You can only domesticate them to a point and there were several,
ah, incidents that caused a few deaths.  They are very loyal to whoever they
encounter first.  If everyone plays nice, they do, too.  I suspect there are
many more domesticated in the rural communities than in the cities.  But you
didn’t come here to talk about my pet, did you?”  The minister turned around
and looked up at Pollard.  


“No, sir.  I’ve set paperwork in
motion to notify the families of the deceased troops, and the bodies were
dropped off at forensics for analysis of the weapons used.”  


“Good work.  Now, who do you think
it was?”  


“My honest opinion?”  


“Of course.”  


“I think it was unknown hostiles
and now they’re headed our way.  The whole place was ransacked with special
attention to star charts and manifests reflecting the supplies we sent them
periodically.  They know where we are, and I think they are on their way here. 
I didn’t think that right away because of the direction of the ghost readings I
had encountered earlier; they weren’t really on a heading for our system.  But after
further analysis of their flight path and the region, it now makes sense.


“There’s a small, unstable nebula
between our system and Alpha base that the ghost ships would have to go around,
that’s what I missed originally.  If you take that nebula into account, they’re
headed for us.”    


“Wouldn’t they have been here
already if they hit the remote base weeks ago?”  


“Not necessarily.  I found trace
amounts of raw Alaboite in the area.  As you know, that’s the base mineral we
use for FTL flight, but in a much more refined state.  The traces I found were
crude, unrefined particles of the mineral; they might very well support FTL
flight, but just barely.  If that’s the case, it could take them another year
or longer to get here.”  


“And you think they have some
type of cloaking device that is confusing our sensors?”  


“Yes, that’s exactly what I
think.”  


“Get back out there and lead the
search.  I have rerouted upwards of a third of the scout ships from their usual
patrol areas to assist you.  I want this ghost found and I want to know if it’s
a threat to us.  The scouts should be ready by the time you get back out
there.”


“We will do what we can, sir.  I
have some thoughts on how to adjust our sensors to help, and I would like to
start the search at the destroyed remote base.”  


“I will have them meet you there;
you run this search the way you see fit.  Good luck, Commander.”  


The big cat looked up and his
eyes followed Commander Pollard on the long walk to the minister’s office
door.  


              











Chapter 8    


Earth date Tuesday May 13th, 2042


Space Port, Earth


Tuesday morning, Cutter groaned
and swung his legs over the side of the bed.  Buzz objected loudly, falling off
the pillow he had been sleeping on.  Neither one of them wanted to get up, but
they both did.  Cutter’s knees popped as he made his way into the kitchen to
make the sludge that masqueraded for coffee nowadays.  He would have to miss
breakfast at Rosie’s this morning, something he had done before but still hated
to do.


Standing in the kitchen next to
the coffee pot, waiting for it to dispense its morning ration into his cup,
Cutter watched as Buzz went through his usual “look at me, feed me” routine. 
Buzz moved in between Cutter’s feet, in and out, rubbing Cutter’s ankles with
his head.  Then he simply stood and yawned repeatedly, perhaps trying to tell
Cutter how bored he was.  Lastly, he would meow loudly and reach out and
lightly touch Cutter’s foot with his paw.  This usually brought a laugh out of
Cutter, and he stopped whatever he was doing and fed the little feline.  This
morning was no different.


He would have to convince Rosie
to let him keep some of her real coffee at home for mornings like
this.               


Atticus was waiting in the
spaceport parking lot for Cutter, leaning against his little car reading a
newspaper.  


He looked up as Cutter
approached, “Good morning, sir.”  


“That’s your opinion, flyboy. 
You ready?”  


“Yes, sir.”  


They took one of the shuttles
back over to pad six, up the gantry and into Salvage One.  Atticus called the
tower and cleared the takeoff while Cutter organized everything at the catch
station, about midway down the big ship, right behind the cargo bay.  That’s
where all the controls were for the mechanical arms on the outside of the
ship.  He had all those controls in addition to a duplicate set of radar and
viewers for the cameras on the outside of the ship.  He and the pilot together
would guide the ship around things that were too large to capture and close to
the things they could.  The catch station even had a set of main engine and
thruster controls so the catcher could navigate the ship if he needed to. 
Cutter had done many salvage runs by himself before when he was between
pilots.  He didn’t like to do them that way, but he would in a pinch.  


Cutter strapped in and tilted his
seat back at the catch station as Atticus took the ship into orbit.  Once up in
low-Earth orbit, Cutter sent Atticus a set of coordinates for the first salvage
run.  


“Are you sure about these
coordinates?  They are at a fairly low orbit.”  


“Yes, absolutely.  The normal
pattern is pretty full today and there’s no one at that altitude.  The last two
times Jake and I were up, we mapped a couple of large debris fields orbiting in
the same direction we are going at that altitude.”


“Okay, we’re on our way.” 
Atticus used the main ion engines to slow Salvage One so they could descend to
a lower altitude.  As soon as they settled into the new orbit, the radar
started to beep; they had registered the first of the two debris fields
already.  


“There’s one of them, right where
it belongs,”  Cutter said.  


“I’ll come up alongside and match
its speed.  As soon as we can synchronize with it, I’ll let you know and you
can start pulling it inside the cargo bay.”  


“Exactly what I was thinking, flyboy.” 



Atticus smoothly brought the old
salvage ship to within a few feet of the orbiting pile of leftover satellite
parts, unrecognizable scraps of metal and a lot of dust and small rocks. 
Cutter was watching the whole thing on the sensor displays and still couldn’t
believe how easily Atticus maneuvered the big, old ship.  Jake was the best
pilot Cutter had ever flown with and Atticus was flying rings around him on his
very first mission.  


When Atticus had the ship where
he wanted it, he flipped a switch on his main panel and a light illuminated on
Cutter’s control panel that meant he could proceed with the collection.  


Cutter grabbed the two main
controls for the large robotic arms on the port side of Salvage One.  They
resembled guns with triggers and thumb-actuated dials on either side.  There
were four main robotic arms, two on the port side and two on starboard.  When
the pilot flipped the switch that illuminated a light on the panel of the catch
station, it also meant the pilot had his hands off of thruster control.  Cutter
was using his feet to actuate the thruster controls to guide the ship an inch
this way, then an inch that way.  The controls at his feet were fine thruster
control pedals to help him zero in on the debris.   


He grabbed two of the biggest
pieces of debris at the same time and pulled them toward the cargo bay.  Two
big pieces of what looked like former satellites, now bent and twisted.  One
was even a little burnt.  As he got them closer and closer to the bay, they
pulled along with them, in their wake, lots of smaller pieces of metal and
rock.  He opened one of the compartments in the cargo bay and guided the large
pieces to it.  A few inches from the open compartment he skillfully released
them and they floated inside.  Before they had a chance to bounce out, he
closed the compartment.  


After five more maneuvers just
like the first, they had almost a full cargo bay and were ready to call it a
day.  That’s when Cutter saw the smaller debris field off their starboard front
quarter, just a few dozen yards away.  


“Flyboy, look out your
starboard-side front window.  See that field of small chucks of metal out a few
yards?”


“Yes, sir, I do.  You want to
pull that in?”  


“You read my mind again.  Yes,
see if you can get close enough to use the butterfly net.”  


Cutter unfurled the net as
Atticus maneuvered close to the debris field.  It was also going in the same
direction as them so it was easier to align with it.  As Atticus pulled
alongside the field, Cutter deployed the net and swept up the bulk of the
field.  He collapsed the net as he pulled it into a compartment and then closed
the cargo bay doors.


“Okay, I think that’ll do it for
the first run.  You did great, flyboy.  Let’s get all this back to the
spaceport and through the inspection process.”


“Roger that,”  Atticus said as he
maneuvered toward their entry point and used the main ion engines and gravity
assist units to slow down for re-entry.  He used the autopilot to land while he
started the paperwork and the log entries for the flight.  Once they were on
the ground, Cutter went to the cargo bay and began moving the salvage into one
of the large portable bins attached to the gantry while Atticus finished the
log entries and shut everything down.  From there the cargo would be transferred
to a mobile transport and taken to the USC inspection depot at one end of the
field.  Once it was cleared and laser inscribed, they could do whatever they
wanted to with it.


The deal was pretty simple,
actually.  The only fee everyone incurred to do what Cutter did was the salvage
license that allowed them to use the spaceport facilities.  The government
looked at it almost as a service the salvage guys were providing by clearing
the orbital lanes.  They figured the least they could do was allow then to sell
their salvage.  And no reputable reseller would touch salvage without the USC’s
laser marking on it.  


Cutter was almost done moving all
the salvage into the gantry bin when he saw the three dozen or so chunks of
metal that he had brought in with the butterfly net.  They looked odd.  Very
odd.  He picked one up and turned it over in his hand.  It weighed much more
than it should have for its size and was covered by a thin layer of fine, gray
dust.  He counted, and there were 42 pieces of various sizes, some as big as
his hand, some as small as a matchbook.  A few of them had markings on them
that he didn’t recognize.  The markings weren’t painted on; they looked to be
actually part of the metal somehow.  All together, they probably weighed about
15 or 20 pounds.  Cutter thought about it for a minute or two and then made a
decision.  He looked around to make sure no one was on their gantry and he
climbed back up into the cockpit area at the catch station to retrieve his
backpack.  He checked to make sure Atticus was still filling out paperwork, and
he went back down to the cargo bay and put all the dusty items in his
backpack.  When he was done, he released the gantry bin; it would automatically
transfer to a mobile bin, marked from his pad and transport it all to the
inspection depot.


He and Atticus walked back to the
little shuttle, each shouldering a backpack, and drove it back to where their
cars were parked.  Neither said a word.  


As Cutter opened the door of his
truck and tossed in his backpack, he said, “You doing anything this afternoon,
flyboy?”  


“No, I don’t have any plans.”  


“Hop in.  Let’s pick everything
up at the inspection depot and have a late breakfast at Rosie’s, she needs to
look over the haul, anyway.  Food’s on me.” 


“Thanks,” Atticus said as he
jumped into the truck.  “I skipped breakfast this morning, payday is a long way
off.”  


On the drive over to the
inspection depot, Cutter thought back to when he was just starting out as a
test pilot, trying to make ends meet and fly at the same time.  He had no idea
how kids today did it; everything just cost way too much.    


“Are you and Rosie an item?”  


Cutter almost ran off the road. 
“What?  What the hell are you talking about?”  


“I was just wondering why you let
her take whatever she needs from your salvage run before you sell any of it. 
There are rumors flying all over the place that you two are involved.”


“Well, for one thing, it’s none
of your business, but no, we’re not.  We’ve just been friends for a very long
time.”  


Atticus was quiet for the rest of
the trip and watched with great interest everything that went on at the
inspection depot.  As the owner of Salvage One, Cutter had to sign off on
everything.  He even had to sign something that attested to the fact that the
inspection depot had all their salvage.  He didn’t bat an eye when he did it.  


Everything had been laser-etched
with the USC logo and Cutter’s salvage license number and cataloged.  If
someone needed to and had the proper authority, they could look up the salvage
data on anyone in the fleet for their entire career.  


All the salvage went into the
back of Cutter’s pickup and they headed for Rosie’s place.  On the way there,
Cutter thought about just how long he had been doing this for Rosie, probably
the past 15 years as far as he could remember.  As long as she had had the
diner.  


“How long have you known Rosie?” 
Atticus asked.


“I’ve known Rosie and her husband
over 25 years.”  


“Does her husband help her at the
diner?”  Atticus asked as he looked over at Cutter, clearly a little surprised
at the mention of Rosie’s husband.


Cutter was quiet for a little
while before he answered.  So much so that Atticus thought that maybe he hadn’t
heard the question.  He was just about to ask again when Cutter replied.  


“Frank’s been dead now for about
15 years.”  


“Oh,” Atticus said.  “Sorry to
hear that, I didn’t know.  I guess that makes it pretty rough on Rosie, trying
to run the place on her own.  Now, I get it.”


Cutter just looked over at
Atticus and wondered when to tell him the whole story.  Perhaps, he thought,
the prudent thing to do was wait until he knew if Atticus was going to be a long-term
friend or if he would wash out at some point.  


They pulled into a parking spot
in back of the diner where Cutter always parked when he had salvage Rosie
needed to go through.  Cutter pulled back the tarp covering the haul and he and
Atticus went into the diner through the back door.  Atticus started to look
around trying to find an open table and Cutter walked straight over to the
booth marked with the reserved sign and sat down.  Atticus joined him.  


“Who’s the reserved sign for?  Are
you sure we can sit here?”  


“I’ve had breakfast in this booth
for the past 15 years, ever since the diner opened,” Cutter said.  “It’s my
booth.”  


Rosie walked over and pulled out
her order pad and pen.


“Okay, kid, what’ll you have?”  


“What do you usually have, sir?” 
Atticus asked Cutter.


Cutter told him and Atticus said,
“I’ll have what he’s having, if that’s alright.” 


Rosie looked at Cutter and he
just raised his shoulders as if to say it’s up to you.  Rosie yelled over her
shoulder, “Cutter’s breakfast, times two.”  


“Go out back and look through the
haul and take what you need.  Then come sit with us for a while, I have
something else to show you,” Cutter said.  


Rosie gave them both a sideways
glance as she left the booth and went through the swinging door back into the
kitchen.  


“How much is this breakfast gonna
cost me?”  


“If we play our cards right,
nothing.  I haven’t paid for breakfast here in the 15 years I’ve been coming. 
It’s sort of been payment for letting her look through everything when we get
back from a salvage run.  We’ll see if she extends the same courtesy to you.”  


Rosie got back just about the
time their breakfast showed up.  She sat next to Atticus, across from Cutter.  


“Two circuit boards that look
like they may have timer components on them.  At least that’s what Mason
thinks.”  Mason was the general, all-round fix-it guy who worked for Rosie.  He
could pretty much jury-rig almost anything to keep it running.  “He thinks they
can be used to control our ovens.”


“So the breakfast is free?” 
Atticus looked up from his food.  


“Not so fast, kid.  Let’s
consider today a complimentary meal just because you’re working for him.”  She
nodded her head toward Cutter.  “We’ll see how it goes from here on out.  Now,
what’s this you had to show me?”  


Cutter pulled a small piece of
metal out of his pocket and put it on the table between the three of them.  It
was about the size of a matchbook and looked dusty.  Atticus picked it up first. 



“Whoa, that’s a heavy little
bugger!”  He turned it over in his hand and rubbed off some of the dust. 
“Dusty, too.  Never seen dust that fine before.  Where did this come from?”  


Rosie took it from Atticus before
Cutter could answer and turned it over in her hand.  


“Look, it has some markings on
this side,” she said as she rubbed more of the dust away.  She handed it back
to Atticus and rubbed her fingers together feeling the dust.  “This is strange
dust, where did it come from?”  


“I think we should send the piece
to a friend of mine who used to work for NASA,” Cutter said.  “I have a couple
of thoughts about where this came from, but I want him to confirm them first. 
This is part of what we caught in the butterfly net this morning on the salvage
run.”  


Atticus sat the piece back down
on the table.  


“That didn’t go through the USC inspection
depot?”  He looked around quickly as if he thought someone was looking at
them.  


“No, it didn’t,” Cutter said. 
“And, calm down, we don’t want the whole diner to know about it.”  


Rosie smiled and shook her head. 
“Kid, you’ve got a lot to learn.  Why do you think the government is checking
everything that comes through?”


“I don’t really know, I guess I
haven’t thought about it that much.  But, aren’t we supposed to follow the
rules?”  


“We follow the rules until the
rules don’t make any sense,” Cutter said.  “There has to be a reason why
they’re doing it, I just haven’t figured it out yet.  I need to know what this
is before I willingly pass it to the government.  Knowing what this is may go a
long way to figuring out what they’re really up to.”  


“Let me see that again.”  Atticus
picked it back up and began wiping away the dust.  “This is not ordinary dust,
it’s too fine and uniform.  And, the markings … they’re more like symbols than
letters.  How much of this did you keep?”


“I kept it all, there’s about 15
or 20 pounds of it.  Some pieces are bigger, some smaller, and about half have
markings like this one.”


“What are we going to do with
them?”  


“The first thing I think we need
to do is see if there’s any more of this stuff close to the same orbit.  These
are obviously pieces of something bigger and they don’t look like they came
from around here.  I will also send one of the larger pieces to my contact and
see what he says.  You sure you want to be involved in this?  I’m not sure
where it’s going to wind up, but we will be bypassing USC all the way down the
line.”


Atticus thought for a few
seconds.  “Yes, I’m sure.  You’re right, of course.  I just hadn’t thought
about it at all.  That is a good question; why are they checking everything
coming into the port?”  


“Okay, kid,” Rosie said, “you
passed.  Enjoy your breakfast.  Let me know what you find out, Cutter.”  With
that, she headed back into the kitchen.  


“That is the $64,000 question,
flyboy.  This is obviously something they would be looking for.  I would just
like to know what it is before we lose it completely.”


“When do we go up again?”


“No time like the present.  Let’s
head back up tomorrow morning.  I’ll drop you off back at the space port so you
can pick up your car, and I’ll file a flight plan for tomorrow.  We’ll meet at
about the same time we did today.”









Chapter 9     


Earth date May 2000


TRAPPIST-1 e vicinity 


Commander Pollard swore there was
something at the coordinates of the sensor ghosts he had seen before, he just
couldn’t put his finger on it.  He arrived at the destroyed remote base and
found 60 other scout ships in formation waiting for him.  The other pilots knew
he was in charge and had just come from a meeting with the minister of
science.  


He opened a communications
channel.  


“This is Commander Pollard.  I’m
sure you’ve all read my report by now and know what’s at stake here.  The
science minister and I think this remote base was destroyed and ransacked by an
alien species who is now on their way to our home system.  It’s up to us to try
to find them before they get there.  This is what I think we should do …”


Pollard laid out his plan for the
makeshift squadron.  The basic plan was to situate themselves in a line
perpendicular to an imaginary line running from the remote base to their system
and move forward toward their system doing a full sensor sweep.  Pollard had
instructed them all how to make the modifications to their sensors that would
look for traces of the unrefined Alaboite mineral.  Particles of the mineral
would only likely be emitted by primitive FTL drives when they were speeding up
to or slowing down from an FTL flight, but it would at least be a start if they
showed up at all.  


The other important point of the
strategy was to crawl along at half-light-speed in an attempt to make sure they
didn’t miss anything.  


The squadron proceeded with their
modified sensors on high, the ships about 100 million miles apart.  This went
on for days, and they found nothing.  At this speed, it would take them a long
time to get to their system, over a year and a half to be exact.  They had to do
the scanning a little faster if they were to find the aliens.  


Commander Pollard ordered the
squadron’s speed increased to 1.5 light-speed, and the scan continued.  





The Maav fleet Commander saw the
squadron of scout ships leave the base the Maav had attacked.  He reflected on
the fact that he had passed on the opportunity to destroy the small scout ship
headed in that direction some time ago; he regretted not doing it.  His scans
told him that very same scout ship was part of the squadron now marching toward
their next target, probably looking for them.  It was no doubt in charge of the
squadron of smaller ships.


He notified the rest of the fleet
to slow down to about half light-speed.  His hope was the squadron of scout
ships would fly right by them and not even notice.  The scout ships were
farther apart than the Maav ships, and he thought that might help them avoid
detection.  





Commander Pollard was the first
to spot the residual trace of Alaboite particles close to a medium size main
sequence star.  After further scans, he determined that the star itself was the
original source of the particles.  It appeared that several million tons of the
particle had been mined from the star and the residual particles they had
scanned were recently used in an FTL drive.  


So that’s how they fueled their
primitive FTL drives.  He couldn’t prove it yet because they still hadn’t been
able to spot the aliens’ ships, but it all made sense.  Nothing else he knew of
used that particular mineral, and to mine a star for it in the quantiles they
had seen, … well, it could only mean one thing.  They would have to continue
tuning their sensors in hope of penetrating the invader’s cloak. 





The Maav commander saw the scout
squadron stop at the main sequence star they had used for refueling and he
worried they were putting two and two together.  He had to do more than just use
a cloaking device to hide from that fleet of scout ships.  He reached out as
far as his short-range scanners allowed and found an orphaned planet drifting
on an almost parallel path.  It had most likely been knocked out of its home
system by a passing asteroid or comet and was drifting aimlessly.  


He contacted the fleet and had
them drop out of FTL flight and head for the planet on ion engines only.  The planet
was out in open space among several small star systems.  Chances were if the
scout ship squadron spotted their small Alaboite trail, they would assume the
fleet had headed for one of the small star systems.  


The fleet made it to the planet
in just a few minutes on their ion engines, and the fleet commander made the
oddest request the other commanders had ever heard.
















 





Commander Pollard noticed the
minute trace of Alaboite particles in empty space.  He ordered the squadron to
hold their positions.  From the sensor logs alone, he couldn’t tell which of
the four small systems they might be hiding in.  He split the squadron and sent
a small contingent to each system.  He stayed where he was to coordinate.  


All the little scout ships could
do was fly from planet to planet in all four systems doing a full sensor sweep,
looking for any anomalies.  Pollard’s hope was the cloaked ships would leave
some kind of interference pattern that their sensors would see.  He wasn’t sure
yet how it would manifest itself, but it was all he had to go on.  After 10 or
so hours, they had found nothing.  Pollard had half of them tune the sensors to
a lower band and the other half to a higher band and they ran the sweep again. 



Each of the scout ships flew the
equator of one of the planets and their sensors were powerful enough to scan
the entire planet, north and south of the equator.  They found nothing.  No
spikes, no odd readings, nothing.  The only conclusion he could make was that
the aliens were still between the scout ships and their home system.  The scout
ships went back to their initial formation and began the trek toward their system
at a speed that would get them there within the week.
















 





The Maav fleet sat quietly,
hidden in a series of huge caverns on the orphaned planet with all their
engines shut down.  The planet had been honeycombed with vast empty spaces over
the eons because of extreme volcanic activity.  They had even turned off the
cloak, dropping their EM radiation signature to zero.  The Maav commander was
concerned that the scout squadron might be able to tune their sensors to the EM
band; that was the only way he knew of to detect the cloak.  Even in that mode,
seeing the ships would be difficult, it would just register a fuzzy
interference pattern.  He had no idea if the scout ships could do that, but he
couldn’t take a chance.  He had seen the caverns on his initial sensor scans of
the planet and it seemed like the perfect solution to him.  If the scout ships
missed the orphaned planet, as he suspected they would, they would never find
them.  


He had waited patiently, watching
the movements of the scout ships on his sensors until he saw them return to
their original formation and continue on toward their system.  He knew they
would beat him there by more than a year due to their advanced speed
capability, but they would eventually catch up.  By the time the Maav got there,
their target would have more likely than not relaxed their guard and would not
expect anything.  


The Maav commander waited a
little longer until he was sure the scout ships weren’t using their sensors to
look behind them.  He ordered the fleet back on their original course at
maximum speed.  











Chapter 10     


Earth date Wednesday May 14th, 2042


Space Port, Earth 


“So, what do you think that scrap
metal is?”  Rosie was sitting across from Cutter in his booth.  It was early,
earlier than Cutter usually got up, but he wanted to have breakfast today before
they looked for more of the debris.  


“I don’t know yet.  I should get
some answers by this afternoon when we get back.  We’ll have a normal salvage haul
like usual; if we don’t come down with something they’ll get suspicious of what
the hell we were doing up there.  We’ll stop by late afternoon to let you have
a look and get the kid something to eat.”  


“You can’t fool me, Tobias
Cutter,” Rosie said quietly, “you like that kid.”  


“Watch it with the Tobias stuff,
you know I hate that name.”  


Rosie smiled.


“Besides, whether I like him or
not isn’t the issue.  As long as he keeps flying the way he does and keeps his
mouth shut about what we’re doing, we’ll be fine.”  


“Does he know who you are yet?”


“No, and he won’t find out from
me.  I’d be happy if he never found out from anyone.”  He looked at Rosie and
cocked his head to one side.


“Okay, okay, he won’t find out from
me.  Now, what do you really think this stuff is?” Rosie asked.  


“I’ve been around metal
fabrication, ceramics and composites all my life.  This isn’t from around here. 
We didn’t make it.”  


“No wonder they’re checking
everything you guys find.  If this is what you think it is, and it gets out …”


“I know.  But, let’s not get
ahead of ourselves.  We’ll go up today and see if there’s more of the stuff and
wait on the report.”  Cutter got up and started to head for the door.  


“Be careful up there,” Rosie
hollered after him.  Cutter raised his hand and waved as he went through the
door.  





By the time Cutter got to the
space port, Atticus was already there waiting by his little car.  


“Good morning, Mr. Cutter.  How
are you this morning?”


“Wishing I was still asleep at
home.  Let’s get up there, flyboy, and see what we can pick up today.  We will
have to come back with a regular haul so they don’t get suspicious about what
we’re up to.”  


They were both quiet on this trip
to the pad area and even during prep.  Neither spoke until Cutter called the
tower and cleared them for ascent.  The ride up was smooth and uneventful, as
it should be, and when they were in low-Earth orbit Cutter unstrapped and moved
his chair upright to talk to Atticus.  


“You still have the coordinates
of the last haul in the nav system?”  


“Yes, sir, I do.  We could be
there in a couple of minutes.”


“Let’s just wait and talk for a
minute.” 


Atticus reset his chair to the
upright and turned toward Cutter.  


Cutter cleared throat and coughed
a couple of times.  


“Are you sure you’re on board
with this, flyboy?  It might get a little dicey if things don’t go exactly as
planned.  What we’re talking about here is actually a felony.”   


“I’m in.  We need to figure out
what this is, and I’m afraid if we turn the debris over to USC depot, we’ll
never see it again.”  


“Good, that’s all I wanted to
hear.  Something’s going on here and I for one would like to know what it is.”


“I agree,” Atticus said as he
turned to the controls.    


“Take her to the same coordinates
we were at on the last trip.  I think there’s only two other rigs up today, so
we should be all alone at that altitude.”  


“Roger that, here we go.”  


Atticus fired the thrusters to
slow the rig down in preparation for a short descent to the lower orbit.  While
he did this, Cutter went below to the catch station and fired up the controls
for all the mechanical arms and capture nets.  He had just gotten everything
turned on when he spotted several large fields of what appeared to be floating
spare parts.  Nothing larger than a bicycle and some of it, oddly enough, still
in packing crates.  It looked like something had blown up and scattered debris
over a large area.  


“Flyboy, take a look at the
viewers off the port side, aft.  It looks like a fairly large collection of
supplies, some still crated.  Get closer to it and I’ll drag a lot of it
inside.”  


“Coming about, give me a minute
to align us with the field.”  


When the ship got close enough
for Cutter to reach out and grab the junk, he pulled most of it into the hold. 
He could see as it got closer that some of the crates had Russian markings on
them.  That explains it, he thought.  A Russian resupply ship for one of the
old space stations blew up several years ago, scattering cargo at a fairly low
orbit.  No matter what else they did, this junk needed cleaned up.  As soon as
Cutter had the cargo stowed and strapped down and was back at the catch station
looking for more.  That’s when he saw it.  


“Flyboy, what’s that below us by
about 100 feet?”  


“That looks like another large
field of the metal fragments.  Larger than the first one you found.  Let me
maneuver down to it.”  


Cutter got the butterfly net
ready and snagged the entire field in one motion.  He brought it into the hold
and deposited it in one of the larger bins and closed its door.  


“Is it clear enough to set us on
station-keeping for a bit while you come down here and look at this?”  


“I think it is, but I’ll set the
proximity alarm for a wide angle.  That should give me enough time to get back
up to the control room if anything shows up.  I’ll be down in a minute.” 


Cutter went down to the cargo
hold after he closed it up and re-pressurized it.  He opened the bin that
contained the scrap metal and whistled.  Atticus came up behind him.  


“Holy crap,” Atticus said.  “How
much is there this time?”  


Cutter looked over at the weight
indicator for the bin.  


“Just under 45 pounds.”  


“That’s over twice what we got
last time.  Do you think it will still fit in our flight packs?”  


“It’ll fit, but I don’t want to
use those this time.  If we do the same thing over and over, eventually we’ll
get caught.  I have another thought.”  


He walked over to the junk that
had been hauled in and strapped down.  One piece was of particular interest. 
He separated it from the rest and drug it over to the storage bin that held the
metal scraps.  It was a section of the spacecraft that had blown up, a fairly large
section of it.  It was made of two sheets of carbon fiber, reinforced with a
titanium and lead composite sandwiched between them.  It had been a frame piece
with strategic dead spaces inside.


“Ah, I see,” Atticus said. 
“That’s a great idea.  Let’s get started before the proximity alarm goes off.”


Everything went through USC’s
inspection depot without a hitch.  All the large pieces were even x-rayed and
nothing showed up.  The lead in the sandwich layer of the frame piece had
prevented the x-ray from penetrating its interior.  All the metal scraps were
stashed inside the dead spaces with foam sprayed around them so they didn’t
rattle.


When they got to Rosie’s diner,
they parked out back again and removed the pieces of metal from the interior of
the frame section and put them in their flight backpacks.  Cutter kept one
piece in his jacket pocket, and they went into the diner for a late lunch. 
After they had eaten, Rosie slid in the booth opposite Cutter, next to
Atticus.  


“Did you look over everything?”  Cutter
asked. 


“Yep, it was a pretty good haul. 
There are several pieces we can use; a couple of them even look brand-new.”  


“They probably are,” Atticus
said.  “They were from that Russian cargo transport that blew up on its way to
their station.”  


“Ah, that makes sense,” Rosie
said and handed Cutter an envelope.  “Your ex-NASA chum left this for you.”  


The envelope was sealed, Cutter
turned it over a couple of times in his hand.  


“Well,” Atticus said.  “You gonna
open it?”  


Cutter opened the envelope and
took out a single, folded piece of paper.  He looked it over and laid it on the
table.


“It’s what I thought the first
time I felt a piece of the scrap.”  


Rosie picked up the letter, read
it and whistled.  “Jeez, Cutter, this is what you thought?  What the hell are
you gonna do?”  


Atticus took the paper from Rosie
and looked it over.  


“What does this mean?”  Atticus
asked.


“Exactly what it says,” Cutter
said.  “The fine layer of dust all over the scrap metal was Lunar dust.  As
from our moon.”


 











Chapter 11     


Earth date January 2001


TRAPPIST-1 e vicinity   


The scout ships had been out now
for almost six months flying every conceivable search pattern between the
destroyed Alpha base and their home system looking for the ships they knew were
there, but still came up empty-handed.  The destroyed base was only two light
years from the Anuu home world, straight flight, but no one could fly straight
there.  Between the two points was the Tau Nebula.  A region of space that was
most likely left over from the creation of their own home system, but that
contained so much ionized gas it disrupted all their instruments.  In order to
get to Alpha base from home, the Anuu had to fly around the nebula.  It was a
3.1 light year trip one way, almost a full parsec in distance.


“I’m sorry to report, sir, we
have not found the aliens, the ones who destroyed base Alpha and are most
assuredly on their way here.”  Commander Pollard stood in front of the science
minister.  


“Not for lack of trying, I’m
sure.  Have you checked with the weapons division since you arrived back?  I
believe they have finished the EM upgrade to your long-range sensors.”


“No, I have not.  That will help,
it’s been our most deficient area for some time.”


“Do you think they are hiding in
the nebula?”  Moeller asked.


“If they are, we are truly lost,
sir.  The EM gear won’t help us in there, nothing works.  There’s just too much
ionization.  If they’re in there, we only have one option.  We should set up a
strong perimeter between us and the nebula and wait them out.”


“I agree,” Minister Moeller
said.  “At least the EM sensor addition will help us when, and if, they come
out of the nebula.  Bring in the entire scout fleet and make the plans.  I need
to work on something else.  Let me know when you have them all assembled and are
done with your presentation and I will speak to them.” 


Dol’nar sat upright and watched
as Pollard left the science minister’s office.  The big cat followed him with
his eyes, even turned his head to watch as the commander walked out.  It
unnerved Pollard every time he saw that animal; he thought sometimes it acted
the way it did just to scare him.  


“Here, boy,” the science minister
said, and Dol’nar stood up, stretched and sauntered over to Moeller.  He leaned
against the minister and started to purr.  


“There, there,” Moeller said. 
“It’ll all work out.  Don’t forget, he’s on our side.”  


 


  


The Maav commander received
confirmation that the entire fleet was now inside the nebula.  The ships were
just several thousand miles apart, waiting for instructions from the
Commander.  Their cloak would protect them in the nebula, would even allow
their sensors to work in the ionized environment, but he needed a more
effective EM shield component to work with the cloaking device.   He believed,
and rightly so, that the Anuu would soon develop sensors that could detect his
EM emissions, and he could not let that happen.


He directed the fleet to continue
on to their target from within the nebula.  The fact that they remained in the
nebula, for now, would shield them from the sensors of the scout ships.  While
they covered the distance to their target, the research and engineering
sections of all the ships were to accelerate their research into an EM shield. 
They would need this for the final push before they attacked.  As it stood
right now, they still had a little over a year to get there; that should be
plenty of time for the research departments to come up with something to shield
from EM sensors.





Commander Pollard recalled the rest
of the scout fleet, almost 130 ships, and had the pilots and crews, some of
them a little larger than the one-man patrol ships, meet in one of the large
briefing rooms at the science ministry building complex.  


“It’s time to regroup and brief
you all on what’s been happening.  After that, we’ll assign you all positions
in the new planetary shield defense network and discuss the rotation schedule. 



“Over the past year we have been
certain there is some kind of alien ship or ships headed in our direction.  One
of our remote bases has been destroyed by older technology weapons fire and the
crew killed, and we have tracked several sensor ghosts between the destroyed
base and our home system.  Part of the data they sifted through on the remote
base was star charts of our home system.  Something is out there, we just can’t
put our finger on it.  We now believe they are in the Tau Nebula, hiding from
our sensors and still headed in this direction.  


“Our weapons division has come up
with a new sensor attachment that can scan for an EM signature.  We are
proposing that we position all the scout and recon ships in a low orbital shell
between us and the nebula and scan for anything out of the ordinary.  The hope
is that we can catch them coming out of the nebula and deal with them before
they get here.”


He waited a few seconds to let
all that sink in.  


“However, there is still a
likelihood that they will come out of the nebula at an odd angle or, worse yet,
have the technology to defeat the EM detection gear.  Any of this is possible,
but we can only do what we can do.  Any questions?”  


He fielded questions for almost
30 minutes and then began handing out assignments for positions in the shell. 
None of the questions were unexpected, and he answered them as best he could.


“Please wait here for a few
minutes, I will see if the science minister is free to speak to you.”


That quieted them down.  It was
unusual for the science minister to address them directly.  Most of the pilots
had never seen him in person and had never spoken to him.  
















 





Science Minister Moeller was
drafting a memo to go to the personnel at all the remote bases.  It was time to
come home and help figure out how to defend the home system.  Particularly
since one of the bases had already been destroyed.  It was time to recall them
all before something else unforeseen happened.  


He hated to have to do this,
especially since he was the science minister.  His job was to promote science
and discovery, not to shut it down.  He made it clear in the memo that the
crews were to leave everything at the base, except for one scout ship.  Most of
the bases had three ships; some had as many as five.  He just needed the
personnel to come home.  Not only to get them out of potential danger, but home
base could use their expertise in trying to figure out how to defend against an
enemy they could not yet see.  


He signed the memo, but hesitated
sending it right away.  He realized this was not permanent, and hopefully it
would be nothing at all.  All they really knew for certain was that one base
had been destroyed.  For all they knew, it could be just a ragtag bunch of
outlaws looking to cause trouble and could be handled easily when, or if, they
popped out of the nebula.  


But he knew better.  He sent the
memo through the fast-comm channel.  If everyone was diligent about checking
their mail, they could all be home in a few hours.  


Dol’nar growled a low growl as
Toll came into Moeller’s office.  Moeller put his hand on the big cat’s neck to
calm him.  


“Minister, commander Pollard is
ready for you, sir.”  


Moeller rubbed the cat’s ears and
whispered something to him that Toll couldn’t hear.  The cat got up and went
back to his bed on the other side of the room and laid down.


“How did you do that?”  


“They respond very well to the
first person they bond with.  Not so much with anyone else.  Let’s go,” said
Moeller, and they headed out the door. 


  


 


Pollard stood when the science
minister came into the room and called the rest of the room to attention.  


“Please, please, everyone,”
Moeller said, waving his hand.  “Sit down, please.”  


He made his way through the
troops toward the front of the room and the podium.  When he got to the podium,
you could have heard a pin drop.  He waited a few seconds, looking over the
troops.  Their race’s best hope.  They were all so young.  Moeller hoped they
were all up to the challenge.    


 “I want to thank you all for
everything you’ve done for us thus far, but I must rely on you for one more critical
task.  Perhaps the most important thing you will ever do.  The defense shell
that we are asking you to become a part of will be the last line of defense for
our world and our people.  Your scout ships are being fitted with advanced
weapons and a new EM sensor element as we speak.  Within a few hours you will
be joined by the crews of all the remote bases.  We can use their expertise
here and they can return to their scientific duties when this is over.  I wish
you all good fortune and good hunting.  Our people wish you the best.  Remember
who you represent out there and do us all proud.  You are our last and  best
hope to defeat this enemy.”


  


 


The Maav fleet commander had
launched a new, long-range probe as soon as they entered the nebula.  Since
their long-range sensors did not function under the cloak, this was a good
alternative.  Something new the weapons division had come up with. 


The probe was sent ahead of the
fleet using principles similar to the space-folding techniques they used to transport
troops onto the tenders.  It worked well for small craft and people, but
couldn’t support something as large as a spaceship.  He watched the probe’s
telemetry on his sensors as the Anuu fleet of scout ships positioned themselves
around their home planet.  He smiled at their effort.  As long as the fleet’s
engineers developed a shield for the Anuu’s EM sensor, they could attack with
impunity.


The fleet commander went back to
his daily logs and work schedules.  He had to ramp up his engineering departments
for the upcoming influx of new technology he anticipated from the Anuu.  For
example, even though he knew they would acquire the FTL drive the Anuu used, it
might take years to retrofit it to their ship’s current technology.  And, they
had 12 massive ships to retrofit.  Not to mention the thousands of smaller tenders
attached to the mother ships.  The FTL drive integration alone could take
years, and they had to do it while the current light-speed drives were still working. 
They couldn’t afford to sit dead in space for several years while the engines
were swapped out.  The fuel would be another issue.  The Anuu no doubt used the
same fuel the Maav did, but more refined; they would have to understand the
refinement process.  Then there were, as always, peripheral integration
issues.  The navigational systems, for example.  No telling if the new FTL
drives would even interface with their existing nav systems.  They might have
to install a new, full navigational system to support the new FTL drive.  They
really had no idea what they would be up against until they had a chance to
actually look at one of the drives.  He wished in hindsight they hadn’t
destroyed both scout vessels at the remote base.  The decision he had made to
destroy them was made to ensure the Maav ships couldn’t be tracked, but who
knew what was on board the little scout ships?  Unfortunately, destroying them
meant they would have to wait until the final assault to be able to start the
research to replace their FTL drives.      


All these issues compounded an
already full schedule that would have to be maintained.  Maintenance issues on
other systems in the fleet wouldn’t stop just because they got new toys.  And,
of course, there could even be considerable damage that would have to be
repaired if the Anuu got lucky, or the Maav got lazy, during the actual
conflict.


He thought of something else.  He
added to his list of things to make sure they preserved at least two of the
little scout ships intact during the conflict.  Three or four would be
preferable, but two would do.  And, of course, a sizable amount of already
refined fuel for the scout ship’s FTL drive.  For two reasons.  First, it would
be preferable to have working models of the FTL drive technology to study and
derive from, and second they could actually use the scout ships for recon
missions while they were retrofitting the new drives into the fleet.  So much
to remember, so much to do.     


If nothing else, the Maav were
patient.











Chapter 12     


Earth date Thursday May 15th, 2042


Cutter’s house, Earth  


Cutter, Rosie and Atticus were
all sitting in the small room off the dining room in Cutter’s house looking at
the floor.


“You realize, don’t you, that
this day off is going to cost you dearly,” Rosie said.  


“Yes, yes, I know.  Now, keep
looking!”  Cutter said.  


They were sitting in the
comfortable rocker-swivel chairs around the edges of the room, with all the
pieces of scrap metal spread out like jigsaw puzzle pieces on the floor between
them.  


“I was never any good at these
kinds of puzzles,”  Atticus said.  


“Keep looking!!”  Cutter said.  


They had only been at it for
about 20 minutes.  Cutter had spread out all the scrap pieces they had and told
them to try to see if they could find pieces that fit together.


Buzz would walk around the pieces
as if trying to pick just the right one.  Then he would pounce on one and grab
it in his front paws and fall over.  He would play with it for several minutes
before running off with it in his mouth.  This went on for several iterations
until Cutter finally relented and tossed him into the next room and closed the
door.  It was funny, no matter how old Buzz got, he still had a lot of kitten
in him.  


“Hey, he was just having fun,
too,”  Rosie said.  


“He was distracting,”  Cutter
said.       


“Man, does this bring back
memories, huh Cutter?  Frank and I and you and Shannon, hell we used to waste
hours on these damn things.  I remember one time when we …”


Cutter looked distracted and
jumped up and headed for the bathroom.  


“Okay, okay, sorry.  It was a
good memory.  Even if you don’t want to remember, some of us can’t forget,”
Rosie yelled after him.  


Atticus looked at Rosie and
raised his eyebrows as if to say, “What was that all about?”


“Old memories.  Nothing more,
kid.  Wait …”


Rosie was looking at a specific
piece of scrap when Cutter came out of the bathroom.  She got down on her hands
and knees and picked it up and turned it over and over in her hand.  She put it
on the carpet, away from the rest of the pile.  Then she picked up a second
piece almost immediately and put it next to the first one.  They fit together
perfectly.  


Now, everyone was on their hands
and knees filling in missing pieces, crawling all over each other to find the
spot their particular piece fit.  Inside of an hour, something was taking
shape.  If you stood a few feet away and tilted your head just right, it looked
a little like a piece of a door.  A very large door that used to have a window
in it.  The glass obviously wasn’t there, but there sure was an opening.  


But, the really odd part was the
symbols or writing just under where the window would have been.  It looked like
nothing any of them had ever seen.  And they had seen a lot of different
writing in their day.  It really looked more like a string of symbols than
anything else.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “this fits
with the metallurgy report that came in late last evening.  They couldn’t
identify whatever it was made of; they couldn’t even break it down into its
component parts.  This isn’t from around here, and based on the fact that it
was covered in Lunar dust, it either came from the moon or it lived there for a
short time.”


“And something was strong enough
to pulverize it,” Atticus said.  


“Or it hit something big going
pretty fast.  You know what we’re all thinking,” Rosie said.  “This is probably
the remains of a spaceship.  It just isn’t one of ours.”  


“No wonder the USC is looking at
everything coming back from the salvage runs,” Atticus said.  “If they are
aware of whatever this was, it must be what they’re looking for.  They’re
trying to keep people from coming to the conclusion we just came to.”  


Cutter got up from the carpet and
walked over to the window and looked out like he was worried that someone might
be spying on them.  


“If whatever that is had hit
something in Earth orbit, everyone on the planet would have known about it,”
Cutter said.  


“Okay,” Rosie said.  “I would
agree with that.  Where are you going with this?” 


“He’s trying to reason out what
our next stop is,”  Atticus said.  “Am I right?”


“I suppose so,” Cutter said. 
“But if that’s true and all the pieces were covered with lunar dust, it
probably means the accident, if it was an accident, happened on the moon.  Most
likely on the far side of the moon; if it had been on the near side someone,
somewhere would have seen something.  We have one of the largest space stations
ever built in stationary orbit around the moon, staying with the near side as
everything rotates.    


“Since what we found was in
low-Earth orbit, whatever it was had to hit the moon at an incredible speed to
break up like this and fling the pieces where we found them.  The rest of it is
probably still on the far side of the moon.”  


“When was the last time anyone
did a flyby of that area?”  Atticus asked. 


“At least 25 years ago, maybe
longer,” Cutter said.  


“So, how do we get there?” 
Atticus asked.  He had the biggest grin on his face.  


“Now, wait a damn minute,” Rosie
said, standing up.  “No one’s going to the moon.”  


“It may be the only way to figure
this out,” Cutter said.


“Cutter, I’m not going through
this again,” Rosie said.  “If you decide to go to the moon, you’re on your own,”
and she got up and walked out the door.  


“What was that about?”  Atticus
said.  


“Nothing,” Cutter replied, “let
me talk to her.”  


He got up and followed her out. 
They were gone for almost 15 minutes, and Atticus was just contemplating going
after them when they came back in. 


They came back to the jigsaw
puzzle and plopped down in the soft chairs.  Rosie let out a big sigh.   


“It’s been a long time since I
was up, but I’ll do what I can in Salvage One while you two do whatever it is
you feel compelled to do,” Rosie said.  


“Since you were up?  What does
that mean?”  Atticus asked.  


“Rosie was one of the crew of the
original space station orbiting the moon that was used for the first Mars
flight,” Cutter said.  “Long time ago.”  


Atticus was standing now with his
mouth hanging open.  


“Close your mouth, flyboy,”
Cutter said.  “If we’re going to do any exploring on the moon, we will need
someone to stay with Salvage One while we’re out of the ship.  We’ve got a lot
to plan.”  


Cutter opened the door to the
room where Buzz was napping, and the cat bounded out and headed straight for
the debris on the floor.  He stopped short at the sight of the pieces put
together like a finished puzzle.  He walked around the debris like a kid trying
to figure out which side of the pool was best to jump into.  He finally
relented and delicately stepped on clear spots in the puzzle, making his way to
its center.  When he got to the spot where the window had been, he curled up
and rested his chin on his paws.  Happy to have found the best place in the
house to nap, he fell asleep.  


Atticus looked at Buzz.  “He
always finds what he’s looking for, doesn’t he?  What do you think we’ll find
on the moon?”  


“Your guess is as good as mine,
flyboy, but we’re going for a look.”  


 











Chapter 13     


Earth date May 2001


TRAPPIST-1 e    


The Maav fleet had been close enough
to the Anuu home world for their short-range sensors to do most of the work for
the past two months.  The Maav watched the scout ships continually that formed
the defense shell around that side of the planet.  They watched for any sign
that the ships could detect EM emissions from the fleet.  The scout ships acted
as if they saw none.  Their new EM shield component developed six months into
the nebula was working perfectly.  It was interesting that the Anuu had put a
defense shell in place only between the planet and the nebula.  They expected
the Maav to come from that direction, and they expected to be able to detect
them.  


The Maav had retrofitted some of
the smaller tenders that usually stayed docked on the mother ships with the new
EM shield component and sent a few of them on a recon mission to verify what
the short-range sensors were telling them and to collect further details.  They
had just returned and Bexar, the Maav fleet commander, was reading their
report.


There were 32 major cities on the
primary planet and an additional 16 on the secondary.  The rest of both planets
were either scrub farm land or smaller towns and villages that would pose no
problem.  There was no water to speak of on either planet; what the Anuu used
they pumped from deep underground.  That meant if there wasn’t sufficient
mineral and raw ore deposits, mining the planets wouldn’t be worth the effort. 
The Maav already knew they had to have the Anuu’s FTL drive technology and its
store of fuel they used.  That alone made the endeavor worthwhile.  But he read
on.  


When he finally got to the
section of the report listing the natural resources on both worlds, he smiled. 
Both populated planets were dotted in the rural areas with operations that
mined gold, silver, several radioactive metals and a couple of heavier elements
he had never seen before.  And apparently, a mine that yielded carbon in almost
pure form.  He was not sure what they would do with that, but it might come in
handy; from the density readings, the material would be extremely hard.


He called a meeting for all the
ship commanders in the fleet.  It was time to outline the attack plan and set
things in motion.  





 


Moeller sat in his office unsure
of what to do next.  Dol’nar sat at his side leaning against Moeller’s leg,
clearly worried about his best friend.  He purred and looked up at Moeller and
made the chittering sound his species made when they were in distress.  


“It’s okay, old friend,” Moeller
said as he stroked the big cat’s ears.  “We’ll get it all figured out.”  


Dol’nar lay down beside Moeller
and closed his eyes.  


The science minister finished
reading the report on the latest EM scans around the planet and between their
home system and the nebula.  Ghosts and fuzzy readings.  There was something
there, but it wouldn’t resolve with their sensors.  He was not sure what else
he could do.  He could not blindly fire into the air if he had nothing to aim
at.  On the other hand, if there had been something there, his scout ships should
have run into it by now; they had been flying crisscross patterns close to the
planets for months.  He didn’t know what else to do.  


He patted Dol’nar’s haunches and
the big cat made the chittering noise again.  Moeller got up and left the Science
Ministry building for the weapons design complex with Dol’nar by his side.  The
big cat went almost everywhere with the science minister.  Two floors below
ground was a series of offices used for visiting dignitaries.  He went into the
first one off the elevator and set up a small recording device.  He went over
his notes again; this might be the only warning they get.  He was here, in this
complex, making the recording to make sure he wasn’t seen by any unknown
surveillance equipment.  


He started. “My name is Science
Minister Moeller.  We have studied your language for decades, but please bear
with me as some of its constructs are still foreign to us.”  


Dol’nar chittered and Moeller put
his hand on the cat’s neck to calm him.  


“Patience Dol’nar, we need to
warn them of what might be coming.”


Dol’nar looked at Moeller and
cocked his head slightly.  He recognized his friend’s voice but not the words,
they were foreign to him.  He lay down and waited for Moeller to finish.
















 





Bexar sat in the command chair in
the main conference room of his lead vessel.  Around him at the table sat the
commanders of the remaining ships of the fleet, all seasoned commanders who had
been by his side for well over 200 years and were all familiar with how this
worked.  


“We all know how this goes,” Bexar
said.  “But because of the weapons capabilities this race has, we need to be a
little more cautious.  So far, they do not seem to have been able to detect us,
even as close as we are.  Since they can’t detect us, the main problem right
now is to make sure they don’t run into us.  If we lay back from their primary
traffic lanes, we should be okay until we’re ready to strike.  We knew from the
destroyed remote base that they were working on implementing an EM sensor, but
our new shield seems to be holding just fine.  


“Our primary objective in this
attack is to make sure we capture intact as many of their scout ships as we can
and a store of the fuel their FTL drive uses.  I can’t stress this enough.  I would
like to see four or five of the scout ships captured, and I will settle for no
less than two.  The pilots are expendable.  We can figure out how to fly them;
we’re more interested in how they work.  


“We have already isolated the facility
that contains the crafts’ plans and functional specifications.  We will land a
small recon party at that facility with the gear necessary to shield the entire
complex.  I would suggest that we try to obtain the scout ships we need and the
fuel store before we start the assault and move them to this facility; that way
they will be protected not only from the Anuu getting them back, but from our
bombardment as well.” 


 One of the ship commanders on
the left side of the table spoke up.


“I will assign assault teams to
round up five of the craft and make sure they get them to the complex.  I will
pull the teams together from some of our best pilots, so they should be able to
figure out how to fly them.” 


“Good,” Bexar said.  “Thank you,
I appreciate that.”  He pointed to the first commander on the right side of the
table and said, “Can you find the depot that contains the fuel the ships use? 
We will need at least enough for several long recon flights of the five of
them.”  


“Yes, sir, I will handle that.  I
will have the fuel moved to the same shielded complex.”  


“The timing of this must be
exact.  Initiate the recon teams to get everything in place and ready to go so
there is nothing left to chance.  This part of the plan has to happen first,
within the first few minutes of the campaign, and must be completed before our
ships can start any bombardment.  Once your recon teams indicate they have
everything in place, we will give them the go-ahead and we will send the
bombers to their targets.  


“The bombers will already be in
orbit under cloak and will proceed to every major city and begin the air
assault when the scout ship recon teams report they have secured their targets. 
We will also have attack ships assigned to each of the Anuu scout ships in the
defense shell around the planet.  All the bombing and scout ship attacks must
be coordinated to happen at precisely the same moment to not give the Anuu the
ability to retaliate.  


“Once the bombers have leveled
most of the cities and taken out all the scout ships, the mining ships can move
in and begin to capture the resources there.  If all goes well, the entire
operation should take less than a couple of days.”  





Moeller finished the video and
left the weapons complex and headed back to his offices.  He needed to find a
place to hide the video where he was fairly certain it wouldn’t be found or
destroyed.  As soon as Dol’nar knew where they were going, he ran ahead to get
to the office first.  He was still playful after all these years.  


When Moeller got back to the
office, Dol’nar was waiting just inside the door rolling around on the floor
trying to get his attention.  Moeller paused for a few moments to bend down and
scratch the big cat’s ears.  Something just occurred to him.  He went over to
his desk and retrieved the special collar from the bottom drawer.  He put the
video device in a hidden compartment in the collar
and replaced Dol’nar’s existing collar with the new one.  Dol’nar knew
immediately he had something new and strutted around the office showing it
off.  He was so happy with himself.  Moeller figured if anything happened to
him or this complex, the cat was the safest place to hide something.  Dol’nar
would take off for the forest at the first sign of trouble and not come out
until things settled down.  They were experts at surviving.  


Commander Pollard came into his
office just as he was finished attaching the new collar.  


“Commander, it’s good to see you
again.  Please sit,” Moeller said indicating a chair facing his desk.  Dol’nar
went over and sat in front of Commander Pollard and looked up, licking his
chops.  


“Dol’nar, my friend,” he said as
he rubbed the cat’s ears and Dol’nar purred.  They had become good friends over
the past year.  


“Anything new to report?”


“Nothing at all.  It seems like
the harder we look for them, the fewer indications we get that there’s anything
there at all.  I’m beginning to wonder if this is really something to worry
about.”


“Except for the destroyed base
and the telltale signs of the FTL mineral.  If we had found any other
reasonable explanation for that, I’d feel a lot better about this situation.”  


“I know.  But, we have none. 
Everyone agrees this is the only plausible explanation.  The sensor ghosts and
fuzzy images seem to back this up.  But, like you, I still wonder.  I think
we’ve done everything we can do to ready ourselves for an attack.  You
mentioned you wanted to brief me on a new weapon?”


“Yes, I need you to take a look
at this video.”  Moeller set up the small video screen on the table between
them and inserted the small storage device that contained the video feed. 
While Commander Pollard watched the video, something else occurred to Moeller
he should do, just in case.  He retrieved the duplicate copy of the weapon’s
demonstration video from his safe and placed it in the hidden compartment of
Dol’nar’s new collar.  The big cat had fallen asleep in the corner and didn’t
even wake up as Moeller hid the video media in his collar.  


Commander Pollard had finished
watching the video and was clearly affected by it.  


“How many of these weapons do we
have?”  Pollard asked.  


“Not many yet, but some to spread
around to the scout ships if need be.  I want this kept under wraps until we
actually need something this bad.  I’m afraid if we pass them around now, they
might fall into the wrong hands and we’d end up being beaten by our own
weapon.”  


“So, for now, they are safe?” 
Pollard asked.  


“Yes, myself and two other
technicians are the only ones who know where they are.” 





Bexar broke up the meeting with a
deadline to be ready by midday, next.  This gave all the teams over 14 hours to
finish everything.  By this time, day after  tomorrow, perhaps it would most
likely be all over.  


He hoped so.  He wasn’t sure he
had it in him to attack another target after this one.  









Chapter 14     


Earth date Friday May 16th, 2042


Earth’s Moon   


Breakfast was quiet.  They had
all agreed that the basic mission today was to sneak to the moon, but they
hadn’t discussed any of the details.  


“Well,” Cutter said.  “Anyone have
any suggestions to start with?”  


“Once you’re up in the pattern in
LEO, how much does USC monitor your ship’s movements?”  Atticus asked.


“They don’t,” Cutter said.  “They
don’t have the time for one thing, or any reason to watch you once you’re up. 
I’d be more worried about the other ships than I would of the USC.  They all
have active radar and sensors that are sensitive enough to pick up another ship
from a good distance.”  


“But do any of them care?”  Rosie
asked.  


“I’m sure if they saw one of us
suddenly leave LEO and head for the moon, they might be more than a little
curious,” Cutter said.  “But there might be a way.  There’s very little salvage
over the equator, so everyone avoids it in favor of an orbit that tends to be
closer to one of the poles.  If we went up at a light time, hung around over
the equator and waited until most of the others were over the horizon, we just
might be able to get away and be far enough out by the time anyone checked.  We’d
be too far out for their sensors to detect us.”  


“I like that idea,” Atticus
said.  “It could work.  What’s the flight time to the moon in Salvage One?”


“My guess would be about four or
five hours with its ion engines.  If we turned the boosters on, we could cut it
to about two if we needed to.  We would also have to come into the lunar orbit
at a pretty steep angle to stay out of the space station’s sensor range, but
that’s doable.”


“Well, why are we sitting here
talking?”  Rosie asked.  “Cutter, you always told me there was lighter traffic
up there early in the morning. We’re wasting time.”


  


 


Salvage One was floating, dead in
space above the equator.  The trip to the space port, liftoff and the short
ride to its current spot were completely uneventful.  No one even looked twice
at the extra passenger; that was Salvage One’s business.  Once they were up, no
one cared that they maneuvered toward the equator, where the pickings were slim
at best.


“Looks like we may be able to get
under way here in about 30 minutes,” Cutter said.  “Is the course plotted to a
Lunar orbital entry to avoid the space station’s sensors?”  


“Yep, we’re all set to go,”
Atticus said.  “I’ve actually run this course several times in the transport
ships, and it does avoid the station’s sensors.”  


“I was just down in the ship’s
stores checking everything out,” Rosie said.  “We actually have six sets of
space gear, and they all look functional.  All the tools are accounted for, and
there are extra rations on board just in case.  Not sure we could be any more
ready than we are.”  


“The last salvage ship we’ve been
waiting on is just now going out of range, so anytime, flyboy.  Get us out of
here,” Cutter said.  


“Yes, sir!”  Atticus took the
controls and turned the ship into their new course while Cutter and Rosie
strapped into their seats.  Now that they were safely under way on the new
course, they could relax a bit.  


As soon as they were under way, Cutter
unstrapped himself from his seat and headed down into the cargo area.  Atticus
was still fiddling with minor course corrections when Rosie came over to the
main console.  


“You know, don’t you, that you
can’t get it much better than the computer’s original course?”  


“Yeah, I know.  Flying’s just
always been my passion and I’m always trying to get it done the best that I
can.  You certainly seem to know your way around ships like this.  Have you
been up in Salvage One before?” 


“Sure, several times early on
when Cutter was just starting out.  It was way back before I bought the diner. 
I think I was trying to find something I had lost, and I thought it was up
here.”  She looked out the port-side window beside the controls and sort of
zoned out for a few seconds.  “But it wasn’t anywhere.  Sometimes it takes a
while to realize something is really gone and not just lost.”  


“What did you think you had
lost?” 


“Who lost something?”  Cutter
said as he came back up the ladder from the cargo hold.  


“Dammit, Tobias, I told you never
to sneak  up on me!”  Rosie yelled.  


“I wasn’t sneaking,” Cutter
said.  “And, stop calling me that.  You know I hate that name.”  


“Huh!”  Atticus was just sitting
at the main controls watching and listening to them when he saw on his sensor
display in front of him something that he had not seen before on all his runs
back and forth to the space station orbiting the moon.


“Huh, what?”  Cutter asked.  


“Come look at this.  What does it
look like to you?”  


Rosie and Cutter came over to the
sensor display.  Atticus drew a finger across the display, tracing a thin line
emanating from the dark side of the moon, heading toward Earth.  


“Can you come in on that any
more?”  Cutter asked.  


“I think so, let me try.”  He
adjusted several controls, and the image zoomed in considerably.  “There, give
it a few seconds to sharpen up.  Okay.  What does that look like to you?”  


“Holy crap!”  Rosie said.


“That looks like the stuff we
picked up in low-Earth orbit, only a lot more of it,” Cutter said.  “Some of
the pieces look much bigger.”  


 “Yes, sir, it sure does,”
Atticus said.  “And, it looks like it originates on the dark side of the
moon.”  


“Can you plot a course to exactly
where that comes from?”  Rosie asked.


“Good thought,” Cutter said.  


“Yes, I think I can,” Atticus said. 
He fell to work on the autopilot and sensor controls at the same time.  You
would think he had worked on this ship for years the way he handled the
controls.  


“That’s too much debris for a small
crash,”  Rosie said.  “Whatever it was, it was big.  Bigger than we originally
thought.” 


“It’s no wonder the USC is
checking everything and trying to keep this quiet.  I agree.  Whatever it was,
it was big.  And it wasn’t ours,” Cutter said.  “Some of those pieces are as
big as my truck.”  


“I have the new course plotted,”
Atticus said.  “It may actually save us some time, knowing exactly where to
go.  I’m just going to loosely follow the debris trail.  This will also bring
us into a Lunar orbital insertion farther away from the space station, so it’s
better for that as well.”  


“Okay,” Cutter said.  “Rosie,
let’s go down into cargo and get the suits ready for the excursion.  I assume
you’re staying in the ship?”


“To begin with, yes,” Rosie
said.  “Unless something really good shows up,” and she grinned.  


“Okay, let’s get three suits
ready.  You can put one on so all you’ll have to do is put on the helmet and
gloves to join us.  These newer suits are much more comfortable to keep on
almost all the time.”  


Cutter and Rosie both put on one
of the new suits and took the helmets and gloves back up to the cockpit. 
Atticus left them at the controls and went down to put on his own suit.  When
he was done, they all sat in the cockpit waiting for Salvage One to settle into
Lunar orbit.


As it slowed to almost landing
speed, Salvage One glided across the Lunar surface with an assist from the
gravitational units on the outside of the ship.  They were rarely used, usually
just to slow down and enter Earth’s atmosphere slowly prior to landing and for
takeoff.  On the moon, they almost gave them the ability to float across the
Lunar surface.  


They all watched out the port and
starboard windows as the ship came closer and closer to the origin of the
debris field.  When it was within sight, Atticus took over the controls again
and brought the ship in for a landing next to an outcropping of large rocks. 
With the low gravity and the gravitational units to assist, he didn’t need it to
be upright for take off, so he landed it horizontally.  


Cutter and Atticus put on the
gloves and helmets and left Salvage One.  Rosie had them on the main viewer and
was also in radio contact.  


In the reduced gravity, they
slowly made their way across the short distance to what was obviously the
impact site.  It was in a newly formed crater at least six or eight hundred
feet across, with the specific impact center close to a football field in size,
Cutter estimated, and was oblong.  It pointed in a specific direction, toward
the debris field that stretched from the moon all the way to low-Earth orbit.


“Man,” Atticus whistled on the
radio.  “That must have been some impact to scatter debris all the way to
Earth.”  


“Must have come in awfully fast,”
Cutter turned around and pointed, “from that direction.”


“Astrologically speaking,” Rosie
said, “there’s absolutely nothing in that direction for light years.”


“What does that mean?”  Atticus
said.  


“That means it didn’t come from
close by,” Cutter said.


“Oh, so whatever it was, it was
moving, probably, faster than light speed?”  Atticus asked.  


“I would think so,”  Cutter said. 



As they were kneeling down to
examine the edge of the crater, the whole area lit up, brightly, from behind
them.  Whatever it was that lit the place up, it was between Cutter and Atticus
and Salvage One and about two miles away from them laterally.  As they all
turned to look in that direction, Rosie managed to hit the record button on the
sensor panel.  


The spot that was causing all the
light seemed to be only a pinpoint about a half mile above the Lunar surface. 
It dimmed a little as the spot got larger and larger until finally a ship burst
through the light and slowed perceptibly.  It came to a stop about a mile from
them and turned around slowly on its lateral axis.  It was big, by their
standards, probably about 10 times the size of Salvage One.  While they
watched, part of the Lunar surface began to lift up.  As they watched, it
became apparent that this was a door or hatch of some sort and when it was all
the way open, the ship glided into an underground hanger and the door closed.  


“Okay,” Rosie said.  “That’s it. 
I’m on my way out.  I’m also bringing a portable sensor unit that will have the
recordings of the arrival of that ship.”  


“Way to go, Rosie!” Cutter yelled. 
“We’ll wait here for you.”  


Rosie got to Cutter and Atticus
in about five minutes carrying a small device about the size of an
old-fashioned laptop.  When she turned it on, they all gathered around and
watched the arrival of the ship on one side of the screen, and the readouts of Salvage
One’s sensors on the other side.


“If this is correct,” Atticus
said, pointing to the data on the sensor side of the screen, “the ship came out
of what looks like folded space-time.  We don’t know how to do that, do we?”


“Ya think?”  Cutter asked
sarcastically.    


“What do we do now?”  Rosie
said.  


Cutter was looking past them
toward the spot where the ship had disappeared into the Lunar surface.  There
was a small outcropping of rock just beside that spot, and it was glinting
reflected light.  


“I have a thought,” Cutter said. 
“Come this way.”  Atticus and Rosie followed Cutter as he made his way to the
outcropping.  When he got there, he started going over it with his hands.  Atticus
joined him.  


“What are we looking for?” 
Atticus asked.  


“Anything that doesn’t make
sense.”  


After a few minutes, Atticus
stopped and stepped back from the rock.  


“You mean, like this?”  he said
pointing.  


Cutter brushed off Lunar dust from
the spot and revealed a hinge.  A common, earth-made, 75-cent metal hinge you
could pick up at almost any hardware store.  


“Yes, that’s exactly what I was
talking about,” Cutter said.  He worked around the site, knocking off more rock,
that turned out later to be simple repair filler material.  He revealed the
shape of a door.  He reached out and pulled on the handle and the door opened. 


The room revealed was only about
5 feet square with another door set in the far wall.  This second door, they
all recognized immediately, was an air lock door.  Beside it on the wall was a
small hatch about head-high and six inches square.  Cutter pressed on the top
of it and it popped open to reveal a simple handle and a light.  The light was
green.  They looked through the small window in the door and saw what appeared
to be a large, normal air lock with benches on both sides and more controls and
the second door on the far wall.  


Cutter pulled the handle and the
door in front of them opened a crack.  Atticus pulled it all the way open, and
they stepped inside and closed it behind them.  Just inside to the right of the
door was another set of controls.  Atticus recognized it immediately and
flipped a couple of switches and pressed a button and the room started to fill
with air.  


About two minutes later, the
green light came on beside the other door and the light by their door turned
red.  


Cutter looked at Atticus and
Rosie.


“We up for this?”


“In for a penny, in for a pound,”
Rosie said.  


Atticus looked at her strangely
and said “I have no idea what that means, but I’m in.  This is why we came
here.”


Cutter opened the inner door, and
they went down a couple of flights of stairs and stepped through another door
into a huge underground hangar.  Cutter closed the door behind them and they
crept closer to one of the spacecraft in the hangar; it was one of these that
had flown in from somewhere while they were outside on the surface. 
There were three of the big ships in the hangar, along with what they could
only surmise was support gear, refueling stations, etc.  Just as they were
close enough to one of the ships to touch it, a voice came over a PA system and
scared the crap out of them.  


“Welcome to our little hideaway. 
Please make your way to the far end of the hangar, go through the door there,
down another couple of flights of stairs, and join us in the control room.”  


The voice was decidedly human,
even with a slight southern accent, and it sounded oddly familiar to Cutter. 
The three looked at each other.  Rosie checked the sensor pack she carried and
noted the hangar was pressurized and the air breathable.


“The numbers all look good, I
think we can take the helmets off,” Rosie said.  “They must evacuate and
re-pressurize this hangar area every time they move one of these big boys.”


“She is correct, you may remove
your helmets,” the voice said over the PA.  


Cutter took his helmet off and
took a deep breath.  


“It all seems fine to me.  We’ve
come this far, we might as well find out what the hell is going on here,”
Cutter said. 


Atticus was flexing his knees and
moving a little from left to right.  


“There’s gravity here, too.  I
think there has been ever since we stepped into the airlock up above.”  


“He is also correct,” the voice
said.  “The entire complex has a gravity of about .95 or Earth’s.  That’s one
of the many things we haven’t figured out yet.  Please, join us.”  


The three of them looked at each
other wondering about this last remark.  


Atticus and Rosie took off their
helmets and started to walk toward the far end of the hangar.  When they got to
the door, the voice came on again.


“Just inside the door is another
airlock to isolate the hangar from this side.  If you like, you can leave your
helmets and gloves in there until you’re ready to leave.  Please feel free to
bring your sensor pack with you.  It won’t show you any more than we can tell
you, but at least you can confirm what we’re saying.”


They left their gear in the
airlock on the other side of the door.  Outside the lock was a set of stairs
that took them down another two stories as best they could determine.  At the
bottom of the stairs was another door with odd symbols on it.  Some of them
were the same symbols that were on the pieces of debris they captured in
low-Earth orbit.  


Through the door was a massive
control room with at least six stations and large view screens on two of the
walls.  Sitting at three of the stations were two men and a woman wearing USC
jumpsuits.  They smiled and waved at Cutter, Atticus and Rosie. 


“Well, at least this makes some
sense,” Cutter said.  “We always wondered why the USC was inspecting all the
salvage that came back.  This is what they’re trying to keep people from
stumbling onto.”   


“We all wondered how long it would
take before anyone found us.  I’m surprised it took four years.  I’m Dr.
Winters.”  Another man had stepped out of the door directly opposite the door
they had come into and walked toward them with his hand outstretched.


“Norman?”  Cutter asked.  “Is that
you?”  


Cutter took his outstretched
hand.  


“My God,” he said.  “Tobias
Cutter, as I live and breathe.  How long has it been?”  


“Way too long,” Cutter said. 
“What the hell is going on here?”  


“Wait,” Atticus said.  “You guys
know each other?”  


“Know each other?”  Dr. Winters
asked.  “Don’t you know who this is?  This is none other than Colonel Tobias
Cutter, the commander of the first manned mission to Mars.”  


He was still shaking Cutter’s
hand when he looked past him and saw Rosie.  


“And, my God, is that Rose
Welter?  Rose, I’m sorry about Frank, I never had a chance to say anything to
you.”  


“Oh, my God, sir,” Atticus said, turning
to Cutter.  “I had no idea who you were.”  


“Let’s just everyone calm down
for a few minutes,” Cutter said.  “Flyboy, we can talk about that in a little
while.  Norm, what the hell is going on here?  What is this place?”  


“That’s going to take a while to
explain,”  Dr. Winters said.  “I assume you found us from the trail of debris
from the crash?”  


“You mean the big hole outside
and the trail of debris going all the way to low-Earth orbit?  Yes, that was
it.  Hard to miss,” Cutter said.


“Well, that was our first attempt
to fly one of their ships.”  


“Their ships?  Who’s they?” 
Cutter asked  


“We found this base over five
years ago when one of our unmanned Lunar probes crashed on this side of the
moon and we sent an expedition to retrieve it.”  


“Our unmanned probes?  You
still with the agency?”  


“Yes, still at the NSA.  We found
this base quite by accident when one of our guys stumbled on the entrance you
just found.  Pure dumb luck.  If he hadn’t dropped something and bent down to
pick it up, he would never have seen the glint of light on metal in that
outcropping of rock.  Just like you did.  


“As best we can tell, this base
was built by an alien race over a hundred or so years ago.  It was abandoned
about 40 odd years ago when something happened on their planet that caused them
to recall everyone home.  At least that’s the best we can figure.  There were
originally four of the spacecraft like the one you saw come in for a landing
earlier.  The debris trail you found was the result of a crash trying to figure
out how to fly the damn things.  We have since figured that out, to a limited
extent, but we still struggle with much of the rest of their technology.”  


“You figured out how to fly those
things?”  Cutter asked. 


“Yes, well, you might call it flying. 
About all we’ve really figured out is how to make it find home and come
back here, mostly autopilot stuff.”  


“You’ve been to their planet?” 
Cutter asked.  


“Yes, several times, now.” 


Cutter sat down.  Atticus and
Rosie were still standing next to him listening intently to the conversation.


“Where is it?”  Atticus asked.  


“They had populated two of the
planets of the TRAPPIST-1 system, about 40 light years from here.  It is a
system that was discovered back in 2015 or 2016, I forget which.”


“I remember that system.  It was
one of the first that they thought might harbor intelligent life,”  Cutter
said.


“Well, it does,” Dr. Winters
said.  “Or, at least it did.”   


While Cutter was coming to grips
with what he was hearing, Atticus turned to Rosie.  “Ma’am, I had no idea you
were Frank Welter’s wife, I’m so sorry.  We were always taught about the first
Mars flight and what happened, but I never knew the Commander’s name and never
connected any of it to you guys.  I had no idea.”  


“It was a long time ago, Atticus,
don’t worry about it.  I think we have more important things to think about
right now.”  


Atticus was clearly disturbed by
the fact that he had been working for the pilot of the first Mars mission and
he wasn’t even smart enough to know it.


“Frank was hurt badly after their
first trip outside the spacecraft and Cutter lost him on the way home.  He
never forgave himself; thought it was his fault.”  


“Okay, enough reminiscing,”
Cutter said.  “Let’s get back to the question at hand.  You’ve really been to
another system 40 light years away?  And there’s no one around?”  


“No, something happened a while
ago.  It looked pretty violent.  We can’t tell yet how long ago it was, but it
took out the whole species.  We’re not even sure what they looked like exactly;
all we really know is based on the controls of these spacecraft, some of the
buildings and furnishings we’ve seen, and some of the skeletal remains.  They
were humanoid.”


“You’ve been there multiple
times?”  Cutter asked again.  


“Yes, it takes one of their craft
about 12 or 13 hours to make the 40 light years.  We still don’t know what the
fuel is they use, but we do know how much there is and it appears there’s
enough for hundreds of the trips considering we still have three of them.  They
also seem to have some type of weaponry, but we’ve had no luck with that,
either.”  


“I have so many questions, I
don’t even know where to start,”  Cutter said.  


“Would it help if we took you
there to see for yourself?”  Dr. Winters said.  


“What?  You mean to the other
system?  Hell, yes, we’d like to go!”  Cutter said.  


“As long as the invitation is
extended to all three of us,” Atticus said.  


“Of course,” Dr. Winters said. 
He looked at his watch.  “Let’s see, it’s late Friday; we could have everyone
back by Sunday morning at the latest.”  


“I don’t think any of us care how
long it will take,” Rosie said.  


“Agreed,” Cutter and Atticus said
almost at the same time. 


“Okay,” Dr. Winters said and
stood up and made a sweeping motion with his arm.  “Let’s go.”


Dr. Winters spoke to the rest of
the station’s staff for a few minutes about what they were going to do and they
picked up their gear.


“You can communicate back here
also?”  Atticus asked.


“Yes,” Dr. Winters said.  “That
was actually the first thing we figured out.”    


They went back out into the hangar
and boarded one of the spacecraft.  Atticus and Rosie immediately started
looking over all the instruments and controls.  None of it made any sense at
all, and all of it was labeled with the strange symbols they had encountered
before.


“Please strap in,” Dr. Winters
said.  “I will go over what we know about their craft and the controls once we
are in their FTL flight.  It’s exceedingly quiet and smooth for hundreds of
times the speed of light.”  


Dr. Winters depressurized and
opened the hangar.  He touched a couple of controls, and the craft floated up
out of the hangar and headed away from the moon at a very fast pace.  Once they
were a quarter mile away from the surface of the moon, he touched another
control and they felt a slight vibration.  The view outside the portals went
black.  


“That’s all there is to it, we’re
now hitting a little over 3.5 light years an hour.  Not bad for something we
don’t even understand yet.”    


   


  











Chapter 15     


Earth date July 2002


TRAPPIST-1 e   


Science Minister Moeller had done
everything he could think of to make sure they could defend their system.  All
the personnel from all the remote bases had been recalled, and together with
the entire scout fleet they formed a defense shell between the home planet and
the Tau Nebula.  Even though he only had a couple of dozen of them so far, he
was still reluctant to spread the new weapon around to the scout ships.  He
knew that might give them a tactical advantage, but it might also put the
weapon into their enemy’s hands.  He was still not sure he even agreed that
there was something out there about to attack them.  After all, they still had
no clue what really happened to their destroyed remote base.


He was just about ready to call a
meeting of all his first reports when Commander Pollard came into his office.  





Ship movement activity had
decreased considerably over the past few days around both inhabited planets of
the Anuu home system.  Bexar and his generals met over a comm link and
discussed the fact that this greatly reduced the likelihood of the Anuu running
into their cloaked ships if they were actually in orbit.  Bexar decided it was
time to implement the attack plan.


He called for several thousand of
the smaller tenders birthed on the mother ships to move into predetermined
positions in orbit of both populated planets, leaving their cloaks up.  Each of
the tenders carried a hundred or so fighter-bombers and had a transport system
that enabled the Maav to move troops to the tenders from the mother ships while
the mother ships stayed at a safe distance.  These troops would then man the
fighter-bombers and wait for the signal to attack.  


While the tenders were getting
into position, Bexar set into motion the small attack force that was to capture
the Anuu scout ship design facility and put it under a protective shield and
the teams that were to secure scout ships and fuel.


The plan was in motion.  The
tenders would stay on station in orbit waiting for word that the ground
facility had been captured and secured and the scout ships and fuel had been
moved there.  





“Anything different to report,
Commander Pollard?”  


“No, the situation’s still the
same.  We’ve been scanning the entire area constantly, and the new gear isn’t
showing us anything that we haven’t seen before.  We still get the fuzzy
readings every once in a while, but when we send a couple of more ships to that
location to scan again, it always disappears.  If there’s anyone there, they
are monitoring us very closely and matching or countering our every move.  And
they would  have to have better equipment than we do.”  


“Do you really think there’s no
one there?” 


“I don’t know what I think now. 
All we can do is what we can do, and we’re already doing that.  My gut tells me
something’s there, but none of the data supports it.  I certainly wouldn’t do
anything drastic with the public yet, we could start riots.”


“I agree.  Until the weapons
division comes up with new scanning technology, we’ve done everything we can. 
We wait.”  





The cloaked tender landed about a
quarter mile from the scout ship design facility.  This was a normal work day,
so there was upwards of a hundred Anuu at the facility.  Ten Maav combat troops
made their way from the tender through the dense wooded area that surrounded
the facility.  The fact that it was in a remote location and surrounded by forest,
which was supposed to be a plus to keep it hidden, actually worked in the
Maav’s favor.  They could take the facility and no one would know for perhaps
hours.  


When they got to the building, an
older, two-story structure, they placed gas canisters on the ventilation intake
grills and split the team into two five-man units, one for each floor.  The gas
they used wasn’t going to put the workers to sleep; it was going to kill them,
and quickly.  They had perfected it over several decades of doing just this
type of work.  Instead of using gas masks, which hampered a solder’s ability to
see peripherally, they had taken the antidote for the gas a few hours earlier. 
If things went according to plan, they would only need to mop up any stragglers
that either weren’t affected by the gas, which happened from time to time, or
were not in an area the gas could get to.


It was mid-shift at the facility,
which was by design.  If the Maav hit them now, no one else would be showing up
for shift change for at least four hours.  When both teams were in position,
the team leader used a remote detonation switch to release the gas from the
canisters.  They watched from their cover positions as worker after worker
simply fell over and stopped breathing; the gas was
almost instantaneous.  No one seemed immune this time, but they did a quick
run-through of the facility just to make sure they had taken care of everyone. 



Convinced they had gotten
everyone, they proceeded to set up the shield generators around the perimeter
of the building.  They set up twice as many as they needed to make sure the
shield held in place even if they fell under attack.  Being so far out in the
country and surrounded by dense forest, it was unlikely this would happen, but
they took the extra step just in case.  


When they were done, and the
generators were turned on, a shield large enough to cover the building hummed
into existence.  It reached out as far as the generators themselves, a few
hundred feet in all directions from the building, and about 20 or 30 feet above
it.  It would protect the building from any debris from the attack and even a
stray bomb or two if they went off course.


They contacted fleet command and
waited on the arrival of the scout ships and fuel stores.





Six teams of Maav soldiers, each
with a fighter pilot in tow, hit three separate air fields outside two major
cities.  Each team was supposed to separate into two smaller units when they
got to the air field.  The first of the two smaller teams was to take out the
control center that coordinated all the scout ships into and out of the field. 
At the same time, the second smaller team was to plant explosives in crew
quarters, hangars and ships on the ground, leaving one ship untouched.  The
idea was to detonate all the explosives at the same time, taking out not only
command and control of the air field, but all the personnel and most of the
scout ships on the ground.


Five of the six teams were
successful, and all five got away with one scout ship each.  The sixth team
destroyed the air field, but the scout ship they had intended to secure was a
little too close to a hangar that went up with stored fuel.  


All five scout ships landed at the
remote design facility and were moved into hangars on the property under the
shield.  Just as they got the last ship in one of the hangars, one of the Maav
fighters arrived carrying several hundred tons of the FTL fuel.  Instead of
trying to offload it, the entire fighter was rolled into a hangar for
protection.  





 


The fleet of tenders got the message
that phase one had been successfully completed and the scout ships and fuel
were safely under a shield.  They all immediately dropped their cloaks and the
fighter-bombers on each one launched.  


There were scores of tenders
above each of the 48 major cities on both populated worlds, with dozens of
others picking up the slack in the countryside to make sure the smaller
villages and towns were taken care of.  


Just the sight of that many large
ships and smaller fighters must have been enough to slow down the defensive
systems.  The tenders themselves were a little over a mile long and a quarter
of a mile wide.  They looked like giant, black boxes in the sky spilling
thousands of fighter-bombers out above the cities.


At the same time the tenders
materialized above the cities and towns, more of them did the same in space
between the scout ships and the planet itself.   





Moeller and Pollard had just
finished talking and were still sitting in the science minister’s office when
they heard loud explosions off the west and south.  Pollard jumped up, ran out onto
the balcony and began contacting someone on his radio.  


“What’s happening?”  he asked.


He listened while Moeller joined
him on the balcony with Dol’nar in tow.  The big cat was staying very close to
his friend.


Just as he turned toward the
science minister to tell him that several air fields had been destroyed, they
saw the tenders pop into existence above them and the rest of the capital city,
and start spewing smaller craft.  


“Go, go, Commander,”  Moeller
said.  “Get as many pilots up as you can and do as much damage as you can.  I
fear it will be to no avail; their cloaking and shielding technology will prove
to be our downfall.  I must record another message for anyone who may visit us
later before it’s too late.”


Commander Pollard left the
minister’s office complex as the minister set up a smaller recording device
there on the balcony.  The bombers had already started dropping their ordinance
on the capital while the minister started his recording.  Dol’nar was still by
his side growling softly.  


“This is Science Minister Moeller
again with what may very well be my last recording …” 


He continued recording for a few
minutes and then put the recorded message device in the last compartment of
Dol’nar’s collar and hugged the big cat.  


“Go, now, my friend.  Into the
forest and hide.  I don’t know if anyone will ever show up to see these
recordings or not, but keep them safe just in case.”  


He opened the main door to his
complex and Dol’nar took off for the edge of the woods; you didn’t have to tell
him twice.  There were bombs falling everywhere.  He made it to the tree line
and turned around to look for his friend one last time.  Moeller was standing
just inside the open door of the complex when the big bomb hit the building. 
The minister, the building and most everything around it went up in a huge ball
of fire and the building turned to so much rubble.  


Dol’nar made the chittering noise
a couple of times and turned and bounded into the forest.  Somehow, he knew he
had seen his friend for the last time, and now he needed to hide.  





 


If nothing else, the Maav were
efficient.  They had done this exact thing countless times before and had
planned for almost any unexpected happening.  Bexar managed the battle as best
he could considering that when something on the magnitude of this battle is
unleashed, it tends to have a life of its own.  


Reports were coming in from
almost all the sectors indicating the attack was proceeding as expected.  The
Anuu tried to mount a defense, but there were simply too many Maav ships in the
air already raining down bombs on all cities and towns.  As soon as pilots got
to an airfield to fly one of the scout ships or even a larger battle cruiser,
the field was obliterated.  


The defense shell around the half
of the planet that faced the Tau Nebula consisted of both scout ships and several
larger battle cruisers.  The Maav ships that materialized between the defense
shell and the planet began firing missiles immediately after coming out of the
cloak.  The entire fleet protecting the planet was destroyed even before they
could maneuver their ships around to face the enemy.  Pieces of their ships
raining down on the populace only made the carnage more complete, and from
their own people.  The destruction in some of the cities was so complete, it
was difficult to tell there was ever a civilization there to begin with.    
















 


 


As phase three began on the two
planets of the Anuu, all the major cities were either still burning or
completely destroyed.  The only things in the air were Maav ships of all sizes
and types.  


Half of the tender ships landed
and loosed thousands of ground troops that would make their way through the
cities, towns and villages and kill anything that was Anuu and was still
alive.  The Maav had learned a long time ago that a dead enemy could not chase
you as you left with the spoils of battle.   


The other half of the tenders in
the air were specially equipped with mining equipment and proceeded to rural
mining locations to begin filling their ore and mineral compartments.  Once
they filled these special compartments on board, they would dock with the
mother ships and transfer all the material to processing plants on the bigger
ships.  


Both of these phase three actions
went on for several of the Anuu days and nights.  The mining was the easy part;
most of that was completely automated.  Slogging through the cities and towns
looking for survivors took more time, but they had no choice; this was survival
of the fittest.  Resistance from hidden Anuu was dealt with swiftly.  It was
easier here for the Maav because most of the Anuu were civilians in the cities and
were not armed, making it relatively easy to sweep them up.  Larger groups in
rural areas were sometimes armed and were dealt with by calling in an airstrike
from one of the many fighter-bombers still patrolling the area.


The initial campaign lasted six
hours, destroying all the major cities and smaller towns.  The mining and
mop-up operations took another three days and nights.  When they were done,
they sent out several probes looking for Anuu life signs.  They found only
wildlife, birds and small animals they didn’t care about.  


Their primary mission complete,
they regrouped and began looking through the Anuu’s files and databases for any
clues that might lead them to their next target.  


In the science minister’s
bombed-out offices, they found a file with navigational charts to a star system
about 40 light years away from the Anuu.  It was a system with a medium sized,
main-sequence star and several planets, half rocky and half gas giants.  The
file said nothing about a remote base, but it must have been a system they were
tracking; they had information on all the planets, their language, even the
level of their technology.   


Bexar sent one of the captured
Anuu scout ships to investigate the system, telling the pilot to be cautious,
they must not be made aware of the existence of the Maav.  The scout ship could
make the trip there and back in several hours.  This gave Bexar time to call
all the generals together on the fleet command ship and have a follow-up
meeting on the battle to make sure any shortcomings were addressed before their
next encounter.  There were no other species between the Anuu and the other
system he had sent a pilot to investigate, so if there was to be a next target,
the Maav would have plenty of time to correct any deficiencies in their attack
plans.


The scout ship returned after 36
hours with a report that caused Bexar to immediately call for the fleet to set
a course for the new system at their maximum speed.


As Bexar read the report again,
he resolved that he would stay in charge of the fleet at least until this next
target was dealt with.    


The system had only one inhabited
planet, and its species hadn’t yet developed or stabilized any significant
space travel.  They had sent probes to some of the other planets in the system,
but had only sent their people to their planet’s moon for brief periods.  They
had developed considerably deadly weapons considering they had been restricted
to one planet, so they would have to be handled differently than the Anuu.  But
they had one thing the Anuu didn’t.  


Water.  Lots of it. 


 











Chapter 16     


Earth date Saturday May 17th, 2042


TRAPPIST-1 e  


Dr. Winters and Rosie were at the
ship’s controls talking.  Cutter and Atticus were farther back in a small crew
area a dozen yards or so from the main controls.


“It happened on the second day of
the Mars landing,” Cutter said.  “The trip there was nothing but boring and the
landing flawless, so maybe Frank just got careless or bored.  He was always
adventurous; he rode motorcycles, did rock climbing and surfed.  Find almost
anything dangerous and he did it.  He never got a scratch doing any of it, so I
guess he thought he was invincible.


“We all had been friends for a
long time, Rosie and Frank and my wife and me.  Frank and I had gone through
flight school together and flew everywhere together.  When the first Mars
mission came up, it was a foregone conclusion that we would be the two-man crew
to do it.  Rosie and my wife worked on the first space station we used as a
jumping-off point.  


“We were on Mars and about three
miles out from the ship exploring a newly formed crater; we hadn’t even started
building the habitat yet.  It might have worked out differently if we had the
habitat built, but as it was we had limited facilities in the ship itself.  We
couldn’t get to the sophisticated medical gear in the hold without unpacking everything
in the habitat, and the habitat wasn’t up yet.  


“Frank was on the rim of one side
of the crater and I was all the way ‘round, on the other side.  It was such a
simple thing that happened.  He stepped on a loose rock and slipped.  It could
have happened to anyone.  Because he was so close to the edge, he slid all the
way to the bottom of the crater and fell the last 20 feet or so off of a small
ledge.  The slide itself wouldn’t have hurt him that much, but when he fell, he
broke his left leg in two places and ripped his spacesuit.  


“The break was a bad one.  The
bone had been exposed and it was bleeding badly.  He got a patch over the rip
in his suit, but not before some kind of bacteria got in and infected his leg. 
At least that’s what ground control thought from his medical readings.  The
only option we had was to head back home and hope I could get him back in time
to fix everything.  One person couldn’t get everything out of the hold and into
the habitat, let alone build the damn thing to begin with.  All the medical
supplies and equipment in the hold was so much worthless cargo.  


“It took me almost 12 hours to
get him out of the crater and back onto the rover.  As soon as we got back to
the ship we took off and headed back to Earth.  


“He died two weeks out from Mars,
on the way home.  Sometimes, I’m not sure which was worse, causing the problem
in the first place by not insisting that the habitat be built and stocked
first, or having to ride all the way home with his dead body.”


“Why do you blame yourself?” 
Atticus asked.


“I’m the one who suggested we
delay building the habitat and do some exploring first.  And when the accident
happened, … well, I couldn’t build the habitat by myself, it was a two-man
job.”


“He’s never forgiven himself,”
Rosie said.  She had come from the control area while Cutter was talking and
was standing behind them.  “No matter how many times I’ve told him it wasn’t
his fault, it doesn’t matter.”


“Okay, okay, enough of this,”
Cutter said.  “Did you learn anything up there?”  


“No, not really.  From the looks
of things, it will take a lot of work from some skilled linguists to figure out
the rest of that control panel.  I’m surprised they figured out as much as they
did.”


“Well,” Atticus said. 
“apparently it wasn’t without setbacks.  I’m just surprised someone hadn’t
spotted that wreckage before we did.”


“We don’t know that,” Cutter
said.  “After all it is still the NSA.  I think we’re okay only because the
good doctor and I know each other.”  


“Cutter,” Rosie said, “you don’t
think …”


Cutter just spread his hands out
as if to say who knows.  


Dr. Winters came back to the crew
area and sat down.  


“We’re about 30 minutes out from
sub-light speed, I thought you might want to be up front to see the
transition.  It’s just as uneventful as the transition to get under way at over
light speed, but you will be able to see a lot of the system.  We drop out of
light speed a little ways outside the system itself.


“And before we land, I need to
let you know about a few things.” 


“Ah, here it comes,” Cutter
said.  “The nondisclosure agreement.”  


“No, no,” Dr. Winters said and
laughed.  “Not that.  Some things about the planet and the system.  If you
don’t remember, this is a red dwarf star, smallish, not too hot, with seven
planets in pretty close to the star.  As I mentioned before, we’ve found
evidence of prior life on two of the planets, although it’s pretty clear one of
them was the dominant planet.”  


“How long ago was it inhabited?” 
Atticus asked.  


“The evidence of life is recent.  That’s
one of the things I need to warn you about.  It’s pretty gruesome in some
cases.  This civilization was completely destroyed as recently as only a few
decades ago.”  


“Completely Destroyed?”  Cutter
asked.  “What do you mean, completely?  


“Just that,” Dr. Winters said. 
“Bombed out of existence.  It looks like the aftermath of a pretty brutal war. 
We don’t know exactly when it happened, but, like I said, it was fairly
recent.  We don’t know if it had anything to do with the remote base on the
moon or not, or even if there were other remote bases, but as far as we can
tell, the entire civilization is gone.”  


“Since I didn’t see any space
suits on this rig, I’m assuming the environment is acceptable?”  Rosie asked.  


“Yes, it is.  We do have space
suits on board, but they’re stowed in compartments below deck.  We’ve never
needed them on either of the two planets.  The oxygen content is a little
higher than Earth, but not too high to cause any issues.  Temperatures are
rather moderate and there’s very low humidity all the time.  Not much surface water
on either of the two planets.


“It looks like they used to be
similar to us, at least that’s what the skeletal structure would indicate.  Two
arms, two legs, eyes, ears, nose, mouth, all the right parts in all the right
places to call them human.  If they were still there, that is.  They were
primarily a mining society from what we can tell.  All the mines in the
countryside have been scavenged, we can only assume by who or whatever
destroyed their civilization.  And, obviously, from this ship and other
remnants still intact, we can tell they were highly advanced.”  


“Doesn’t look like that helped
them much,” Atticus said.  


“The only things we can find still
alive on the planets are fowl and small forest animals that don’t seem to mind
too much that we were looking around.  And one big guy.  A cat.  Or at least a
creature that might be a relative of cats like ours.  You’ll have to see it to
believe it.  It just sits at the edge of the forest and looks at us and
growls.”


He got up and said “Okay, let’s
head back up front, we’re getting close.”  


They all went back up to the
cockpit and sat in the chairs at the controls.  Within a few seconds, the
surrounding blackness dissolved into a small solar system laid out in front of
them.


A smallish red sun with seven
planets, all closer to their sun than Earth to its sun.     


Dr. Winters took the controls and
brought the ship into an orbit around the fourth planet in the system.  It was
close to the size of Earth, just a lot drier.  


“This is TRAPPIST-1 e, the
primary planet of this civilization.  The fifth planet was the secondary
planet.  From what we can tell, this planet contained the bulk of the
population.”  


He brought the ship in for a
landing amidst the rubble of what once was a large, multi-building complex of
some type.  From what they could see, the construction appeared to be concrete
and steel, similar to building processes on Earth.  


They exited the ship and let the
cool breeze wash over them as they walked around what was once a great and
grand complex.  Cutter looked through some of the rubble and found what once
might have been paper-type files, written in a language he didn’t understand
but which were sprinkled with the symbols they had seen on the debris they
found.


“We haven’t been able to find
much of anything that we could understand.  Most of the rest of the planet
looks basically like this.”  


“You would think that if they had
a base on our moon, they must have known our language and there might be evidence
of it somewhere.”   


“Let’s take a little drive,” Dr. Winters
said and pointed to a small utility vehicle parked off the roadway.  “We
brought this up here on our second or third visit to move around a little without
having to figure out more of the little ship’s controls.” 


They got in the vehicle and Dr.
Winters drove them around what must have been one of their major cities. 
Bombed out buildings everywhere, nothing but shells of buildings and rubble.  


“Did you find any bodies?”  Rosie
asked.  


“Nothing but skeletons,” Dr.
Winters said.  “And the critters in the forest.  I would have expected the
forests to have taken over by now if this happened decades ago, but apparently,
they haven’t.  Not sure why unless they had used something that restricted
their growth to begin with.”  Dr. Winters pointed to the tree line a few dozen
yards away.  “See, sometimes the critters come out to see who’s here.  Almost
as if they miss the people who once lived here.”  A couple of things that
looked to be a cross between a rabbit and a raccoon sat at the tree line just
watching.  Neither looked skinny, so there must be plenty to eat.  Somewhere. 
They drove around for perhaps an hour and wound up back at the main complex
where they had started.  


“Truthfully, this looks like WWII
type destruction from 100 years ago,” Cutter said.  “I’ve read lots of books
and seen lots of documentaries on the subject and this is it.  Whoever did this
must have used the same types of weapons.”


“We all came to the same
conclusion,” Dr. Winters said.  “I’m glad you agree.”


He poked Cutter in the ribs with
his elbow and pointed at the trees in the distance.    


“Look over there at the tree
line.  That’s the cat I was telling you about.”  


Cutter saw something at the edge
of the tree line about 150 feet away in the shadows, but couldn’t quite make
out what it was.  He hunched over and put his hand on his forehead, attempting
to shield his eyes from the effects of the red sun, looming large in the sky. 
The creature took another step forward and Cutter straightened up and everyone
else took a step back.  The cat, if you could call it a cat, sat back down on
its haunches and looked right at Cutter.  From the ground to the top of its
head it was at least three feet tall, more like a Great Dane than a cat.  Its
paws were probably the size of a big man’s clenched fist.  It had short hair
except for a peculiar streak of what looked like longer, courser hair starting
between his ears and running down his spine to the base of his tail like a
long, strange mohawk.  Cutter got out of the little vehicle and took a couple
of steps forward toward the animal.    


“Cutter,” Rosie said, “what are
you doing?”  


“Hang on, just a minute.”  


Cutter tilted his head to the
left and the big cat tilted his head to his right matching what Cutter did. 
Cutter tilted his head the other way and so did the cat.  Cutter took off his
baseball cap and hunched over a little and the cat slowly lay down.  Cutter
straightened up and put his cap back on and the cat got back up on its
haunches.    


“Huh, I wonder …” Cutter said.


Cutter patted his leg a couple of
times and the cat stood up and walked out of the forest and halfway up to
Cutter.  Then it stopped, and sat on its haunches again.  Okay, so we want to
meet halfway, Cutter thought.  He started walking slowly over to the big cat.  


“Cutter, what the hell are you
doing?”  Rosie asked.  “That thing could be out and about looking for lunch.”   


Cutter got to within about three
feet of the cat and it got off its haunches and started a low growl deep in its
throat.  Cutter stopped.  The cat slowly came the rest of the way to Cutter and
started sniffing his feet, his legs, then his hands.  Finally, it sat down in
front of him and made a chittering noise.  Cutter slowly reached out and
scratched the cat’s ears and it closed its eyes and started to purr.  


“It must smell my cat on me,”
Cutter said.  “Looks like I have a friend.”  


The others slowly came up to
where Cutter stood and the cat started growling again.  Cutter reached out his
hand and let the cat sniff it, then scratched its chin.  


“It’s okay, boy,” Cutter said. 
“These are friends.”  Cutter reached out and touched them all on the shoulder,
one by one, and hugged Rosie.  The cat sniffed them all in turn and then came
back to Cutter and sat back on it haunches, looked up at him and purred.  


“I guess you’re all cleared,”
Cutter said and laughed.  


When he laughed, the cat threw
his head back and chittered again as if he knew what that was and was also
laughing.  


“Hey, he knows what a laugh is,”
Cutter said.  “Look, he has a collar, he must have been domesticated.”  


They all turned around to head
back to the ship when the big cat almost barked, then did a low growl.  Cutter
stopped and turned around.  The cat came up to him and raised its head in the
air and moved it back and forth.  It sounded like something was rattling around
inside his collar.  


“If I didn’t know any better, I’d
swear there’s something in this cat’s collar,” Cutter said as he reached for
the collar.  The cat let him take it off and then plopped down on its haunches
beside Cutter.  While Cutter was trying to figure out how to open the collar,
the big cat leaned against his leg and started to purr.  


A spring-loaded door popped open
and two small devices fell out into Cutter’s hand.  They were about the size of
USB thumb drives, and were marked I and II.


“Well, look at this,” Cutter
said.  “I wonder what these are?”  He closed the spring-loaded door and put the
collar back on the big cat.  


The cat immediately stood and
began sniffing the air.  He ran over to one of the bombed-out buildings and
started raking through the small, surface rubble with his front paws.  Everyone
walked over to where he was and watched.  After a few minutes, the cat simply
sat on it haunches and made a couple of funny noises, different than they had
heard before.  When they looked where he had been digging, they found remnants
of a staircase going down.  


Dr. Winters looked at Cutter.  “I
knew we should have called you earlier; this is further than we’ve gotten on
all the other trips combined.”


They made their way down two
flights of stairs to a single door.  They had to remove more debris from the
doorway at the bottom of the stairs before it would open.  Inside was a kind of
conference room with a table and chairs and a small device sitting on the
table.  Cutter took the USB-looking thing and inserted it into the only slot
available on the device.  It fit, actually snapped into place, but nothing
happened.  Then he noticed a layer of dust and dirt on top of the device.  He
brushed it away, and it looked like a standard solar panel on top.  He unplugged
the small USB-like device and picked the machine up and they all went back up
the stairs into the weak sunlight.  Cutter sat the device on a stone slab in
front of the ruins of the building and re-inserted the USB-like contraption
labeled I.  An image began to appear, weak and intermittent, but an
image of a man.  It was an image hovering directly above the device like a
crude, portable 3-D projector.  Atticus poured a little water on his
handkerchief and rubbed more of the dirt off the solar panel and the image
stabilized as the weak sunlight hit it.  


As soon as the image stabilized,
the big cat danced around and started making the noise that was a combination
of a loud purr and the chittering sound.  


The more the image stabilized,
the more it became obvious that the animal sitting beside the man in the
projection was the big cat that was dancing around them.  One and the same,
right down to the collar.


The man in the projection began
to speak.   


My name is Science Minister
Moeller.  We have studied your language for decades, but please bear with me as
some of its constructs are still foreign to us.  We established a base on your
moon several decades ago to monitor your progress before we initiated first
contact.  


In the image, Dol’nar chittered
and Moeller put his hand on the cat’s neck to calm him.           


“Patience Dol’nar, we need to
warn them of what might be coming.”


In the image, Dol’nar looked at
Moeller and cocked his head slightly.  He recognized his friend’s voice but not
the words, they were foreign to him.  He lay down and waited for Moeller to
finish.


Cutter looked at the big cat a
few feet away and said “Dol’nar.  Is that your name?” 


The cat immediately came over to
Cutter’s side and sat on his haunches and looked up at him.


“At least we’ve solved that
mystery,” Atticus said and rubbed the cat’s ears.    


The projection continued.  


We are the Anuu, a peaceful
people who have survived in this system for centuries.  


I must now warn you about a
possible invader that may, even as we speak, be stalking us.  We have had one
remote base destroyed already and have tracked several instances of sensor
ghosts that some of us believe are cloaked ships.  If the worst happens, and we
are destroyed, we have created a weapon that might help you should they decide
to head your way.  


Use the plugin device labeled
III to see a demonstration of the weapon.


Dol’nar knows where they are
stored.  Just tell him “fire” and he will take you to them.


“It looked like there was only a I
and a II, I didn’t see a III,” Atticus said.


“There wasn’t one,” Cutter said. 
“I wonder if they got destroyed before they could make that recording.”      


We hope what we are seeing and
tracking turns out to be nothing, but just in case, we have recalled all our
personnel from all the remote bases to assist in our home defense.  


The projection disappeared.  


He removed I and inserted II. 
The gentleman who was on I appeared again with Dol’nar next to him.


This is Science Minister
Moeller again with what may very well be my last recording …”


The worst has happened, we are
under attack and I fear we will not survive.  They had been close to us all
along, waiting and planning, under the protection of some type of cloak.  


Bombs were exploding all around
the complex he was in and the Dol’nar in the image was jumping every time one
of them hit.  The real Dol’nar next to Cutter made a tiny, quiet sound and
leaned against Cutter’s leg as the image continued.  The man and the cat were
standing on a balcony similar to what some of the ruins might have originally
looked like.  This recording could have been made right here where they stood.


The projection continued.   


Worse than that, they will
also undoubtedly find out about you and your location.  The attack was so
sudden and fierce, we did not have the time to destroy all the evidence of your
location.  I am afraid we may have unleashed this evil on you by not purging
all our records of your existence.  


I can only hope you will find
these recordings in time to do something about it.  I’m making this recording
in July of 2002 by your calendar.  The invader was after our FTL drive and its
fuel, but it will more than likely take them decades to figure out how to
retrofit it to their ships.  This means it could take them upwards of 40 years
or more to get to you if they don’t stop anywhere else first. Their ships could
barely make it past light speed.  


“If you find Dol’nar, or he
finds you, please take care of him.  He has been my constant companion for most
of my adult life and I would like to think that something of our world would
live on.


Good luck to you and remember
the weapon.  They hit us so fast we had no time to use it.  


The display faded and
disappeared.  


“Oh, my God,” Rosie said.  “That
recording was made 40 years ago.  Dr. Winters, didn’t you say this system was
about 40 light years from us?”  


They all looked at each other.  


“Like the guy in the video image
said, they could travel at just about the speed of light.  That means they
could show up on our doorstep at any time,” Cutter said.


“There was no video labeled III,
so they must have been destroyed too quickly to even make it, let alone use the
weapon,” Atticus said.  “Based on the time frame of the invaders, I think we
need to head back home and see what we can do if they show up at our
doorstep.”     


  They headed back to the ship
and had gotten about 30 feet away from the site and Cutter realized Dol’nar
wasn’t beside him.  He stopped and turned around.  Dol’nar was sitting on his
haunches in the rubble next to the entrance of the underground facility. 
Cutter patted his leg and the big cat came bounding toward him and stayed next
to him all the way to the ship.  


Everyone was quiet on the trip
back to Earth.  Dol’nar sat beside Cutter all the way home.  


“What do you think Buzz is going
to do with him?”  Rosie nodded her head toward Dol’nar.


“That will be interesting,” Cutter
said.  “It might help if you were there to help wrangle one or both of them,
because I am taking this one home.”  


“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the
world,” Rosie said and laughed.    


They came out of FTL flight a few
miles from the base on the moon and immediately began to slow down for
landing.  


“This is where we screwed up on
the first flight,” Dr. Winters said as they glided into the open hangar.  “They
came in at the wrong angle and couldn’t slow down fast enough.”  


When they got into the control
room of the base, the others who had been manning the base while they were gone
called them over to the sensor view screens.  


“This showed up shortly after you
guys left and has been parked there ever since,” one of the technicians said.  


“What sensor feed is this?” 
Cutter asked.  


“We usually pick up the feeds
from the space station on the light side of the moon,” Dr. Winters said. 
“There’s a relay station in lunar orbit that stays in between us and the space
station and transfers data all the time.”  


They were looking at a spaceship
in low-Earth orbit, about where the original international space station used
to be.  It was big, about a mile long and a quarter of a mile wide.  


“No one has been able to
communicate with it since it arrived,” the technician said.  “From the looks of
these sensor readings, the ship’s shielded with some kind of energy field.” 


 











Part II









Chapter 17     


Earth date Saturday May 17th, 2042


Earth’s moon    


Cutter, Atticus, Rosie and Dr.
Winters had been standing in front of one of the big view screens for a few
minutes before anyone noticed the big cat sitting next to Cutter.  It had
followed them in and plopped down next to Cutter and leaned against his leg. 
It didn’t seem to mind all the surrounding people at all until one of the
technicians walked across the control room behind them and almost tripped over
Dol’nar.    


The big cat let out a soft, low
growl.  


“It’s okay, Dol’nar,” Cutter said
as he scratched the cat’s ears.  The growl turned into a loud purr.  


Everyone started to move away
from Cutter and the cat.    


Cutter realized what was going on
and said. “Okay, everyone, come on back and continue what you were doing. He’s
just in a strange place, he’ll be okay.  We rescued him from the devastated
planet, he’s probably just a little nervous.  He helped us figure out what
happened there.”  


Reluctantly, they all came back
and sat at their stations and resumed what they had been doing.  They were all
working the sensor displays to see if there was a way around the ship’s
shields.


“You don’t think this is the same
ship that destroyed those other people, do you?”  Atticus asked as he looked at
the ship on the main viewer.  


“I sure do, flyboy,” Cutter
said.  “I’d also bet that there’s more than one of them out there somewhere
under that cloak the science minister mentioned.”


“Do we have any kind of EM
sensor?” Rosie asked.  “Anything that can detect an EM signature.”  


“Sure,” Dr. Winters said. 
“Probably the most sensitive one you could ever hope for.  Ever since we noticed
back in the fifties that nuclear detonations produced a powerful EM signal,
we’ve had that gear figured out.  It is one of our most sophisticated detection
devices.  Why?”


They were all standing around the
big screens on the wall that displayed images of the ship in orbit around
Earth.  


“Can we bring that in any more?” 
Cutter asked.  “I’d like to get a closer look at it from here, if possible.”  


“Sure,” the technician said and
entered a few commands on his keyboard.  


The image almost doubled and
Cutter leaned in closer to the big screen to see it clearly.  


“Well,” Cutter said as he looked
at the ship, “I suspect she’s going to ask you to call USC and see if the
military can send up either a recon drone or a manned flight to scan the rest
of low-Earth orbit for cloaked ships using an EM sensor.  My guess is the
reason Moeller and his people couldn’t find the alien’s cloaking device was
they never landed on the specific EM frequency the aliens were using.  Some of
our sophisticated sliding-band stuff nowadays runs through thousands of
frequencies every second.  It would be hard to hide from that.”


“That’s what I was going to
suggest,” Rosie said and grinned.  


“They’re not answering any of our
attempts to communicate?”  Atticus asked.


“No, they are not,” one of the
technicians said.  “We’ve also thrown almost everything we have at them and it
hasn’t affected them at all.  Their shield is pretty effective.”


 “Define everything we have,” 
Cutter said.


“Conventional explosives, laser
systems and even a couple of ICBMs with nuclear payloads,” the technician
said.  “The ICBMs shifted it a little in its orbit, but only by a couple of
feet.  Their shield is pretty close to the ship itself.  The only thing that
was affected was this.”  He pointed to a small protrusion sticking out about
five feet from the surface of the ship.  The last foot of whatever it was, was
charred and bent out of shape, so it was clear our weapons were working; they
were just not effective against anything inside their shield.     


“So far, no luck with anything,”
Dr. Winters said.  He had just finished reading the incident report of the
sighting.  He picked up one of the headsets to talk to USC.  “We’ve tried
nearly every type of communications we can think of and gotten nothing in
return so far.  It’s in a stationary orbit just above Bermuda, so it’s not like
it’s difficult to see.  They must know that we know they’re there.”  He walked
across the room to quietly talk to USC about the EM-sniffing flight.  


Atticus was now standing next to
Cutter.  They were both looking at the ship on the view screen.  


“We don’t even know if there’s
anyone on board, do we?”  he asked Cutter.


Cutter looked over at him, “No,
we don’t.  What are you thinking?”  


“Can you bring this up any more
at all?”  Atticus asked the technician.  


The technician clicked on the
keyboard a few more times and the image changed.  


“That’s all we can get out of it
at this distance,” the technician said.  


“Okay,” Atticus said, “that’ll
do.  Look right here.”  He was pointing to a spot on one end of the craft. 
“What does that look like to you?”


“I don’t know,” Cutter said. 
“What do you think it looks like?”  


“I think it looks like an air
lock of some type.”  


Cutter looked closer.  “Maybe,”
he said.  “What if it is?  What do you propose?”


“I can get Salvage One close
enough for you to grab onto that charred and twisted  structure with one of the
control arms,” Atticus said, pointing to a spot on the display.  “That small spot
was obviously outside the shields when the nukes went off, so we should be able
to grab it.”    


Rosie had followed Dr. Winters
across the room when he left to make his radio call.  She saw Cutter and
Atticus huddled around one of the big view screens talking about something.  


“Okay,” she said, walking back up
to them.  “What are you two up to?”


Cutter looked at Atticus, then at
Rosie.  


“Well,” he said, “we will need
someone to make sure Salvage One doesn’t lose its grip and drift away.”


They talked quietly for a few
minutes.    


“USC said the military has
already sent up two drones to check out the ship they can see and scan for anything
they can’t,” Dr. Winters said as he walked back to view screen where the other
three were.  “The drone footage should be coming through on our viewers any
minute, now.  USC thinks the ship is being remotely piloted since no one has
responded to their hails.”    


“These guys have a thought you
might want to listen to,” Rosie said.  


“What?”  Dr. Winters asked     .


“Let’s wait until we see the
drone traffic,” Cutter said.  “It looks like it’s coming up over there.”  He
pointed to a second, larger view screen on the adjacent wall.  They all moved
closer to it.  


It was like they were watching a
high-definition movie produced by Hollywood.  The only thing missing was music
and credits rolling across the screen.  They were watching footage from a
front-mounted camera on the drone that was over-flying the ship in orbit.  The
ship looked like a big black box with sensor probes sticking out in several
spots and a couple of large windows on one end, toward the top of the box.  


“Well,” Atticus said, “at least I
don’t see armament.  You know, guns or high-energy canons.  Look, there,” he
pointed as the drone came around to the back of the box.  “That’s a good
closeup of the airlock I saw.  Look at that little piece of debris, it’s just
floating into the ship, right past the shield.  Are we recording this?”  He
turned and asked the closest technician.  


“Yes, it’s all being recorded.”  


The drone made another pass
toward the front of the ship and got really close to the big windows on the one
end.  They could see through the windows into what appeared to be a control
room of sorts.  Lots of controls, but no people, nothing alive.


“Just as they thought,” Cutter
said to Dr. Winters.  “It’s not manned.  Look at the tactical data coming in
from the drone.  There is some kind of energy shield around the ship; your guys
were right.  It looks like it’s very close to the ship itself and would stop
anything we throw at it.  No wonder our weapons were ineffective.”  


“Yes, I think it would stop
anything,” Atticus said.  “Except us.  I think we could walk right through
it.”  


“What’s he talking about?”  Dr.
Winters asked.  


“We think we can get into that
ship,” Cutter said.  “If we used my salvage ship to get us close and then went
in the air lock we saw.  From what we saw on the drone footage, small pieces of
debris can pass right through the shield; we may be able to as well.  If it’s really
unmanned, we might be able to gather info on who or what this is.  If it is an
attack, we could probably do a lot of damage before we left.”  


“Let me pass this along to USC
and the military,” Dr. Winters said.  “We’ve got to get their approval for something
like this.”  





The Maav had arrived at their
next target.  It had taken them a long time, and they were going to have to
stop and rest for a while after they were done here.  They had still not been
able to integrate the FTL drive of the Anuu into their ship’s engine
configuration.  It had taken over 40 years to get here, and they were no closer
to the integration than when they had left the Anuu’s system.


Even having several of the small
scout ships of the Anuu they could study didn’t help; it seemed to be beyond
their engineers.  Bexar had hoped they could have gotten to this system before
now.  They needed the water this system offered.  They had run out of fresh
water a few years ago and had to manufacture it.  It never tasted good enough. 
Even the water on this system, salty as it was, would work much better.  They
could remove the salts and store them for use later.  Once they were done with
this system, they needed to find a planet suitable to their physical needs and
take some time off from their trek across the galaxy.


There were a couple of moons of
some of the other planets in this system that had water, but not on the
surface.  They needed it and needed it quickly; they didn’t have time to drill
through 3,000 miles of ice and rocks to get to it.    


But first things first.  Bexar
had the fleet park well away from the third planet and sent in one tender,
remotely piloted, to gather as much intel as they could before he did
anything.  The single trip the captured Anuu scout ships made to this system
was over 40 years ago and anything could have changed.  They had disassembled
all but one of the scout ships trying to understand the FLT drive, and he
hadn’t wanted to put the single, remaining scout ship left in jeopardy.  From
the data they had gathered from the Anuu, this species had formable weapons,
and he wasn’t taking any chances he didn’t have to.


Normally,
he would have sent it in under cloak, but it didn’t matter.  It would have had
to uncloak soon enough anyway.  The transport mechanism that moved the water
took almost all the power the little tenders had.  There was enough left for
either the shield or the cloak, but not both.  He opted for the shield.      





Cutter and Atticus got the
go-ahead for their recon mission.  Rosie went along to make sure the ship
stayed where it was supposed to and to make sure everyone came home.  Before
they left, Dr. Winters had them stock up on small explosive packs; if need be,
they could use them inside the ship to do as much damage as they could before
they left.


On the way out the door, Cutter
patted his leg and the big cat bounded to his side.  


“He coming along?”  Rosie asked. 



“You don’t expect me to leave him
with that bunch, do you?” 


“Well, I guess not.  What’s he
going to do while you two are trying to get into that ship?”


“I expect he’ll be getting to
know you,” Cutter said and smiled.  


Atticus laughed and Rosie socked
him in the arm.  


They exited the moon base from
the side of the hangar they had originally entered several days ago.  Salvage
One was right where they had left it next to the crater gouged out by the
crashed scout ship.  They got on board, turned on the ion engine heaters and
put the explosives away in a couple of backpacks Cutter and Atticus could carry
with them onto the alien ship.  As soon as everything warmed up, they took off
and set a course for low-Earth orbit.  Their thought was to get into a higher
orbit and slowly drop down to the big ship’s level.  They weren’t really trying
to sneak up on it; they figured any species with the technology to develop the
shielding they used would be able to see them coming.  That was if there was
anyone actually on the ship. 


   


From where they were, the Maav
watched the old salvage ship lift off from the moon and head toward their
target planet.  They suspected they were really heading toward the Maav tender
to see if something could be done.  


      The tender in orbit around
the third planet had completed its scans, and the Maav were correct in their
choice of this planet as a target and also correct in their choice of caution
when it came to the defensive capabilities of this species.


The planet was mostly water, held
in vast oceans right on the surface.  Their initial scout ship reports were correct;
the oceans were extremely saline.  This would only delay their collection for an
hour or two while they retrofitted the main pump receiver stations with the
equipment necessary to remove the salts from the water as it was being pumped
into their holding tanks.  The salts would be redirected to drying vats, then
moved to storage areas for future use.  The holding tanks would be filled with
clean, pure water.  Enough to supply their needs for decades to come.  


The planet’s defensive
capabilities were more complex than the Maav had originally scanned.  Either
their scans were faulty, or the target species had progressed further, faster
than the Maav thought they would.  The scans were the Maav’s first attempt to
use the captured Anuu scout ship’s capabilities, so perhaps they hadn’t been
very good at that, either.  The species on the third planet had extensive
military capabilities and had already tried some of them on the tender now in
orbit.


The most devastating weapons the
humans had used so far were the nuclear-based munitions.  The Maav were very
familiar with these types of weapons, in fact they had many of them on board
their ships.  The humans’ devices were much more powerful than theirs. Luckily,
they had sent one of the tenders that had the protective shielding; not all of
them did.  Most of them had the cloaking technology, but not the main
shielding.  A few had both.  They would have to add crews to retrofit all the
tenders they were sending with the shielding.





Salvage One looked like a gnat
beside the mile-long ship in low-Earth orbit.  It pulled up slowly until it was
a few feet from the bigger ship.  


“You want to make a couple of
passes around it just to make sure no one’s home?”  Rosie asked.  


“I think that would be a very
good idea,” Cutter said.  “Flyboy, take us around a couple of times.”  


“Aye, aye,” Atticus said.  


They circled the ship along its
long axis at a distance of just about six feet; that seemed to be where the
effects of the shield stopped.  This close with all the sensors on, they could
tell the ship had seen better days.  


“Look at the pock marks,” 
Atticus said.  “All over the place.  Some of them are a foot or two deep.  How
thick are the sides of this thing?”  


“Pock marks would seem to
indicate that the shield hasn’t been in place all the time,” Cutter said. 
“Something to remember if we see more of these things.  I would suspect at
least three or four feet thick if they were built before the shield was added. 
And it looks like this one has seen some rough days.”  


They were just coming up on the
large windows on one end of the ship.  


“Slow down a bit more,” Cutter
said, “we’re coming up on the windows.  Can you match their speed and
attitude?”  


Atticus just looked at him
sideways.  


“Okay, okay,” Cutter said.  “Just
match ‘em.”  


Atticus worked the controls with
one eye on the sensor readouts and the other on the big ship just beyond the main
view port.  After a few seconds, Salvage One was synchronized with the big ship
to the point where it seemed like they were motionless and Atticus locked the
controls.  They were directly in front of the large windows in what they could
only assume was the front of the big ship.  Each window was bigger than the
entire Salvage One ship.


There was no doubt they were
looking at the control room of the big ship.  There was what appeared to be a
pilot’s set of controls, a navigator’s section and then several other stations
that were completely unfamiliar to them.


Dol’nar started to growl.  He was
looking at the big ship through the other window in Salvage One.  


“Looks like Dol’nar recognizes
this guy,” Cutter said.  “That can’t be a good thing.”  Cutter scratched the
big cat’s ears and that softened the growl a little.    


“Did you notice the floor?” 
Atticus asked.  


“From the looks of where it is,
there’s a lower level on that ship,” Rosie said, and looked at both of them. 
“Right?”  


“Good call,” Cutter said.  “You
think engines?”  


“I don’t know,” Atticus said. 
“From the looks of the size of that control room, there’s almost a mile of
space behind it on this same level.  I would suspect that’s where the engines
are.”  


“So, what’s down below?”  Rosie
asked what they were all thinking.  “That’s an area about a mile long and
almost a quarter mile wide and deep.”


“That’s a pretty good size
hold,”  Atticus said.    


“Well,” Cutter said.  “Let’s go
see.”


Atticus brought the salvage ship
around to the other end of the big ship.  He slowed to a crawl when they got
close to the damaged, protruding chunk of charred metal, the only thing out
beyond the shield’s influence.  


“Close enough for a capture,” 
Atticus said.  Cutter had gone below to the catch station and readied one of
the robotic arms.  


Cutter reached out with the
port-side robotic arm and grabbed the protruding metal shard and locked it in
position.  He and Atticus went below to put on space suits.  Rosie and Dol’nar
stayed in the control room.  


Cutter came back up to the
control room and Dol’nar bounded to his side.  He scratched the big cat behind
the ears.  


“Dol’nar,” Cutter said and the
big cat looked up at him.  “I’ll be off the ship for a while and I want you to
stay with Rosie.”  Cutter had walked over to Rosie and put his hand on her
shoulder.  Dol’nar obediently plopped down next to Rosie and leaned against
her.  She reluctantly scratched the cat behind the ears, and he looked up at
her and purred.  


“If I’d known it was going to be
that easy, …” Rosie said and smiled at the big cat.  “I think I even saw some
old cat food in one of the compartments down below.  Must have belonged to
Buzz.  Did you ever bring him on this thing?”


“Yes, a few times when he was
much younger.  I’m surprised it’s still down there.”  


“We’ll just see what we can do,”
Rosie said to Dol’nar.  He looked up at her and purred.    


“Monitor everything and we’ll
stay in touch,” Cutter said as he petted Dol’nar.  He went back down to the
hold and he and Atticus exited through Salvage One’s airlock.





Bexar watched the small,
cylindrical ship grab on to what was left of the long-range communications
antenna array.  He made a note to make sure the shield on the rest of the
tenders they sent extended at least past that communications array.  Two humans
exited the ship and floated the several feet to the tender and grabbed on to
the airlock door.  They had floated right through the shield.  


Bexar had wondered how the
shields would react to a person.  He had no idea it would have no effect on
them.  He needed to report this to the engineers, but he doubted they would
have a solution.  They were all still working on trying to integrate the Anuu
FTL drive; so this would seem like a small annoyance to them.  


“Engineering,” Bexar said over
the communications system.


“Yes, sir, engineering here.”  


“Pull a team off the Anuu FTL
project and have them look at our shields.  Apparently, they allow a person to
walk right through them.”


“Well, sir, as I recall we never
really looked at the shields in detail.  We just implemented them shortly after
we acquired them.  And, if we pull anyone off the FTL project, we may never
figure it out.”  


“If we don’t figure out the issue
with the shields, we may not get this system’s water.  Just pull them off. 
Bexar out.”  


He continued to watch the two
humans who were now approaching the rear airlock. 





Cutter and Atticus grabbed the
airlock frame structure to stop their forward progress.  It and the airlock
door itself were pitted and scarred just like the rest of the ship.  The door
had a small window toward the top, just like the airlock on Salvage One.  So,
Cutter thought, these guys were at least humanoid.  


They were looking all around the
door frame for some kind of control box when Atticus passed his hand across the
doorframe and door seam, right where a door handle would have been.  The door
slid silently open.  He moved his hand there again, and the door closed.  He
and Cutter just looked at each other.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “I guess
they had no reason to lock the front door.  Let’s see what’s inside.”  He moved
his hand where Atticus had earlier and the door slid open again.  They walked
into the airlock and the door closed behind them.  They waited until the
pressure stabilized, which seemed to happen automatically, and the inner
airlock door slid open.  They walked into a dark cavern.  


Their helmet lights didn’t really
do them much good; they couldn’t see much of anything.  They weren’t that
powerful to begin with and there was nothing much in front of them to reflect
the light.  They could not see the walls.  They were too far away to reflect
any light.    


“It looks like the atmosphere is
breathable,” Atticus said, looking at his wrist monitor.  “Close enough to ours
to work.”  


Just as they turned off their
helmet lights and took their helmets off, the internal lights came on, again
automatically.  They must have been triggered when they came through the
airlock.  Banks of lights as far as they could see kept coming on, one row
after another, the full length of the ship.  The bottom deck was a hold that
was the full size of the massive ship.


The end of the ship they entered
from had some kind of large, bizarre-looking structure that was almost as tall
as the hold itself.  It was composed of two large columns made of some material
they hadn’t seen before, several hundred feet apart.  Each column was topped
with a large, gold-colored sphere about 30 or 40
feet in diameter, and there were thick cables running between the spheres. 
There were no controls around it anywhere.  


About a hundred yards or so from the
structure of columns and spheres was what looked like a door set in the floor. 
It was maybe 150 or 200 feet across and seemed to be engineered to open by
sliding inside the bulk of the floor itself.  Beyond that, about another 200
feet, was the real prize.  Ships.  


Hundreds of them, perhaps
thousands.  Row after row, as far as the eye could see, covering the rest of
the floor space of the hold.  It looked like two different types as they walked
among them.  The first type was very small, a two-seater, that had what looked
like gun ports on both sides underneath the main body of the flyer.  The second
was larger and had only one seat and what looked like a large hold full of
bombs.  At least that was their guess.  


“All these ships,”  Atticus said. 
“Obviously attack ships.  But where are the crews?”  


“I doubt they would transport
troops here with another ship,” Cutter said.  “Why not have the crews here
already?  It would take too long to get them here otherwise.”  


“Unless,” Atticus said, “that’s
some kind of transport system.”  He was pointing to the two tall columns topped
with the gold spheres.  


Just about the time Cutter was
going to say something in response, the radio crackled.  


“Hey, guys,” Rosie said.  “You
might want to get back here.  Eleven other ships, just like the one you’re on,
have shown up in orbit.  And 12 smaller ships, big, but not as big as the one
you’re on, have positioned themselves under the larger ships, all submerged in
oceans around Earth.”  


Cutter and Atticus just looked at
each other, and neither knew what to say.  Just as Cutter started to speak,
machinery on the ship started to make noise.  


They slowly walked toward the
airlock when the door in the floor started to slide open.  


“Helmets!!”  Cutter yelled as the
hold began to depressurize.  They both got their helmets on in time and then
just stood there watching the door slide slowly all the way open.  There was
still no crew for the attack crafts in the hold, Cutter or Atticus weren’t sure
what was going on.  The towers topped with the gold spheres at the far end of
the hold started to crackle and sparks arced between the two spheres.  Larger
arcs of sparks and high voltage crawled up and down the towers and then the
center area between the two towers began to shimmer, like it was a hot day in
the desert.  


All of a sudden, a column of sea water
came up out of the opening in the floor and headed toward the twin columns with
the spheres on top.  When it got there, it simply disappeared into the shimmer
that looked like a hot day.  


“Geez,” Atticus said.  “What the
hell’s going on?” 


“I have as much information as
you do, flyboy,” Cutter said.  “But I think we have worn out our welcome.” 


 











Chapter 18     


Earth date Sunday May 18th, 2042


Earth’s moon    


Cutter and Atticus ran to the
airlock and made it back to Salvage One just in time to see Rosie at the
controls, disengaging them from the big ship and turning their ship back toward
the moon.    


“The radio has gone crazy for the
past 10 minutes or so.  You may want to talk to them while we’re on our way
back to the moon base,” Rosie said.  She turned the controls over to Atticus
and went to the communications panel with Cutter.  Dol’nar started jumping all
around Cutter trying to get his attention, just like a kitten.  


“Easy, boy,” Cutter said, rubbing
the big cat’s face with his hands.  The cat made the funniest noises and
actually tried to get in Cutter’s lap.  He settled for lying close to him when
it became obvious he wouldn’t fit.


“Cutter to moon base, come in,”
Cutter said over the radio.  “Cutter to moon base, come in.”  


“Base here, Cutter,” came the
crackle over the radio.  “We’ve set up a faster communications link; please
join us on a video conference at 9.2 megahertz.”  


“Will do,” Cutter said, and
signed off the radio.  


Cutter and Rosie moved over to
the conference table by the port window and turned on the conference link and
set it to the proper frequency.  A few seconds later, Dr. Winters came into
view.  


“A few minutes ago, 11 more of
the larger ships showed up in orbit,” Dr. Winters said.  “And, I don’t mean
they flew here, they just appeared in orbit, all at the same time.  There must
have been some kind of cloaking device in play, even though we couldn’t find
one.  Shortly after that, 12 smaller craft appeared, about half the size of the
larger ones, and they dropped into oceans at various points around the globe.  


“You can see from this,” the
display switched to a view obviously from a military ship somewhere, “the
smaller ships are pumping water up to the larger craft in orbit.  They must be
storing it on board the larger craft somewhere.”  


“No, they’re not,” Cutter said. 
“It’s a little more complicated than that.  First of all, and I suspect it’s
the same on all the larger ships, there’s no one on board.  Lots of attack-type
ships, smaller craft fitted with guns and loaded with what look like bombs. 
Thousands of them on each ship.  And there’s some kind of transport device,
something big.  It’s hard to describe. 


“It’s big enough to accept the
entire column of water being pumped up to the bigger ships, and then some.  It
seems they are pumping the water up to the larger ships in orbit and then
transferring the water to someplace else with the transport device.”  


“So, there’s more to them than
what we see here?”  Dr. Winters asked.


“There has to be,” Cutter said. 
“Has anyone else had any luck doing anything to the other ships?”  


“Not so far,” Dr. Winters said. 
“Not for lack of trying.  The Russians hit one with pretty much everything they
had, and so did the Chinese.  Several of the smaller countries tried some
smaller munitions, but nothing seems to work.”  


“Well, if it helps, there’s no
security or locks of any kind on the air locks at the rear of the larger ships
in orbit.  We could get a small nuclear package on board that way and take one
out.  If it works for one of them, we could enlist the other countries that
have salvage fleets to help with the rest,” Cutter said.  


“That seems too simple,” Rosie
said.  “Is it really going to be that simple?”


“There’s only one way to find
out,” Cutter said. 


“We can get you the payload if
you guys are willing to do the transfer.  We have all the authority we need up
here.  They’ve turned over control of the orbital situation to us while the US
and Russian Navies try to take out the pumpers.”  


“I think we’re all in,” Cutter
said.  “But I’d like to head home for a few hours first.  How long will it take
you to get the payload up to the station?”  


“It’ll be here in 12 to 14 hours,
so you have some time if you need to check in at home.”  


“Okay,” Cutter said.  “I’ll keep
in touch.  Flyboy, turn this thing around and head home as fast as we can
go.”   


 


Bexar signed off on the final
reports from the first tender and gave the order to dispatch the other 11
tenders with their associated pumper ships.  The modifications had been made to
the water receiving stations to extract the salts, so they were ready to proceed. 
Twelve tenders with coupled pumpers, each pair funneling water to one of the
gigantic generation ships of the fleet.  Most of the fleet’s water tanks were
empty, so this was a much-needed supply.  They would be pumping water for the
next two weeks or longer and most likely deplete the planet’s oceans.  Perhaps
by then, their defenses would be softened and their populace sufficiently
confused and enraged to allow the Maav its opportunity to attack without worry
of retribution.  


He didn’t trust the humans at
all.  From the reports he had read, they had a history of violence and war, and
they had weapons to defend themselves.  Bexar’s only hope was to deplete their
oceans without wasting too many tenders and hope the humans didn’t locate the
generation ships.  He was fairly confident it would take them a while to get
there even if they did find them.  The Anuu had focused their technological
advances narrowly and had not concentrated too much on weapons development.  Not
so for the humans.  They were constantly at war with themselves, so weapons
technology had taken the forefront and stayed there for generations.





The pumper ship fell into the
ocean just off the coast of Bermuda, directly under the ship Cutter, Atticus
and Rosie had visited.  The people who lived on Bermuda saw it fall into the
ocean and thought it had crashed until the water column rose from the sea.  The
column was 150 feet across and shimmered and crackled as if it were covered
with an electrical current.  Two small fishing boats in the vicinity of the
column were completely destroyed when they ran into the column.  It had
appeared so quickly, that neither of the boats had the time to maneuver away
and had crashed into it. 


A Fleet Survey Team vessel from
the Naval Oceanographic Office out of the Stennis Space Center in Mississippi
was in the area when the pumper ship fell into the ocean.  It immediately
headed to the site and got there just as the water column sprouted from the
ocean.  The United States Fleet Forces Command dispatched a destroyer and an
attack class submarine for support and directed the Fleet Survey team to begin
trying to map whatever it was that had crashed there.  


The survey team deployed an
Expeditionary Survey Vessel, an ESV, with a side-scan sonar unit attached and
they were just getting ready to process its readings when the destroyer
arrived.


“You better get the Navy guys
over here to see this,” the technician said, looking into the radar station
screen.  The captain and two of the senior officers of the destroyer
transferred over to the survey team’s vessel.  


“I don’t think crashed is
the appropriate word,” the technician said as the officers crowded around his
display.  “It looks completely intact and seems to be functioning.  It’s
created some kind of force field shaped like a large column and is pumping
seawater up to the ship in orbit.


“You can see around the edges,”
he pointed to the sonar image.  “It looks like it’s even anchored to the sea
floor.”  


“Do we have actual images
available yet?”  The captain asked.  


“They should be coming up in a
few moments,” the technician said.  “We dropped both the sonar rig and the
camera at about the same time.”  


Just as he finished speaking,
another monitor lit up with an actual image of the ship on the sea floor.  


It was probably 200 meters square
and 50 or 60 feet high.  The camera was about 20 feet off one of the ship’s
corners and 30 or so feet above it, looking down.  There were no doors or
windows on the two sides they could see and it was indeed anchored to the sea
floor.  There were legs at each corner that looked like they were embedded deep
into the sea floor, and the entire ship looked like it was only a foot or so
off the sea floor itself.  It was hard to tell; it might be closer than that.  Water
could clearly be seen rushing in underneath the ship, and the resultant column
of water being pumped upwards toward the ship in orbit. 


“Damn, what a contraption,” one
of the officers said.  


“Do we know if it’s shielded like
the ships in orbit?”  The captain asked.  


“Yes, it appears to be,” the
technician said.  “Not only can you see the shimmer around the entire ship and
the water column, but two civilian craft crashed into the column when it
appeared, and it completely destroyed their boats.”


“We’ve got someone who’ll try to
destroy one of the ships in orbit,” the captain said.  “We’re going to try it
here with this pumper ship.  I want everyone back at least a mile or so, this
will be a big blast.  We’re going to try a Mark 48 torpedo first to see if it
has any effect before we go larger.”  


The officers transferred back to
the destroyer and gave control of the situation to the Virginia-class submarine.
As soon as all the surface ships had moved back to a safe distance and calls
went out to make sure the area stayed clear, the submarine fired the torpedo. 
They all watched the camera feed as the torpedo approached.  They knew they
would have to replace the camera once the munition hit, but this gave them the
opportunity to watch the approach.  The torpedo detonated about 20 feet from
the pumper ship, sending out an enormous initial shock wave that would have
crumpled an ordinary vessel.  Before the camera went offline, they could see
the pumper begin to rise up off the sea floor and cease pumping.  


Feeling like they had just
disabled the alien device, they quickly dropped another camera and had divers
hook it into the existing feed they had been using.  What they found was
disturbing, to say the least.  The pumper was once again anchored to the sea
floor, pumping up a column of water.  


Further investigation of the
final seconds of the data from the destroyed camera told the whole story.  In
slow motion you could clearly see the device retract the anchors and extend the
shield to cover the bottom of the pumper a split-second before the shock wave
hit.  If this was a standard defense, nothing they could throw at it would do
any good at all. 





Rosie and Atticus followed Cutter
back to his house from the space port.  Dol’nar was curled up on the passenger
seat of Cutter’s pickup just watching the scenery go by.  He had seemed
fascinated by the ride in Salvage One and the descent to Earth and by the
sights and sounds of the space port.  Now he was just watching the countryside
whiz by and he made a huffing sound every once in a while.  Cutter couldn’t
tell if he was pleased by something or not, but the big cat sat there on the
whole trip.  


Cutter’s neighbor had been
collecting his mail and feeding and taking care of Buzz while Cutter was away. 
Buzz must have heard the vehicles come up the driveway.  He was sitting just
inside the front door waiting on Cutter.  He would usually move in and out
between Cutter’s feet when he first got home from a mission, rubbing his face
on Cutter’s shoes and falling on the floor and rolling around.  This time, he
got to within a foot or so of Cutter and saw the big animal behind him.  Buzz
stopped dead in his tracks and plopped down on his haunches a few feet from the
front door.  Dol’nar did exactly the same thing when he saw Buzz.  They sat
there for a couple of minutes just staring at each other, neither making a
sound or moving.  Rosie and Atticus had moved off to one side to watch the rest
of the show.


Cutter picked Buzz up and held
him in one arm while he talked to Dol’nar.  


“Dol’nar, this is Buzz,” Cutter
said as he scratched Dol’nar’s ears with his other hand.  He had no delusions
they would understand what he was saying, but he hoped his tone and mannerisms
would be enough to let each of them know they were both welcome and were to be
part of the household. 


The two cats were about two
inches apart, looking each other over and making small sounds.  Buzz reached
out with a paw and just touched the side of Dol’nar’s face.  Neither made a
sound about it, but Dol’nar turned his head just a little and licked Buzz’s
paw.  That’s all there was to it.  Buzz jumped down from Cutter’s arms and ran
into the next room with Dol’nar close on his heals.  Cutter, Atticus and Rosie
followed and found them both rolling around on the floor swiping at each other
and purring loudly.  When they finally settled down, Buzz climbed up on
Dol’nar’s back and that’s where he stayed for the remainder of the visit. 
Dol’nar would strut around the house like he was carrying a king or queen past
hordes of loyal subjects.  


“Well, I’ll be damned,” Rosie
said.  “I expected more fireworks.  Hell, I expected at least some fireworks. 
This was very disappointing.”


“I guess once a cat, always a
cat,” Cutter said.  “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but am pleased that they get
along.  Buzz probably won’t be around that much longer; I’m glad he’s got a
friend.”  


“How old is he?”  Atticus asked. 



“He’s pushing 20, and that’s old
for a cat.  I’m beginning to think I need to haul him around with me all the
time just because he won’t be here that much longer.”  


“I can make a place for both of
them in the back of the diner,” Rosie said.  “What the customers don’t know
won’t hurt them.”  


“Why, Rosie,” Cutter said.  “If I
didn’t know better, I say you were going soft.”  


Rosie socked him in the arm, “I
can rescind this at a moment’s notice.  Be nice.”  


“Okay, okay,” Cutter said
smiling.  “Let’s just get what we think we’ll need for a week or so and stop at
each of your places to do the same thing.  I’ll have a neighbor keep an eye on
my place.  You guys have someone that can do that for you?”  


“I do, but I spend most of my
time at the diner; it’ll keep right on serving meals whether I’m there or not,”
Rosie said.


“I have nothing of any value for
someone to check on,” Atticus said and smiled.  “One of the advantages of
youth.”  


They helped Cutter collect clothes,
emergency rations, ammo and a couple of firearms and what they thought would be
enough food for the two cats for a week, realizing that one of them probably
ate more than they did.


Cutter wasn’t sure what else they
would need.  He figured anything else they could get on the moon base or the
space station.  If things didn’t go well for them over the next few days, it
might not matter at all.    


As they left Cutter’s house heading
for Rosie’s and Atticus’ and ultimately the space port, Dol’nar was completely
curled up on the passenger seat trying his best to nap, and Buzz was happily
purring, curled up next to Dol’nar’s massive chest.  Friends forever.





 


Bexar watched with fascination as
the military fired an explosive device at the pumper ship.  He watched from one
of the cameras on board the pumper ship, and the shield and corner anchors
responded quickly to the advancing pressure wave and worked flawlessly.  He was
both surprised and pleased.  It was about time something was going according to
plan.  


His engineers were still working
on trying to figure out why their shield would allow humans to walk right
through it.  This was the biggest problem with scavenging technology from destroyed
and conquered species.  None of it came with a user’s guide.  You just had to
figure out how to make it work and how to retrofit it to your technology.





The Navy ships watched as the
pumper ship settled back down to the ocean floor and its corner anchors embedded
themselves back into the bedrock.  From the shimmer of the shield, you could
tell that it was retracting itself from the bottom of the ship, thus allowing
the water to flow again back into the ship.  


All in all, the pumping was
interrupted for about 30 seconds, no more.


That meant that any munitions
they threw at the ship would encounter the same shield that protected the ships
in orbit, and the only part of the craft that was exposed was around the bottom
where the water was sucked in.  And, if that was threatened in any way the
shield repositioned itself within a split-second.  The water column itself was
also protected all the way up to the transport device in the orbital ship.  No
way to insert anything into the water, the open space under the ship wasn’t big
enough for anything substantial, and they had no idea what the craft thought
was enough of a threat to impose the shield.  


They could only hope that the
crew who was preparing to get a nuke into the orbiting ship had better luck
than they did.





Cutter and crew got back to the
space port close to sunset.  They all lugged their gear up to the launch pad
where Salvage One waited for its next mission.  Rosie was carrying Buzz, and
Dol’nar stuck close to Cutter all the way up the elevator.  


Atticus caught up with them just
as they got to the airlock of Salvage One.  


“What took you so long?” Cutter
said.  “I thought you were just filing our paperwork.”  


“I did.  I was just looking at
some of the old photos in the gallery.  How come you’re not up there?”  


“I opted out.  I didn’t want my
photo up there for people who never knew who I was or what I really did.”


“Well, it ought to be there.  And
I knew I could catch up.”  


“Will you two stop yammering and
get us up to the Lunar space station,” Rosie said.  “We’ve got a date with a
big bomb.”  


She had made a comfortable bed in
the Salvage One control room for both cats, and they immediately figured out
their respective spots in it and promptly fell asleep.  Well, Dol’nar found his
spot and then Buzz curled up against him.  The big cat did not complain once.  


They were briefed on the failure
to destroy the pumper ship on the flight out to the station.  All the other
nations that tried to destroy the pumper ships met with the same obstacles.  It
seemed like the only positive thing they could report was they could disrupt
the pumpers for about 30 seconds after a major hit by high explosives.  No one
was sure what that would buy them.  Clearly they couldn’t keep peppering the
pumpers with munitions, but that was the only positive they could report.


“That kinda makes us the team to
bet on,”  Atticus said.  


“It kinda puts us behind the
eight ball, if you ask me,” Cutter said.  “It puts us in a situation where we
cannot fail.” 


“I just got off the radio with the
space station,” Rosie said.  “The bomb we’re going to use will be there.  We
don’t have to go all the way around to the moon base.  It’s remotely armed and
detonated, so all you guys have to do is get it on board and strapped down.”


“Are they sure their remote stuff
will work through their shield?”  Atticus asked.


“Not entirely,” Rosie said. 
“They want to activate it while you’re still on board so they will know if
it’ll work.”  


“I just hope they know what the
hell they’re doing and that thing doesn’t go off while we’re all still there,”
Cutter said.  


“No kidding,” Atticus said.  


“Well, take the controls, flyboy,
we’re coming in close to the station.  I’ll go below and get the hold ready for
it.  How big is this thing, anyway?”  


“They said it’s about 12 feet
long and weighs in at about 300 pounds,” Rosie said.  


“At least it’ll be easy to handle
in zero G,” Cutter said.  “And it’ll just fit in the alien ship’s airlock; any
longer and we wouldn’t have been able to get it on board.”  


Atticus brought Salvage One into
one of the loading docks on the space station and gently set it on its side. 
This would make loading much easier than a standard dock.  Technicians moved
the bomb on board with a fork-lift type contraption and it was then swarmed by
other lab-coated techs strapping it down and adjusting God-knows-what inside
the big bomb.  When they were done, the lead tech came on board and into the
control room to talk to them.  


“Okay, it’s all strapped down. 
Let’s go over what you’ll need to know when you get it on board,” he said.  


“I thought you guys were going to
arm and detonate it,” Cutter said as he sat down with the tech guy.  


“If it works, we will,” he said. 
“If it doesn’t, if their shield keeps us out, you’ll have to arm it and set a
timer for detonation.  Let’s get started.”  


Cutter and Atticus sat and
listened to the technician for almost 20 minutes and asked several pointed
questions.  It seemed fairly straightforward,  even for a nuclear weapon.  Once
they got it on board if they had to do everything it would only take them about
15 minutes to get it armed and a timer set.  


The tech wished them luck and
left Salvage One.  Atticus used the thrusters to get the ship out of the
station’s loading dock and then fired the ion engines on a course for the alien
craft.  He set the autopilot and went down into the hold to join Cutter and
Rosie.  


“Smaller than I thought it would
be,” Atticus said.  “How powerful?”  


“It’s rated at 250 kilotons,”
Cutter said.  “Still pretty small for the yield.”


“I hate to take you off this
topic right now,” Rosie said, “but you might want to come up to the control
room and take a look at Buzz.  I don’t think he’s doing so well.”  


“Flyboy, just get us to the big
ship and let me know when we’re there,” Cutter said as he left with Rosie.  


He got to the corner of the
control room where both cats were bedded down and sat down next to Buzz. 
Dol’nar had gotten up and was sitting next to Buzz on the other side making
soft clicking sounds.  Every once in a while, he would bend down and nuzzle
Buzz with his nose and lick him.  The big cat looked genuinely concerned for
his little friend.    


“It’s okay, Dol’nar,” Cutter
said.  “I knew Buzz was getting old and didn’t have much time left, but it
looks like it’s closer than I thought.”  He scratched the big cat’s ears and
Dol’nar gave him a head butt and licked his face.  Cutter petted Buzz, and he
started to purr and lifted his head up a bit.  Cutter talked to him and he laid
his head back down and closed his eyes.  


“It looks like this may be closer
than you thought,” Rosie said.


“I know, I thought I would have
more time, but it doesn’t look that way.”  


“Hey, guys,”  Atticus called from
the controls.  “We’re there, it’s time to play.”  


“Just make him as comfortable as
you can, I don’t think we can do anything else,” Cutter said.  


Rosie hugged him and he and
Atticus went down to the hold to suit up for the short trip over to the alien
ship.  Rosie took the controls and clamped onto the melted protrusion that was
just outside the shield.





Bexar watched from the comfort of
the control room of the lead generation ship as the two humans wrestled a large
object out of the hold of their old ship and headed toward one of the tenders
in Earth orbit.  He leaned closer to the screen and adjusted the focus of the
long-range camera.  He recognized the object as one of their large nuclear
munitions.  He had planned for this possibility.  He called operations and had
them send another tender under cloak to their coordinates.  


They could blow up as many as
they wanted.  He had thousands at his disposal and could replace them until the
oceans were depleted.  If this was all they had to offer, he had worried too
much.  





Cutter and Atticus got the nuke
into the airlock and it left barely enough room for them.  It was relatively
easy to maneuver, just a little awkward, and in zero gravity, it weighed almost
nothing.  When they got into the main bay, they maneuvered their way very
carefully around the raging column of seawater coming up from the floor and
disappearing into the transport device at the far end of the bay.  The last
thing they needed was for it to get caught up in the water, or worse, damaged
by the force field around the water column.  


They were supposed to get the nuke
far enough into the bay to be surrounded by the small fighters and bombers. 
The thought was if the nuke by itself didn’t do it, the resultant explosion
would take out all the small fighters and bombers and they would probably blow
up the alien ship.


They stopped about halfway into
the bay, just about a half mile.  They anchored the bomb to eyelets on the
floor that were used to stabilize the small attack craft and radioed to Salvage
One.  


“Rosie, this is Cutter, pass
along to control that we’re in place and they can try to arm the bomb.”  


“Will do,” Rosie said.  


Cutter opened the control panel
so they could see the lights on the bomb’s arming mechanism.  A few seconds
later, the armed light came on and Atticus and Cutter both let out an
audible sigh of relief.  


“We see an armed light.  Let
them know and we’ll get the hell out of here,” Cutter said over the radio.  


“I’ll pass it on.  Get back over
here.”  


Cutter and Atticus made their way
back to Salvage One.  As soon as they were in the hold, Rosie detached from the
alien craft and headed at full throttle back to the space station.


On the trip back to the space
station, Cutter spent some time with Buzz and Dol’nar.  


“They’ve been quiet over here,”
Rosie said.  “I checked on Buzz a couple of times, and I think Dol’nar is
really upset about the little fellow.”  


“I think they bonded on a level
we don’t even understand.  This may affect him more than we think.”





They got back to the Lunar space
station and settled Salvage One in the big loading dock.  When they left the
ship, Dol’nar sat right where he was beside Buzz.  He acted like he wasn’t
going anywhere for the moment.  Rosie said she would stay, they should go. 
Cutter and Atticus left them and headed up to the main control room.  


Dr. Winters was there waiting on
them.


When they were all ready, one of
the Navy technicians pressed a red button on one of the control panels and a
couple of seconds later the alien ship in orbit split apart into about four
pieces and then a large explosion pulverized it all into so much dust.  A ship
that big, completely gone in a few seconds.  


As shouts rang out all over the
control room, the water column started falling back to Earth and eventually
disappeared.  People were getting up and shaking each other’s hands and
slapping backs all over the control room.  Someone suggested getting some
champagne and really celebrating.  Dr. Winters, a decidedly cooler head, was
trying to get everyone to settle down, telling them this was a good start, but
they still had a lot of work to do.    


But before the celebrations could
even get started, it got quiet as another ship exactly like the one they
destroyed, slowly materialized just as the smoke was clearing from the debris
of the first one.  It must have been waiting in the area under a cloak all the
time.    


The door opened on the bottom of
the ship and the water column was sucked in from below just like in the
original ship.


While everyone was trying to
figure out what to say, Rosie walked in and caught Cutter’s attention.  


“You better get down to the
ship.”


 











Chapter 19   


Earth date Tuesday May 20th, 2042


Earth, Cutter’s house    


“How long do you think he’s going
to sit there?”  Rosie asked.  


She was looking out the kitchen
window at the back of Cutter’s house.  Dol’nar had been sitting on his
haunches, almost at attention, over Buzz’s grave in the backyard for the past
hour.  Every once in a while, he would lie down and rest his head on his front
paws, but only for a few minutes.  Then he was right back up again.  


“Not sure,” Cutter said.  “He
keeps surprising me.  I think I have him figured out, and then he does
something I didn’t expect.  I sure didn’t expect this.  I’ll go out in a few
minutes and see if he wants to come inside.  Has flyboy called in yet?”  


“No, he hasn’t.  I don’t really
expect to hear from him until later this afternoon.  Everyone’s kinda bummed
out about all sorts of things.  I don’t think he’s any different.  Were we
going to have another conference call with Dr. Winters this afternoon on what
everyone’s planning next?”  


“I think so.  I’ll be right
back.”  


Cutter walked out the back door
and across the backyard area to where Dol’nar was sitting.  


They had laid Buzz to rest the
day before when they got back from the space station after the complete failure
of everything they had tried.  Dol’nar had howled almost like a dog after they
had buried Buzz.  He went back in the house and curled up in his bed in the
kitchen and stayed there throughout the night.  When everyone got up this morning,
he wanted out and had been out there ever since holding vigil.  


Cutter came up and stood beside
Dol’nar and put his hand on his head.  The big cat leaned against Cutter and
made strange, soft sounds Cutter had never heard before.  This was the strangest
species of animal he had ever seen.  It was as affectionate as a big dog and
displayed an array of feelings similar to humans.  


Dol’nar stood all the way up and
walked right up to the edge of Buzz’s grave.  It looked to Cutter like he was
bowing his head over the grave and he made a curious sound almost like a bark. 
With that, he turned around and trotted back to the house.  Cutter followed and
found him in the kitchen wolfing down a bowl of food.  


It appeared he had said his
goodbyes.  


“I think we’re going to have to
get him another cat,” Cutter said.  


“Oh, it would be for him, would
it?”  Rosie said with a cynical grin.


“It’s obvious he misses Buzz.”


The phone rang and Cutter grabbed
it.  He listened for a few minutes and then hung up.  


“That was Dr. Winters,” Cutter
said.  “He wants to have the meeting now.  They’re all at the space port and
we’re supposed to be there in,” he looked at his watch, “45 minutes.”  


“Who’s they?”  


“Apparently, there’s a rep from
almost every major branch of the service, several scientists from the space
station, and they’re all waiting for us.”


“Why us?”


“We’re the only ones that have
been in one of their ships and seen their technology up close.  They’re
grabbing at straws.”  


“Did they call Atticus?”  


“Yep, flyboy will be there.  Come
on, let’s get on the road.”  He patted his leg and Dol’nar ran over to him and
followed them out the door.  He sat between them in Cutter’s pickup all the way
to the space port.  





Bexar had really expected a more
sustained attack almost right away.  He was surprised that nothing else had
happened yet; perhaps the humans had not expected the other ship, the
replacement, to materialize and take over the function so quickly.  Perhaps
this might be easier than he thought.    


He had been going back and forth
with his engineering department for the better part of the last two days.  They
could not configure the shields to stop human bodies from just walking through
them.  Apparently, that was never part of the original design.  They were
designed as shields for spaceships and were high-energy based.  They neither
stopped nor harmed living beings, only something hitting the shield with
considerable energy or inertia.  There was nothing they could do about it.  


He went back to the reports on
how the water collection was going.  At the current rate, they were ahead of
schedule, even taking into account the destruction of one of the tenders.  


So far, he was content in the
knowledge that the humans had no idea where they were or what their
capabilities or shortcomings were.     





By the time Cutter and Rosie got
to the space port, everyone else, including Atticus, was already in a large
conference room.  Cutter put a large blanket down in the corner of the room and
patted it.  Dol’nar obediently lay down and curled up.  Everyone in the room
watched as the big cat began to clean it huge paws and purr.  


“Does that thing have to be in
here?”  asked some general Cutter had never seen before.  


“If you want me here, he stays,”
Cutter said.  


Muttering all about the room
until Dr. Winters stood up and called for quiet.  


“Please, ladies and gentlemen,”
he rapped on the table.  “Please come to order.”  Dol’nar got up on his
haunches.  “If you’re never met, this is Colonel Tobias Cutter, the commander
of the first manned mission to Mars.  He and his associates have been
invaluable to this endeavor.  They and they alone are responsible for us
getting as far as we have gotten.  In one trip to TRAPPIST-1 e they got us more
information than all the trips we made combined.  They are the only crew
that has first-hand knowledge of the interior of the alien ship.  The creature
they have with them is domesticated and is a member of a species native to
TRAPPIST-1 e, the home world of the race destroyed by these very aliens.  The
creature has even assisted in this investigation by uncovering relevant data on
its home world.  I would suggest you act accordingly.”  


The room got very quiet.  Cutter
and Rosie sat down next to Atticus.  Dol’nar resumed his lounging attitude and
continued his bath.  


“I believe the current topic of
discussion is what the hell do we do now that we’ve destroyed two of their
ships and they were replaced almost instantly,” Dr. Winters said. 


“I say we hit them again and keep
hitting them until they can’t replace their ships.”  The general said.  He kept
looking at Dol’nar out of the corner of his eye.  He never saw it, but the big
cat was keeping an eye on him as well.  


“Wait,” Cutter said and raised a
hand up in front of himself to try to stop the conversation.  He turned to Dr.
Winters.  “Did you say two of their ships?”


“Yes,” Dr. Winters said.  “While
you were out yesterday, the Russians tried the same thing you and your crew
tried with the same results.”  


“Exactly the same results?” 
Cutter asked.


“Yes,” Dr. Winters said. 
“Seconds after the other ship blew up, another just like it appeared out of
nowhere and took over the water pumping.”


“We’re wasting our time,” the
general said.  He stood up as if he was ready to go.  “If we don’t continue to
hit them, we’ll lose half our oceans.”  


“General,” Dr. Winters said. 
“Sit down.”  He held out his hand, pointing to the general’s chair.  


The general reluctantly sat down
and huffed.  Dr. Winters said, “Cutter, continue.”  


“Have we verified that the two
new ships are unmanned also?”  Cutter asked.  


“Yes, but what does that have to
do with anything?”  The general asked quickly.  


“Look past the obvious,” Cutter
said, not looking at the general.  “All these ships are unmanned, and that
water has to be going somewhere.  What does that imply?”  


Atticus looked at Cutter and
said, “Of course.  It means there are other ships out there watching everything
we do.  How else would they be able to replace those ships so quickly?  That
must be where the water is going.”  


“Exactly.”  Cutter said.  


“What do you propose?”  Dr.
Winters asked.


“The pumper ships at the bottom
of the ocean,” Cutter said.  “How much room is there at the bottom of the ship
where they’re sucking in water?” 


“General?”  Dr. winters said.  


The general looked annoyed.  “The
ships are only a few inches above the ocean floor, what the hell does that have
to do with anything?”  


“Do we know if there is any
filtering in place?”  Cutter said.  “Do we see small fish or any debris flowing
into the pumper ship with the water?”  


“This is ridiculous,” the general
said.  


“Humor me,” Cutter shouted.  He
was only a couple of people away from the general.  


Clearly, the general was taken
aback by Cutter’s attitude, but he said, “No, there’s no filtering that we can
detect, and we do see small fish and debris being sucked up with the water.”  


“Good,” Cutter said and smacked
the table.  “That’s perfect.  Dr. Winters, do we have a long-range tracking
unit?  Something small that might fit under that pumper ship?”  


“How long-range?”  Dr. Winters
asked.


“Eight or nine hundred million
miles,” Cutter said.  “Give or take a little.”  


“General?”  Dr. Winters asked.  


“Yes, we can do that,” the
general said.  “What the hell are you getting at?”  


“General, do you know how much
water there is in all the oceans on Earth?”  Cutter asked.  


“A lot, I suspect.  No, I don’t
know the specifics.”  


“Over 320 million cubic miles of
salt water.”  He paused.  “Let that sink in for a minute.  If these aliens are
after our water, and it certainly seems so to me, where do you think they’re
putting it all?  What are they doing with it?”  


No one said anything.  They just
looked at each other.


“Someone is watching what we’re
doing,” Cutter said.  “They are probably not close; if they are, they are
cloaked.  They must be storing that water somewhere.  I, for one, would like to
know where they are, wouldn’t you?  Eight or nine hundred million miles would
cover from here to Saturn or Jupiter.  If they’re not close, I doubt they’re
further than that.  A tracking unit at that distance would ping us anywhere
from an hour to an hour and 20 minutes after they suck it up.  That’s what I’m
getting at, General.  Can we make that happen?”


“General?”  Dr. Winters asked.  


“Yes, I think we can do that
within a few minutes,” the general said.  He shouted over his shoulder to one
of his aides, “Get me that attack sub that’s off the coast of Bermuda.”  


“Dr. Winters, I would suggest you
get in touch with whoever handles re-tasking Hubble-3 these days.  We will need
to use it to find these guys once we get that signal,” Cutter said.  The
Hubble-3 was the third iteration of the famous space-based telescope first
launched just before the turn of the century.  The latest version could not
only image out to the edge of the known universe, it could also be used to look
in detail at anything in our own system.  


Dr. Winters left the room to contact
some of his people about re-tasking the big telescope.  The general was on the
phone with someone, probably on that sub, talking about a tracker.  Cutter,
Atticus and Rosie stepped outside the conference room to get coffee, Dol’nar
followed them.  Well, he followed Cutter.  


“This makes sense now,” Cutter
said.  “They have to be out there somewhere.  They have to be storing that
water somewhere and the ships they’re using must be massive.”  


“They would have to be to hold
that much water,” Rosie said.  


“We just need to know what we’re
up against.  I don’t think we know that yet,” Cutter said.  “Everything we’ve
seen so far are just unmanned drones.”  


“If they can send replacement
ships at the drop of a hat,” Atticus said, “how many do they have?”  


“That’s what I’m afraid of,”
Cutter said.


The general’s aide stuck his head
through the door, “We got to the sub and they released the tracker.  It got
sucked up without a hitch, looks like it worked.”


“Good,” Cutter said.  “Now we
wait.”


 


 


 


Now Bexar was worried.  Two
attacks, from different countries, then nothing.  What were they planning? 
What could they plan?  He was fairly confident he was aware of their
capabilities and as long as the Maav’s main generation ships stayed where they
were, out of reach, he felt certain they would be okay.  


He was, however, beginning to
think his engineers would never be able to figure out the Anuu’s FTL drive.  If
that was really the case, he was inclined to perhaps curtail the water
collection and just take the entire planet from the humans.  They needed a
place to rest and perhaps stay for a while.  It would be good to walk on solid
ground again.  


He would have to bring this up at
the next commanders’ meeting and see if he could get enough support for the
proposition.    





“We just got a ping,” the
general’s aide said.  He had stuck his head into the smaller room Cutter, Rosie
and Atticus had relocated to in order to get some peace and quiet and have some
lunch. 


Cutter looked at his watch and
said, “My guess is they are in orbit around Jupiter.  But let’s get the Hubble-3
repositioned and see what we can see.  Are you getting good telemetry?”  


“Yes, we should be able to have
the telescope lock onto it in a matter of minutes as soon as it’s
repositioned.”  


They got back in the main
conference room and sat down just as Dr. Winters got off the phone.  


“Cutter,” he said, “we’re
repositioning the telescope and feeding it the telemetry from the tracker as we
speak.  A preliminary image should be coming up on the main monitor behind you
in a few minutes.”  


Cutter and everyone else got up
and turned around to face the monitor and waited.  They waited for what seemed
like an eternity and everyone was getting restless.  Then an image started to
appear.  Slowly.  


It took a few minutes before
everyone realized what they were looking at and how big the ship really was. 
As it turned out, it was really in orbit around Europa,
one of Jupiter’s largest moons.  After some quick calculations based on the
proximity of the ship to the moon and the known size of Europa, they determined
the ship was 500 miles long and 100 miles wide and deep.  They did the
calculations two or three times just to make sure they hadn’t made a mistake.


“Lord, Cutter,” Atticus said. 
“Can this be real?  A ship that size?”  


“All that water had to go
somewhere, flyboy,” Cutter said.  “But if you look really closely at this
image,” he walked up to the screen to point to what he was talking about,
“there are two other things we need to be worried about.”  


Rosie was beside him already
looking at the same thing, and Dol’nar was making chittering noises on his bed
in the corner.  


“Look here,” Cutter said.  He
traced several outlines on the body of the big ship.  “These look familiar?”  


Atticus immediately said, “Those
are like the big ships in orbit around Earth.”  


“Yep,” Cutter said.  “It looks to
me like there are hundreds of them attached like parasites to this monster
ship.  No wonder they replaced the two we destroyed so easily.  There are
probably more of them in orbit right now, cloaked.”


“God, Cutter,” Rosie said.  “I
think we’re in big trouble.”  


“That’s not the worst of it,”
Cutter said.  “Look really closely right here and deeper into the field of
view.”  


Dr. Winters and the military men
all came up and crowded around what Cutter was pointing at.  Dr. Winters saw it
right away, but Cutter had to point it out specifically to everyone else.  


Cutter pointed at the image and
then further back at several others circling the big moon.  


“Unless I’m mistaken,” he said,
“I count 12 of these massive ships.  One for every ship in orbit around Earth. 
Each pumper and its associated transport ship is moving water to a different
holding ship.  There’s a whole fleet of them out there.” 


   


  











Chapter 20   


Earth date Wednesday May 21st, 2042


TRAPPIST-1 e   


“How many people are there on
those ships?”  Atticus asked.  


“Well, if they’re people,” Cutter
said, “It’s most likely their whole civilization.”  


“I’ve read about the possibility
of this,” Rosie said.  “They’re called generation ships.  Something causes an
entire civilization to abandon their home world and begin to roam the galaxy.”


“There’s no doubt about it now,”
Cutter said.  “These must be the same beings that destroyed the species on
TRAPPIST-1 e, and now it seems they are after our water.”  


“They’ve picked the perfect spot
from which to attack us,” Dr. Winters said.  “There’s no way we can mount any
kind of attack where they are.  They are simply too far away.”


“That’s probably why they’re not
cloaked,”  Cutter said.  “They’re so far out there’s nothing we can do about
them.”  


“And the water column they are
sucking up is shielded all the way to the transport device inside the ship in
orbit,” Atticus said.  “The only opening is below the pumper ship at the bottom
of the ocean, and there’s not enough room there to do much of anything.”  


“Even if we could get something
on board the larger ships close to Jupiter,” Dr. Winters said, “we’re talking
about a structure that’s over 5 million cubic miles.  We haven’t even got
anything big enough to destroy something like that even if we could deliver
it.”


“We can’t even fire missiles at
it, it’s just too damn far away,” one of the generals said.  


Dol’nar looked up when the
general spoke and made a new sound.  It was the sound he had made on his home
planet when Cutter played the videos he had found in Dol’nar’s collar.  Cutter
went over to him and rubbed his head.  Dol’nar stood up on all fours and leaned
into Cutter.  


“What did you say, General?” 
Cutter asked.  


“I said we can’t even shoot
missiles at it,” the general said.  


Dol’nar sat still and just looked
around.  


“No, not quite,” Cutter said. 
“You said we can’t even fire …”


At that point, Dol’nar put one of
his front paws up on Cutter’s leg and he made the sound again.  This time he
also shook his head from side to side and there was a faint rattling coming from
his collar.


“What the hell, …”  Cutter
started.  


He removed the collar and opened
the compartment that had contained the two videos they had viewed on TRAPPIST-1
e.  He shook it into his hand several times and another small USB-looking
device fell out.  It was labeled III.  


“Damn,” Cutter said.  “It must
have been stuck in there.  This is the third video referenced in the other
two.  What did he say we were supposed to say to Dol’nar?”  


“Fire,” Atticus said.  


Dol’nar immediately began
circling Cutter making that strange noise.  Then he sat in front of him and put
one paw up on his leg.  


“I guess that settles it,” Cutter
said.  “We’re going back to look for a weapon.”


Confused looks went around the
room between all the military men and scientists.  


“When we originally found the two
small devices that contained the videos, one of them mentioned one labeled III. 
Well, we never found it, we just assumed things got busy and confusing toward
the end and they never got around to making it.  The science minister on the
videos said it was about a weapon they had created that they felt would have
worked and we were supposed to say the word fire to Dol’nar and he would
take us to the weapons.  Maybe they did it that way so the enemy could never
get his hands on it if things got bad.”


Dol’nar made the new noise and
looked up at Cutter with his half-closed eyes.


Cutter held the little device
up.  


“The unit that reads these and
displays the images is back on TRAPPIST-1 e, set up in the area where we
originally landed.  We had no reason to believe we’d ever need it again, so we
left it there.  We’ll have to make a trip back to retrieve it, play the video
and see if Dol’nar can lead us to the weapons.  We have no idea what they are
or how they work, but they may be our only chance.”  


Cutter, Rosie, Atticus, Dr.
Winters and a couple of the military people headed for the hangar where the
TRAPPIST-1 e craft recovered from the moon base was housed.  Dol’nar obediently
followed Cutter like he had belonged to Cutter all his life.  Cutter still
didn’t understand the bond and attraction, but he accepted the big cat as his
own.  Dol’nar had been more attentive than ever since Buzz had passed.  Apparently
he knew exactly what he was supposed to do.  


Atticus took the controls this
time.  He had picked up enough of the flight controls to man the little craft
the last time he was on it.  Everyone else headed for the crew lounge about
halfway back into the little ship.  Once they were under way, Atticus came back
to join them.  


“I have it set to notify us a few
minutes before we get to the TRAPPIST-1 system, and to alert us if anything
unforeseen comes up,” he said as he sat at the small briefing table.  


The two generals who came along
with them had been talking.  


“There’s not really much we can
do if this new weapon doesn’t pan out,” one of them said.  


“How many of the Mars-capable
craft do we have?” Cutter asked.  


“We only have two of them
completely out of production,” he said.  “Ten more are in the line, but it will
take over a year to get them ready.”  


“Well, even assuming those two
were enough,” Atticus said, “what’s the flight time to Jupiter?”  


“Best guess, off the top of my
head,” the other general said, “is about 14 months.”


“It would be all over by then,”
Rosie said.  “And, that doesn’t count the time it would take to arm them, and
then there’s no guarantee they could do anything, right?”  


“If the larger ships are
outfitted like the ones in orbit around Earth, anything we throw at it would be
ineffective because of their shield,” Cutter said.  “Or, I suppose they could
just cloak and move to another location.  Hell, we’d never find them.”  


“What about these little
fellas?”  Atticus said patting the bulkhead of the ship they were sitting in. 
“Are these things armed?”  


“Not as far as we could tell,”
Dr. Winters said.  “They could definitely get there fast enough to do
something, but, again, we’d be stuck with our weapons and we’ve been there
already.  Besides, we only have three of them.”  


The room fell quiet.  They were
all thinking the same thing.  If this new weapon didn’t save the day for them,
they were pretty much finished.  No one really knew how fast things would
happen on an Earth without its oceans, but everyone agreed it wouldn’t be
good.  Most likely would be the end of the species.  Not right away, but within
a few decades, the planet would most likely be dead.


The first thing that would happen
was that parts of the planet would start to bake.  The oceans are good buffers
against intense solar radiation from the sun.  They absorb a lot of it and
distribute it throughout all the water on the planet, helping to keep it, and
us, from roasting.  Pumping action in the deepest parts of the ocean do a good
job of moving heated water at the equator north and south and picking up colder
water there and redistributing it.  


The cycle of evaporation and
condensation also helps to keep most of the planet livable and allows for
plants to grow and animals to flourish.  Without rainfall anywhere, plant and
animal life would slowly disappear, with humans to follow eventually.  We could
survive on ground water and hydroponics for a while, but most if not all of us
would be gone within a couple of generations.  Anyone left would be driven deep
underground by oven-like temperatures on the surface and a total lack of
water.  Our once-blue marble in the void would turn to dust.  Not a pretty
picture.


The proximity alert beeping in
the cockpit brought them all out of their depression, and Atticus went up front
to take over the controls.  As he brought the little flyer into an orbit around
TRAPPIST-1 e, Dr. Winters warned the two generals what to expect.  


“Be prepared, gentlemen,” he
said.  “If anything, this entire planet looks like the aftermath of World War
II.  I know you read the briefs and status reports, but seeing it all in person
is another thing altogether.” 


They were looking out one of the
small portals as Atticus slowed the craft for a landing at the site they had
visited previously.  Their little runabout utility vehicle was parked just
where they had left it the last time they were here.  There was no one to move
it.  Atticus came in low and slow over the remains of the major city where
their base was.  


“Good God,” one of the generals
said.  “You’re right, the reports don’t do it justice.  You believe this was
done by the same race that’s now taking our oceans?”  


“Yes, we do,” Dr. Winters said. 
“We have no direct evidence, but from the dates of the videos we saw made by
the Anuu science minister and the technology level of the attacking race, it
really has to be them.  They could travel at just about the speed of light, and
this system is about 40 light years from Earth.  It took them just about 40
years to get to us.”  


As soon as they landed, and the
hatch opened, Dol’nar rushed out the door and bounded out to the tree line.  He
was joined almost immediately by three or four others just like him.  They all
jumped and frolicked with each other like kittens on Earth.  


“Welcoming committee,” Rosie said
as she stepped off the ship.  


“Looks like,” Cutter said.  “I
wonder if they’re all related or just friends?”


“Where is the video device?” 
Atticus asked.  


Cutter pointed to a small table
and started walking in that direction.  Before he inserted the small USB-like
device into the player, he patted his leg several times and Dol’nar came
running.  He got to Cutter and dutifully sat right beside him, close enough to
lean against him.  


“I still don’t understand the
attraction,” Rosie said.  “You think it’s just because you’re the first human
he bonded with?”  


“I have no idea,” Cutter said. 
“But I’m not going to waste the connection.”  He rubbed the big cat’s head, and
it purred loudly.  


They all sat down at the small
table, and Cutter plugged in the video device.  The video started to play and
at first all they heard was Science Minister Moeller’s voice, no real image.  


What you are about to see is a
test of our most lethal defensive weapon.  While we did not have the time to
use it to help us, perhaps you can use it to save yourselves.  The original
test we did would have made no sense to you, so we wasted another of the
weapons on an abandoned research facility on one of our moons.  It may be
difficult to discern scale from this video, but the facility is about 800 miles
long and 200 miles wide.  It was originally used to manufacture our first scout
ship fleet.  


The video resolved to a long shot
of the facility on a small moon.  On the right side of the video was a
countdown timer that had started at 30, presumably something like seconds.  As
it counted down, the camera zoomed in until the facility itself filled the
entire video.  


When the timer hit zero, they saw
a small, white point of light at the center of the facility.  Based on the
scale, the point of light must have been about a half mile in diameter. 
Initially, from that point, a visible shock wave travelled in all directions
and engulfed the entire facility in just a few seconds.  But it wasn’t an
ordinary shock wave.  Whatever it touched seemed to melt before their eyes. 
Then, the point of white light seemed to enlarge to encompass the facility and
much of the moon’s surface around it, leaving charred, black ruins everywhere. 



It was over in a matter of
seconds, probably less than a minute.  The entire facility and the moon itself
for several miles in all directions was a charred, black ruin.  


The voice-over on the video
continued.  


This weapon uses a mineral we
only discovered several years ago quite by accident.  It has the effect of
gathering all the dust and atmosphere within several miles of the device and
using that to create a small, functional sun about to go nova.  It has an
effective range of about 1,000 miles in all directions, so use it with caution. 
I hope it can help you.  We could not use it to save us.  


The video ended.


It was obvious Dol’nar recognized
his old master’s voice.  During both parts where the science minister was
speaking, he leaned against Cutter and made small noises.  


Cutter leaned down and looked
Dol’nar square in the face and said fire.


Dol’nar perked up immediately and
trotted off toward the remains of another building.  He sniffed here and there
and all around the perimeter and settled on a spot outside the main area of
debris.  He sat down and chittered.


“Okay, guys, you know the drill,”
Cutter said.  “Sweep away dust and dirt and move as much debris as you can. 
There’s something here, we just need to find it.”  


They dug and cleared for almost
an hour before Atticus called out that he had something.  As before, it was the
beginning of a staircase that led down.  This time, it was more than a dozen
stories below the surface and led to a huge underground complex that appeared
to be mostly untouched by the carnage up above.  Dol’nar led them to a room
with a simple cabinet and nothing else.  The room’s ceiling had caved in and
turned the cabinet over and spilled its contents.  Inside the cabinet and
around the floor where it had split open were about two dozen of the sphere
devices scattered in and around the rubble from the ceiling, along with a
book.  Perhaps the book was instructions.  They couldn’t tell right away
because of the language barrier but it would be something for the translation
teams.


The remainder of the underground
area seemed to be a research facility of some type and would have to be
explored thoroughly if they ever got out of the current mess they were in.     



They took all the spheres and the
book up to the surface and headed for the scout ship they came in.


On the way back to Earth, Cutter
and Atticus examined the devices.  They were each about twelve inches in
diameter, smaller than a basketball, and quite light.  They weighed in at about
three pounds each.  It was difficult to believe all the destruction they saw
was caused by such a small, lightweight device.  Most of them were fitted with
a small key in a slot and they all had what looked to be a timer control knob,
or at least a place where one was supposed to be.  A few of the devices had no
key in the slot and several of them had the timer control knob broken off.  


The only other feature on the
sphere was a small etching that looked like a child’s drawing of a sun.  It
seemed appropriate. 


Neither of them could make heads nor
tails of the book that they found with the devices, but they seemed to be more
or less self-explanatory.  The key had three positions.  They surmised the
position they were in was off, and there were two others, one with a
symbol that looked like the timer knob and the other had a symbol that looked
like the sun etching.  Obviously, the other two positions were timer and
… boom.   


The timer knob seemed to have
three positions.  One was a small dot, the second was a larger dot and the last
a still larger dot.  Not helpful at all.  


“Do you think the timer would
still function with the key in the off position?”  Atticus asked.  


“There’s only one way to find
out,” Cutter said.  “You have a second hand on your watch?”  


“What the hell are you two doing
back here?”  Rosie asked as she and Dol’nar came back into the aft crew
quarters.  “You’re not testing anything, are you?”  Dol’nar was standing beside
her looking at Cutter and Atticus with his head tilted slightly sideways. 
Rosie had become Dol’nar’s new best friend, surprisingly fast for both of
them.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “yes, we
are.  We have to know how this works, at least to a certain degree.  We just
need to know what increments the timer works in.  We think as long as we have
the key in the off position, we ought to be safe.  The timer may not even work
in that position.” 


Before Rosie could answer, Cutter
turned the timer knob to the first position and Atticus looked at his watch. 
When he turned the knob to the first position, it clicked and then began to
slowly return to the off position.  Ten seconds later it clicked back in the off
position.  Nothing happened.


“I swear, you guys have a death
wish,” Rosie said.  “The way we saw that thing work, it probably wouldn’t
matter where in the ship I was, would it?”  


“No, not really,” Atticus said. 
“But, we just learned something.  The first mark on the timer is ten seconds. 
Let’s try the second.”  


Cutter turned the timer knob
until it clicked on the second stop and Atticus looked at his watch.  The timer
started moving back, but much slower than the last time.  


“This might take a while,” Cutter
said and put the device back on the table.  “What is it with you and the cat? 
You seem to be best friends all of a sudden.”  


“I was as confused as you,” Rosie
said as she reached down and rubbed Dol’nar’s ears.  “All of a sudden, it seems
he’ll attach himself to me when you’re tied up doing something.  He seems to
always want to be close to one of us, he’s a pretty social animal.”  She looked
down at the big cat and he looked up and made a chittering sound.


“I wonder just how many of these
guys there are on that planet,” Cutter said.  “And how many of them were
domesticated, like this guy.”  


“Hell, there could be thousands,”
Rosie said.  “If this was the only feline species on the planet and they were
widely domesticated, you could be looking at the dominant animal species.  You
saw how quickly he found others like him in the woods.  Those might all be
domesticated.”  


The timer stopped.  Atticus
looked at his watch and said “A little over a minute and three quarters.  Roughly.” 



“So, perhaps each setting is ten
times the previous one?”  Cutter asked.  “What would that make the last
setting?”  


“A little over 15 and a half
minutes.  Not much time to get away from the destructive power of this thing,
is it?”  Atticus said.  


“No, it’s not,”  Cutter said. 
“But that’s not the biggest problem.”  


“What?”  Rosie asked.  


“By our count,” Cutter said,
“what with no keys in some of them and broken timers on others, we only have 11
with keys and timers that function.  There are 12 ships.”  


“Oh, crap,” Rosie said.  She
started to say something else, but Cutter stopped her.


“And we’ve already checked,”
Cutter said.  “The keys are specific to each device, so, no, you can’t use some
of the other keys from the broken timer devices on the devices that have no
key.  We really only have 11 that work well enough to use.” 


“Well, that only matters if
you’re going to actually use the timer,” Atticus said.


Cutter and Rosie just looked at
him.









Chapter 21   


Earth date Thursday May 22nd, 2042


Earth   


“What the hell are you talking
about?”  Rosie asked.  


“It’s the only choice we have. 
Someone will have to take one of the devices in somehow and detonate it
manually,”  Atticus said.  


“We don’t even know yet what
we’re going to do here,” Cutter said.  “I think you’re jumping the gun.  How
are we even going to get the devices to the big generation ships in the first
place?”


Dr. Winters had been at the
controls and he yelled back to everyone that they were just coming up on
Earth’s system.


“I’m going to go directly to the
space station so we can unload and start discussing how we can use the weapon
we’ve found,” he said.  


Once they had glided into the
large, open bay next to Salvage One, dozens of technicians began unloading the
devices and other cargo from the Anuu’s scout ship, and Cutter and the rest of
the crew headed into the station to the main conference room.  By the time all
the military personnel had arrived and all the remote connections were on-line,
Cutter and Rosie were in the corner of the room getting a cup of the station’s
real coffee.  


“One of the perks of living up
here, I guess,” Cutter said as he took a sip.  


“I’m going to have to find out
where they get theirs,” Rosie said.  “My supply is running really low.”  


“Probably doesn’t help that I
drink most of it,” Cutter said.  


“No, it doesn’t,” Rosie said with
a small smile.  “What do you think Atticus meant by what he said on the scout
ship?”  


“I think he meant exactly what he
said.  I think he’s thinking a little ahead of most of us.”  


“There’s just got to be another
solution,” Rosie said.  


Dr. Winters stood up and shouted
over the disparate groups talking. “Everyone, listen up.  We have everyone we
need either here in person or on a conference call from Earth.  Let’s get
started.”  


  Cutter and Rosie sat down. 
Atticus was on one side of them and Dr. Winters the other.  The sun
devices were in the center of the conference table, all 19 of them.  They
looked so pitifully small compared to the havoc they could wreak.  


“Colonel …, please.”  Dr. Winters
said as he waived his arm toward Cutter. 


“What you are looking at is all
that’s left of the Annu’s most potent defensive weapon.  Don’t let their size
deceive you, each has an equivalent yield of about 1,000 megatons.  Out of the
19 there, 11 of them are stable and usable.  We will eventually have our
science teams try to reverse engineer what the Anuu have done and how it works,
but that will take time we simply don’t have right now.”  


Cautious looks went between all
the military personnel at the table.  You could tell some believed it and some
clearly did not.  


“Watch the holographic image
closely,” Cutter said.  They had brought the image projector back with them and
had jury-rigged a power supply.  He plugged in the little USB-like storage unit
labeled III.  


Cutter and Rosie watched the faces
of the people around the table as the video progressed.  Some of them went
slowly from disbelief to utter amazement.  Others moved back a little from the
table.  By the time it was over, no one in the room doubted the weapon’s
capability.


“This may be the only weapon that
will destroy the 500-mile-long behemoths.   What we need to do is figure out
how to get these devices onto those huge ships parked close to Jupiter.  We
already know we can get nukes on board all the ships in orbit.  If we destroy
all the ships near Jupiter and all those in orbit, we can easily take out the
pumpers at the bottom of the oceans.  They have no armament that we can see.”


“That’s the difficult part,” Dr.
Winters said.  “We don’t have anything that can get that far out and we can’t
use their own water stream.  Any ideas?”  


Dr. Winters looked around the
room and everyone was looking at someone else.  No one would even make eye
contact.  





Bexar saw the little Anuu scout
ship leave the moon base and then return to the Lunar space station about 24
hours later.  He was trying to figure out what they could be up to when his
first officer walked into the commander’s lounge.  


“What do you have to report?” 
Bexar asked.  


“You’re not going to like it.”  


“I haven’t really liked anything
about the last 40 years, so why should this be any different?”  


“None of the other ship
commanders have signed onto your suggestion to pause the water collection and
just take the planet.  They realize that it probably would be good to have
their feet on solid ground again, but none of them trust the humans.  They’re
afraid the humans have defensive capabilities they have not yet seen and they
worry about how easy it was to take out a tender with some of the human’s
weapons.”


“I thought as much,” Bexar said
as he motioned for his first officer to sit.  “I didn’t really think anyone
else would want to pause the pumping.  We really do need the water.  Do you
have any suggestions about what might make the rest of the fleet feel a little
better?”  


“The only thing I can think of is
to dispatch another 12 tenders under cloak.  Position them next to the active
12 to be used as replacements when one gets destroyed.  We can replace the
cloaked ones as fast as we need to if the humans start destroying them.  We
have thousands at our disposal, and it may make everyone feel a little better.”


“Take care of it,” Bexar said. 
His first officer left and Bexar went back to wondering what the humans were up
to.  The Anuu home world was, for the most part, destroyed, and they had taken
everything of value.  This bothered him.  The trip was so short, it had to be
purposeful.  

















 





“What did you mean, use their
water stream?”  Atticus asked.


“We had thought you might be able
to get on board one of the 12 ships in orbit,” Dr. Winters said, “and toss the
devices into the water stream coming up from the pumper.  It would be carried
through their transport mechanism to the main ships.  You would have to be
there anyway to plant nuclear devices in the orbital ships.”  


“And why can’t we do that?” 
Rosie asked.  


“The water stream is shielded all
the way from the bottom of the pumper in the ocean to the transport device on
the orbital ship.  Even the short distance on the orbital ship where the water
comes into the ship through the door in the floor and goes immediately to the
transport mechanism.  It’s shielded all the way.”


“What’s the clearance between the
bottom of the pumper ship and the ocean floor?”  Atticus asked.  


“It’s really only about four
inches,” Dr. Winters said.  “Early on, when we had hit it with a high explosive
torpedo, we thought it might be farther off the ocean floor, but it really
wasn’t.  We can’t slip these in at that point.”  


“Tell me again what happened when
that torpedo hit the pumper.”  Cutter said.  He had his head in his hands and
was looking down at the conference table.  He clearly had something on his
mind.  


“The pumper stopped what it was
doing and extended its shield around the bottom of the device,” Dr. Winters
said.  “That protected it when the torpedo’s shock wave hit, and then it
started again when the wave had passed.”  


“So, it was out of action for,
what, about 20, maybe 30 seconds?”  Cutter asked.  


“I’d say about that,” Dr. Winters
said.  


“Do we know if the water shield
disappeared when it stopped pumping?”  Cutter asked.  


“I suspect so,” Dr. Winters
said.  “Why, what are you thinking?”


“The timing would have to be
spot-on perfect,” Cutter said, “but, while you’re there to drop off the nuke to
destroy the orbiter, take one of these little guys with you on a timer.  Get
into position beside the water column and radio that you’re ready.  A sub would
hit the pumper with a torpedo and it should, like before, stop pumping for a
few seconds.  I’m counting on this being automatic.  As soon as the sub sees
the pumper settle back down again and start the water stream back up, the
device can be tossed through the door in the floor of the orbiter.  It should
fall into the water column as it rises up from the ocean and it will be
transported to the big ships out by Jupiter.


“We would have to get the timing
down to the split-second or it won’t work.  And I suspect we’ll only have one
shot at this.  We will have to destroy them all at once.  If any of the larger
ships survive they will most likely just attack and then, well, … that’s
another problem altogether.”  


Dr. Winters looked around the
room.  


“Well,” he said, “what do you
think?  It sounds like a viable plan to me.  Can we get everything we need in
place quickly enough and can we handle the timing?”  


The room broke into several
conversations at the same time.  Some of the generals immediately got on phone
calls to see if they could get the nukes they needed quickly enough and get
assets in place to handle the torpedo launches.


“That covers 11 of them,” Atticus
said.  “What about the last one?”  


“Simple, flyboy,” Cutter said. 
“I think we can wrap one of these in enough high explosives to make sure it
goes off.  We can put a timer on the explosives.  We won’t need the timer on
the device itself.” 


“As long as you’re confident the
explosives will detonate the device,” Atticus said.  “I don’t think we really
know that for a fact.”  


“No, we don’t,” Cutter said. 
“But that’s the way we’re going to do it.”  


“How ironic,” Rosie said.  


“What?”  Cutter asked.  


“With all of our technology, it
took a salvage run to another planet to save us.”  


“We’re not saved yet,” Cutter
said.  


The next 20 hours were spent
moving assets in place for the coordinated strike.  It would be carried by
salvage crews in six countries, each country launching two salvage ships
carrying a single 50 kiloton nuclear device and one of the Anuu weapons.  The
crews spent two hours on the space station making sure everyone had the timing
signals down pat.  This had to work with split-second accuracy and they
wouldn’t get a second chance.


Subs from four nations were in
position with high-yield torpedoes to begin the process.    


Cutter and Atticus took one of
the Anuu devices that had a damaged timer.  They would turn the key to the
timer position and hope the explosives surrounding it would do the trick.


Everyone was in place.  The subs
were in standby mode waiting for all the salvage teams to get ready.  They
would call into the space station and Dr. Winters would give the final go-ahead
from there.  


Cutter and Atticus maneuvered the
big nuke out of the Salvage One airlock and floated with it over to the airlock
of the alien orbiter.  When they got it on board, Cutter took it over a few
yards away from the water stream to set it up and Atticus took the Anuu device
out of his backpack.  It was wrapped in blocks of explosive and connective
wires.  He turned it so the key was toward him and walked over toward the water
stream.  


  


What the hell were the humans up
to?  


Bexar watched as slow, cumbersome
rocket-powered craft got close to all the tenders and their crews moved large
objects into the tenders.  He zoomed in close on the objects they were moving
from the smaller ships to the tenders, and it looked like the same things they
had used before to destroy the two tenders.  


Well, if this was all they were
going to do, again, he wasn’t worried.  Even if they destroyed all the tenders,
hundreds of times over, they would simply replace them with others.  


He called his first officer and
told him to begin the process of starting up 12 more tenders to dispatch to
Earth orbit.  It looked like the humans were going to interrupt them again.





Cutter got the nuke armed and the
timer set.  He called in that they were ready and waited on the signal to
activate the timer on the nuke.  Atticus was waiting by the water stream and
Cutter couldn’t help but think he had a strange look on his face.  


The call came through to activate
the timers on the nukes.  The plan was now in motion and nothing would stop
it.  As soon as all the teams reported that the timers were set, the subs would
be notified, and the torpedoes fired.


Cutter activated the timer on his
nuke, reported in and moved closer to Atticus.


“Buzz,” Atticus said, looking at
the water stream.  “I figured it out.” 


“What are you talking about?”  


“Buzz Aldrin,”  Atticus said. 
“He was an astronaut back in the late 1960s.  That’s who you named Buzz
after.”     


“Yeah, you’re right,” Cutter
said, just watching him.  “What’s going on?  


“I have to take this through,
Cutter,” Atticus said.  “We don’t know if the explosives will work.  You know
that.”  


The water stream stopped and
Atticus stepped closer to the opening.  In another few seconds they would get
the signal to throw in the device.  


“But, Atticus,” Cutter said, “we
don’t know what will happen when you go through that transport device.  We
really don’t even know if any of this is going to work.  You don’t have to do
this.”


“It’ll be okay, Cutter,” Atticus
said and turned to get ready to step into the open door in the floor.  


The signal came that the water
stream had restarted and was on its way up to the orbital ship.  


“You know,” Atticus said, looking
over his shoulder at Cutter.  “That’s the first time you’ve called me by name. 
It sounds good.”  He jumped out a few feet from the edge of the opening and
disappeared, dropping down through the open floor.  A split-second later, the
water stream came back into the orbiter and Cutter saw Atticus in the water,
still holding the Anuu device in his arms, close to his chest.  The water
stream moved to the transport device and Atticus and the water and the Anuu
device disappeared into the arches.  


Cutter had to leave.  There was
nothing else he could do.  He had to get Salvage One far enough away before the
nuke went off.  


He got on board Salvage One and
into the control room.  Rosie immediately swung the ship around and headed for
the space station as fast as it would go when she saw him come up from the
cargo hold.  When they were well on the way, she noticed Atticus wasn’t there
and Cutter was just sitting with his head in his hands.  


“What happened?”  She asked.  


“Atticus took the device into the
water stream himself.  He went with the water through the transport device.  I
couldn’t stop him.”  


“Cutter, I’m so sorry,” she
said.  She walked over to him and put her arm around his shoulders while he sat
there and sobbed.  Dol’nar, sensing something wrong, came over and got between
them and made small, soft sounds.


“He had his own ideas about what
had to be done and he was hell bent on making sure this was done right,” Rosie
said.  “I doubt you could have done anything to stop him.”  


“I know,” Cutter said, rubbing
the big cat’s ears.  “He was such a good kid.”  


“Come on,” Rosie said.  “We’ve
got to get this thing out of here before that nuke goes off.  Help me at the
controls.”  


They got Salvage One back to the
space station just as all 12 orbital craft went up in nuclear fires.  As the
orbital ships were destroyed, one after the other, the pumpers stopped as
well.  It turned out they were controlled by the orbital craft and not really
independent.  


Things had been timed so that
everything would go up at roughly the same time.  The fact that none of the
orbital craft had been replaced with new ones told them it must have worked. 
They had tied all the monitors into the Hubble-3, and within a half hour they
had their confirmation.  It just took that long for the light to get back to
them.  


They watched the huge ship
closest to them in the display.  It went up just like the facility in the demo
holograph.  When it was over, there was nothing left but a burned out heap of
so much slag.  They could see past the first one that the same thing was
happening to every ship.  All 12 of them.


Everyone in the conference room
and all over the station was cheering and hugging each other.  And why not?  They
had defeated the race trying to plunder Earth’s system.  Without even knowing
their name, having never talked to them or seeing any of their race.  


Cutter motioned to Rosie.  


“Come on, Rosie, let’s get out of
here.  We’ve got to get Salvage One back to Earth, and there’s something we
need to talk about.  Dr. Winters has made an interesting proposal, and we need
to discuss it over breakfast.”  


Cutter and Rosie walked out of
the conference room arm-in-arm with Dol’nar trotting behind them.









Epilogue


Earth date June, 2042     


Dr. Winters thumbed the controls
on the recording machine and started his log entry.


We now have a dozen
light-speed capable ships.  Thanks to the invading race, and we still don’t
know what to call them.  Once we pulled off the destruction of their fleet
using the Anuu weapons and our own nukes, we stumbled across 12 of their
orbital craft in Earth orbit, cloaked.  Apparently waiting to be used as a
replacement for the next one, or several, we destroyed.


Once we figured out they were
there, we got on board one of them and figured out how to manage the cloak.  A
few more of our best and brightest visited the ships, and we figured out how to
fly them.  Retrofitting the Anuu’s FTL drive was not an issue for our
scientists, not at all like it was for whoever the invaders had been.  


Based on when they attacked
the Anuu, and we knew that from the Earth dates the science minister gave us in
one of the holograms, and how long it took them to get to us, we knew they must
have had some kind of trouble implementing the FTL drive they stole from the
Anuu.


Of course, that’s always the
way it was with a species that stole technology instead of developing it along
the way.  They really didn’t understand enough of the basics to understand any
of the advanced.  


Twelve huge ships, the
mile-long jobs, that could now fly much faster than light, were just what we
needed to help us develop a base in the TRAPPIST-1 system.  And we used the
Anuu’s primary planet as our new home base.  By the beginning of next year, we
should have over 10,000 people there.  We’re cleaning up the cities, restarting
some of the mines that still had life left in them, and overall spreading out. 
We already have Anuu scout ships out, now manned by humans, exploring the
systems in between us and TRAPPIST-1.  If there are other habitable planets out
there, we’ll find them.





Cutter walked into Rosie’s with
Dol’nar by his side.  Dol’nar ran over to the big bed in the corner where
Cutter’s booth was and plopped down on the soft bed and nearly knocked the
other big cat out of the bed.  For a moment or two, they snapped and growled
before settling down with each other.


Rosie was standing by the main
counter with a wet towel in her hand, just like always.  She put it down,
picked up a coffee pot and walked over to Cutter’s booth.  


“I thought you were skipping
breakfast this morning,” she said as she poured him a cup of coffee.  


“I thought I was, too,” Cutter
said as he took a sip of coffee.  “It looks like the next scout ship isn’t
headed out until this afternoon, so I have some time.  Man, this is good.  You
still getting supplied from Earth?”  


“Yes, I am, but this is mine.  We
started growing it here almost as soon as we got set up.”  She shouted over her
shoulder, “Cutter’s here, put his breakfast on.”  


The new diner was at the edge of
the Anuu’s largest city.  Dr. Winters had talked them both into settling there
with the first wave of new settlers.  They would need a good restaurant to go
to, he reasoned, and Rosie’s might as well be the first one there.  Cutter was
the best investigator and overall space-hound he had ever seen.  So, Rosie and
Cutter set up the diner together, and he split his time now between helping her
at the diner and flying scout ships hither and yon.  


The new inhabitants of the city
were quickly deciphering the Anuu’s language and slowly rebuilding their
beautiful cities.  It was too bad they never got the chance to meet.  It would
have been a very fruitful relationship.  


They relocated Buzz’s grave here
and Dol’nar visited it every chance he got.  As it turned out, the Creeds,
that’s what the big cats were called, were almost all domesticated, and there
were thousands of them.  Every settler had at least one, and now that the city
was being repopulated with humans, they roamed freely.  Cutter and Rosie
visited Earth frequently.  It was only a short 12 hour flight, but they loved
the sunsets here and, after all, they had everything they needed.


“You still think about Atticus?” 
Rosie asked.  


“Flyboy?”  Cutter asked.  “Almost
every day, Rosie.  Almost every day.”





Atticus opened his eyes and
rolled over on his back.  His head hurt, and the light hurt his eyes, so he
closed them again.  He sat up and opened his eyes slowly.  He tried to rub
them, but couldn’t make his hand connect with his face.


What was that incessant beeping? 
That must have been what woke him up.  When his vision finally cleared, he
realized he still had his helmet and gloves on, and the beeping that woke him
was his oxygen sensor going off.  


He checked his wrist monitor and
confirmed a breathable atmosphere, so he removed his helmet and gloves.  He
sucked in big gulps of air and slowly began to feel a little better.     


Where the hell was he?  


Slowly, he sat up straighter and
looked around.  He remembered.  He was on one of the mile-long orbiters of the
invading race.  


He looked out the window.  Based
on what he saw, he was orbiting Europa in a wide elliptical orbit.  And his was
the only ship in orbit as best he could tell.  It had worked.  Better than he
had thought it would.  The control he had actuated was the docking clamp
release for the clamps that held the orbiter onto the large, generation ship.  


The blast wave had knocked it
loose before the fires got to it.   


He looked around at the rest of
the controls of the alien ship and thought to himself  now all I have to do is
figure out how to get home.
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Chapter 1


Earth date June 2042


Earth’s system


 “Buzz,” Atticus said, looking at
the water stream.  “I figured it out.” 


“What are you talking about?”  


“Buzz Aldrin,” Atticus said.  “He
was an astronaut back in the late 1960s.  That’s who you named Buzz after.”    



“Yeah, you’re right,” Cutter
said, just watching him.  “What’s going on?  What are you doing?”  


“I have to take this through,
Cutter,” Atticus said.  “We don’t know if the explosives will work.  You know
that.”  


The water stream stopped and
Atticus stepped closer to the opening.  In another few seconds they would get
the signal to throw in the device.  


“But, Atticus,” Cutter said, “we
don’t know what will happen when you go through that transport device.  We
really don’t even know if any of this is going to work.  You don’t have to do
this.”


“It’ll be okay, Cutter,” Atticus
said and turned to get ready to step into the opening in the floor.  


The signal came that the water
stream had restarted and was on its way up to the orbital ship.  


“You know,” Atticus said, looking
over his shoulder at Cutter.  “That’s the first time you’ve called me by name? 
It sounds good.”  He turned back and jumped out a few feet from the edge of the
opening and disappeared, dropping down through the opening.  A split-second
later, the water stream came back into the orbiter and Cutter saw Atticus in
the water, still holding the Anuu device in his arms, close to his chest.  The
water stream moved to the transport device and Atticus and the water and the
Anuu device disappeared into the arches.





Atticus felt funny.  A strange
tingling sensation came over him when he hit the transport device.  Almost like
all his extremities had gone to sleep.  All at once.  And it felt like it went
on for a very long time.  For a while, he didn’t even know if he still held the
explosive device or not, or even if he was still alive.  He couldn’t move his
head to look down to see.  In fact, he couldn’t move anything at all.


He could breathe just fine, so
not everything was paralyzed.  His helmet and space suit were still intact.  That
was a godsend.  He didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if
he had left his helmet off.  


Then he was blinded.  Light so
bright he had to close his eyes tight, and he felt he could still see it.  He
was in free fall, or at least it felt like it.  Everything now worked, he could
move his arms and legs.  He opened his eyes just a crack and looked down at his
arms.  He was still holding the Anuu explosive device in his arms, but he also
saw that the floor was coming up alarmingly fast.  


He saw it coming soon enough to
tuck a little and try to roll when he hit.  He hit hard on his side and rolled
to his left.  Water was everywhere, only ankle deep, but salty.  This was the
sea water that was being sucked up from the ocean.  The floor was at a fair
angle and, like the water, he was rolling toward a large opening in the floor
at the other end of the room he found himself in.  He let go of the explosives
package and started groping around in the water with both hands looking for
something to hang onto.  He desperately needed to stop his movement toward the
drain hole.  At least that’s what it looked like to him.  As he got closer to
it, the water got deeper and seemed to be moving faster.  He could see at the
other end of the room that the water was swirling rapidly into the hole in the
floor just like the drain of a kitchen sink.  


His hand found what felt like a
door handle in the murky water and he grabbed it with his right hand and snared
the floating explosives package with his left as the water tried to sweep it
past him.  He was able to get to his knees to stop his momentum toward the
drain and that gave him the chance to clear his head and begin to look around
and take stock of where he was.  He was shaken badly by the fall and then the rush
of the water toward the huge drain, and his breath was ragged and labored.  He
tried to slow his breathing by sheer force of will and gather his strength for
what he knew he must do. After a moment, he raised his head to look
around.        


The room was perhaps 200 by 400
feet.  The transport arches were at one end and the drain at the other.  It was
empty except for the water rushing out of the transport arches toward the drain
at the other side of the room.  It was obvious now that he looked at it, that
they would use the transport arches for more than just water.  He thought about
the small attack craft he and Cutter had seen in the ship they first explored
orbiting Earth.  The aliens had to be able to get personnel onto the orbiter to
man those fighters.  Obviously, they used this room to group and send those
troops.  He had worried when he stepped into the stream of water coming up to
the orbiter and was transported to the mother ship that it would simply dump
right into a huge hold and he would have no chance to get away.  Obviously,
this wasn’t the case, and they were probably filtering the water before putting
it into the hold.   


The water was getting deeper now,
but at the rate it was coming in and going down the drain, it probably wouldn’t
get much deeper.  He had a chance.  


He stood up, still a little
shaky, and looked around.  There was an opening on each of the two long sides
of the room that looked like they opened onto hallways.  No door, just
openings.  Larger than human doors would have been.  He hooked the backpack of
explosives over one shoulder and sloshed through now calf-deep water toward the
closest of the two openings.  He didn’t expect to run into anyone, or anything,
but he kept his eyes open, nonetheless.  It would be really bad to have to fend
off aliens at this stage of the game.  


The first opening, the one on his
right, actually opened onto a large, single platform, not a hallway.  The
platform looked out over what could only be called an ocean.  He was close
enough to one side of the ship to see that side, but the other side and the
other end of the gigantic ship were just too far away, hundreds of miles.  It
literally looked like he was standing on the shore of the Atlantic or Pacific
on Earth; water, water everywhere.  The little room the water entered first
obviously slowed the water down and probably allowed it to be filtered.  He
couldn’t see where it actually went out of the room, but it obviously did.   


The opening to his left was
indeed a hallway of sorts.  It curved around so he was really close to the side
of the ship he could see from the platform above the ocean.  He was standing on
a long platform made of what looked like steel or some other metal, perforated
so he could see above and below it.  He was looking at what seemed to be
hundreds of the platforms above and below his, each one extending the full
length of the ship, as far as the eye could see.  On the wall that he could
only assume was the outside wall of the ship, there were airlock doors,
hundreds or thousands of them, up and down the corridor.  This must be the
origin of the smaller ships they used in orbit, all attached to the outside of
the huge ships like fleas on a dog.


He made up his mind.    


Atticus turned around quickly and
ran back to the water room.  He set the explosives pack around the Anuu device
for 45 seconds, turned the device’s key to the armed position and tossed it
into the water rushing down the drain at the far end of the room.  All he could
do was hope that the explosives would set off the Anuu device.  He ran back to
the corridor and up to the first airlock.  It was locked.  He looked through
the little window out into empty space.  Shit.  He hadn’t counted on any of the
ones closest to him being gone.  He went frantically from airlock to airlock,
burning up precious time until he found one, 12th down the line,
that still had an orbiter docked.  


He went through the air lock into
the interior of the smaller ship and rushed over to the control panel.  From
his recollection of the controls when they first encountered the orbiters, he
found and engaged the control that he was fairly certain kept it docked to the
mother ship.  He almost lost his balance as the orbiter was blown away from the
larger ship using small explosive charges.  Once it was just clear of the
mooring clamps, he engaged the control that he thought was the shield just as
the Anuu explosive package detonated.  The explosives had indeed detonated the
Anuu device.  The concussion was so severe that it slammed him to the floor,
knocking him out cold and tossing the now-unattached orbiter well away from the
exploding mother ship.





Atticus opened his eyes and
rolled over on his back.  His head hurt, and the light hurt his eyes, so he
closed them again.  He sat up and opened his eyes slowly.  He tried to rub
them, but couldn’t make his hand connect with his face.


What was that incessant beeping? 
That must have been what woke him up.  When his vision finally cleared, he
realized he still had his helmet and gloves on, and the beeping that woke him
was his oxygen sensor going off.  


He checked his wrist monitor and
confirmed a breathable atmosphere, so he removed his helmet and gloves.  He
sucked in big gulps of air and slowly began to feel a little better.     


Where the hell was he?  


Slowly, he sat up straighter and
looked around.  He remembered.  He was on one of the mile-long orbiters of the
invading race.  


He looked out the window.  Based
on what he saw, he was orbiting Europa in a wide elliptical orbit.  And his was
the only ship in orbit as best he could tell.  It had worked.  Better than he
had thought it would.  The control he had actuated was the docking clamp
release for the clamps that held the orbiter onto the large, generation ship.  


The blast wave had knocked it
loose before the fires got to it.   


He looked around at the rest of
the controls of the alien ship and thought to himself, now all I have to do
is figure out how to get home.


He stood up a little too fast and
almost fell back down.  He grabbed the corner of one of the consoles in the
orbiter’s small control room to steady himself until the dizziness left him. 
He thought a ship this size should have chairs in the control room, but there
weren’t any.  He absently thought for a moment what the owners of these ships
must have looked like, then shook his head to clear his thoughts.  


He took the rest of his suit off
and began scanning the various control panels.  He found what he thought was
the propulsion panel and set the controls for a short engine burn.  He heard
rumblings deep within the bowels of the ship, but nothing happened.  Next to
that panel was what looked like maneuvering thruster control.  He tried the
port-side thruster, and he felt the ship move just a little.  The starboard,
aft and forward thrusters all worked as well.  So, he could move the gigantic
ship a few inches in any direction he wanted, but the main engines seemed to be
off-line.  


He looked over at his spacesuit
lying on the floor by the control island in the middle of the room and sighed. 
Before he even tried to find the engine room, he knew he had to at least look
at the engine pods outside the ship to see if there was physical damage.  But
before he could do that, he needed more oxygen for the O2 pack in his suit.  It
hadn’t lasted very long and was nearly exhausted already.  


He surveyed the room he was in
and it dawned on him that the airlock he came in through was different than the
one they had used to get into the orbiter when it first appeared around Earth. 
That airlock opened directly into the hold area where all the small attack
ships were located.  The one he had used this time was a direct entrance to the
control room.  They had noticed several areas on the outside of the ship when
they first surveyed it that looked like airlock doors, but they hadn’t been
sure.  It would make sense that the ship was docked such that you could get
directly into the control room.  


There were two other doors off
the control room.  The first one he tried opened into a large room with a conference-like
table and several chairs.  The chairs weren’t exactly like the ones he was used
to, but he could sit on them.  The second door opened into a corridor that
looked like it ran the length of the ship, close to half a mile, he figured. 
He knew what he wanted to see, so he just started down the line pausing at each
door and looking through the large window in the door.  


A lot of the rooms were empty,
but some had what could only be called supplies.  He went into one of these and
checked out the contents of the shelves.  One set of shelves had containers of
some kind of bar wrapped in a material he couldn’t identify.  He open one and
sniffed it.  If this was what passed for rations for their soldiers, he was
glad he wasn’t in their military.  ‘Course, as far as he knew, that’s what all
of them ate; it smelled like old, stale tennis shoes.  The other set of shelves
held stacks and stacks of some type of bottle.  He got one of them open and it
had no smell and felt like water, but he wasn’t quite ready yet to test it.  He
would have to get a lot worse off before he tried either of the two rations. 
He took one of the liquid bottles with him, not to drink but for a test.    


About halfway down the hallway,
the doors disappeared on the side where the control room was.  This would
probably be where the engines were.  He checked the last door on that side and,
sure enough, it opened into a vast, dimly lit chamber.  As soon as he stepped
across the threshold, he smelled something hot.  The same smell you get when
you walk past a toaster, only much worse.  The floor was gritty, and the
farther he got into the chamber, the more foul the air smelled.  As he backed
out of the room and closed the door, he hoped he wouldn’t have to spend much
time in there.   


Several more rooms down on the
right, he found a room with obvious space suits and one of the things he was
looking for, oxygen.  Of course, he wasn’t sure right away.  The first thing he
had to do was figure out how to open one of the bottles to let some of the gas
out.  Surprisingly, there was a simple, quarter-turn valve on the neck that
opened the container and let the gas out.  


He emptied the bottle of water,
or at least what looked like water, and set it aside for a moment.  He took out
of his pocket a toothpick and a small lighter and set them aside.  He didn’t
smoke, but he still carried a lighter with him everywhere, you never knew when
or where you’d need a fire.  He picked up the emptied water bottle and began
filling it with the gas from the canister.  When he thought he had enough, he
sat it upside down on its open neck and retrieved the toothpick and lighter. 
He lit the toothpick and nursed it until it was actually burning.  Then he blew
out the flame so he had a hot, glowing tip on the toothpick and he picked up
the water bottle and held the toothpick inside its open neck.


The toothpick burst into flame
again and he knew he had oxygen.  Other gases would support combustion, but not
as easily with simple wood.  And it was apparent he was breathing oxygen on
this ship, so it would make sense they needed it in space.  He grabbed two of
the canisters and headed back to the control room.  On the way he stopped in
one of the supply rooms and picked up a couple of the bottles of water.  


It took him all of 10 minutes to
jury-rig one of the oxygen canisters to his spacesuit and he was ready to go
outside.  


He stepped out of the
control-room airlock into empty space.  Well, that was what it was supposed to
be, empty.  But there were thousands of tiny pieces of metal floating all
around the ship, mostly concentrated around back, where the engines were supposed
to be.  He floated along the length of the ship and then out from it a little
before he turned left so he could get a good look at the engines.  Or, as it
turned out, what was left of them.  It was no wonder they didn’t start when he
tried to use them.  The small orbiter had not completely survived the
destruction of the huge mother ship.  


The ship had four engines,
arranged in a square pattern, two on top and two on the bottom, with a crazy
array of pipes and odd contraptions between them.  These had to be the
slower-than-light-speed engines; he had no idea how the ship moved itself close
to the speed of light, that had to be something else besides these engines. 
These looked like the chemical or ion engines that were in use today by his
generation on Earth.  Well, … at least they had looked like that when they were
new.  A lot of the surface area of all four engines and most of the piping
between them had been melted and deformed.  He was sure all the little
fragments floating about had been part of the engines; a large part of a couple
of them were missing outright.


He just floated there and thought
to himself that he was probably never going to get home.  It was so still and
quiet.  He used his suit thrusters to turn himself around slowly to find Jupiter. 
Even as far away as he was, it looked huge, and he knew he had to get back
inside eventually to get out of its radiation.  But, for now, he just looked. 
This was probably closer than any human had ever been to the big planet.  At
least if he was going to die, he had a wondrous setting.  


He used his suit thrusters to get
back to the air lock of the control room.  Once he got there, he took one last
look at Jupiter and went back inside.  He shed his space suit and sat on the
floor and thought for a few minutes.  


He was sure he had limited air. 
Even if the stuff in the storage room was water, he had no food that he could
eat.  There was no way he could use the orbiter’s thrusters to get home.  But
maybe the little fighters … 


He jumped up and made his way
down the long hallway to the other end of the ship.  He walked right past the
engine room on his way.  That place would do him no good now; the engines were
mostly destroyed.  At the back of the ship, as he expected, he found a ladder
that went down into the hold.  The hold looked exactly as he thought it would. 
The air lock was in the right place, there was a huge door in the middle of the
floor where the water would come up when they used it for that purpose, and the
transport device was there, at the back of the ship.  The hold looked just like
the one he and Cutter had been in not so long ago.  


And just beyond the door in the
floor were some of the little fighters.  He stopped at the first one and opened
its door.  Single seaters.  He climbed in and fumbled around until he found the
power switch and turned it on.  Nothing happened.  There were dials and gauges
indicative of a chemical-powered craft, but none of them showed any activity. 
He turned off the main power switch and sat for a moment.  Atticus knew he was
a hell of a pilot, but this was so foreign, both the orbiter itself and the
little fighter, he knew he had no chance trying to fly them.  And he was such a
long way from home.  He ran the numbers in his head.  Considering Jupiter’s
mean distance from Earth, assuming he could hit a very high speed and sustain
it, he was looking at over a year and a half from home.  He’d never have enough
air, food and water for that kind of flight.  Even if he could figure out how
to fly the damn things.


He took a drink from one of the
containers of what he suspected was water.  It tasted a bit funny, mostly
bland, but he suffered no ill effects.  At least he wouldn’t die of thirst.    


He headed back to the control
room and stood in front of the big windows just looking at Jupiter, huge at
this distance.  No, he was stuck here.  He didn’t have any way to communicate
with anyone, either.  He was sure that even if he could figure out the alien’s
communication system, it most likely wouldn’t be compatible with theirs.  


He went into the adjoining room
where the conference-looking table was and sat on one of the chair-things.  He
hadn’t noticed it before, but this room had large picture-type windows too, and
they had basically the same view as the control room.  He looked around the
room and noticed for the first time there were pictures hanging on the walls. 
He got up and examined the pictures, one by one.  Some of them were what looked
like commendations or something, letter-sized parchment in a decidedly alien-looking
script.  Some of them even had likenesses of what he could only assume were the
critters who perpetrated this whole invasion-thing.  Ugly, short and stocky,
yes, but they did qualify as humanoid.  Then he saw the last picture on the
wall.  He stood there, looking at it, cocking his head to one side like a dog
trying to understand what was just said or what he just saw.  


Why hadn’t he thought of that
before?  No telling what would happen, but it was worth a try, at the very
least.  He ran into the next room, through the door that went down the long
hallway to the storage room he had seen earlier that contained weapons.  If
this worked at all, he would need some kind of weapon.  No telling where he
would wind up, but anywhere was decidedly better than here.  


He had seen a picture in the
conference room of the transport system.  The two towers with the golden
spheres on top.  He needed a weapon, then he needed to figure out how to turn
it on, then … who knows, he might just get off this ship after all.  


He found the storage room with
the weapons and started going through them.  He had just made that assumption,
that they were weapons, when he ran across the room earlier.  He hadn’t tried
any of them yet, but they all looked like typical, shoulder-fired rifle-type
weapons.  He picked one that he could comfortably heft up to his shoulder and
ran back into the conference room.  He isolated one of the chairs at the other
end of the room and aimed and fired the weapon.  The chair exploded into a
million pieces.  Apparently, this fired explosive rounds, so much the better.


He collected his space suit from
the control room, picked up another oxygen canister and more water bottles from
the other two storage rooms and headed down the long hallway toward the ladder
to the hold.


He got to the hold and dumped
everything he was carrying on the floor next to the big hole in the floor.  The
two towers topped with the large, gold-colored spheres were right there at the
end of the hold.  When they had seen these in the first ship they were in,
there was no discernable control apparatus anywhere close.  Atticus walked over
to the towers with his flashlight looking all around and found a small panel on
one wall.  It had no controls on it and no writing of any kind.  Atticus
pressed the panel.  Out of the floor next to the two towers rose a two-foot by
three-foot control console that was not only lit up, but the lights went on all
around the towers.


The control panel was obviously
annotated in an alien language, so that was no help, but its layout gave away
some clues.  In the center of the console was a screen that came on as soon as
Atticus touched it.  It displayed a list of things that he surmised were
destinations.  On the right side of the display panel was a wheel, set into the
panel vertically so it could be used as a scrolling device.  As Atticus used it
to scroll through the items on the list, the towers activated once on a
particular entry.  Atticus went back and forth through the list several times,
but the outcome was always the same.  Nothing happened as he slowly scrolled
through the list until he got to a particular entry.  When that entry was
highlighted, the towers and spheres activated as they had seen them do when he
first traveled through them.  When he moved off that entry, they shut down.  


Some people may not have taken
this as any indication of anything at all, but Atticus saw it as an
opportunity.  He surmised that each entry in the list was the location of
another set of towers and spheres and if his activated when he lingered on a
list entry that told him there was an active set of towers and spheres at the
other end.  Wherever that might be.  


He moved the list again to the
one entry that worked.  The towers and the golden spheres started to crackle and
sparks arced between the two spheres.  Larger arcs of sparks and high voltage
crawled up and down the towers and then the center area between the two towers
began to shimmer like a mirage.  He knew it was on.  He went back to his gear
and put on his space suit once again.  He had the extra oxygen canister and the
water bottles in another backpack he had folded into a pocket of his suit.  He
shouldered the backpack and picked up the alien rifle and walked over to the
towers.  He had been through this once before and needed to prepare himself. 
He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing.  When he had relaxed himself, he
opened his eyes, put on his helmet and stepped into the shimmer.





He stepped onto a solid surface
on the other side and waited for his vision to clear.  He noticed this the last
time he transited through the towers, he had to wait for a few seconds until
his vision cleared.  


He was confused because he could
hear birds calling out and small animals making noises.  He was patiently
waiting for his vision to clear and getting more and more concerned about what
he heard.  Slowly the cloud lifted, and he scanned his surroundings.  Now he
was really confused.  


“What the hell …,” he asked
himself as his vision cleared and he looked around.  “This is just where I
was!”  


He was standing in the small
room, dry this time, but exactly the same room he had landed in when the towers
were sucking up water from Earth and he piggy-backed on the water to the giant
mother ship in orbit around Jupiter.  He stepped forward a little toward the
hole in the floor where the water had gone the last time he was here, and he
almost tripped over the handle he had grabbed to keep himself from being swept
sway.  To his left was the opening that led to the long series of airlock
doors.  The only difference was the plants growing out of the floor and the
walls and the birds flying around; he had to duck a couple of times to make
sure they didn’t run into him.  After checking the air quality, he removed his
helmet slowly and sniffed.  It smelled different, too.  Not filtered air, but
damp and musty.  He moved to the hallway of airlock doors and looked down the
long line of doors.  Half of them were standing ajar with plants growing out of
them and some of them were missing altogether.  The closest one to him was open
and the orbiter that was supposed to be there beyond the airlock was gone.  


Atticus looked out of the open
door toward crumbling, ancient ruins of structures, rolling hills and a world
teaming with wildlife.  Not where he was, but also not at all where he had
expected to go.  


Once again he had to ask, “Where
the hell am I?”               











Chapter 2


Earth date July 2002


TRAPPIST-1 e and f  


Moeller and Pollard had just
finished talking and were still sitting in the science minister’s office when
they heard loud explosions off to the west and south.  Pollard jumped up, ran
out onto the balcony and began contacting someone on his radio.  


“What’s happening?”  he asked.


He listened while Moeller joined
him on the balcony with Dol’nar in tow.  The big cat was staying very close to
his friend.


Just as he turned toward the
science minister to tell him that several air fields had been destroyed, they
saw the tenders pop into existence above them and the rest of the capital city
and start spewing smaller craft.  


“Go, go, Commander,”  Moeller
said.  “Get as many pilots up as you can and do as much damage as you can.  I
fear it will be to no avail; their cloaking and shielding technology will prove
to be our downfall.  I must record another message for anyone who may visit us
later before it’s too late.”


Commander Pollard left the
minister’s office complex as the minister set up a smaller recording device
there on the balcony.  The bombers had already started dropping their ordinance
on the capital while the minister started his recording.  Dol’nar was still by
his side growling softly.  


“This is Science Minister Moeller
again with what may very well be my last recording …” 


He continued recording for a few
minutes and then put the recorded message device in the last compartment of
Dol’nar’s collar and hugged the big cat.  


“Go, now, my friend.  Into the
forest and hide.  I don’t know if anyone will ever show up to see these
recordings or not, but keep them safe just in case.”  


He opened the main door to his
complex and Dol’nar took off for the edge of the woods; you didn’t have to tell
him twice.  There were bombs falling everywhere.  He made it to the tree line
and turned around to look for his friend one last time.  Moeller was standing
just inside the open door of the complex when the big bomb hit the building. 
The minister, the building and most everything around it went up in a huge ball
of fire and the building turned to so much rubble.  


Dol’nar made the chittering noise
a couple of times, turned and bounded into the forest.  Somehow, he knew he had
seen his friend for the last time, and now he needed to hide.





Commander Pollard made it to the
airfield just in front of the attacker’s bombers.  He and six others got their
ships up and into the upper atmosphere.  Commander Pollard and his team proceeded
to use their altitude to take out bomber after bomber from above; the attackers
didn’t seem very well-versed in aerial combat tactics; they had more than
likely depended on sheer numbers and the ability to take their prey by surprise
by popping out of their cloaks.  In a 30-minute period, Pollard’s team had
destroyed all the small bombers that had initially attacked the airfield.  But
they had another problem.  One of the large tenders that housed the bombers
took notice of what they were doing and changed course to join the fight from a
higher orbit.


All of Pollard’s team flew
several different attack patterns against the huge tender, all to no avail. 
The tender didn’t even have shields but was incredibly tough.  The smaller Anuu
craft fired several different kinds of energy weapons at the hulk and none of
them had any real impact.  They took out a communications array here, and made
an actual dent in the hull there, but nothing did any real damage.  The tender
opened a bay door and fired several rockets at the same time.  All were direct
hits on Pollard’s ship and his entire team.  Four of his team exploded
outright, two crashed into the tender, leaving it unhurt, and Pollard’s ship,
crippled, spun out of control into space.  


The tender moved on to its next
objective.





Pollard regained consciousness as
his crippled fighter tumbled through space.  He scrambled trying to restart the
engines, but could only get one to sputter a little.  Based on his rate and
direction of tumble, he ran some quick calculations and let the computer fire
his one good engine for several short bursts and bring his ship to level
flight.  


His navigation system told him he
was between the Anuu’s two inhabited planets, much closer to the second, the
fifth from their sun.  He checked quickly and saw he had about 10 minutes to
figure out what to do before he hit the atmosphere.  It looked like he had just
enough fuel for a burn that could slow him down for a safe re-entry, but he’d
have to bail out as soon as he cleared the upper atmosphere.  


When he got close enough to the
second planet to actually see what was going on, his heart sank.  The invading
aliens had surrounded this planet also and were bombarding it just like his
home.  He had no attitude control.  If he was going to save his fuel for
re-entry, he had to go where the fighter took him and hope they ignored a
single, small, crippled, smoking wreck.  


He sailed right past the bulk of
the battle, still smoking, and used the last of his fuel to slow down when he
hit the atmosphere.  His ship was tumbling badly when he finally bailed out,
and he was still high enough to have a good view of most of the battle in this
quadrant of the planet.  He saw his ship hit and shatter into a million pieces
long before he touched down.  There was no fuel left so there wasn’t any
explosion to speak of, but he’d never be able to put anything back together
again.  


He hit the ground harder than he
expected and rolled down an embankment, stopping under a thicket of brush.  He
was out cold.  


By the time he regained
consciousness, it was all over.











Earth date Monday 


February 2nd 2043


TRAPPIST-1 e


 Cutter plopped down in the booth
and slid the reserved sign over to the wall.  It had been a long night
and he was more than ready for breakfast.  He had been out on a run to a system
about 10 light years from the TRAPPIST system, farther away from Earth.  At
this point, he wasn’t looking for anything in particular, just exploring all
the close systems that might have habitable planets.  This one was a bust; both
planets in the system were too close to the red giant for them to be
habitable.  There might have been other planets a long time ago before the sun
expanded to its current size, but they would have been burned to a cinder.


“What are you doing?”  Cutter
asked Dol’nar.  


The big cat was sitting on his
haunches at the end of the booth looking at Cutter with his head cocked to one
side.  When Cutter was sitting and the cat was on its haunches, they were
almost eye-to-eye.  This still spooked Cutter a little.


“Well?”  


The big cat chittered at Cutter
and threw his head back and yawned.  


“Go on, over to the bed in the
corner.”  Cutter pointed to the corner where Rosie’s cat, Tigger, was sound
asleep.  


Dol’nar chittered again and let
out a low growl but got up and padded over to the bed in the corner.  He lay
down on the bed next to Rosie’s big cat and proceeded to study his paws.  


“He still acting strange?”  Rosie
asked as she brought Cutter a cup of coffee.  


“Yeah,” Cutter said.  “It’s getting
worse.  It’s almost like he’s trying to tell me something, but I’m not
understanding it.”  


“This one’s been disappearing
most nights for a few hours at a time,” she hooked her thumb back toward the
bed in the corner.  “She always comes back in the morning but she’s doing
something in the jungle out there, I just can’t figure it out.”


“I have no idea what’s going on,
and I’m getting worried about it.  I’ve heard stories from a good portion of
the settlers about their cats doing the same things.  Acting strange and
disappearing for hours at a time into the jungle.  None of them are showing
signs of being a danger to anyone, but everyone’s worried.”  


One of the waitresses sat his
breakfast down in front of him and topped off both cups of coffee, Cutter’s and
Rosie’s.  


“I know,” Rosie said.  “Is
Dol’nar the only one who’s acting like he’s trying to tell you something?”  She
looked over at the big cat.  He was sleeping with his head on his paws.  Almost
like he knew what she had said, he opened his eyes and looked up at them.    


“As far as I know,” Cutter said
as he dug into his breakfast.


“Now, that’s strange.  It’s
almost like he knew what I just said.”  


“Now, you’re acting strange,”
Cutter said.  Rosie reached across the booth and smacked him on the arm. 


“You watch yourself, Tobias
Cutter,” she said as she got up and headed back to the kitchen.  “I’m a lot
more dangerous than that cat of yours.”  


Cutter smiled and continued to
work on the breakfast.


Before he had finished, one of
the other pilots came in and sat opposite him in the booth.  


“What’s up, Samuels?”  Cutter
asked.  


“I think you might want to come
with me,” Samuels said.  “One of the recons to T-1f found something you should
probably see.”    


 “What are we talking about?”
Cutter asked as he took the last bite of bacon.  “If it’s just more wreckage,
then sit down and have some breakfast because that planet is nothing but
wreckage.  I think the invaders, whoever they were, actually hit that planet
harder than this one.  There weren’t many people there, but apparently lots of
infrastructure.  So, what is it?” 


TRAPPIST-1e, or T-1e as it was
locally called by the humans there now, was the fourth planet from the small,
red star in the system.  From what they could tell, it had been the most populated
of all the planets in the system.  T-1f, the next planet out from the sun, was
also inhabited by the race that had been destroyed, but it had been mostly
mining infrastructure.     


“Life signs,” Samuels said. 
“Humanoid life signs.”


Cutter had a forkful of potatoes
headed to his mouth and he stopped, looked up at Samuels and put the fork
down.  


“Life signs?”  Cutter asked. 
“You mean to tell me you got a life sign ping from that burned-out cinder of a
planet?  I thought we had crews cover that whole thing for more than a month? 
Did you re-check all the equipment?”  


“Yes, we re-checked everything,” Samuels said.  “And I know we spent a lot of time
there looking for anything.  The war was over 40 years ago, it’s hard to
believe someone survived that long, but that’s all we can come up with.”  


“Well,” Cutter said, “either one
of the Anuu survived or one of the invading aliens did.  It could really be
either.  But, you’re right, 40 years is a long time.  Let’s get over there and
see what we can find.”  


Cutter got up and they headed for
the door.  He patted his leg and Dol’nar came running.  He stopped by the
counter to tell Rosie what was up and that he’d check back with her when he got
back.  


Cutter had one of the Anuu’s
bigger scout ships at his disposal, one of the ones that had crew quarters and
a conference room.  It was always fueled and stocked with supplies for at least
a two-week mission.


They were up in an instant and
headed toward the second planet in the system that the Anuu had populated. 
Samuels was in the co-pilot’s seat and Dol’nar sat on his haunches between
them.  As soon as they were in sight of the second planet, Dol’nar began to
chitter and whine and move around as if he was uneasy about something.  


The fifth planet in this system
had not been as populated as the fourth, the next closest to the sun.  It still
had had a healthy population, but not quite like the fourth planet.  This one
was mostly mining operations, and a lot of that had been automated.  There had
been a tremendous maze of complicated infrastructure to support the mines, and
all of it, along with all the inhabitants, were completely destroyed by the
invaders.  


The new human contingent in the
system had spent days and days flying recon missions on both planets looking
for survivors.  No one expected to find any after over 40 years, but they still
looked anyway just to be sure. 





Pollard was out of the cave
system out in the open gathering fruit when he heard the scout ship enter the
planet’s atmosphere.  It was an unmistakable sound.  He had heard a lot of that
recently, and had successfully hidden in the caves every time.  He had no idea
who was piloting the craft but he was worried the invaders from so long ago
might be back.  He moved back into the longest cave as fast as he could and put
out all the torches along the way, he couldn’t take any chances.  


But as he made his way back into
the cave, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a very long time.  Like an old
friend come to visit.  But it couldn’t be.  The last time he had felt that was
on another planet in the weeks leading up to the attack.  





The closer they got to landing,
the more agitated Dol’nar became.  By the time they actually set down, he was
almost barking.  Cutter talked to him for a few minutes before they left the
ship and calmed him down somewhat.  While he was whispering to him, trying to
calm him, he felt sure they would find someone here.  He couldn’t explain the
feeling, but the more he got face-to-face with Dol’nar and looked into his big
eyes and whispered to him, the more the feeling seemed real.  


When they exited the ship,
Dol’nar stuck to Cutter like glue until they got to the base of a series of
caves in the side of a small hill.  


“Is this where you said the
readings were the strongest?”  Cutter asked.


“Yes, it was,” Samuels said. 
“The caves go way back into these hills according to the scans we did from
orbit …” 


Just about that time, Dol’nar
took off at a full gallop toward the second cave opening.  Just like he had a
plan, somewhere he was supposed to be.  Cutter ran after him, yelling all the
way, and stopped at the mouth of the cave. 


“Samuels, bring up some
spotlights,” Cutter called over his shoulder.  “I’m not going in there without
better light, I can’t see but about 6 feet in.”  He waited by the mouth of the
cave for the spotlights trying his best to see beyond the dark.  He could hear
Dol’nar chittering and barking and it seemed it was quite a way farther in.  


Samuels ran up with a set of
portable, high-intensity spotlights that weren’t much bigger than a small
briefcase.  He spread out the tripod and turned the lights on, aiming them into
the cave.  


Way at the back of the cave,
about 45 or 50 feet in, it opened up to a chamber about the size of the crew
quarters in his scout shop.  There was something that resembled a bed and a
crude, small table next to it in one corner.  In the other far corner was a
figure crouched down against the back wall.  Dol’nar was sitting next to him,
leaning against him, and Cutter could hear him purr all the way out at the
mouth of the cave.  


“Dol’nar,” Cutter called.  “What
are you doing back there?  Come on out.”  He patted his leg and the big cat
just looked at him and leaned in closer to the figure at the back of the cave. 



“Who’s there?”  Samuels called
out.  “We’re from the Earth Expeditionary Unit on the next planet in toward the
sun.  We’ve been here for the past six months trying to clean things up and set
up a base station.  Who’s back there and how did you get here?”  Samuels put
his hand on his sidearm, and moved to the left a little to get a better look at
the back of the cave.  


Cutter put his hand out toward
Samuels, “Just wait a bit on that.  Something tells me this is not what we
think it is.  I think he’s been here for quite a while.”  


“How do you know that?”  Samuels
asked. 


“I’m not sure,” Cutter said, just
as confused.  “But I know.”  


Dol’nar came out to the mouth of
the cave slowly and sat down on his haunches right in front of Cutter.  He
looked Cutter right in the eye, cocked his head to the left a little and
chittered softly.  Cutter saw a fleeting image in his mind’s eye.  A ship.  A
small fighter, smaller than the one he now flew.  But the same kind.  It was
involved in a raging battle in space with some other ships.  A lot of smaller
ones helping and a gigantic ship just destroying everything in its path.  The
little ships had no chance and all of them were destroyed except one.  That one
was thrown out into space between the two planets and the pilot had to use
everything he knew to stabilize the ship.  There was a raging battle here on
this planet, but they didn’t pay any attention to one damaged, crippled scout
ship. It crashed here.  This is the survivor.  


Cutter shook his head and put his
hand out to touch the cave entrance and steady himself.  All this had happened
in less than a second.  


“What’s wrong?”  Samuels said as
he moved to Cutter’s side to steady him.  


“I’m not sure,” Cutter said. 
“Something strange just happened.  If I didn’t know better, Dol’nar was just
talking to me.”  Dol’nar made a strange, soft noise and cocked his head in the
other direction.  “Now I’m sure of it.”  


“I don’t understand,” Samuels
said.  “What the hell are you talking about?”


“I don’t understand it either,
but it’s happening,” Cutter said and looked past Dol’nar toward the far end of
the cave.  “Can you understand me?”  he yelled.  


Dol’nar ran back to the figure in
the back of the cave and sat down beside him.  In a few seconds, the figure
stood up and slowly walked to the front of the cave with Dol’nar by his side. 
He held up his hand in front of his face to shield his eyes from the
sunlight.    


It was a man.  A very tall man,
with slightly chiseled features, long hair and a scraggly beard.  Cutter and
Samuels would have sworn he was human.  He stumbled and fell to his knees just
before he got to Cutter and Samuels.  Dol’nar chittered and licked the man’s
face, coaxing him to stand back up.    


“It has been a long time since I
have heard that language,” the man said in English as he stood back up.  “I
thought I might never hear another spoken word again, in any language.  Least
of all, this one.”


“Who are you?”  Samuels asked as
the man finally got to them.   


The man stuck out his hand and
said, “Commander Tov Pollard, at your service.  I believe this is the proper
protocol, is it not?” 


He had no nails on his fingers;
it looked like they had never been there.  His eyes had no lashes and no
eyebrows, but he did have the scraggly beard and long hair.  The eyes
themselves were smaller than human eyes, and the nose was a little different. 
Cutter couldn’t put his finger on it, but it was somehow different.   


“Yes, it is,” Cutter said as he
took his hand.  “Tobias Cutter.  I think we have a lot to catch up on.”  


“Yes, we do,”  Commander Pollard
said.  “Dol’nar tells me you are the friends who finally defeated our
attackers.”


Cutter and Samuels just looked at
each other.  


“If you mean the invaders in the
huge generation ships, yes, we did defeat them about six months ago,” Cutter
said.  “Since then we’ve been setting up a base camp on the next planet over,
trying to clean things up a bit.” 


Dol’nar sat down between Cutter
and Pollard, looking from one to the other.  He was trying to get their
attention by bouncing his head between the two big men.  They both finally
looked down and started petting the big cat and he started purring.  


“We have this to talk about
also,” Cutter said looking down at Dol’nar.  “I don’t know what happened here,
but Dol’nar is really the one who found you.  He somehow knew just where to
look.  And, I still don’t understand it, but he somehow told me you were
here.”  


“Only a few of us came to really
know what these animals can do,” Pollard said and scratched the big cat’s
ears.  “Even his former keeper, Science Minister Moeller, had no idea who they
really were.  Dol’nar opened up to me shortly before the war about who they were
and what they were capable of.  Yes, indeed, we have a lot to talk about.  I
thought I’d never see another living being again.”


They all made their way back to
the scout ship, Pollard a little slower than Cutter and Samuels, and settled
down around the big table in the crew quarters.  Pollard looked around the ship
like he was seeing a long lost love after years of separation.  It was obvious
this was the type of ship he flew.  He may have even flown this very ship at
some point.  After everyone had settled in and Pollard had gotten something to
eat and drink, Cutter asked the question that had been on his and Samuels’ mind
since they initially landed.


“What happened?” Cutter asked.  


Commander Pollard patted his leg
and Dol’nar ran over and leaned against him.  


“First of all, I am thrilled that
this animal found someone who needed him,” he said as he scratched Dol’nar’s
ears.  “They usually make a connection that lasts for the Anuu’s, or in this
case, the human’s, life.”  Pollard looked at Dol’nar and waved his hand toward
Cutter.  The big cat got up and moved over by Cutter.  He sat down, leaned into
Cutter’s leg and looked up and chittered at him.  


“You’ll have to show me how you
did that,” Cutter said.  


“You already know how,” Pollard
said.  “It may just take a while to refine and learn how to tune into each
other.  The first thing you’ll learn, and you may have already, is that they
don’t do anything they don’t want to.  They are incredibly independent and
extremely intelligent.  They’ve been in this system on most of the planets for
a very long time.  But to the matter at hand first.”  


He settled back like someone
ready to tell a story around a camp fire at summer camp.  


“I remember it as if it were
yesterday.  I was talking to Science Minister Moeller on his private balcony
when the attack began.  The attacker’s stealth technology was much more
developed than we thought.  They had hundreds of attack ships just hanging in
the air everywhere, on both our populated planets.  


“We had no idea who they were, or
even what they looked like.  They just flew in and attacked.  Their plan was
simple, take out the airfields and as many of our scout and attack vessels as
they could before the bombing campaign.  They succeeded.  By the time the
bombing started we didn’t have enough ships left to mount any kind of defense. 
I had a squadron of six scout ships and they were destroyed when the first big
tender came into the atmosphere.  All in one attack.  I was hit, damaged, and
spun out into space before they could get off another shot.  


“Whoever they were, they had done
an incredible amount of research on us and our capabilities.  They knew where
all our airfields were and they had ships waiting, cloaked, for the signal. 
All of our supply depots, manufacturing facilities, mining operations,
everything.  They must have been studying us for at least a year or two.”


“They may have had the numbers
and some technology, but they still weren’t too bright,” Cutter said. 
“Somehow, they had also captured several of your scout ships and were trying to
retrofit your FTL drive to their ships.  As far as we can figure, that didn’t
work out to well.  That’s why it took them so long to make it to Earth to
attack us.  Our guess was that they were scavengers who moved from system to system
across the galaxy looking for resources and technology to steal.  Maybe it
didn’t start out that way, but by the time they got to you, they were in the
mode of just wiping out whoever they ran into.”


“I guess we just happened to be
next on their list,” Pollard said.  “There’s no telling how many worlds they
destroyed and species they wiped out before they got to us.  Thankfully, you
had the wherewithal to stop them.”


“Not without your technology,”
Cutter said.  “We may have dispatched them, but we couldn’t have done it
without your help.  Dol’nar eventually led us to a cache of weapons that we
used to destroy them.  If it hadn’t been for your technology, and this cat,”
Cutter said as he scratched Dol’nar between the ears, “we would have been the
next world they decimated and plundered.”


“Well, at any rate, with a little
luck and a good on-board computer, I was able to crash land here, on our second
planet, even while the invaders were bombing it into oblivion.  I survived the
crash and the rest of the attack by hiding in one of the caves you found me
in.  


“This planet had everything I
needed to survive, food, water, shelter … everything except a way of
communicating with the Anuu who survived the attack on our home world and a way
of getting there.  All I could do was hope someone was alive and looking for
other survivors.”


Cutter and Samuel just looked at
each other.  


“What?”  Pollard asked.  “What do
you know?”


“I don’t think anyone else
survived on either planet,” Cutter said.  “The attack we’re talking about
happened over 40 years ago and we’ve been here for only the past six months
establishing the base camp.  Because of their inability to use your technology,
it took the aliens 40 years to get to our system after they destroyed yours. 
Our systems are just about 40 light years apart, so the assumption we made
after an analysis of the attack on us was they weren’t able to retrofit any of
your FTL technology to their ships.”


Pollard slumped in his chair.  


“I knew it had been a long time,
but I really had no idea it was that long.  I lost track of time somewhere
along the way.  I watched my home planet rise and set from this world so many
times …” Pollard hung his head and Dol’nar went over to him and leaned against
his leg.  Pollard scratched the big cat between the ears.  He continued, “Even
the Alpha emergency site?  Was that destroyed also?”  


For the umpteenth time in this
discussion, Cutter and Samuels just looked at each other.  It was getting to be
a habit.  


“What’s the Alpha emergency
site?”  Cutter asked.  “We’ve found no other living beings, except for the cats
and other wildlife, on either planet.”


Pollard brightened up a bit.    


“There was a contingency site
that was intended to house upwards of 10,000 of our people.  It was in a remote
area, and the entrances were well-hidden.  I doubt that any of our Ministers or
their staff made it there, the attack happened much too quickly for that.  But
there should have been some people who made it to the site.”  


“We found no one,”  Samuels
said.  


“Is it possible that they are
still at the site?  Still alive?”  Cutter asked.  


“I suppose anything’s possible,”
Pollard said.  “If they couldn’t contact anyone on the outside, they might have
assumed the attackers were still there, occupying the planet.  The site was
designed to be completely independent of the outside and self-sufficient as far
as food and water were concerned.  If the communications capability was down,
there would be no way they could tell without coming out of the site.  It was
the first site of what was to be a planet-wide series of shelters just for such
a disaster, but we were a little late in setting them up.”  


“Well,” Cutter said, “let’s get
you back to the primary planet and attended to medically just in case there
were complications over the years.  You can get some decent food and clean
clothes and then we’ll see about this Alpha site.”


 











Chapter 3


Earth date Tuesday Feb. 3rd, 2043


TRAPPIST-1 e, wilderness 


 It had been a long day for
Rosie.  She had been training new staff for the diner so she could spend more
time roaming the galaxy with Cutter, and she had been at it since 5 a.m.


She had been at the counter for
the past hour and hadn’t heard Tigger make a sound.  Tigger was the big female
Creed Rosie had adopted the second day they were here.  Or maybe it was the
other way around.  The big cats seem to pick people out to be their own.  Rosie
and Cutter had been inspecting the ruins of a large building on the edge of
what had been the largest Anuu city on TRAPPIST-1e and Dol’nar had brought
another big cat into the building.  They were thinking of using the building
for the diner, walking around trying to visualize where everything would go,
and the big female had run right up to Rosie and rubbed her legs and leaned
against her.  That was all it took, they belonged to each other.  They never
knew if the two cats were related.   


Tigger spent her time following
Rosie almost everywhere she went and sleeping in the corner of the diner when
she wasn’t.  Rosie walked over and peeked around the corner where her bed was;
she wasn’t there.    


Rosie went to the front window
and saw Tigger trotting across the open field toward the dense jungle that ringed
the compound.  She wasn’t rushing, but it looked like she knew exactly where
she was going.  


“Well, there she goes again,”
Rosie said to no one in particular.  Rosie made a mental note to talk to Cutter
again about this.  It was the third time this week alone the big cat had
scurried off toward the dense jungle.  From what Rosie had casually heard from
customers in the diner, this had been happening all over for about the past
three weeks.  Everyone’s big cat was disappearing into the jungle at least once
or twice a week, sometimes more often.  


In a lot of respects, this part
of the fourth planet was much like Central and parts of South America on
Earth.  Dense jungle with thick undergrowth with several smaller animal species
calling it home.  Whenever the Creed ventured into the jungle with their
humans, they pretty much ignored the smaller creatures.  Sometimes the larger
ones, about the size of big rabbits on Earth, would come up and sit right next
to one of the big cats; it was obvious the Creed didn’t hunt or eat them.  No
one had figured out yet what the Creed ate in the wild.  They were perfectly
content to eat whatever the humans fed them, but they would be in the jungles
for days at a time and no one had any clue what they ate.  


The other thing the humans
couldn’t figure out was how the Anuu kept the jungle back away from their
cities and smaller towns and villages.  No one could find any trace of
herbicides or other chemical residue, but the jungle stopped on a line around
the occupied area so precise it could have been drawn with a compass.  


There were paths into the jungle
at various intervals around this particular encampment.  No one had
investigated yet whether this was natural or something the Anuu engineered. 
These paths were what the Creed used to get into the jungle when they would
disappear.  
















 





Tigger trotted into the jungle on
the south path almost straight across from the diner.  Once she was well inside
the perimeter of the dense brush, and was sure she couldn’t be seen from the
populated areas, she sat on her haunches in a small clearing and watched.  The
jungle was alive with animal life, small and large.  Birds flew overhead and
squawked at Tigger as she sat and watched, and smaller animals similar to
racoons and squirrels wandered over to the big cat and sat down around her.  


Another cat came into the
clearing from one of the other paths and sat down a few feet from Tigger.


Was worried.  Am glad you are
here, Tigger thought.


The other Creed raised his head
and chittered, Delayed, he thought.  Let us gather.  


They headed into the jungle.  Deep
into the jungle.  It took them almost 45 minutes to get to the gathering, and
along the way they attracted an entourage of small creatures just following
them.  When they got there, hundreds of Creed were patiently waiting.  Sitting,
lying down or pacing the perimeter of the gathering.  Tigger walked into the
center of the gathering and they all stood and made way for her.  She climbed
the slight mound in the middle of the gathering and sat on her haunches.  As
soon as she did that, the rest all sat down where they were and all the smaller
animals that had gathered sat around the perimeter and waited.
















 





As soon as Tigger disappeared
beyond the edge of the jungle, Rosie grabbed her spotter scope and made her way
to where Tigger had entered.  She walked at the edge of the jungle around the
perimeter so Tigger wouldn’t see her and she waited just at the edge of the
underbrush.  She could see Tigger clearly through the scope and it looked like
she was just sitting and waiting.  


Another Creed showed up and sat
next to Tigger.  Then the strangest thing happened.  Rosie could have sworn she
heard them talking to each other.  Not really sounds, mind you, but she still heard
them.  And, it was in English.  Broken a bit, mind you, but clear as day.  This
was confusing.    


She shook her head to clear it
and the two cats took off deeper into the jungle.  They weren’t moving too
fast, so Rosie could keep up, but she had to hide behind large trees three
times when the cats stopped and turned around to look in her direction.  The
last time, she was sure they saw her, but they turned back around and continued
into the jungle. 


When they got to the clearing
with all the other cats, Rosie wasn’t sure what to think.  She found a good,
solid tree well outside the perimeter and climbed up about half way.  This
turned out to be an excellent vantage point, and she settled in to watch the
cats in the clearing.


Tigger slowly walked through the
multitude of Creed, who all parted to allow her to pass, and up onto a small
knoll.  She sat on her haunches and all the rest of the big cats settled down. 



When they were all quiet, she
began.  


It is time to talk once again
about bringing enlightenment to the inhabitants of this world, Tigger
thought.  They are different, but they are the ones who defeated the great
attacker.  They seem to be a kind and benevolent species and are attempting to
bring our world back from the destruction and death it has suffered.  We must
help them.  We lost the opportunity to help the Anuu and the others because we
waited too long.  We must not let it happen again.


The conversation continued for
almost an hour, and Rosie sat halfway up the tree and tried to listen to the
whole thing.  The big cats went back and forth talking about the current
occupants of their world and the previous species that had occupied it.  They
seemed to understand that the humans were not from their system, but were from
another world, far away.  


All of them agreed it was time to
let the humans know who they were and what they could do.  They also talked
about a species called the First Race.  Rosie couldn’t follow much of this
conversation, but it sounded like those were the ones who helped the big cats
become who they were.


When the meeting finally broke
up, Rosie hurried back to the diner ahead of Tigger.  Tigger came padding in a
few minutes after she got there and went right past her on the way to her bed,
and acted like nothing had happened.  
















 





Cutter and Commander Pollard were
sitting in Cutter’s booth at the diner when Rosie walked in with Tigger not far
behind.  Tigger padded over to her bed in the corner of the diner and lay down
next to Dol’nar so she could see Cutter’s booth.  Rosie slid in next to Cutter
on his side of the booth.  


“You won’t believe what just
happened to me,” she said.  


“I was just about to say the same
thing,” Cutter said.  


“I followed Tigger into the
forest and …”, Rosie started and stopped just as suddenly.  She finally noticed
the man sitting across from Cutter, eating.


“Who are you?”  Rosie asked.  


“Rosie,” Cutter said, “meet
Commander Tov Pollard, an Anuu scout ship pilot.”  


The older, bearded man sitting
across from them looked up from his breakfast long enough to hold up his hand
toward Rosie.  


“I haven’t eaten like this in a
very long time,” Pollard said.  “I know what this is,” he poked his fork
through a mound of hash browns.  “We grew something very similar to this here. 
But this …” and he held up a strip of bacon, “this is wonderful.  What is it?” 



“Let’s wait on that a bit,”
Cutter said with a sideways look at Rosie.  “We don’t want to overload you
right away.”


“Where did you come from?”  Rosie
asked.  


“He’s the life signs that popped
up on T-1f a couple of days ago, Samuels and I found him earlier today,” Cutter
said.  Pollard kept eating.  “Well, actually, Dol’nar found him; it was the
strangest thing.  Dol’nar knew exactly where he was and knows who he is. 
Apparently, Commander Pollard worked for Dol’nar’s former owner.  He’s been on
T-1f for the past 40 years with no way to leave or communicate with anyone.”  


“Oh, my God,” Rosie said.  “You
are the last of your civilization.  That must be a terrible feeling.”  


“Maybe not,” Cutter said. 
Pollard just kept eating.  “He says there is a subterranean bunker that could
be housing several thousand of his people.”  


“Why would they still be hiding? 
The war happened over 40 years ago.”


Pollard finally stopped eating
and answered.    


“The attack happened so quickly,”
he said.  “There may be only farmers and tradespeople there and they may be too
hesitant to come out.  The site was designed for total self-sufficiency, and if
communications are down, they may likely think the attackers are still
occupying the entire system.  It’s even possible that the communications system
is completely gone, destroyed in the attack.  At any rate, it’s still possible
there are survivors there, thinking they have no choice but to stay where they
are.”  


Rosie thought about it for a
minute, then cocked her head at Cutter.  


“What do you mean, Dol’nar found
him?”


“Just that,” Cutter said.  “As we
got closer and closer to the planet, Dol’nar got more and more agitated and
when we finally landed, he took off like a shot.  When we caught up with him,
he had already found the cave Pollard was using as a home base.”  


“I had sensed he was coming, but
I didn’t know exactly what the circumstances were, so I was still hiding back
in the cave when they got there,” Pollard said.  


“Then the strangest thing
happened,” Cutter said.  “Dol’nar showed me what happened to Pollard.  I saw
the space battle with the invaders, saw him get hit and spin out into space and
crash on T-1f, all like a movie in my mind’s eye.”  He suddenly turned to
Pollard.  “Hey,” Cutter said, just thinking of something, “how did Dol’nar know
all that?  He wasn’t with you when any of it happened.”


“That’s the easy part,” Pollard
said.  “When Dol’nar first came into the cave to greet me and I saw who it was,
I more or less told him all that.”  


“More or less?”  Cutter asked.  


“Well,” Pollard said, “it’s a
little difficult to explain.  The simplest way is to tell you that Dol’nar
asked how I got there, and I told him that story.  It all happened in much less
than a second.  I know it was unnerving when Dol’nar communicated with you the
first time, but it will get easier.”  


“Unnerving is an understatement,”
Cutter said.  


“That’s kinda what happened to me
today, too,” Rosie said.  “I followed Tigger out into the jungle to see what
they were all up to and I could have sworn I heard them say things to each
other.  Mentally heard it, they weren’t actually talking.”  


“What were they doing?”  Cutter
asked.  


“It was some kind of meeting or
something.  Maybe gathering is a better word, there were a couple hundred of them
as far as I could tell; I was a ways back from where they were.  There was even
a hundred or so of the little critters we keep seeing at the edge of the
jungle, staying at the edges of the gathering.  Curious little guys.”


“Who did you say?”  Pollard asked. 



“Tigger,” Rosie said.  “That’s
the big cat that adopted me.”  She pointed over to the corner where both cats
were snoozing.  “I didn’t know what else to call her, we hadn’t heard any other
names except Dol’nar.”    


Pollard smiled and called “Glen’ea.”


The big female cat next to
Dol’nar stood up immediately and padded over to Pollard.  She sat on her
haunches and blinked at everyone in the booth.  As if to say well, you woke
me up, what do you want?   


Pollard scratched the cat between
the ears and it cocked its head to one side and started to purr.  Pollard made
eye contact with the cat and they just stared at each other for a few seconds,
then Glen’ea moved a little to face Rosie and leaned against her leg.  


Rosie reached out to scratch the
cat’s chin and Glen’ea licked her hand.  “Well,” she said, “at least now I know
what to call her.”  


“What were they saying in the
jungle?”  Cutter asked.  


“Oh, yes, that,” Rosie said.  “It
was difficult to understand, but it seemed like they were talking about telling
us something.  That’s all I could make out, maybe I was too far away or just
not tuned in properly.”  


“It will take time for the cats
to open up to you, but it seems to have started already.  I still don’t know
why Dol’nar chose to open up to me.  Science Minister Moeller had taken him in
after he had wandered out of the jungle, and had him for almost 15 years; it
should have happened with them but it never did.”


“Well, what about this possible
bunker that could house survivors?”  Cutter asked.  “Let’s see if we can find
any more of your people today.”  


Cutter, Pollard and Rosie headed
out of the diner toward the scout ship parked not too far away.  The two cats
came bounding after them, jostling each other along the way, jumping on each
other and rolling around in the dirt.  


“Hey, you two,” Cutter yelled. 
“Come on, now, settle down and play nice together.”  


The cats shook themselves off and
fell in line behind the three as they walked toward the scout ship.  


“Cutter, you need kids,” Rosie
said.  “That was just like a parent putting his kids in their place.”  


“Yeah, right,” Cutter said.  “At
my age that’s the last thing I need.”  


“May I?” Pollard asked as they
got on board.  “It’s been a long time since I piloted one of these.”  


“Please do,” Cutter said.  “You
know where you’re going and can no doubt fly rings around us.  I’d like some
pointers one day from a real pilot.”


“I’d love to do that,” Pollard
said.  “They are relatively simple to fly and have incredible speed and range. 
We’ll be headed to the far side of this planet, deep into one of the dense
jungle areas.”  He manipulated the controls like they were extensions of his
hands and fingers and the craft was up in the air and speeding along in a few
seconds.  “This was the first fully functional bunker we had built and was
intended to be the model for all the rest to come.  It had just been tested and
certified before the attack began, so it was fully functional.  As I mentioned,
the attack happened so quickly there was no time for government officials or
their staff to make it to the bunker, so if there is anyone there at all it
will be miners and farmers.”  


Cutter tried to keep up with what
Pollard was doing with the controls, but it was all happening way too fast.  He
felt like he had the first time Atticus took the controls of Salvage One.  It
was becoming obvious to him, yet again, that he wasn’t really a pilot.  He
could fly the damn thing, but not like this.  


“How many of the Anuu were on
both planets?” Rosie asked.  “We know both planets were populated, but the
actual numbers, well … we’ve never found anything that clearly specified it.”  


“You probably wouldn’t have,”
Pollard said.  “Being primarily mining and farming oriented, we never really
kept accurate statistics on our world-wide population.  I know we kept that
data at the province level, but not planet-wide.  What we did have was more
than likely destroyed in the attack.”  He thought for a moment and then
continued.  “If I had to guess, in your numbers it would probably be close to
one or two billion.  Since we were all part of a single government, as you
might call it, and were not that industrialized, our population never grew that
fast.  We only had three major segments of work.  Farming, mining and
technology.  The technology sector covered everything from communications to
medical advances to faster-than-light travel and everything in between.”


The scout ship slowed and settled
into a clearing roughly the size of a football field.  Pollard flipped the
power switch on a panel that Cutter had never figured out and started entering
commands into a console that popped up out of the panel.  


“I have always wondered what that
panel was for,” Cutter said.  


“It’s really just a generalized
communications panel, it just probably doesn’t look like one.”  He continued
entering commands and then grabbed the ship’s main comm-system mike and said
something in a foreign language.  No doubt the Anuu’s native language.  


Nothing came back except static
and crackle.  He tried again.  


Still silence.  


“Let's wait for a few minutes to
see if they answer.  It could be that they are trying to bring the
communications gear on-line or it could be that they don’t know where it is or
even how to use it.”


“Or …,” Cutter said.  


“Yes, or it could be that there’s
really no one there,” Pollard said.  


“Is there no way in from the
outside?”  Rosie asked.  


“Yes, there is,” Pollard said. 
“I just wanted to try the communications first.  I’d hate to walk in uninvited,
you never know what you’d run into after all this time.”


The radio crackled, and a voice
came over it.  Hesitant and quiet, saying something in the Anuu language. 
Pollard laughed out loud as he keyed the mike and replied.  


“What did they say?”  Cutter
asked. 


“Basically, in your language,
they wanted to know who the hell this was?”  


Pollard spent the next 15 minutes
talking with several voices over the comm system and finally announced that
they would be coming out.  


“How many people are in the
bunker?”  Cutter asked.  


“As far as I can determine,”
Pollard said, “only several hundred.  And most of them are young people, under
40.  From what I gathered, about two thousand originally made it to the
shelter, but many of them were wounded.  Over time, most of the wounded, and a
lot of the older people, died and a new generation was born.  Now there are
several hundred young people and several dozen older folks still alive.”  


They exited the ship and moved to
the edge of the jungle where there was a break in the underbrush.  You couldn’t
see it until you got very close, but there was actually a door set into the
ground just inside the jungle.  It was colored like the surrounding jungle and
was very difficult to see from any distance.  By the time they got to it, it
was opening slowly, probably from some kind of hand-crank system.  


Several people came out of the
bunker, three quite young and two about Pollard’s age.  The older two
immediately began a conversation with Commander Pollard and eventually embraced
him as they would a long, lost relative.  As they continued to talk, Pollard
would periodically turn and point to Cutter and Rosie.  The younger three
stayed closer to the door and seemed hesitant to come closer to Cutter and
Rosie and the cats.  


Pollard eventually came back to
Cutter and Rosie and filled them in about what they had talked about and took
them into the bunker for a quick tour.  It was like an entire, new world
underground.  There was a huge open area right inside the main door and it
quickly filled with young people who wanted to see the strangers.  They mingled
with them and showed them around; it seemed of little importance that neither
spoke the other’s language.  The big cats stayed with Cutter and Rosie and the
older people were so glad to see them.  An older couple even asked Cutter in
English if all the Creed survived.  Cutter told them indeed they had, they were
plentiful on the primary planet.  Toward the end of the tour, dozens of the
younger Anuu came outside with Cutter, Rosie and Pollard just to see the sun
and feel the wind.    


“This is all that’s left of our
civilization, several hundred young people,” Pollard said,  “and a few dozen
older folks.  It may take a while for the younger ones to be able to
communicate with you; none of them know your language.  Several of the older
folks do so that might help a little.  The younger ones are also reluctant to
have anything to do with the cats.  None of the Creed made it into the shelter,
so the younger folks grew up never having the opportunity to meet them. 
Everyone is grateful for your race defeating the invaders, and you are welcome
to stay and help us repopulate the planets.  It will be a simple coexistence at
first until the younger ones learn your language, but we can make it work.”


“I’m glad at least some of your
people survived,” Rosie said.  “You can be an immense help in translating all
the records we’ve found and helping us understand your technology.  We have
several thousand people here already and many thousand more on the way. 
Perhaps together we can bring your people back from the brink and restart your
civilization.”  


“Perhaps,” Commander Pollard
said.  “We just have a long way to go.”


“We have settlements on one of
our other planets, but it isn’t really habitable.  With your help, this could
be our new frontier.”  


Dol’nar was leaning against
Pollard’s leg making the chittering noise.  Pollard looked down and said “What
are you trying to tell me, Dol’nar?”  


He knelt to look Dol’nar in the
eye.  


“Are you the one who normally
flies the scout ship?”  Pollard asked Cutter.  


“Yes, I am,” Cutter said.  “I’m
not really a pilot, but I do the best I can.  That job would have normally
fallen to someone else who worked closely with us, but he didn’t make it
through the conflict.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.  You
must have been close.”  


“Yes, we were,” Cutter said.  “He
sacrificed himself to destroy an invader’s ship.”  


Pollard scratched the big cat’s
ears and closed his eyes for a moment.  Dol’nar chittered and almost barked a
couple of times.  


Pollard stood up and had to grab
Cutter’s shoulder to keep from passing out.  


“That was a particularly intense
mental image I just got from Dol’nar.”


“What did he show you?”  


 “Someone called Atticus is
alive.  Dol’nar knows where he is.  Do you know him?” 











Chapter 4


Earth date Wednesday Feb. 4th, 2043


 Atticus put another mark on the
wall of the room he occupied in the gigantic ship and stepped back to admire
his work.  By his reckoning, he had been here for almost six months.  Wherever here
was.  He still had no idea where he was or how he was going to get home.


    He walked over to the opening
in the hull of the ship and looked out over the landscape.  Even after hunting
several times a week for food, there was still wildlife everywhere.  Small
critters that looked, and tasted, a lot like rabbits, small deer and all manner
of birds.  He had certainly not gone hungry in all those months.  There was
also a freshwater spring just a short walk from where he was camped in the
battered hull of the ship.  


    His first impression was that
the ship had been felled in battle, but the more he explored and looked at it
in detail, he was convinced it had crashed there.  Probably from orbit from the
looks of some of the damage.  The ship's hull was seven or eight feet thick,
even thicker in some places, and he couldn’t tell which parts of it had been
burned on reentry and which parts were damaged by the crash.  


    He had trouble even thinking
about the technology needed to build something like this and then the fact that
they were nomads in space on top of it.  But then, some other parts of the ship
were crude in comparison, almost as if it had been assembled from a hodgepodge
of parts from different places.    


    The hull was split close to
the area where he stayed; he didn’t want to be too far from a way off the ship
if he ever needed it.  The room he had found for his camp was a short walk from
the split in the hull and had a door he could secure from the inside.  Good
thing.  The first week he was there he was visited in the night by an animal
that pounded on his door half the night, howling all the while.  The next
morning, he found dents in the 18-inch thick door.  After that, he looked for
and found a room of supplies, some of them weapons.  Not energy-based as he
would have thought based on the sheer size and bulk of the ship, but simple
projectile weapons using something similar to gunpowder.  Such an odd mixture
of technology, some extremely advanced and some obviously not.  


    So, he hunted, ate, slept and
mostly explored the ship.  At least the parts of it that were close to where he
had landed from the towers and spheres device.  To say the ship was big was an
understatement; he had no intention of trying to explore it all by himself
without support and adequate resources.  He was afraid if he got himself in
trouble, fell or got stuck somewhere, he could die by himself.


The only really odd thing he
found in his first ventures out into the ship were strange, small burn spots
all over every floor.  They were covered by a layer of very fine powder, and
they smelled just like ash from a fireplace.  He had no idea what they were,
but they were everywhere.    


    During one of his exploration
trips he found a conference room, for lack of a better word, that had lots of
scrolls and maps.  There was no doubt in his mind that this ship had once
belonged to the race that had destroyed the Anuu and invaded Earth.  Most of
the documents he found were heavy on illustrations and light on text, which was
good as he had no clue how to read their language.  And there was a tapestry of
sorts on the wall of the conference room.  About 75 feet of drawings that
seemed to depict how they had deserted their planet in search of other worlds. 
But if he was interpreting the pictorial references in the documents and on the
wall correctly, the Earth was still in big trouble.


    Today, however, he was off on
another hunt.  His food stores had been depleted, and he needed to take a
couple of the small deer.  That should last him another couple of weeks.  He
picked up his projectile rifle and his water canister and headed for the rip in
the hull. 





    "What the hell are you
talking about?"  Cutter asked.


    They had all gathered back on
the scout ship and were sitting around the conference table.  


    "All I know is the image
I got from Dol'nar," Pollard said.  "I saw Atticus in a clearing in a
forest with a derelict space craft behind him. It was one of the generation
ships of the attacker, clearly destroyed and abandoned."  


    "How is that even
possible?"  Rosie said.  "I can understand how they might be able to
exchange ideas and images mentally with someone who is close to them, but if
Atticus is really alive, he's at least 40 light years away."  


    "I don't fully
understand it myself," Pollard said.  "But I know it's possible.  It
has to be someone the cat already knows, it can't be just anybody.  Apparently,
they develop connections somehow with almost everyone they meet and then no
matter where those people are after that, the cats know.  If Dol'nar says he
saw Atticus alive, he's alive."


    "Well," Cutter
said.  "The first thing we need to do is head back to Jupiter.  That's
where the generation ship was that Atticus would have boarded from the water
stream he jumped into.  Rosie, can you get us there?  I want to spend some time
back here with Pollard and Dol'nar."  


    "Yep," Rosie said. 
She patted her leg as she got up.  "Come on, girl, let's give them some
time."  She and Tigger, or rather Glen'ea, headed back to the cockpit. 
She looked over her shoulder as they left the conference room, "I'll give
you an hour, I think we can get there by then."  


    As soon as they took off,
Cutter called Dol'nar over to him and started scratching the big cat’s ears and
talking to him.  In no time, Dol'nar was leaning against Cutter's leg and
purring so loud it could be heard all over the ship.  With Pollard coaching him
and an uninterrupted hour to practice, he and Dol'nar quickly became connected
at an amazing level.  Cutter found that he could actually just think something
he wanted Dol'nar to do, and the cat picked up on it.  He would have to make
sure he came up with a definitive way to let Dol'nar know he was directing the
thought at him, otherwise the cat could act on any random thought Cutter had. 
At the same time, Cutter could actually see images and thoughts the cat was
sending his way; he had no idea how it worked and he was sure it was all the
cat, but it worked.  That was all he needed.  


    Just before they were done
for the hour, Cutter asked Dol'nar to show him what he had shown Pollard about
Atticus.  Cutter closed his eyes and saw Atticus moving through a dense forest
with some kind of shoulder-fired weapon.  He looked well and fit, and was
wearing basically the same outfit he had worn the day he disappeared into the
water stream, although somewhat tattered.  If he concentrated, Cutter could see
a huge generation ship looming behind Atticus.  Obviously one of the ships of
the invaders, but also just as obvious, it had crashed where it was.


    "We're here," Rosie
yelled from the cockpit, bringing Cutter out of his trance.  He scratched the
big cat between the ears, kissed him on top of his head and headed up to sit
next to Rosie.  


    He quickly gave up his seat
to Commander Pollard when it became obvious Pollard was better at the scanners.





    Within a few minutes, Pollard
had confirmed that one of the mile-long tenders was still in orbit around Europa,
along with thousands of tons of tiny, shiny metallic particles.  Those were no
doubt the remains of the gigantic generation ship of the invaders.  Somehow,
Atticus had disconnected one of the smaller tenders from the bigger ship and
used it to stay safe from the explosion that destroyed the larger ship.    


    They had to get on board. 
Cutter had Rosie maneuver the Anuu scout ship to the back of the tender and
matched its rotation.  The rear airlock door was soon directly in front of them
and Cutter started toward the back of the ship to put on a space suit.  Pollard
stopped him just past the cockpit.  


    "You don't need to do
that," he said, surmising where Cutter was going.  "Here, let's do it
this way."  


    Pollard sat back down in the copilot’s
seat and began keying in commands into the main computer console.


    "First, let's make sure
the computer will continue to match the rotational speed and direction of that
tender."  He sat in the cockpit for a few minutes  entering commands into
the navigational system.  When he had finished, the ship started to make minute
course corrections on its own, Rosie just let go of the controls.  "Now,
let's get a soft link."  He kept entering commands, and the ship reoriented
itself so that their main entry door was lined up with the tender’s airlock. 
Metal extenders slid out of the hull of the scout ship and connected themselves
to the tender all around the airlock.  Next, a flexible sheath came out of the
scout ship and followed the metal extenders all the way to the tender, creating
a corridor between the two ships.  "Now, we lock it in place, and extend a
gangway we can walk on, and we can simply walk from this ship to that
one."  


    Pollard got up and started
toward the scout ship’s door, "Care to join me?"  he asked,
grinning.  


    Rosie and Cutter just looked
at each other and laughed.  


    "Well, it's obvious you
can teach us a whole hell of a lot about these ships," Cutter said.  He
and Pollard left the cockpit and made their way to the scout ship’s door.  A
series of lights by the door frame indicated a good seal, much like the lights
on an air lock would do, and Pollard opened the scout ship’s door and stepped
onto the gangway.  He and Cutter just walked the short 10- or 12-foot distance
to the other ship and went into the airlock just like you would walk from one
room in your house to the next.  Cutter was still muttering to himself about
all they didn't know when they stepped into the large hold of the tender.  


    All the lights were on, and
it was very quiet.  The air still tasted fresh even after orbiting up here for
over six months after the destruction of the generation ship.  


    "Based on the damage to
the engines we saw at the back of this ship, it's a wonder it still has air and
light,"  Cutter said.  "I wonder what's powering all this?"  


    "I don't have any
idea," Commander Pollard said.  "This part's all new to me, I've
never been on one of these ships before.  I’ve seen them in orbit above our
planet and have fought them, but I had no idea what the inside looked
like."  He looked to his left and saw row upon row of the small fighter
aircraft he had battled 40 years ago on his home world.  "My God, this is
where all those fighters came from."  


    "Yes," Cutter
said.  "They had thousands of these tenders, each with hundreds of
fighters on board.  We guessed they brought pilots onto these tenders via this
transport system," he said as he pointed to the towers and spheres on the
other side of them.  


    "What do these
do?"  Pollard asked as he walked over to the towers and started to study
them.  


    "We thought all they did
was allow troops to transport here from the generation ships and also to
transport water back to them.  That's what they were doing on Earth, pumping up
all our water.  Draining our oceans.  Obviously, Atticus found a way to detach
one of these tenders before the explosion destroyed the generation ship and
then he used this transport system to leave this ship and go ...
somewhere."  


    "But," Pollard
said, "the question is how.  And where?"  


    They walked all around the
towers and found the small console with the rotary dial on one side.  


    "This is new,"
Cutter said.  "I don't remember this from the two times we were aboard one
of these, and the second time, the transport system was active."  


    He rotated the dial from one
stop to another and nothing seemed to happen.  


    "I wonder if this had
enough power to send him somewhere, and now it's dead?"  Pollard asked.  


    "If that's the case,
we're doomed before we start," Cutter said.  "How do we figure out
where he went?"  


    "We rely on Dol'nar’s
perception," Pollard said.  "Let's get back to the scout ship." 



    When they got back to the
scout ship, Commander Pollard entered a couple of commands into the computer
and the ship retracted everything it had previously extended and moved off to a
safe distance from the tender.  


    He turned to the navigational
controls and had Dol'nar sit next to him in the cockpit.  


    "Okay, Dol'nar, tell me
where Atticus is," and he put his hands on the nav controls.  


    He closed his eyes and began
typing commands into the system.  After a couple of minutes he opened his eyes,
looked at what he had entered and just whistled softly.  


    "What?"  Cutter
asked.  


    "If this is where he is,
it's halfway across the Galaxy," Pollard said.  "Even at the ship’s
top speed, it'll take us a good 10 hours to get there."  


    "Well," Rosie
said.  "What are we waiting for?" 
















 





It had been a long day of
hunting.  Atticus was tired.  He felt good, but he was still tired.  He had
cleaned and dressed both of the small deer he had taken that morning and stored
most of the meat in the conference room where he had found the mural on the
wall.  The room’s position within the ship and the temperate nature of the
planet to begin with made it a perfect place to store salted meat.  


His country upbringing had
sustained him well over the years, but it really came in handy when he found
himself on a deserted planet with no obvious means of support.  A scouting trip
the first couple of days had yielded a salt deposit that he used to preserve
meat.  Preserved meat, odd-looking vegetables similar to beans and water were
his staple and he never went hungry.  There was plenty of wood in the forest
suitable for building fires and he had one every night.  Not to try to signal
anyone, no, he knew he might never get home.  But to keep warm and ward off any
predators who might be out looking for dinner.  He had seen some pretty large
and ugly creatures out and about and he had to be careful when he was out.  He
had figured out a way to vent the fires he built in his safe room so he could
still keep the door closed at night, so he was fairly comfortable.  Well,
considering he was on a deserted planet God knew how far away from home, he was
doing okay.  


He thought about the past six
months and Cutter and Rosie.  He wondered how they were and what they were
doing.  And the big cat.  For some strange reason, Atticus had been thinking
about Dol’nar a lot lately.  He knew he would probably never see any of them
again and would have to build whatever kind of life he could on this planet. 
But he still missed them all.  


It was still light out and he had
been sitting on the edge of the big rip in the hull when he caught movement out
of the corner of his eye to his right.  It was one of the big beasts that
typically came out after dark.  It was out early today.  It hadn’t seen him yet
and was just wandering from tree to tree looking for food on the ground.  It
was about nine feet tall, maybe the height of a full-grown grizzly back on
Earth when they were standing up on their hind legs.  If it had seen him, it
would have charged, full-speed ahead, looking forward to dinner.  He had killed
a few of them when he had stayed out too late and wound up being stuck outside
after dark.  They were easy to kill if you could hit them in the head.  You
would only get about two shots and the second was always as it was running
toward you, so he had learned to make the first one count.  


He carefully moved his right hand
toward the rifle leaning up against the wall of the ship.  He quietly picked it
up and shouldered it as the beast continued to move laterally from right to
left in front of him, about 25 yards away.  He took aim and snapped the safety
off.  He knew the noise would cause the beast to look up, and when he did,
Atticus pulled the trigger.  The projectile hit the beast in the forehead,
snapping his head back before he could even think of running for Atticus.  


Atticus waited to see if there
was another in the area, attracted by the noise.  They sometimes hunted in
pairs.  As soon as he was sure it was clear, he put the rifle back in its
original position, leaning up against the bulkhead of the massive ship.  


He left the beast where it was. 
He had tried to clean and dress the first one he shot, months ago, for the
meat.  But it had been like trying to cut thick leather with a dull knife, so
now when he felled one, he left it where it was.  What disturbed him the most,
however, was the fact that when he shot one close to the ship where he could
see it clearly, it was always gone the next morning.  He wasn’t sure he wanted
to know what was carrying them off in the middle of the night.  He hadn’t seen
anything bigger yet.


Another noise interrupted his
train of thought.  It was farther away and coming from above the ground.  He
stood up and shielded his eyes from the sun trying to see what was making the
noise.  None of the birds he had seen could be doing this.  It sounded
mechanical.  And it sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on
it.  Louder, now, he could tell which direction it was coming from, but he
still couldn’t see anything.  


It sounded like an Anuu scout
ship, but that was impossible.  He didn’t even know where he was.  How could he
expect anyone else to know?  It had to be a coincidence.  He grabbed his rifle
and slipped into the rip in the hull to make himself less visible and kept his
eyes in the direction of the approaching sound.  He could see it now, just a
spec in the distance, but growing in size.  


Dol’nar was on that ship!  He
didn’t know how he knew, he just knew.  He stepped out of the shadows and
started waving his arms as the ship approached.  It slowed and dropped to the
ground in front of the broken giant just a 30 yards or so from Atticus.  The
scout ship door opened and the big cat bounded out quickly and ran the distance
between the ship and Atticus in just a few seconds.


Dol’nar stood up on his hind feet
and planted his front paws firmly on Atticus’ chest.  The impact knocked
Atticus to the ground and Dol’nar was all over him.  The big cat rubbed him
with his head and began licking Atticus’ face and hair.  As they rolled around
on the ground, Atticus could see other people get out of the scout ship, but
Dol’nar was in his way and he couldn’t tell who they were.  


“Well, flyboy,” Cutter said.  “If
you’re done playing on this rock, we could use a good pilot.”  


Atticus jumped up and backed away
from Dol’nar so he could see who was walking in his direction.  It was Cutter,
Rosie and someone he didn’t recognize.  Someone not quite human.  


“Cutter, Rosie …” Atticus
started.  “How in the world did you know where I was?”  he asked as he ran the
short distance to them and embraced them both.  By this time, Dol’nar was back
up on his feet and head-butting all three of them.


“It’s a long story,” Cutter
said.  “But we didn’t really do anything, it was all Dol’nar and Commander
Pollard.”  Cutter pointed to the other member of their party.


Pollard walked up to Atticus and
extended his hand, “I’m Commander Tov Pollard, and based on your friend’s
reactions, I’m very glad we found you.”  


“You must be Anuu,” Atticus said
and took his hand.  “I recognize the facial structure from the video footage of
the Science Minister we saw.  So, how the hell did you guys find me?”  


“It’s complicated,” Cutter said. 
“Dol’nar knew where you were and he told Pollard how to get here.  We’re a
little ways away from Earth.” 


“Exactly where are we?”  Atticus
said.  


“We are on the edge of NGC 6934,
about 50,000 light years from our solar system,” Cutter said.  “It took us
about 12 hours to get here at full power.  Dol’nar knew exactly where you were
even that far away.  We’ve got a lot to tell you about these big cats; it’s
amazing what they can do.”  Cutter was scratching Dol’nar between the ears and
he was purring loudly.


“Saying I’m glad to see you guys
is an awful understatement.  I thought I would have to spend the rest of my
life on this rock.”  


“How the hell did you get here in
the first place?”  Rosie asked.  


“That’s a story,” Atticus said. 
“I used one of the big tenders to get off that generation ship, but you
probably already know that.  And getting here was just dumb luck.  When I found
that control device for the towers and spheres, it let them turn on with just
one setting.  I figured that must mean that there was a set of towers and
spheres active on the other end.  There was, but it was this wrecked ship,
there must have been just enough power left to let them work one last time.”


“But I wonder why this ship?”
Cutter asked.  “Surely some of the devices in other ships must have been on.”


“I wondered about that, too,”
Atticus said.  “For a while.  It had to be that this was the only unit on at
the time I used the device in the tender.”


“But, why was this one on?” 
Rosie asked.  


“The only thing I can think of is
that they left it on when they tried to escape the crash.”  


“Whatever it was,” Cutter said,
“I’m just damn glad to get you off this rock.”  He turned to go, but Atticus
stopped him.      


“Wait,” Atticus said, “before we
leave this place, there’s something I have to show you all.  Come this way.”  


He led them into the ship,
showing them a little of what he had explored.  He took them to his safe room,
where he spent nights, and all the store rooms he had found.  Finally, they
stopped at the conference room that was now his meat curing room and also had
the mural on the wall depicting the attacker’s voyage.


“I found this room a few weeks
after getting here and I’ve studied it for a long time,” Atticus said.  “I
think it tells us a little about the history of the aliens that attacked both
our races,” he said as he looked at Commander Pollard.  


He walked them through what he
thought the mural depicted.  


“A fleet of 12 generation ships
left their home planet looking for other resources.  The story of the pictures
tells us that they thought they were the last of their race to leave their
planet.  There weren’t enough resources left to build any more ships, and they
thought the rest of their population would simply die off.  But as things
worked out, the last of their race who were left on their home world were able
to gather all their remaining resources and build more of the generation
ships.  It doesn’t say how many and it doesn’t say when they left other than some
generations later.”


“So this means there are still
some of these guys out there?”  Rosie asked.  


“I think that’s exactly what it
means,” Atticus said.  “And according to the mural, they’re following roughly
the same path across the galaxy.”  Atticus let that sink in.  


Dol’nar chittered at them.  


“Yes, boy, I know,” Cutter said
as he scratched the big cat’s ears.  


“So, now what do we do?”  Rosie
asked.  


“Follow me,” Atticus said as he
headed back for the opening in the hull.  


They all got back to the spot
where they had started, and Atticus stood in the opening of the gigantic rip in
the hull.  It exposed the fact that the hull was fully eight feet thick and several
layers of metal were evident in the cut.  He put his hand on one layer, about a
foot and a half thick, and looked at Pollard.  


“Do you have anything on your
ship that can tell us what this layer is made of?  I suspect it’s not a common
compound, if it’s a compound at all.  It may actually be an element we’ve never
seen before.”  


“Yes, I think we do,” he said and
jumped down from the rip in the hull and headed for the ship.  


“Something else about those ships
we don’t know,” Cutter said.  “We’ve got a lot to learn, Atticus.”  


“It’s okay, Cutter,” Atticus
said, smiling.  “You can call me flyboy, I kind of missed it.”


Cutter pounded him on the back
and said, “I’m just glad we found you.  It’s good to have you back.”  


Pollard came back with a small,
handheld device that looked like an old-fashioned taser from the turn of the
century.  He turned it on and passed it over the layer of metal.  


“Nothing I’ve ever seen,” he said
as he scrolled through the data on the readout.  “It’s not a compound, it’s
elemental, just not something we have ever run into before.” 


Cutter looked at the data and
whistled.  


“An atomic weight of close to
400; it must be an engineered element.  I don’t see how that could occur
naturally.  Do you think your sensors could be tuned to track it?  


“Yes, they could,” Pollard said. 
“We should be able to track this much of it from several light years out.”  


“Hopefully, that will give us
enough time to figure out what to do,” Atticus said.


“We’ll be able to see things a
lot farther out than that,” Cutter said.  “Wait till you see some of the new
sensor modifications we have made to the little scout ship.”


They picked up all the gear
Atticus wanted to take with him and headed toward the scout ship.  Before
boarding, Atticus took one long, last look at his temporary home.  He wouldn’t
miss it at all.   


 











Chapter 5


Earth date Friday Feb. 6th, 2043


 Daex sat at his console studying
the daily fuel consumption reports and various memos from all his
subordinates.  He had been in a foul mood all morning, and the report he was
currently looking at wasn’t helping much.  They had been five light years
behind the main Maav fleet now for a while and he had just read that the
species called humans had destroyed Bexar and his entire contingent of
ships in one encounter.  He had never heard of the species, but would find
them.  


Furious, he thumbed his
communicator.  


“Sub-coordinator Knuat,” Daex
said, “this is fleet commander Daex.  Get up here.  Now!!”  


“Yes, sir.  On my way,” Knuat
said.  


Daex sat and fumed for the 10
minutes it took Knuat to get to the command bridge.  


“You idiot!  You didn’t think it
was important enough to tell me face-to-face as soon as you found out that our first
fleet had been completely destroyed?”  Daex was fingering the butt of his
sidearm while he talked, and this made Knuat extremely nervous.


“Well, sir, to be honest, I
thought it might be dangerous to tell you in person.  I know this is
devastating news, but I thought it might be easier if you found out this way.” 



“You’re right,” Daex said.  


“You mean about it being easier
to hear about it this way?”  


“No,” Daex said and pulled his
disruptor from its holster and thumbed the safety off.  “I can be dangerous
sometimes.”  He pulled the trigger and the disruptor wave hit Knuat square in
the chest.  He instinctively grabbed his chest and stumbled backwards into the
wall.  His eyes took on a wild look and he tried to scream but no sound came
out.  His body started to crumple into itself while little wisps of vapor
sprang from him here and there.  The disruptor weapon carried by senior
officers was truly a weapon of distinction.  It slowly broke the molecular
bonds of the complicated compounds that made up the body from the inside out. 
Some elements out of compound were gaseous in nature and were simply wisped
away by the air currents around the body.  Some were liquid or solid and
recombined almost instantly to form other, simpler compounds.  Some stayed as
base elements.  The major point behind the weapon was that this took place over
a period of a minute or two and was extremely painful for the soon-to-be
disassembled person.  It was not quick or painless by any means.  The victim
was usually awake and aware for at least half of the ordeal.  


  When it was over, Daex thumbed
his communicator again.


“Environmental, get someone up
here to the bridge to clean up a mess.”     


Their long-range communications
array had been damaged for a long time now, he couldn’t remember for how long. 
It was presently the only one in the fleet, so it left them a little in the
dark sometimes about the first fleet of ships that left their planet.  One of
their less-experienced pilots had crashed into it and left damage they had not
been able to repair yet.  It could receive, but not transmit.  They all
listened in on the ship-to-ship communications channels and cheered as Bexar’s
fleet made quick work of the last star system they had encountered, but the
entire array went out shortly after that and had been spotty ever since. 
Apparently, the news of Bexar’s defeat and the destruction of the fleet had
been received in one of the array’s few working moments.


The worst part was that Bexar
didn’t even know they were following him.  If he had known, he might have
waited for the second wave to catch up.    


Daex and his group of five ships
had left their home planet generations after Bexar and had almost caught up to
them in a matter of years.  Daex was the engineer who discovered the new fuel
source for their faster-than-light engines.  But his calculations about how
much fuel they would need were off and they lost some of the fuel along the
way; they ran out and fell short of catching up to Bexar by a scant five
light-years.  They had made six faster-than-light jumps with the new fuel.  The
next-to-the-last one brought them out of the jump just about when Bexar was
coordinating the destruction of the seven-planet system.  At the time they were
listening to the battle on the long-range communication system, they were close
to 200 light years away from them.  Pretty close considering where they had
started from and how far Bexar had taken the fleet in the generations since
they had left.


Two of the ships’ FTL engines had
been damaged during that jump and it took them 35 years to fabricate the parts
they needed to make the repairs and get back underway.  They were hampered by
the fact that they were missing a specific element they needed for the FTL
drive, and it took that long for a team of tenders to find some on one of the
planets in a nearby system.  Then they had to mine it, refine it, and fabricate
the parts.    


  All the ships’ engines finally
repaired, the last faster-than-light jump took them to within five light years
of the main fleet.  The repairs had taken more time than Daex wanted them to,
but he knew where Bexar was headed and how long it would take him to get
there.  The communications array, at that point, was working off and on for
reception so when the news of the fleet’s destruction was recorded it was
passed on to the Commander in a memo, of all things.   


After Bexar and the first fleet
left, the Maav had continued to work on the fuel problem for generations.  They
developed new mining techniques and went deeper into their planet than they had
ever gone before.  They found new resources that helped them survive, and their
population flourished and grew again over the generations while Bexar and his
fleet continued to plod along through the Galaxy.  After Daex discovered the
new fuel, they had enough manufactured, they thought, to catch up with the
first fleet.  Their ships, while much larger than the first dozen, had no
refueling capability and they could not take the fuel manufacturing process
with them.  To do either would have cost them more time than they wanted to
wait, now knowing they could catch up with the first fleet.  So when they fell
five light-years short after that last faster-than-light jump, all they could
do was plod along at light speed just as Bexar did and hope to catch up with
the main fleet.  Its destruction was a serious blow.  


After Daex discovered the memo
and dispatched the idiot who failed to tell him face-to-face, he listened to
the entire recording of the fleet’s destruction.  He would have to think about
how to defeat the humans.  They had not even gotten out of their own system
with any kind of light-speed drive and had dispatched Bexar’s entire fleet in
their first encounter.  He must be careful with this new foe.  


For most of the recording, he was
actually listening to Bexar’s voice trying to figure out what was happening to
his ships.  He gave no clue as to the weapon used or how it was deployed, so
Daex would have to be very careful. 





Atticus took the controls of the
scout ship for the return flight while Commander Pollard began the process of
reconfiguring the ship’s sensors to look for the new material they had found in
the alien ship.  


“Where did you learn to fly these
scout ships?”  Pollard asked Atticus as he watched the young pilot manipulate
the controls.  


“Oh, I didn’t,” Atticus said.  “I
just figured it out the first time I saw one of the little ships.  They are
easy to fly.” 


Pollard finished working on the
sensor array controls and went back to the crew quarters to talk to Cutter and
Rosie.


“Where did you get that pilot?” 
he asked.  


Rosie just looked at Cutter and
waited for him to answer.  


“Let’s just say I found him on
Earth when I was flying salvage.  He’s the most adaptive pilot I’ve ever seen. 
After one session just looking at the controls of an aircraft or spaceship, he
can fly it.  Not only fly it, but fly rings around everyone else.”


“Well, he’s doing that right now
with this scout ship,” Pollard said as he shook his head.  “I’ve never seen
anything like it.”


Atticus came in and sat down with
them.  


“It’s on autopilot so I thought
I’d get up and stretch my legs.  It sure is good to be off that planet.”  


“How much of it did you
explore?”  Rosie asked.  


“Not much, I never wanted to get
too far away from the ship for fear of getting stuck somewhere.  Before I found
the safe room I used at night, I stayed outside a couple of times.  It’s a
rough place, all kinds of critters, some I only heard and didn’t ever want to
come face-to-face with.  Did you scan the rest of the system?”  


“Yes,” Cutter said.  “It’s a
relatively young star, much like Earth’s, with four planets.  The other three
were way too close to the sun to have any life to speak of, so the planet you
were on was about the only game in town.”


“What does that mean for our
alien friends?”  Pollard asked


“Well,” Atticus said, “as far as
I could tell, that ship crashed, it didn’t actually land.  That means a couple
of things.  First of all, it’s likely something happened to it as it was
passing that star system and it crash-landed there.  The crew could have
abandoned it before it crashed or afterwards using the tenders.  There are a
lot of them missing.  I found very few remains.  Granted, I didn’t look
everywhere on the ship, but it would seem there are a lot of people missing.”  


“So I guess there were originally
13 of the generation ships?”  Pollard asked.


“No,” Atticus said.  “This is one
of the ships from the second wave.  There were only ever 12 in the first
wave.”  


“How do you know that?”  Pollard
asked.  


“Did you scan the ship when you
first entered the planet’s atmosphere?  How big was it?”  Atticus asked.  


“Yes,” Cutter said.  “It’s over
2,600 miles long, 1,500 hundred miles wide, and 25 miles high.  But that’s not
how you knew it was from the second wave, is it?”  


“No,” Atticus said.  “I suspected
this ship was larger than the ones in the first wave just because of a few
things I saw on the inside.  But it was the pictographic history in that
conference room that really gave it away.  It told the story of the first wave
of ships and the story of the second wave.  Only a ship in the second wave
could know that.”


“We kept the detailed scans of
the ship, let’s take a look,” Cutter said.  


Rosie got up and went over to a
control panel on the wall in the little conference room.  She brought up the
scan detail from the scout ship’s archives.


While they were waiting for Rosie
to orient the schematics, Pollard turned to Atticus and said, “It’s lucky that
both fleets of ships used the same transport technology and that none of the
other ships had theirs on.  It would have been very bad to transport to a ship
fully manned with the enemy.”  


“Yes,” Atticus said.  “Not sure
what would have been worse, that or the planet I was stuck on.”    


“Obviously, a ship this size was
never meant to land anywhere,” Cutter said.  “It would have had to be built in
orbit.  I expect the crash was something they absolutely would have avoided if
they could have at all costs.  I doubt the ship could have taken off again even
if it hadn’t crashed, if it had just landed.”


“Most of the bulk of the ship is
taken up by two different areas,” Rosie said.  “The first is quarters for the
hundreds of millions or perhaps even billions of people they have on board. 
Whereas the first wave of their ships might have looked like generation ships
to us, these truly are.  I doubt the bulk of the passengers used the tenders to
escape the crash, there wouldn’t have been enough even if all of them were
missing.  They must have used the transport device or something similar to it. 



“The second is the disturbing
part.  There’s an empty space pretty much in the center of the ship.  A big
empty space.  Big enough to fit one of the ships from the first wave and then
some.  It’s empty in the crashed ship, but from the readings we took during the
scan there was something there that was so radioactive they had to shield it
six ways from Sunday.”


Atticus looked a little alarmed. 



“Is it safe for me to have lived
there a number of months?”


“Oh, yes,” Rosie said.  “The main
source of the radiation is gone, they must have taken it with them, and the
shielding protected you.  This is some of the nastiest stuff we’ve ever seen. 
From the looks of it, it just might be a new fuel source for their FTL
engines.” 


An alarm went off from the
cockpit.  


“Is that the autopilot?”  Rosie
asked.  


“No,” Pollard said.  “That’s the
long-range sensor proximity alert, let’s go see what we’ve got.”


“You probably didn’t notice, but
we’ve made some enhancements to your sensors over the last six months we’ve
been in your system,” Cutter said.


“I saw the new pods on the
exterior of the ship,”  Pollard said.  “Is that what you’re talking about?”  


“Yes.  It’s a combination of
technology we lifted from the attackers’ ships and some of our own
modifications we made to your ship’s capabilities.”  


“Now,” Rosie said, “when you call
them long-range sensors, you ain’t just whistling Dixie!” 


Pollard wrinkled his brow as he
arrived at the cockpit, wondering what Rosie meant by that remark.


“Nothing is apparent from any of
the inside controls, with the exception of this one,” Cutter said as he pointed
to a new control fitted next to the sensor control panel.  


“The sensors will now work in two
different modes,” Cutter said as he powered up the new panel.  “Mode 1 can be
considered the mode in which the sensors originally operated, although we did
tweak that mode also a bit to extend its range.  In that mode, they can resolve
ship-size objects from five to ten light-years out and give you full details at
the three or four light-year range.  Mode 2, which is a combination of some of
the alien attacker’s technology and some of our enhancements, can now reach out
to a maximum of 25,000 light years.”        


Pollard and Atticus gasped at
almost the same time.  


“I had no idea this was even
possible,”  Pollard said.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “we’re
sacrificing detail for distance, but we think it will get better as we add more
breakthroughs.  For example, we can resolve individual star systems at that distance
and tell that there’s something there that wasn’t there when we did the
original mapping, but that’s about it at that distance for now.”


“So, if I’m reading this right,
there’s something big in the star system that’s a little over four light-years
away from Earth,” Pollard said.  


“Yes, that’s correct,” Cutter
said as he looked at the sensor screen.  “The Alpha Centauri system is about
4.3 light-years from our system and whatever this is wasn’t there when we took
the initial readings several months ago.  And, whatever it is, it’s big.”


“But it could be several somethings
just clumped together at this distance and it just looks like one?”  Atticus
asked.  


“Yes, absolutely,” Cutter said.  


“We also can’t tell from this
distance if that new material is part of the picture, either,” Pollard said.”  


“So, that means we’re going to
have to get closer to be able to tell if it’s the second fleet of the
attackers?”  Rosie asked.  


“Yes, but it won’t take long,”
Atticus said.  “We’ll be back in Pollard’s system in another six or so hours
and then we can get a better picture.  Nothing we can do until then.  Besides,
it looks like whatever this is, it’s moving pretty slow, probably just about
the speed of light.  That’s what the other fleet did.  If the hold in the ship
I was marooned in contained new fuel that would take them faster than this,
perhaps they have depleted it and are now back to the speed of the first
fleet.  If that’s the case, then we have plenty of time to figure out what to
do.”


“Here,” Pollard said, “let’s set
a speed alarm.  If what we’re tracking goes faster than they are currently
going, we’ll be notified.”


“Good,” Cutter said.  “We’ve all
got a lot to catch up on.  Not just us here, but there’s a group of surviving
Anuu that will need all the help we can give them as they get re-acclimated to
their world.”  





Daex, the commander of the
second wave of Maav ships sat still and closed his eyes.  He thought back to
the disaster …


Daex was worried.  And he wasn’t
the type to be worried over rumors.  But these rumors concerned him.  He had
heard from several of his closest senior officers about unrest on one of the
fleet’s ships.  On his own flagship, no less.  When you have over five billion
people on board, unrest was a bad thing.  That many people with nowhere to go
spelled disaster if they got unruly. 


The flagship was the flagship
only by virtue of the fact that Daex was aboard it.  All five ships were
identical, all stocked with the same amount of fuel, water, etc.  His ship
carried one of only two long-range communications arrays, the one his flagship
used and another for backup.  The only other real difference was that in
addition to himself, this ship carried over two million of their top
scientists, the people who had actually made their construction possible.  And
the ones who knew the most about them.  If push came to shove, Daex needed to
save at least those two million Maav.  And the fuel.  He needed the fuel.  If
anything happened to the ship itself, he needed to figure out a way to distribute
its store of fuel to the remaining ships.      


It started with riots in almost
every open area of the ship.  Mess halls, common meeting areas, arenas and
large auditoriums.  The fights were small at first, only involving a few
thousand people.  But the senior officers were now reporting that there were
several large areas on the lower level of the ship that were burning and
threatening other levels.  


It was all because of Omshil.  He
was on this ship.


Omshil was a popular political
figure among the Maav who had fought against the second wave of generation
ships.  He lobbied to allow their population to settle the several planets they
had recently discovered in the neighboring star system.  He was charismatic,
crafty and had a following in the billions.  He lobbied, but he lost.  When the
ships left, his only choice was to go with them, but he was never happy about
it.  He was just waiting for his chance.   


After the original fleet of 12
ships left their world, a scant few hundred million were left.  Those who
didn’t want to leave for one reason or another and some of the political
enemies of Bexar were all that remained.  Bexar was sure they would all perish
within a few years of the fleet’s departure.  After all, there were very few
resources left on the planet and certainly nothing to sustain them for very
long.  Bexar’s plan was to actually relocate somewhere, but as things worked
out, that never happened.  They became nomads wandering from system to system,
taking what they needed to survive and moving on.


But the Maav who remained on the
planet thrived and over the generations millions again became billions, and as
a species, they longed to find their ancestors who had departed so long ago. 
So, they built the great ships again.  Ships even larger than the ones in the
first fleet.  They left a lifeless planet this time, so ravaged that even if
anyone had stayed behind, they really wouldn’t have survived.


And Omshil
was on this ship.  He had risen rapidly through the ranks of their
political elite, becoming a well-known name almost overnight.  


And he was on this ship.  


Daex and his security detail took
an intra-ship transport to the lower level towards the main living quarters. 
They had to reroute three times to avoid fires that were raging out of
control.  The firefighters were overwhelmed, but continued to do what they
could.  Daex was tempted to think about venting this level to space to put the
fires out, but he pushed that thought back for the moment.  


Omshil’s followers were trashing
everything they could and trying to figure out how to disassemble pieces of the
ship itself.  Hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of people running
rampant throughout the ship, creating havoc.  Daex had to do something.  


He returned to the control room and
watched on the ship’s monitors as the devastation and rioting spread onto the
upper levels of the ship and the destruction and fires rose to levels that
worried even Daex


While he was watching the unrest,
trying to figure out what to do, he saw that the central fuel reserve emergency
vent doors were opening.  He tried to override them, but the controls had been
locked out.    


“Blast it, Comell,” he yelled at
his security chief through his communicator, “seal those fuel vent doors.  If
we lose that fuel we lose the possibility of catching up to the main fleet.” 


But he was too late.  He watched,
exasperated, as the vent doors opened wide and millions of tons of fuel they
desperately needed vented to space.  All … lost to the emptiness of space.  He
was livid.  The fuel, now exposed to space out of containment, was useless even
if they could recover it somehow.  


 He paced back and forth in the
control room trying to decide what to do while parts of the gigantic ship
burned around him.  


“Comell,” he said into his
communicator, “round up all the architects and master ship designers and get
them to tenders and send them to the backup flag ship.  I will notify my crew
there that they are on their way.  Then, get the rest of my personal crew and
guard, including yourself, and get there as fast as you can.”  


Daex initiated the purge
protocol.  He had no choice.  He set the timer for 30 minutes and locked out
all the rest of the controls with his master password.  The navigation controls
were locked into a trajectory toward one of the planets in the system they just
passed and there was no way, short of physically pushing the ship, to change
this path.    


When they built the ships they
had a contingency engineered in case any of the ships were boarded and taken over
by hostile forces.  The builders fought it, but Daex had won in the end, citing
security concerns.  It was a system where unique disruptor beams could shower
any part of the ship, eradicating an enemy completely.  He knew it would
probably come in handy for other purposes, but he didn’t say a word about that
when the ships were being built.


He radioed the backup flagship to
receive all the tenders and he would be aboard shortly.    


He was done.  He finished the
control entries to initiate the purge in every compartment of the ship and
headed for his private tender.  


The once proud flagship slowly
moved out of line with the rest of the fleet as soon as Daex left the bridge
and it careened toward the nearby star system. The purge countdown hit zero and
a high-intensity, deadly disruptor wave permeated every corner of the huge
vessel.  Almost every living thing was reduced to a smudge on the floor by the
beam, no matter where they were or what they were doing.  The only survivors
were those in areas where the disruptor beam emitter had been damaged or simply
failed.  But they were few and far between.  Out of several billion souls, only
a few hundred survived.  And they wouldn’t survive for long.  The ship was on a
collision course with a planet in the nearby system.    


Lifeless, pilotless and careening
through space, the behemoth screamed into the atmosphere of the outermost
planet of the star system they had just passed.  


The ship hit the planet’s surface
and literally shook the entire area as if an earthquake had just happened. 
Then it was still.  No fuel in its hold, no beings alive on the entire ship,
and sections ripped open from the crash.  


It sat, lifeless and quiet, and
waited for decades for Atticus. 





“Well, that looks like ships to
me, but they’re a lot bigger than any I’ve ever seen,”  Pollard said.  


He was looking at the view screen
in the scout ship.  Cutter, Atticus, and Rosie were all crowded around the view
screen trying to figure out what they were looking at.  Both cats were sound asleep
in the corner.


They had just entered the
TRAPPIST system and were zeroing the sensors in on the larger blip they had
spotted soon after picking up Atticus.  It hadn’t moved much in the past few
hours while they had sped halfway across the galaxy.    


“According to the sensors, they
are the same size as the one you were camping in for a few months,” Cutter
said, looking at Atticus.  “And they have the signature element that made up a
layer of its hull.”  


“Considerably larger than the
first wave of ships,” Atticus said.  “And, just as slow from the readings off
the sensors.  I still think that they have run out of that extremely
radioactive fuel that was stored in the hold of that ship I camped in.  Perhaps
they mis-calculated what they needed and fell short.  Maybe they lost all the
fuel in the ship that crashed.  Maybe a combination of both, who knows.  The
fact remains they are moving very slowly, just at the speed of light.”  


“At that speed, it’ll take them
at least three years to get to Earth,” Rosie said.  “At least we have time to
figure out what to do.”


“Lord, how many people are on
those ships?”  Rosie asked.  “At that size, there would have to be billions. 
Maybe on each one.  How do you feed that many people for so long in space?  I
would think they would be clamoring for a planet.”


“No doubt they’ll all be ready
for a fight by the time they get to Earth,” Cutter said.        


They were all so engrossed in
paying attention to the view screen none of them had noticed that both cats had
gotten up and were sitting right behind them.  Until Dol’nar softly growled.  


It startled everyone and Atticus
was the first to speak.  “What’s up with you guys?”  he asked.


Must destroy evil, they
all picked up from Dol’nar.


“Wow,” Cutter said.  “I thought
they could only pick up on someone they had met?”  


“I think they are seeing what
we’re thinking and have seen,”  Pollard said.  “They know who’s in those ships
because we think we know.  And they’re right, they must be destroyed. 
Completely.  If they’re anything at all like the first wave that hit us, and we
have no reason to suspect otherwise, then we must destroy them.”


Dol’nar proceeded to show them
all what actually happened during the invasion of the first fleet.  Pollard had
never seen any of this as he was almost immediately marooned on the second
planet and unconscious for a time.  Cutter, Atticus, and Rosie had no idea the
level of destruction that was inflicted on both planets.  Wave upon wave of
bombers and small fighters all firing and dropping explosive ordnance all over
both planets.  The level of death and destruction was frightening.


It only took a couple of seconds
for Dol’nar to show them all what actually happened, but when it was over, they
all fell into chairs at the conference table.  


“This was far more destructive
than any of the wars we went through on Earth,” Cutter said.  “I’ve never seen
this level of destruction before anywhere.  They weren’t just in it to defeat
you as an enemy, they were bent from the beginning on actually wiping you
out.”  


“I guess that was the only way
they felt they could safely plunder the planet, if we were completely gone we
couldn’t defend anything.”  


“Do you think that’s what they
have in mind for Earth?”  Rosie asked.  


“Yes, I do,” Atticus said.  “Not
only for our water, but now they want revenge for what we did to the first
fleet.  This is not going to be pretty.”


“I think we are all agreed,”
Cutter said.  “More than any other enemy we’ve ever faced, this one must be
completely and utterly destroyed.  If any of them survive, they would continue
to plot and be a threat to us for as long as they lived.”


“Yes,” Atticus said as Rosie and
Commander Pollard nodded.  “This enemy must be completely vanquished.”  


They looked over at Dol’nar and
Glen’ea.  The two sat side by side and chittered almost at the same time.  They
both thought, we can help.





Daex saw the small ship on his
long-range sensors and took note of how fast it had been traveling.  At this
speed, they could be at the human system in a matter of hours.  


“Comell,” he said to his
communicator.  “Get me a small group of loyal fighters, I have a special
assignment for them.”


 











Chapter 6


Earth date Sunday Feb. 8th, 2043


After a day of downtime, everyone
was sitting in the diner having breakfast.  Commander Pollard had developed a
taste for bacon and no one had told him yet where it came from.  


“This is wonderful,” he
exclaimed.  “We never had anything like this here before the war.”  


“I bet you did,” Atticus said. 
“You just didn’t know it.”  


“We can talk about that later,”
Cutter said and shot a glance at Atticus.  “I think it’s time to talk to
Dol’nar and Glen’ea about those meetings they’ve been having.”  


“Yes, I agree,” Rosie said.  


With that, both cats looked up
and chittered almost at the same time.  Dol’nar came trotting over to Cutter
and plopped down next to him, leaning against his leg.  


Cutter looked at him and the big
cat just yawned and licked his chops.  


“Well,” Cutter said.  “Are we
going anywhere?”  


Dol’nar turned around and
chittered at Glen’ea.  She looked up and yawned.  Cutter groaned as she slowly
got to her feet and stretched.  She padded over to Dol’nar as Rosie smacked
Cutter in the shoulder.  


“Tobias,” she said, “leave those
cats alone.  They’ll take us out to the forest in their own good time.”  


Commander Pollard laughed and
made eye contact with Dol’nar.  After a few seconds he said “There is a
gathering later today in the forest at the same place they met when Rosie saw
them.  Dol’nar said we could go there anytime.”  


“He couldn’t tell me that?” 
Cutter said as he scratched Dol’nar between his ears.  


“He did,” Pollard said.  “You
just weren’t listening.”


“I’ll tell you what,” Atticus
said.  “You and Rosie take the cats to the gathering and Pollard and I will
take a trip out toward Earth to see what the second fleet of ships really looks
like.  We can report back by tonight.” 


“Be careful, boy,” Rosie said. 
“These guys can’t be running all over the galaxy again to rescue your behind.”


Cutter just laughed, but he was a
little worried.  He walked out with Atticus and they talked for a few minutes
before Atticus and Pollard left. 





Daex had been monitoring the area
around their ships while he waited on the group of fighters to assemble.  


“Everyone is assembled in your
conference room, sir,” Comell said over the comm line.


“I’ll be right in,” Daex
replied.  He transferred all the data he had been reviewing to the public
information pod so he could share it in the conference room.


“Troops,” he said as he sat down
next to Comell, “an opportunity presents itself.  There is a group of humans on
one of the planets Bexar and his fleet destroyed, presumably establishing a
base of operations.  They are using Anuu technology we thought had been all but
destroyed, namely one of the Anuu scout ships.”  


The fighter pilots in the room
looked at each other but said nothing.  They knew what the little ships were
capable of and what a prize one would be.  


“We will be laying a trap for
them and will hopefully be able to acquire one of the scout ships.  Not only to
see if we can retrofit their FTL engines to our drives, but also as a ship we
can use as an advance scout to the human’s world.  Here’s what I want you to do
…”  


The meeting lasted for the better
part of an hour and Daex left them to arrange their options and positions. 
They talked with Comell for another half hour and then broke up to address
their own assignments.  Comell joined Daex in the Command Center.


“Do you think we’ll actually be
able to capture one of the scout ships?”  he asked.  


“I don’t know.  Perhaps.  But
it’s well worth a try, don’t you think?  How long do you think it would take
your engineers to retrofit their FTL engine to our drives?”


“Based on what we’ve seen on the
readouts of our sensor analysis, we think we know what they’re doing and what
kind of fuel they’re using.  Our new fuel should work in their FTL engines.  It
may be a little dirtier, but it’ll work.  I think we could make the conversion
in a few days, perhaps as little as two.  Maybe even sooner if we can get
someone to talk about the process.”  


Daex just smiled and said, “Yes,
we’ll see what we can do.”
















 


 





Atticus and Commander Pollard
loaded one of the smaller scout ships with enough provisions for a two-day
trip.  They really only planned to be gone about 12 hours, but they didn’t know
what might come up.  Atticus was back in the drive compartment when Pollard
called to him.  


“Atticus, you want to take us
out?”  


“I’d love to.”  


He came up front into the cockpit
and took the left seat next to Pollard.  Within a minute, they were up and in
the upper atmosphere, climbing smoothly on a trajectory that would take them
out of the system and on a course for the Proxima triple star system.  As soon
as he cleared the planet’s gravitational field, he activated the FTL drive, and
they disappeared from sight.  


“Not much to do on a flight like
this,” Atticus said.  “Once the FTL drive kicks in, it’ll be pretty boring for
the next two hours.”


Pollard looked at him sideways.


“So, what’s with the bacon?”  he
asked.  “Where does it come from?”


“Cutter is funny sometimes,”
Atticus said.  “For some reason, he got the impression that the Anuu didn’t eat
meat.  It comes from an animal called a pig, I haven’t seen anything like it on
your planets yet.”  


Pollard laughed.  “How in the
world did he get that idea?  Of course we eat meat, we always have.  We’re just
particular about what kind of meat we eat.  There are several species of, … I
think what you call deer, that roam both planets and are prized for their
flavor.  I used to hunt when I was younger, but haven’t now for, well,
decades.  When I was stuck on the other planet, I survived on fruit and several
small species of animals.  There were so many of them, I don’t think hunting
is the right word, they were everywhere.” 


“One of these days, now that we
know a lot of you’re still around, you’ll have to introduce us to Anuu
cuisine.”         


“I envy you.  You know that,
don’t you?”  he said.


“What?  Me?”  Atticus said.  “I’m
just a country boy who likes to fly.  Nothing special.”  


“No, I mean, you have friends. 
People who look out for you.  My race is all but decimated.  I’ll be lucky to
live out the rest of my life with any of my own people.” 


“I know, and there’s not much we
can do about that,” Atticus said.  “But, there are a lot of us from Earth that
will always be around and more to come.  You’ll always have people that care
about you and need you.”  


“I know,” Pollard said.  “You
can’t know how much that means to me.  To all the remaining Anuu.  I just hope
we can defeat this new enemy.”


“We have to find them first.  If
I remember correctly from when the original tenders came to Earth, they had
some kind of stealth technology.  When we destroyed one of them in orbit,
another uncloaked and took its place almost immediately.”  


“Yes,” Pollard said.  “When they
attacked our planet, they had thousands of the tenders actually in the
atmosphere of both planets and when the battle began, they all decloaked at
once.  We didn’t have a chance to do much of anything in the way of a defense.”


“Well, we haven’t changed much,
it’s only been about six months since we encountered them.  From the pictograph
in the crashed ship, they’ve had generations to develop new technology and new
weapons.  We got lucky last time and used some of your weapons, this could really
be a lopsided fight this time if we don’t find something new.”





Daex watched the little scout
ship on his long-range sensors.  He keyed his communicator.  


“To all ships in the fleet.  Come
to a full stop and do not engage your cloak.  I say again, do not engage your
cloak.  Tenders, stay hidden until your target is within range.”


He watched as the ship got
closer, much faster than he thought they could go.  If they could retrofit this
technology, the fight would be over within a few days.  He hoped Comell was
correct about the time it would take to adapt their drive units.


As he followed the ship on the
sensors, he started making notes for an accelerated plan to attack the humans’
home planet. 
















 





Cutter and Rosie walked behind
Dol’nar and Glen’ea as they entered the denser part of the forest.  


“I’m not sure if this path is
here because it was engineered or because these guys just walked this way all
the time and it became a path naturally,” Cutter said.  


“From the looks of it, I would
say it was engineered, but the real question is who built it.  This is the same
path they took a couple of days ago when I followed them,” Rosie said.  “If I
remember correctly, it’s a good 45-minute walk.”


The two big cats stopped and
turned around.  Cutter and Rosie caught up with them and waited for them to
continue walking, but something else happened.  


Dol’nar cocked his head a little
and Cutter and Rosie heard him speak.  


This path has been here for as
long as I can remember.  It was created long before the Anuu rose as a
species.  They had been here for several hundred thousand years before the
attackers felled them, but we have been here longer as a species.  We were
living in the jungles when the first humanoid species was born on this planet
millions of years ago.  They brought us out into their homes and taught us how
to communicate with them. 


“Wow,” Cutter said.  “Did you
hear that?”  


“Yes, I did,” Rosie said.  “Loud
and clear.”


“How old are you?  How long have
you lived here?”  Cutter asked.  


Our species has always been
here.  My mate and I have led our species as long as we have been alive. 
Please, let us continue.  All your questions will be answered soon.    


With that they turned and continued
their trek deeper into the jungle.


“Be careful what you ask for, I
guess,” Rosie said.


“They don’t look a day over a
thousand, if you ask me,” Cutter said.


Rosie popped him in the shoulder
and they continued to follow the big cats.





The navigational ping got their
attention long before they were close enough to see the ship.  


“Looks to be about a million
miles off,” Atticus said.  “We’ll be there in a few seconds.”


“There it is,” Pollard said. 
“Look at the size of it!”  


“My God,” Atticus said.  “They
really are bigger that the ones we fought six months ago.”  He checked the nav
system readouts.  “It’s 2,600 miles long.  How can you even build a ship that
size?”  


“That’s exactly like the crashed
ship you were camping in halfway across the galaxy.  Whoever they are, they’ve
come a long way.”  


“Look,” Atticus said pointing to
the long-range scans.  “There’s four of them, spread out over a few million
miles.”  


“Let’s get a little closer,”
Atticus said as he maneuvered the controls.


“Careful, we don’t want to get
too close.”    


They came in behind the lead ship
at a considerable distance so they could visualize its entire bulk.  Four
engines on the back of the ship, each of which was large enough to almost hold
one of the older, 500-mile-long generation ships from the first attack.  Along
its entire 2,600 mile length, hundreds of thousands of the little tenders
nestled in alcoves just waiting for a planet to attack, interspersed here and
there by cargo doors of unimaginable size.  They could only assume it was like
this all over the ship.  One of them could easily destroy any civilization on
any planet, and there were four of them.  Had been five at one time, Atticus
thought, as they just stared, not knowing what to even say.          


They continued their slow trek
around the behemoth, more from awe than anything else, until it dawned on them
both at the same time.  


“Why is it just sitting here,
like it’s dead in space?”  Pollard said.  


“It’s a trap!”  They both said at
the same time.  


Just as Atticus reached for the
FTL drive control, they felt a jolt from behind.


“Someone just fired on us,”
Pollard said.  “And they knew right where to hit us.  The FTL drive is
offline.  It doesn’t look like they’ve destroyed it, they just hit it in
exactly the right place to sever the fuel lines.  We’re dead in space.”  


They felt a bigger jolt as the
nav system pinged again.  This time from a source a lot closer.  The enemy had
several tenders cloaked around the big ship.  It was the decoy, and the tenders
popped into existence and fired at the right moment to disable the scout ship
without destroying what they wanted.   


The bigger jolt was some kind of
energy beam that was holding the scout ship in place.  They watched as a set of
large doors opened toward the front of the large ship and the energy beam
started to pull them toward the open doors.  


They tried everything they could
think of to break free, but it was useless.  The energy beam had too much power
behind it and they couldn’t shake it loose.  They glided into the cavernous
opening and the doors closed behind them.





Cutter and Rosie followed the big
cats far into the jungle to a large clearing with a mound at its center.  There
were hundreds of other cats gathered in the clearing, all around the mound,
with all kinds of other smaller species sitting on the edge of the clearing,
just sitting and watching.  Dol’nar and Glen’ea padded into the clearing toward
the mound and Cutter and Rosie hung back at the edge of the clearing.  None of
the smaller animals even noticed them.  


Dol’nar stopped at the edge of
the mound and Glen’ea stepped up onto the mound and sat down at its center. 
When she sat, all the other cats lay down, and the clearing got very quiet. 
One cat at the edge of the clearing sat up on its haunches and turned toward
Glen’ea and they heard,


The other groups are ready.


Good, then let’s begin,
Glen’ea thought.  Since the beginning of time that we can remember, we have
been here, on this planet.  We have seen many humanoid species come and go, but
none as powerful and benevolent as the First Race.  They enlightened us and
remained our close friends for eons.  


Cutter and Rosie just looked at
each other.  They didn’t know what to say.  


The planet was beset by a
meteor shower that contained something lethal to the First Race and they died
out over a period of just a few short days.  Then we were alone for a very long
time.  Two other species rose up before the Anuu and were both present for only
a short period of time before they destroyed themselves.  When the Anuu arose,
we waited to tell them who we were and about the First Race because we didn’t
know how they would treat the information and if they were self-destructive. 
We waited too long.  We now regret that decision and we will not make that
mistake again.  That’s why we have opened up to some of the humans now on our
planet.  We would like to pass on to them the archives of the First Race and
help them fight the second wave of the attackers who wiped out the Anuu. 


After this, there ensued a mental
discussion Cutter and Rosie could not pretend to keep up with.  It seemed like
there were hundreds of different discussions going on at the same time, and the
cats could keep track of all of them simultaneously.  Cutter and Rosie had no
chance of keeping up.  


“This is incredible, what have we
stumbled onto?”  Cutter asked.  


“I had no idea these cats were so
intuitive and intelligent.  If they can help us with the next wave of the
attackers, they can sleep in my diner anytime.”


The multiple discussions
continued.  Apparently, the cat sitting on its haunches at the edge of the
clearing was in communication with other groups around the planet and they were
all involved in the discussion.  


After about 20 minutes or so, the
mental conversations slowed down and eventually ended.  Glen’ea looked up
toward the sky and chittered loudly.  


It is decided.  We will help
the humans and the remaining Anuu.


With that she stepped off the
mound and joined Dol’nar and they trotted out of the clearing to meet Cutter
and Rosie.


The gathering was very tiring
for us all.  We will rest for the remainder of today and tomorrow take you to
the archives of the First Race.


The rest of the cats padded out
of the clearing, returning to their respective new homes.  





Daex walked around the small
scout ship sitting in one of the cargo holds.  It was really much smaller than
he had imagined from the scans they had collected.  The FTL drive unit must be
very small if it fit within this small a ship.  Small indeed.  The ship was
only about 150 feet long and 40 feet wide, barely enough room for the two
pilots and some gear and rations.  He was just about to go inside when his
chief engineer stepped out of the airlock door of the small craft.  


“A marvel of engineering,” he
said.  “The drive unit takes up about two thirds of the entire ship, but it’s
still relatively small.”  


“I was just headed inside to take
a look,” Daex said.  The engineer went back in the small ship with Daex and
showed him the drive unit.  


“It uses a different kind of fuel
altogether than we had originally thought.” The engineer said.  “Ours should
work, but it will be dirty and might shorten the life of the drive itself.”  


“But, the real question,” Daex
said, “can it be retrofitted to our main engines’ design?”


The engineer thought for just a
few seconds before answering.  


“Yes, we can make it work.  We
will need to fabricate a few parts to make them work together, but it can be
done, and in less than a week.  I’m guessing about three days if we have the
material for the fabrication.  That will mean that one of our ships could make
the human world in under a few hours once the retrofit is done.”  


“Wonderful,” Daex said.  “But,
how much of their fuel is on board?  Could we use this craft to make a recon
run to their world first before we ripped the drive out to use in one of our
ships?” 


“From what I could tell, there’s
enough of their fuel for a couple of runs to their world.  I would, however,
suggest we only make one.  We can use the remainder of their fuel to help us
make any needed modifications to our own fuel to make the drive work better.”  


“Fair enough,” Daex said.  “One
trip should be all we will need to see if they have any new capabilities since
they defeated Bexar and the first fleet.  Will you need the pilots to give you
any information about the drive and how it works?”  


“No, I don’t think so,” the
engineer said.  “They may prove useful as a bargaining chip should we need
one.”  


“Good, we’ll leave them in
confinement.  I will talk to them later.”  He thumbed his communicator,
“Comell, get me the best fighter pilot we have, I have a sensitive job for
him.”


He left the cargo hold wondering
why it had been so easy to capture them.    





Pollard rolled over and slowly
opened his eyes.  His head hurt.  He put his hand to the back of his head and
brought it around to look at it.  Blood.  Someone hit him pretty hard, and he
had been out for some time.  


He looked around the small room
he was in and saw Atticus on the other side of the room, face down.  He tried
to get up, but stumbled the first time and landed right back on the floor.  He
waited a few moments and slowly tried again.  Using his hands for support
against one of the walls, he slowly made his way to an upright position.  After
a few moments, his head cleared enough, and he took a chance and made a few
tentative steps.  He had one hell of a headache, but at least he stayed on his
feet.  


By the time he made it over to
Atticus, the human was already waking up and trying to sit up.  


“What the hell hit me?”  Atticus
was rubbing the back of his head and looking at the blood on his fingers.  


“Not what,” Pollard said.  “Who. 
One of the short, stocky aliens got us from behind after they pulled us into
their cargo hold.  I just caught sight of them before they clobbered me.”


“Do you know how long we were
out?”  Atticus asked. 


Pollard looked at his wrist
monitor.  “Looks like about two hours.”  


“What the hell are they doing?” 
Atticus asked.  “Why capture us and one crummy little scout ship.  They have
thousands of fighters with better armament, probably millions.  It doesn’t make
any sense at all.”  


“Think about it,” Pollard said. 
“You have four gigantic ships full of the last of your race and you’re three or
four light years away from a prime planet and a mortal enemy.  But you can only
travel at the speed of light, it’ll take you three or four years to get there. 
What if you could take the drive out of the scout ship and fit it to one of
your own massive ships?  You could be there in a matter of hours.  Problem
solved.” 


“Oh, man,” Atticus said.  “I
didn’t think of that.  We kind of stepped in it, didn’t we?”


“I’m not familiar with that
reference, but we didn’t do very well, that’s for sure.”  


“We need to assess our situation
to see if there’s a way out of here.  We’ve got to get a message to Cutter
somehow if we think that’s what they’re trying to do.” 





Sultz ran the little scout ship
at .75 of full power and made the asteroid belt of our system in 45 minutes. 
Not bad, he thought, considering the fleet was now three-plus light years
behind him.  He turned around with the sun to his back, facing the orbits of
the outer gas giants, and scanned for ships or debris.


The scout ship’s sensors were of
the original design, not having had the modifications that Cutter made to the
larger scout ship he had at his disposal.  This one could see about a
half a light year in this mode.  


The sensors found enough debris
to convince Sultz that there had been one of the original generation ships in
Bexar’s fleet in the vicinity.  But, there was something else.  One of the
older, original tenders from that same fleet.  Maybe intact.  


He plotted a course to the tender
and engaged the sub-light engines.  He was at the tender in a few moments and
began a slow circle around the damaged craft.  It orbited one of the moons of
the first gas giant in the system, just beyond the belt of asteroids.  He had
to stay well back from this planet.  It was so big and produced so much
radiation, he couldn’t get too close.  The main engines looked almost melted in
some spots and completely gone in others.  He could only surmise that the
millions of little particles floating around the ship used to belong to the
engines.  So, whatever they had used to destroy one of the generation ships did
this much damage to one of the tenders.  


He proceeded to fly closer to the
moon and as close to its planet as he dare get, continuing to scan for debris. 
He eventually found the leftovers of all 12 generation ships that had been
Bexar’s fleet loosely orbiting the gas giant.  All completely destroyed and in
various stages of orbital decay.  


He had no idea what kind of
weapon could do this much damage to a ship the size of the ones in Bexar’s
fleet.  Their own ships were much larger, but what if size didn’t matter to the
weapons the humans had?  What if they had more of the weapons and a delivery
system?  He had no idea how the fleet was destroyed; Bexar didn’t even know. 
When they listened to the ships’ defeat over the long-range communications net,
no one knew what was really happening to the ships.  


He turned his ship around toward
the inner planets and plotted a course for the human’s home planet, third from
the sun.  During his scans around the big gas giant and when he was
investigating the tender that orbited one of its moons, he saw no sign of any
other spacecraft of any kind on his scanners.  


How could this be?  They had to
have been able to get to the ships to inflict that level of destruction, simple
missiles, no matter the kind, couldn’t have done that kind of damage.  As he
got closer to the inner planets, he did detect some space craft between the
third planet and its moon.  There appeared to be a sizable space station
orbiting the moon.  But, as far as he could see, that was all there was to
find.  And these were small, slow plodding craft.  They couldn’t have been what
was used in the attack.  


He had to get back and report. 
Something here didn’t make much sense.  He plotted the course back to Daex’s
fleet and engaged the FTL drive.





Cutter and Rosie finished
breakfast and went outside the diner to wait for the two cats.  Dol’nar and
Glen’ea were supposed to meet them there.


Both cats padded up to them with
about a dozen of the elder Anuu in tow.  Cutter recognized most of them and
there were introductions all around for the ones he didn’t.  He and Rosie
chatted with the elders, asking how they were doing and if they were catching
up.  The cats were clearly getting impatient; they both started chittering and
walked back and forth in front of Cutter and Rosie.  


“Okay, okay,” Cutter said. 
“Let’s go.”  He scratched Dol’nar between the ears.  They all settled into the
big scout ship that Cutter used, and he lifted off and headed for the southern
hemisphere of the planet.  Before they left, he and Dol’nar talked for a
little while and he told Cutter where the archives of the First Race were
located.  


The trip only took about 15
minutes, and they landed in the only clearing Cutter could find for miles
around.  It was just big enough for the scout ship, and it really wasn’t
obvious it was a clearing until they were very close to it.  Above a couple of
thousand feet, it just blended into the dense jungle around it.  Even if the
attackers had been looking, they probably would not have seen it.  


They all took backpacks.  Dol’nar
had indicated it would be a bit of a walk from the clearing.  It turned out
that was an understatement.  It took them four hours of hiking through dense
jungle to get to a cave entrance that was completely shielded by the jungle
canopy.  No one could have possibly found this cave even if they were actually
looking for it.  Both humans and the dozen Anuu donned headgear with lights
attached and they slowly followed the cats into the cave.


The cave, for the most part,
appeared like a normal, nature-made system of caverns, but in some spots it was
obvious that excavation had happened on a massive scale to open up the cave in
multiple directions.    


An hour and several twists and
turns later, they stood in front of a metallic door about twice the size of a
normal people-sized door.  Rosie had been keeping track of the path they took
through the many forks in the cave system, but she was not altogether certain
she could find her way out by herself.  


“Let’s just not lose these cats
if we want to get out of here,” she said as they examined the door.  


Cutter found a panel about waist
high and just touched it with his hand.  The door slid open to reveal a rather
large compartment.  The cats bounded inside and plopped down on their haunches
and waited.  


“Well,” Cutter said.  “In for a
penny …” and he stepped inside.  Everyone else followed.  When they were all
inside, Dol’nar reached up with his paw and pressed the panel on the inside
wall.  The door slid shut, and they started a descent.  


“Ah, an elevator,” Rosie said. 
“I was wondering what we were in for.  How far down do we go?”  She said this
to Glen’ea in an off-handed sort of way.  Just like you would have a
conversation with a friend.  


The big cat thought far.


The elevator ride was very
smooth, so they had no idea how fast they were going and, as such, had no way
to gauge how deep they were based on the length of the ride.  When it settled
to a stop, Cutter pulled out his remote link to the nav system on the scout
ship.  They had no idea how it worked, but it had so far maintained a link to
the scout ship no matter where they were.  


“This says about three and a half
miles underground.”  Just then the doors slid open.  


No one knew what to expect, but
none of them expected what they found.  


Soft lighting and conditioned air
in a completely enclosed space met them as they all stepped out of the elevator
compartment.  Cutter thought immediately that it looked not unlike one of the
vast libraries in a major city on Earth.  Directly in front of them for at
least 1,000 feet was an area with tables and chairs; just what you would expect
in a library.  To their left was a wall that ran the length of the sitting area
that had open archways scattered along its length.  As they walked farther into
the room, they could see that each archway opened up into a vast area of, well,
everything.  File cabinets, tables full of models of things they couldn’t begin
to understand, things that looked like viewing devices; just about everything
you could imagine.  It all appeared, for all intents and purposes, to be just
what the big cats said it was, an archive of knowledge and data.  A place where
you could study and learn for, it seemed, years or decades.  


At the other end of the long
sitting area was something even stranger.  Cutter walked the length of the room
to the device and Dol’nar followed.  It looked like a small two-person shuttle
sitting at the mouth of a metallic tube.  


“What’s this?”  Cutter asked
Dol’nar.


The big cat thought to other
places.


“You mean this is not the only
archive?”


No, only part.  


“This could take a life-time to
understand completely,” Rosie said.  


The Anuu had started walking
among what was in the archive itself, looking at everything they passed and
picking up documents here and there.  Most of them came out with something and
sat down at one of the long conference tables in the entry area.  They were
talking to one another in their native Anuu language and Cutter and Rosie were
lost.  


One of them eventually spoke up
in English.  


“We apologize,” he said.  “We are
just so overwhelmed with what this could mean, we had forgotten we had guests
that didn’t speak our language.”


“You can understand this?”  Rosie
asked and waved her arm to include the whole archive.  


“Well,” he said, “yes and no. 
This appears to be a root version of our own language.  Or, put another way,
our language was based on this one.  It will take perhaps a few weeks to fully
understand it, but some of it is clear already.”  


“And this isn’t all of it,”
Cutter said.  “According to Dol’nar, the pod at the end of this area is a
transportation device that takes you to other facilities like this one.  He
didn’t say how many, but I get the impression there are a lot of them.” 


“How in the world do we move
forward with all this?”  Rosie asked.  


“I think we should get several
teams of Anuu together, each headed by an elder or two, to go through as many
of these facilities as we can to at least start some kind of inventory.  List
things in categories; weapons, environmental, engineering, and so on.  We may
need all the help we can get if the second wave of the attackers is as close as
we think they are,” Cutter said.  


“We agree,” several of the Anuu
elders spoke almost at the same time.  


Dol’nar padded over to Cutter and
leaned up against his leg.  


We must hurry, he thought
to Cutter.  Atticus and Pollard have been captured along with their scout
ship. 


 


 









Chapter 7


Earth date Monday Feb. 9th, 2043


“I don’t see how we could ever
get out of here on our own,” Pollard said.  


They had been examining their
cell for the past couple of hours.  Atticus thought it was pretty hopeless
also, but he wasn’t going to say it out loud just yet.  Neither one of them
thought it was actually a cell as in a jail or a brig.  It looked more like the
spartan living quarters one would find on any military transport ship.  Just
different.  The room was about 30 feet square with one door and no windows. 
There was a small window set in the door itself, but that didn’t count.  There
were two benches, one on either side of the room, that they figured were
actually for sleeping.  They were about two feet off the floor and hard as a
rock.  There also was a table of sorts with two chairs in the center of the
room.  Everything was made out of some kind of metal as far as they could
figure.  The ceiling was perhaps 15 or so feet high with what looked like an
air vent off-center to one side.  There were no construction marks, no bolts or
welds of any kind, visible anywhere in the room.  Even the corners seemed to be
a continuation of one wall bent 90 degrees to form the next wall.  Atticus had
never seen anything like it before.  The door was an assumption on their part
since they had yet to see it open.  It was just a thin crack that outlined what
could be a door with a small window set in the upper half.  


“Well,” Atticus said, “I agree
it’s a strange room, that’s for sure.  Never seen anything quite like it
before.”  He was running his hand along one wall, through the corner, and onto
the next wall.  “These boys sure know how to build stuff, that’s all I can
say.”  


“That’s an understatement.  I
can’t even begin to fathom how long it took to build this ship.  Let alone five
of them.”  


“It had to be generations, not
years,” Atticus said, while he was trying to look out the little window set in
the door.  


“Can you see anything?”  Pollard
asked.  


“No, not much.  It looks like a
wide hallway with several other doors on the other side.  No markings at all,
none on any of the doors or on the walls of the hallway.  How the hell do they
know where they are in this ship?”  


“Maybe it’s that way just in this
area.  Who knows?”  


They both heard the noise at the
same time.  It sounded like gears being meshed together.  While they were
trying to figure out where it was coming from, they saw a section of the far
wall slide open and a small tray push its way out of the opening.  When the
tray was all the way out, the opening closed, leaving the tray just hanging
there by one edge.  


“What the hell do we have here?” 
Atticus said as they both slowly walked over to the other side of the room.


The tray was about 15 by 20
inches and seemed to be actually part of the wall itself.  On it were two bowls
of the same metallic material.  They were filled with a thick, brown substance
and each had what loosely resembled a spoon stuck in it.  Atticus put his hand
on the tray sticking out of the wall and leaned on it.  It didn’t budge.  He
and Pollard looked at each other and Pollard shrugged his shoulders.  Atticus put
most of his weight on the tray and it still didn’t budge.  


“Well, whatever this is and
however it is engineered is new to me.  I’ve never seen anything like it,”
Atticus said.    


They each picked up a bowl and
sat them on the table in the center of the room.  Just as they turned around to
examine the tray further, it slid back into the wall.  No matter how closely
they examined the area where the tray had been, they couldn’t find any seam or
mark or indentation at all.  It was like it had never existed.  


They sat at the table and sniffed
at the contents of the bowls.  


“I’ve smelled worse,” Atticus
said as he touched a spoonful of the stuff to his tongue.


“Are you sure you want to eat
that?”  Pollard asked.  


Atticus took a little into his
mouth and rolled it around for a few seconds.  


“It doesn’t taste all that bad,”
he said.  “If they wanted us dead, they would have done it a long time ago,
they have other plans for us.  Besides, we’ll need to keep up our strength if
we hope to do anything to try to get out of here.”  


Pollard reluctantly agreed, and
they sat in silence, eating whatever it was their captors had provided.  When
they were both done, the tray mysteriously reappeared.  They presumed it was
for the empty bowls so they sat them on the tray and got very close to the wall
to watch what happened.  Nothing.  They stayed there for a good 10 minutes,
waiting, and nothing happened.  As soon as they moved back to the table and sat
down, the compartment opened again and the tray with the empty bowls
disappeared into it.  Before they could get to it, the opening had closed again
with no evidence of it ever being there.  


“Well, we now know one thing we
didn’t know before,” Atticus said.  


“What’s that?”


“We’re being watched.”





“What did you see, are they
okay?”  Cutter asked Dol’nar.


The attackers set a trap for
them and they are now in a small cell on board one of the big ships,
Dol’nar thought.  


“Did they capture the scout ship,
too?”  Cutter asked.  


Yes, they have it.  Since
Atticus doesn’t know what they’re doing with it, I don’t either.  But, Atticus
and Pollard are not being harmed presently.  


“Good,” Cutter said.  “Keep me
posted on what’s happening.  Meanwhile, work on that other connection we talked
about.”  


Dol’nar padded off away from
everyone so he could be alone.  He lay down against one of the far walls and
put his head on his paws and closed his eyes.  


“What are you and that cat up
to?”  Rosie asked.  


“Nothing,” Cutter said.  “He’s
just trying something we had talked about before Atticus left.  He says Atticus
and Pollard are not being harmed so far, so all we can do is keep looking
through the archives to see what we can find that will help.  There’s no way we
can try to mount a rescue on those ships.”  


Glen’ea was leaning against Rosie
and chittering.  


“This one’s been after me all
morning trying to tell me something,” Rosie said.  “She kept repeating no
move, no stop over and over again.  I have no clue what she’s trying to
tell me.”  


“Keep that in mind as we look
over all the reports these guys are producing,” Cutter said.  “It may not have
anything to do with what we’re doing here.  Sometimes what they try to tell us
is so far out of context, it’s difficult to understand.”


“What have they come up with so
far?”  Rosie asked.  


“This archive seems to be mostly
all environmental.  It has things we’ll ultimately use, both here and on Earth,
but it looks like none of it will help stop the second wave of ships.  Let’s
move on to the second site.”


They got into the little pod at
the end of the long hall, closed the door, and pressed the button for the
second site.  Using these little transport devices still freaked Cutter out a
little every time he got into one.  It was hard to get used to speeding along
at over a hundred miles an hour in a tight, little tube several miles under
ground.  He just had to not think about what could go wrong.





Daex quietly opened the door to
the small room and stepped inside.  He stood just inside the doorway and waited
for the two prisoners to notice him.


Pollard saw him first.  He turned
to say something to Atticus and visibly jumped and, startled, said something in
his native language.


“Sorry, I forgot myself there for
a moment,” he said.  “Atticus, you may want to turn around and greet our host.”



Daex held up his left hand and
said “Gentlemen, please, stay calm.  I am not here to harm you.  Not yet at any
rate.”  His right hand was hanging by his side, close to the disruptor weapon. 



“Who are you?  How do you speak
our language?  Why have you captured us?”  Atticus asked.  


“I am Daex, and this is my
flagship.  You are here because you and your race destroyed Bexar and the first
fleet of ships we sent out from our planet.  I will avenge their deaths. 
Speaking your language is a small thing, just as you are small things.  The
Maav are great, and we will destroy you.”


“Well,”  Atticus said.  “I guess
that answers my questions.  It probably doesn’t matter to you in the least that
the fleet of ships we destroyed was trying to drain our planet of its oceans,
does it?  From our perspective it was kill or be killed.  No one tried to
contact us to see if we could share what they needed, they just parked their
ships in our system and proceeded to take what they wanted.”  


While he was talking, Atticus was
moving ever closer to Daex and by the time he had finished, he was standing
directly in front of the alien.


Daex was about the same height as
Atticus, perhaps a little shorter, but obviously a more powerful being.  His
arms were thicker than Atticus’s legs.  Daex reached out with his left hand and
grabbed Atticus by the throat and literally lifted him off the ground a few
inches.  


“I suspect your defeat of Bexar
and his fleet was an accident at best and that you cannot repeat the action.” 
He threw Atticus against the wall to his left like you would discard a rag
doll.  “We are analyzing your ship as we speak and will have your
faster-than-light technology, eventually.  You are only still alive because you
may prove useful when we begin to retrofit your technology to ours.  Amuse
yourselves any way you wish, and dwell on the fact that when we are done, you
and your entire race will be dust.”


He turned and left and the door
hissed shut.  


Atticus slowly got up, groaning,
and hobbled over to the table and sat down in one of the chairs.  


“Well,” he said, “I hope this
gets Cutter and Dol’nar what they wanted.  That hurt like hell.”  


“What are you talking about?” 
Pollard said, sitting down in the other chair.  “Was this all planned?”  


“In a way, yes,” Atticus said. 
“We didn’t really know how it would unfold, but the plan was to let ourselves
get captured so one of us could touch one of the aliens.  Dol’nar seemed to
think if we did that, he could establish and maintain a connection with that
alien through us and help us figure out what they’re up to.”


“That’s something new I didn’t
even know the cats could do,” Pollard said.  


“They weren’t sure themselves,
but we felt like it was about the only shot we had to know what they were up
to.”  


“I can understand why you didn’t
tell me,” Pollard said.  “I know enough about infiltration techniques to know
that, but haven’t you just handed them a scout ship to scavenge for its FTL
drive?”


“Couldn’t be helped,” Atticus
said.  “We were hoping they would have the same problems retrofitting it as the
first fleet had.  But, if not, and they actually get it working, whatever we
find in the First Race’s archives had better save the day.  At any rate, it’s
done now.  I only hope it worked.”





“Cutter, you better get back
here,” the elder said over the radio.  “One of the Creed is making a helluva
racket.  I think it’s the one that has bonded with you.”  


Cutter and Rosie hopped back into
the transport pod and headed back to the first archive site.  They had been
reading the elder’s report on what had been found so far at the second site
when the radio message came in.  


“I hope this is what I think it
is,” he said.  


“What are you talking about?” 
Rosie asked.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “Dol’nar had
an idea, and it involved Atticus and Pollard getting themselves captured.” 


“You planned this whole thing?” 
Rosie shouted.  “Tobias Cutter if anything happens to Atticus, I’ll never
forgive you.  Again.”  


“Calm down,” Cutter said.  “It
was his idea.  Well, his and Dol’nar’s.  Pollard didn’t even know anything
about it.  Dol’nar thought that if Atticus or Pollard could touch one of the
aliens, he, Dol’nar, could do the mind-link thing he does using them as a
conduit and figure out what the aliens were doing and maybe what we needed to
know to stop them.”


“You’re all crazy.  This is a
dangerous scheme.”  


“I don’t disagree, but we had to
try something.  Atticus is a smart kid, he can take care of himself.”  


“I hope you’re right,” Rosie
said.  


When they arrived at the first
archive site, Dol’nar was indeed running around like he was crazy.  As soon as
he saw Cutter, he ran over to him and just stopped and sat on his haunches in
front of him.  Like he had been waiting on him and him alone.  


Cutter and Rosie knelt in front
of Dol’nar and made eye contact.  The story flooded in to both of them.    


They are the Maav.  Their home
world, or what’s left of it, is on the other side of the galaxy.  They had
reduced their world to dust and needed to survive, so they built generation
ships and left.  They are now scavengers roaming this galaxy, taking what they
need from other worlds and other civilizations and leaving those plundered
worlds destroyed.


They had stolen many kinds of
technology over the generations that allowed them to make it this far. 
Space-folding technology, inter-dimensional travel, light-speed drives, none of
it theirs, and all just to keep them moving.  But, the one prize they had not
found was a faster-than-light drive that could take them light years in mere
minutes.  The Anuu have such a drive, but the first wave of Maav ships failed
to understand how it worked and, therefore, could not retrofit it to their
ships.  That’s why it took them 40 years to reach Earth from here.  


But, this second fleet of
ships is different.  These Maav are different.  Smarter, more resourceful. 
Their ships are much larger and they carry the entirety of their people.  They
will do anything to destroy the race they know felled Bexar and the first
fleet.  Their leader is Daex, and he is who I am now in tune with.  


“How are Pollard and Atticus?” 
Rosie asked.


They are not substantially
harmed.  Just sore and tired.  


“Are the Maav working on
retrofitting the scout ship’s FTL drive to their ship?”  Cutter asked.  


Yes, they are.  And, they
believe they can do it this time.  I believe they are thinking it will take
them several days to make the conversion.


“Okay, that gives us precious
little time,” Cutter said.  “Can you let Atticus know we’re working on the
problem?”  





Daex stopped at the cargo hold on
his way back up to the main bridge.  He had heard over his comm unit that the
pilot he sent out in the scout ship was back and his chief engineer was already
dismantling the drive.  


He saw the pilot and motioned him
over.  


“Sir,” Sultz said, “I just got
back from the humans’ system and none of it makes any sense.”  


“What do you mean?”  Daex said.


“They can barely get from planet
to planet within their own system.  I don’t see how this race defeated Bexar
and destroyed the first fleet.”  


“I was right, after all,” Daex
said.  “I thought they had help.  Somehow, they had help from someone.  It
couldn’t have been the Anuu, they were destroyed fully 40 years before Bexar
stopped at the humans’ system.”


“Unless,” Sultz said, “they
pilfered some Anuu technology that wasn’t destroyed and figured out how to use
it.  From what I saw on the scout ship readouts, there was an Anuu base on the
moon of the humans’ planet.  After all, they have one of their scout ships.” 
He nodded toward the ship.   


“Now that would be industrious of
them, wouldn’t it?”  Daex said.  He dismissed the pilot with his thanks and
thought for a few moments before talking to the chief engineer.  


If the humans were that
resourceful, he would indeed have to be careful with an attack plan.  There was
always the possibility that they had more of what they used to dispatch Bexar
and the first fleet.  Perhaps he would have to interrogate his two captives to
see what they knew of the situation.


He motioned for the chief
engineer to come over to him.  


“Any progress?”  He asked.  


“Yes.  We have the drive out of
the ship already and are assessing what components we will need to fabricate to
connect it to our engines.  Come around to the other side of the ship and see
for yourself.”  


Daex walked with the engineer
around the ship and was amazed at how small the FTL drive actually was.  


“Why, this is no bigger than one
of our fighters,” Daex said.  


“I know,” the engineer said.  “It
really is a marvelous bit of engineering.  We need to fabricate three separate
connection components to make it work with our engines.  I have another team
working on their fuel; we’ll have to use the results of their analysis to
refine our fuel a bit more.  I still think we can get the whole process done in
about two or three days, give or take a little.”


“But, this will only service one
of our ships,” Daex said.  “Is that correct?”


“Yes, the drive will last forever
as far as I can tell, but it will have to be permanently fitted onto one of our
ships.  If we can refine our fuel just a little more, it should never wear
out.”  


“There have to be more of these
scout ships around,” Daex said.  “The pilot just mentioned there was an Anuu
base on their home planet’s moon.  If that’s true, there could be more there
and, possibly, on the Anuu home world.  I didn’t mention it to our two captives
or to the pilot, but I believe there’s only one human in our custody.  I think
the older one isn’t human, he looks different enough to be another race.  If
he’s Anuu, that means some of them survived and they could be helping the
humans.  I think we should fit this drive to the flagship, use it to attack and
destroy the humans’ world, then use it to see if there are more scout ships and
any remaining Anuu on their world.  Hopefully, we can find enough FTL drives
for all our ships.  Then we can literally go anywhere we want.”  


“We will proceed with all haste,
sir,” the engineer said.   





No move, no stop.  Glen’ea
said again.  And now Dol’nar was repeating it, too.  


“What the hell does it mean?” 
Rosie asked. 


“I haven’t the foggiest,” Cutter
said.  “Look at this list of things they’ve found in the archives at the second
site.”  He handed the list to Rosie.  “These seem to be all engineering
processes and plans.  Some of them I can’t begin to understand, but others will
help the Anuu and us on Earth.  It seems the first site was all environmental,
and the second is all engineering; I’m hoping the next one will be weapons.”


“This will keep some of our boys
busy for years, maybe even decades,” Rosie said, looking at the list.  “Mining
technology that will help us get to resources on other planets and moons,
transport technology, and, oh my God, look, their FTL drive, all laid out.”  


“I know,” Cutter said.  “That’s
the first thing I saw.” 


Rosie put the list down. 
“Tobias, I’m still worried about Atticus.”  


“Dol’nar says they are fine so
far, and he’s let Atticus know we got the message.  That’s about all we can do
for now.  He’ll be fine.  We just have to hope he can figure out a way to get
off that ship; there’s no way we can mount a rescue.”  


“He better be fine, Tobias,”
Rosie said.  “I know this was probably his idea, but I’ll never forgive you for
letting him go if anything happens.” 


“I know, I know,” Cutter said. 
“He’ll be okay.”  Cutter and Rosie and both big cats kind of huddled in a hug. 





Daex decided to visit his
prisoners again before heading to the main bridge.  He walked up to the door of
the room and looked through the little window.  The two prisoners were just
sitting at the table, talking.  It was obvious one of them was human, but he
wasn’t completely sure about the other one.  He walked in and both prisoners
stood, but stayed at the table.  


“Well,” Atticus said.  “If it
isn’t our host.  Twice in one day.  To what do we owe this honor?”  


“Now, now,” Pollard said.  “No
reason to be nasty, all he did was throw you against the wall.  Nothing much.”


“You two are very talkative for
prisoners who have no idea what their fate may be,” Daex said.  “We could space
you right now and no one would care.”  


“If you were going to do that, it
would have happened already,” Atticus said.  While Atticus was talking, Daex
was walking around the room, just watching them both.  “My guess is you don’t
need us to figure out how to use the scout ship’s FTL drive, either. 
Otherwise, we’d be up there in the cargo hold with the ship or being tortured
for information somewhere else.  No, you’re after something, but I just can’t
figure out what it is yet.”


Daex stopped right in front of
Pollard, about a foot from him.  “Your friend sure is talkative, but you don’t
say much.  Too scared?”  


“I’m not afraid of you,” Pollard
said and stood his ground.  


“You’re not like him,” Daex said
as he pointed to Atticus without moving his gaze away from Pollard.  “You’re
from someplace else; not his world.  Where would that be?”


“I am Anuu,” Pollard said.  


Daex didn’t seem surprised at
all.  “We were wondering if any of your race survived.  How many?  Just a
handful?  Well, not to worry.”  Daex smiled.  “As soon as we deal with the
humans, we will make another stop at your home world and finish off the few of
you who are left.”  


He was clearly trying to agitate
Pollard, to push his buttons.  But Pollard just smiled at him.  


“We’ll be home.  Waiting,”
Pollard said.  “Stop by anytime.”  


Atticus laughed.  “Doesn’t seem
like you’re scaring anyone today,”  


Daex turned around and caught
Atticus with a backhand across the face.  Atticus went flying across the room
and hit the far wall.  He slowly got up on all fours and spat blood.  


“Stop by again, soon,” Atticus
called out to Daex as he left the room.  


 











Chapter 8


Earth date Tuesday Feb. 10th, 2043


Daex sat down in the command
chair on the main bridge and input his security code.  All the screens in front
of him came alive, and one of them was a camera in the prisoners’ room.  He
reached over and turned up the volume on that feed, but there was no sound. 
They probably knew they were being watched.  No matter, he had other
alternatives.  


He thumbed his communicator. 
“Chief medic, to the bridge,” he said.  


“Yes, sir,” the voice came back
right away.  “Are you in need of my services?”  


“No, just a chat,” Daex said.





“I think it’s your turn to get
knocked around next time,” Atticus said.  “This is getting old.”  


Pollard smiled.  “But I’m an old
man.  You’d have me engage him physically?”  


“You bet your ass,” Atticus
said.  “I know you live longer than we do.  Considerably longer, we’ve
translated enough of your text to know that.  Relatively speaking, you’re
younger than I am.”


“Okay, okay,” Pollard said.  “You
got me there.  He seems more interested in me, anyway.  If we get the chance,
I’ll take the next one.”


“I wonder if he’s figured out yet
that we’ve disabled the sound on the camera?”  Atticus asked.  


“Don’t know.  He didn’t mention
it.  I wonder what may be next.  Something in our food, perhaps?  He obviously
needs information or something, otherwise he’d leave us alone or we’d already
be dead.    I think he’s trying to figure out how you defeated his friend in
the first fleet.”  


“If that’s the case, if it is
just information he’s after, I would suspect the food next.  We’ll have to
figure out a way to dispose of it without eating any of it.  I sure hope Cutter
and Rosie are working on getting us the hell out of here.  We’re going to get
pretty hungry.”  


“My guess is since Dol’nar has
already made contact with you and is now in contact with this alien, … what did
he say about them?  They know everything they need to know or will shortly.”  


“He knows they are called the
Maav, I believe,”  Atticus said.  “Nothing but scavengers.  Apparently, they
are smarter than the guys in the first wave.  Dol’nar feels that they can
actually get the scout ship’s FTL drive retrofitted to their ship.  Although it
may take a few days, he thinks they can get it done.”


“You really think they will put
something in the food?”  Pollard asked.  


“It’s probably what I would do,”
Atticus said.  “But come to think of it, I doubt it would work.  If they use
something that works on their species, it most likely wouldn’t have any effect
on us.  We found out a long time ago that the only thing that affects a species
is that which grew up with its DNA, so to speak.  We were really worried about
that when we put the first colony on Mars, but it turned out that alien
bacteria, viruses, whatever, needed to be aware of our DNA in order to infect
us.  The bottom line is alien bugs affect only aliens.” 


“We’ll just take it slow and
watch for changes in each other,” Pollard said.  “It might be beneficial,
however, to remain calm and unemotional when they start asking us questions. 
If we can make them think it has affected us that might be to our advantage.”





Cutter and Rosie and the two big
cats had just arrived at the third archive site in one of the little pods.  As
far as the cats knew, the only entrance to the archives was the one in the
jungle they led everyone to.  To get to the other sites, you had to use the
transport pods.  According to Dol’nar, there were perhaps 20 or 30 sites all
connected by the transport system.  This site had a map of all the other sites
and it appeared the transport system connected them all from a central hub. 
There was already a team there looking for more information.  


The team at this site had been at
it for about 24 hours and already had a list of items they had translated.  It
was indeed centered around weapons technology.  


“This list is incredible,” Cutter
said, looking it over.  “What’s this indication here?”  he asked, pointing to a
little character beside some of the entries.  


“That means there’s a workable
version of it in the archives,” the elder Anuu running the site said.


“No, really?”  Rosie asked.  


“Really,” the elder said.  


“Come on, let’s check it out. 
There has to be something here we can use,” Cutter said.  


He and Rosie walked back into the
archives area, the big cats close on their heels.  


The first item on the list was
sitting on a table in front of them.  The list read ability to transport
items a short distance.  It was small, about the size of a kid’s metal
school lunch box.  The kind with Roy Rogers or
Green Lantern on the lid.  And light.  Cutter picked it up with one hand.  


“So, what’s a short distance?” 
Rosie asked.  


“Well,” Cutter said, “it says
here that it will work up to a few miles.  And only one way.  The device itself
is what moves, along with anyone in a five-foot perimeter.  Interesting, but not
very useful at the moment.”  


“Yeah,” Rosie said.  “We need
something to get Pollard and Atticus off the ship, not get something onto it.” 



“But,” Cutter said, “what if we
could get a couple of these onto the ship somehow?  Then they could use them to
get off.  We have Maav tenders at our disposal, and they can be cloaked.  That
would get us close enough to do something.”  


“Let’s keep thinking about that
and move on,” Rosie said.





The chief medic walked onto the
main bridge and stopped in front of Daex.  


“Reporting, sir,” he said.  


“Sit, please,” Daex said as he
put the reports he was looking at away.  “I’m sure you’ve heard about our two
captives?”


“I heard we had two, but that’s
about all.” 


“Well,” Daex said.  “We have one
human and one Anuu.”  


“I thought the Anuu were wiped
out?”  the medic asked.  


“That’s what we all thought,
apparently we were incorrect.  I have no idea how many are actually left, but
they may be working with the humans.”


“How can I help?”


“Is there anything we can give
them, perhaps in their food, that will make them more … compliant, shall we
say?”  


The medic thought for a long, few
seconds.  “I don’t think there’s anything I can use that will affect either one
of them.  Their species is just too different from ours.  Now, if I had blood
samples from them and a few days, perhaps I could synthesize something that
would give you what you want.”


“That’s what I wanted to hear,”
Daex said.  “Send in the guard outside the bridge.”  


The medic left and a few seconds
later a soldier entered and hurried up to Daex.  


“Yes, sir,” the guard said. 
“What can I do?”  


“I need blood samples from the
two prisoners we have,” Daex said. 


The soldier looked confused.  


“Sir, I don’t know how to take
blood samples.  Isn’t that a medic’s job?”


“Usually, it is,” Dax said.  He
retrieved two small vials from a desk drawer and handed them to the guard.  “I
don’t care how you get them,” and he smiled, “just get them and deliver them to
the chief medic.”  


“Now, I understand,” the guard
said and laughed as he turned to head back out.  


“Just make sure the medic knows
which one is human and which one is Anuu, and they need to stay alive,” Daex
yelled after him.





Cutter and Rosie continued to
walk around the archive stopping at tables here and there and referring to the
list the elder provided them.  There were particle waves, shields, cloaking
devices, exotic explosives, the transporter device, and other items neither
Cutter nor Rosie understood.  Even 10 percent of this list could protect Earth
from almost any enemy, but they saw nothing that could destroy ships the size
of the Maav’s.   


The cats were right on their
heels and both of them were saying over and over again, no move, no stop. 



Cutter stopped and turned
around.  “Okay, what’s with the no move, no stop stuff you guys won’t
shut up about?”  


The cats chittered and turned and
ran over to one particular table.  Cutter and Rosie followed.  There were two
small devices on the table, each no larger than a pack of cigarettes.  Cutter
looked through the list and found the entry, but all it said was unknown.


They went back out into the
sitting area and found the elder.  


“Can you tell us a little more
about this item?”  Cutter asked.  He handed the list to the elder and pointed
to the item.  


The elder sat back down and went
through all the folders on his area of the table.  It seemed to take forever
for him to find it and the cats were getting restless.  


“Here it is,” he said, finally,
as he looked over the notes.  “We had never seen anything like this before in
our language, that’s why it says unknown.”


“Can you just get close?”  Cutter
asked.  


“Well, if I had to guess, I would
say it translates to if it moves, you can’t stop it and if it’s
stopped, you can’t move it.  That made no sense to us.”  


“That’s what the cats have been
trying to tell us,” Rosie said.  “No move, no stop.  But, what the hell
does it mean?”


“I know exactly what it means,”
Cutter said.  “It’s an old paradox in Earth history that originated with a
Chinese story told in the 3rd century BC about a spear and a
shield.  It evolved as a thought experiment about what happens when an
irresistible force meets an immovable object.  It was always dismissed as a
paradox because if you had one, then the other couldn’t possibly exist.  But
what if the First Race had actually developed it?”  


“I still don’t see how this could
help us,” Rosie said.  


“I do,” Cutter exclaimed.  He
turned to the elder.  “Can you translate the entire document for me as fast as
you can?  No matter how odd and impossible it seems?  I’m hoping somewhere in
there it’s going to tell me how this works.”  


“Yes,” the elder said.  “We can
do that.  We’ll make it our top priority.”


“Are there more of the devices?” 
Cutter asked.  “More than just those two?”  


“Yes,” the elder said.  “There’s
a whole crate of them.  Apparently, the First Race was quite fond of the
device.” 


Cutter just smiled to himself as
the two cats bounced around each other making odd noises.  Rosie still had no
idea what was going on.





Atticus and Pollard were sitting
at the table talking when the door opened and a particularly short and stocky
Maav came into the room.  They got up from the table and moved to the opposite
side of the room.  


“I am from the personal guard of
Daex,” the alien said.  “I have come for a blood sample.”  He smiled and walked
across the room to the table.  He took the two vials out of his pocket and
proceeded to remove his weapon and the outer vest he wore.  It was obvious he
was an accomplished fighter, probably why he was on Daex’s guard.  He placed
the weapon on the table and picked up one of the vials.  “Who’s first?”  He
asked as he walked toward the two prisoners.


Atticus got Pollard’s attention
and tilted his head ever so slightly toward the weapon on the table.  Pollard
nodded and began to move away from the guard.


“I guess that would be me,”
Pollard said and continued to move away from the table.  Atticus stood where he
was for the moment.  He needed the guard to get a little farther away from the
table.  


The guard caught up with Pollard
and shoved him into the wall with the flick of his wrist.  Pollard hit the wall
with a thud and thought to himself that this wasn’t going to be pleasant at
all.  This guy was stronger than a hundred Anuu.  The guard laughed and moved
sideways to prevent Pollard from evading him.  


“This is going to be fun,” the
guard said.  He reached out and put his hand on Pollard’s chest and began to
push, ever so slowly.  It was obvious that Pollard was feeling the pain, and he
began to try to get out from under the hand.  


“Now, just hold still,” the guard
said.  “I’m just going to hit you a couple of times and catch some blood.  No
big deal,” and he smiled again.  Just as he raised his hand to clobber Pollard,
he got hit by the blast from his own weapon.  It wasn’t a disruptor like Daex
carried, but an energy weapon that blasted a hole in whatever it hit.  Crude,
really, but very effective in this situation.  


The guard sagged a bit, dropping
the hand that was holding Pollard down to his side.  Pollard slid sideways away
from the guard as he struggled to turn around.  He put one hand on the wall to
steady himself and managed to turn around and see it was Atticus who held his
weapon.  Before he could move toward him, Atticus fired again, and the guard
went down.  


“Damn it!!” Daex shouted to no
one in particular as he watched the events unfold over his security screen.  He
thumbed his communicator.  


“Get that guard out of there,” he
shouted.  


“But, sir,” the voice came back. 
“They have a weapon now.”  


“I’ll do it myself,” he shouted
over the communicator.  He jumped up and made his way down to the room housing
the prisoners.  When he got there, the two prisoners were sitting at the table
with the blaster between them and the guard was crumpled in the corner,
presumably dead.  


“More resourceful than we
expected,” Daex said as he came into the room and stopped just inside the
door.  He was watching the blaster very carefully as he talked and his hand was
already on the butt of his own weapon.  


He moved slowly over to the guard
and checked him to see if he was still alive.  He was, so he thumbed his
communicator.  


“Come in and retrieve the guard
and get him down to medical,” he said.  “The prisoners are sitting quietly and
do not have the weapon in hand.”  He looked at Atticus and Pollard and spread
his hands as if to ask are you going to stay unarmed?


Pollard looked at Atticus and
they both nodded.  


“Come ahead and retrieve the
guard,” Daex said.  


Three other Maav came in and
dragged the guard out of the room.  When they were gone, Daex moved a little
closer to the table.


“Do you plan on keeping that
blaster?”  Daex asked.  


Atticus picked it up and tossed
it on the floor at Daex’s feet.  Daex barely had time to pull his own weapon
and try to bring it to bear on the prisoners.  


“No,” Atticus said.  “Crude
weapon such as it is.  If you want a blood sample, send in a medic.”  


Daex picked up the blaster and
put it in his belt.  


“You are pretty confident that
you are safe here, aren’t you?”  Daex said.  


“Like I said, if you were going
to kill us, you’d have done it already,” Pollard said.  “I suspect that the
blood sample you wanted was to fabricate something to make us talk.”  


Damn, thought Daex.  How are they
knowing all of this?  


“I suspect that now that we know
that,” Atticus said, smiling at Daex, “it will do you no good whatsoever.”


Daex backed out of the room and
headed back up to the bridge. 





“How in the world did you know
about that 3rd century Chinese stuff?”  Rosie asked Cutter.


“Hey, I read,” he said.  “We used
to talk about stuff like this all the time when I was with NASA.”  


The elder came up to them with a
thick folder.  “Here’s everything we can come up with,” he said.  “It looks
like there is a small remote control device that controls its action and the
distance over which the effect is felt.”  He pulled a small butane lighter-sized
object out of the side of the device and held it up.  “I don’t think they ever
tested it, but it’s one of those things that either works or it doesn’t,
there’s no control other than a mode, off and on and distance.”  


Cutter took the device and the
folder and sat down at the table and began reading.  It was indeed what he
thought it would be.  The device set up a barrier of some kind of energy he
didn’t recognize and would either stay in place and not move or move and could
not be stopped.  The barrier could be sized as needed and turned off and on
with the flick of a switch.  


He looked at Dol’nar, sitting
next to him, and thought through all the data.  


 Yes, I agree, Dol’nar
thought.  It will take two sets of the devices.  The Maav will be able to
retrofit the Anuu FTL device to their drive, but on only one ship, so the fleet
will be separated.  


“How much time do we have?” 
Cutter asked.


They will likely have the
drive attached and ready within the next several hours.  It will still take
them a few more hours after that to refine their fuel for the new FTL engine,
so we have, perhaps, six or so hours.     


“And, there’s still the problem
of how to retrieve Atticus and Pollard before the fireworks,” Cutter said.  


“I think I can help there,” Rosie
said.  “I can’t follow you guys on the rest of the plan, you’re thinking way
too fast for me, but I think I know how to get the boys back.”  


Cutter and the two cats listened
intently as Rosie outlined her plan to rescue Atticus and Pollard.  When she
was done, everyone agreed it would work, and Dol’nar had one suggestion. 
Cutter and Rosie listened as Dol’nar thought them the idea.  


“Yes,” Cutter said.  “That’s
perfect, we can take him, too.  All the boys will have to figure out is how to
get to him.”  


I think we can handle that,
Dol’nar thought.





Daex stepped onto the bridge and
immediately ordered everyone else out.  


“Out, everyone out.  Now!!”  he
yelled.  He walked around the large room, knocking things off tables and
yelling and cursing in his native language.  


The two prisoners were
exasperating him.  He was worried about doing away with them now because they
still weren’t completely done with the retrofit of the FTL drive and they might
still need to extract information out of them.


But, somehow, they knew a lot
about what he was doing and what he was planning.  It was almost as if they
could read his mind, and he knew that wasn’t possible.  


He thumbed his communicator,
“Have the rest of the fleet assemble on the flagship and let me know when
they’re here.  And, have the chief engineer see me on the bridge.”  


Damn, the chief engineer thought
on his way to the bridge.  If I didn’t have to run up here every 15 minutes,
the damn FTL drive would already be installed.  


“Sir, what do you need?”  he
asked.  


“How far away are you from
completing the install of the FTL drive?”  Daex asked.


“It will be in within the hour.” 



“Then, what’s left before we can
test it?”  


“We’re still refining the fuel,
that’ll take another two or three hours.  After that, it’ll take about two
hours to fully fuel the drive.  That must be done carefully.”  


“So, perhaps as soon as three or
four hours?”  Daex asked.


“Yes, about that,” the engineer
said.  


“Good, keep me posted.  This
can’t happen soon enough.”


 











Chapter 9


Earth date Wednesday Feb. 11th, 2043


“We all set for this little
expedition?”  Cutter asked.  


“As ready as we’ll ever be,”
Rosie said.  “I’m still not sure I understand what you and Dol’nar have planned
for the fleet, but I trust it will work.”  


“I think it will,” Cutter said. 
“At any rate, it’s really our only option based on what’s been found so far and
the fact that the Maav will be ready to use the scout ship FTL drive very
shortly.  That was really the deciding factor.  Dol’nar says they’re very close
to finishing the retrofit.”


Several Anuu were filing into the
room for the final briefing.  They all settled down and chatted briefly with
each other.  The elder in charge nodded to Cutter.    


“Okay, we’re all here, let’s get
started,” Cutter said.  “Commander Sol’ta, your team is responsible for the
bulk of the Maav fleet.  They will be held back, I suspect, more or less where
they are right now, waiting on word from Daex and his ship that they have
destroyed Earth.  Since they won’t be able to travel as fast as his ship with
the new drive, they should be easy to handle.  You will be up first, and will
need to get everything in place and wait on my signal before doing anything. 
It will be tempting, I know, to just destroy them and be done with it, but wait
for my signal.  There’s someone who I want to make sure sees what’s happening. 



“Rosie and I and Dol’nar and Glen’ea
will overtake the Maav flagship and wait for it at the boundary of the asteroid
belt and Mars.  That’s where we will lay our trap.  


“Be aware, we must wait until we
have confirmation that Atticus and Commander Pollard have been successfully
rescued from the Maav flagship before we do anything.  Is that all clear?”  


Heads nodded all around the
room.  


“Okay, let’s move out.  Stay in
frequent radio contact to keep everyone apprised of your whereabouts.”  


The room cleared, leaving Cutter
and Rosie.  


“You’re sure about this?”  She
asked.  


“Yes,” Cutter said.  “As I said
before, it’s our only play.  You’re in charge of getting the boys out.  Can you
handle that?”  


“I’m ready,” she said.  


“Okay, let’s move.”  


Commander Sol’ta and his team
boarded a tender that was part of the original Maav fleet.  The humans had
retrofitted the Anuu FLT drive to the surviving tenders that were left over
from the battle.  Cutter and Rosie and the two cats boarded the second tender
and started the preflight check.  


Both of the mile-long ships had
their holds emptied of the fighter craft and filled with the fuel the Anuu used
in their FTL drives.  It was the most energetic material they could find, and
they needed something to power the new devices they were going to use.  The
tricky part was developing a delivery system to get the fuel to the little
devices.  Another device found in the First Race archives did the trick.  It
was originally designed as a short-range transportation device that used
inter-dimensional technology to move anything a few miles.  The fuel would
eventually burn out the small transport devices, but it would work long enough
to get the job done.


The volatile FTL fuel in the
holds of the tenders was stored in magnetic storage containers that couldn’t
really be seen.  It was the only way to store the fuel, but it was very
unnerving because it appeared as if the fuel was simply hanging there in
mid-air.          


The other ships were already up
and out of the atmosphere and on their way to the rendezvous.  The cats were
quiet, they had already talked to everyone involved to give them
last-minute instructions.  The young people who were living in the Alpha site
underground shelter had eventually taken to the cats and were now some of their
staunchest allies.


Preflight complete, Cutter and
Rosie lifted off.  





Daex was pacing back and forth in
the engine room waiting for the chief engineer.  He had just gotten the word
that the FTL drive had been completely retrofitted and was ready to go.  The
problem now was they were still working on refining the fuel it needed.  


“There you are,” Daex said as the
engineer walked into the room.  “How much longer do we have to waste time refining
fuel?”  


“Until we can get it down to the
level acceptable to the Anuu FTL drive,” the engineer said calmly.


“What?”  Daex was clearly
agitated.  “I thought there was a finite refinement process; you mean we don’t
even know how long it will take?”  


“Well, we know the outside
limit.  It won’t take any longer than another two hours.  But it may be
sooner.”  


“And then we have to fuel the
drive?”  


“Yes, that’s correct.  One wrong
move during the fueling process and the explosion would most likely leave an
actual hole in space.”  


“Get on with it,” Daex yelled
over his shoulder on the way out.  The engineer wondered if he would make it
out of this whole endeavor alive.  He headed back down to the fuel labs to see
if he could hurry them along.  


“Sir, the remainder of the fleet
has formed up on the flagship,” he heard in his earpiece.  


“Good, tell the ship commanders
to meet me on the main bridge, I’m on my way there, now.”  


All the way to the main bridge,
Daex was trying to calm himself down.  He knew the technical people were
working as hard as they could, but he was just too close to victory and he
could taste it.  He tried to remember he would still need all these people when
they salvaged more Anuu FTL drives for the remainder of the ships in the
fleet.  


By the time he got to the bridge,
all the other ship commanders were waiting for him.  He thumbed his communicator. 



“Bring the prisoners up to the
main bridge.”  


“Yes, sir.  With a guard?”  


“No, just bring them up.”  


The other ship commanders had no
idea what he was talking about.  They were unaware he had actually captured
anyone.  They knew he had an Anuu ship and was trying to retrofit the FTL
drive, but they assumed the pilots had been spaced long ago.  


“Sit, please.” Daex spread his
hands out toward several chairs around a large table.  As soon as the
commanders were seated, several servants came in with trays of food and drink. 



“It is a time to celebrate,
gentlemen.  The Anuu FTL drive has been installed in this ship and we are now
refining fuel for it.  Within a few hours, we will be heading toward our
primary target, the human’s home world.”


The other commanders were clearly
pleased, nodding their heads and shouting congratulations.  Daex wasn’t sure if
they were genuinely pleased with the progress or were just sucking up to him.  


No matter.  The humans would die,
and that was the main point.  


Just then the guard entered with
Atticus and Commander Pollard.  Two of the ships’ commanders jumped up and drew
their weapons.  


“Easy, easy,” Daex said as he
stepped in front of the commanders.  “Meet the human and Anuu who were piloting
the craft we snared.  We’ve been trying to figure out what to do with them, but
I thought it might be nice if they were on the bridge and could watch as we
destroyed the human’s home world and then the Anuu world.”  


Laughter around the table.  “We
will finally be able to get justice for the deaths of all our fallen brothers
who were members of the first fleet.  Bexar was a great commander, and he shall
be remembered as such.  When we destroy the worlds of our enemies and take
their resources, it will be a great day for the Maav.”  


The ship commanders pounded on
the table and shouted agreement.


“This is nothing but a pep
rally,” Atticus whispered to Commander Pollard.  


“You have something to say?” Daex
asked.  He had heard the whisper.  


“Only that your celebrations will
be short-lived,”  Atticus said, calmly.  “It is you and your second fleet that
will be wiped out just as the first was.”


The bridge got very quiet.  


Daex walked toward the prisoners,
turned and addressed the other commanders.  “Comrades.  They would have you believe
that their defeat of Bexar and his fleet was not a fluke; that it was planned
and they could do it again.  But who is the prisoner here, and who owns the
prison?”  He laughed.  “Even if it was planned, our ships are nothing like
Bexar’s and neither are our weapons.  We will see who is the victor and who is
defeated.  Sit, human and Anuu.  Join us in a last meal before we destroy your
worlds.”  


More pounding on the table and
raucous laughter from the ship commanders.





“Everyone, please remain cloaked
for the remainder of the mission,” Cutter said over the comm system.  “Even
when we start the operation, I don’t want the Maav to know where the attack is
coming from.”  


Their ships were getting close to
the Proxima system.  From their sensor scans, they could see the Maav fleet
parked just past Proxima Centauri.  Normally, that would be a little over four
years to Earth at light speed.  That meant the bulk of the Maav fleet would sit
there, right where they were, waiting on Daex to finish Earth.  All four ships
were still there, so Daex had not yet completed what he needed to do to get the
Anuu drive operational.  They still had time. 


Cutter and the rest of the ships
slowed to sub-light when they got close to the fleet.  He didn’t want the FTL
drive exhaust to be detectable by the Maav fleet.  He wasn’t sure they had that
technology in their sensors, but he didn’t want to take the chance.  


As they passed one of the ships,
Dol’nar jumped up and chittered.  


He thought Atticus and
Commander Pollard are on the bridge of that ship.  From my connection to their
leader, Daex, I know this is the flagship and all the other ship commanders are
gathered there for a final meeting.    


“Are they still okay?”  Rosie
asked.


Yes, they are fine.


“Good,” Cutter said.  “If they
stay where they are, at least they’ll be easy to get off the ship.”


Over his comm line, Cutter heard
“Cutter, this is Commander Sol’ta.  Why don’t we just take them here and
destroy the fleet where they sit?”  


“No,” Cutter said.  “Let’s stick
to the plan, I don’t want to change anything unless we’re forced to.  I also
want Daex to see what happens to his fleet and his flagship.  We need to wait.”


They re-engaged the FTL drive on
high and continued on toward the asteroid belt.  Commander Sol’ta stayed behind
and positioned his two ships as planned. 





“What, no appetite?”  Daex asked
and laughed at his two prisoners.  “I suspect the food wouldn’t agree with you,
anyway.”


The commanders of the other ships
in the fleet were eating and drinking as if they hadn’t eaten in days.  Their
ships were always on rations and this kind of food was a fond memory.  The
servers had a hard time keeping up with them.  


Daex heard a garbled noise on his
communicator.  


“Yes, repeat that,” he said,
thumbing the mic.  


“Sorry, sir, I was just letting
you know that we’ve started the fueling process.”  


“Good, I’m on my way down, I want
to see this.”


He jumped up and headed for the
door.  Over his shoulder, he said “Everyone, play nice now for a while.  I’m
headed to the engine compartment.”  Just outside the bridge he spoke to two of
the soldiers stationed there.  


“Get on the bridge and make sure
nothing happens to the two prisoners.  I want them alive and unharmed when I
get back or you’ll be spaced.”  They quickly went through the door and over to
the table where the other commanders were still too busy eating to notice that
Daex had left.  


Daex took one of his intra-ship
shuttles to get to the engine compartment.  It was really just a rocket pod
mounted in a tube that ran the length of the gigantic ship.  Even at its
highest speed, it took him five minutes to travel the 1,700 hundred-odd miles
to the rear third of the ship.  He had passed the fuel storage area in the
middle of the ship on the way and could feel the heat from the fuel even in the
rocket pod. 


He got to the engine compartment
and exited the pod.  As soon as he opened the door, he could taste the pungent
FTL fuel at the back of his throat; it still irritated him after all these years. 
Even though this was just the regular fuel that drove their ships at just over
the speed of light, it was nothing compared to the foul stuff that had pushed
them far faster for a number of jumps.  They were completely out of the nastier
stuff, having exhausted it on the last jump, but the normal stuff was still
potent and very hot.   


The Anuu scout ship FTL drive
looked like a toy compared to the drives of the big ship.  It was connected to
the massive drives with four thin connections.  Daex had no idea how it all
worked, and he really didn’t care to.  Even though he was the one who stumbled
onto the new fuel, he still had no idea how it really worked.  


“Fueling underway?”  he asked the
chief engineer.  


“Yes,” the engineer said and
pointed to the back of the small FTL drive.  There was a stream of hot plasma
coming out of the floor and arching into the back of the Anuu FTL drive.  


Daex instinctively stopped and
backed up a step.  


“Not to worry,” the engineer
said.  “The fuel stream is contained in a magnetic shield.  It’s really the
only way we can transfer this stuff, it would melt anything else.  There’s a
magnetic bubble enclosure in center of the Anuu drive that holds the fuel. 
This is why we have to be so careful with this stuff.  The fuel store we’re
pulling from is also a magnetic bubble, this is much nastier than anything
we’ve ever worked with.”


“What kind of distance are we
looking at when it’s fully fueled?”  Daex asked.  


“To the human world and back
here, and then to the Anuu system.  That’s about all she will do, then we’ll
have to refine more fuel.”  


“That’ll do,” Daex said.  He
stood in the cavernous compartment, fascinated by the refueling process.  He
was worried why the humans and the remaining Anuu had not yet at least tried a
rescue of the two pilots.  The only reason he could think of was they didn’t
know the pilots had been captured.  


He had been so consumed with the
destruction of the humans and the remaining Anuu as revenge for killing Bexar
and destroying the first fleet, he hadn’t thought of what they should do
afterwards.  Perhaps, he would settle his people on the human world after he
did away with them all.  Or maybe the Anuu worlds; there were two of them, he
understood.  Or, hell, maybe both systems.  They would be empty for the
taking.  He had grown tired of the nomad life and it was past time to settle
down.  


His communicator pinged and
brought him back to reality.  


“This is the guard on the main
bridge,” the voice said.  “You’d better get back up here. 





By the time he got to the bridge,
his fleet commanders were fighting over the two prisoners.  They hadn’t been
touched yet, but the other ships’ commanders had already come to blows over who
got what and who was entitled to first blood.  


“I leave you alone for half an
hour and this is what happens?” Daex shouted.  “Get back to your ships and sit
tight.  We are almost fully fueled and I will deal with the humans and come
back here.  Don’t do anything.  Understand?”  


The commanders nodded their
agreement, returned to their ships and left Daex alone with the two prisoners
on the main bridge.  He sat quietly for a few minutes, making his prisoners
uncomfortable.  


“What the hell is he doing,”
Atticus whispered.  Atticus and Commander Pollard were far enough away from
Daex to talk normally, but the inclination was to whisper.  


“Not sure,” Pollard said.  “He
must have been pretty angry with the other fellows to dress them down the way
he did.  I suspect they’ve gone back to their respective ships.  Do you think
they were fighting over us?”  


“Hard to say, I still can’t
understand these guys much.  Dol’nar says they are almost finished with
everything they needed to do to make the scout ship’s FTL drive work on this
ship.  It shouldn’t be too long now before they get under way.” 


“Is that all he told you?”  


“No, he also said that Cutter and
Rosie are in one of the older Maav tenders, cloaked, around the asteroid belt
waiting for this ship.  There are two other cloaked tenders here, close to the
remainder of the ships, waiting for a signal from Cutter.”  


“Do you know what they’re
planning?”  


“No,” Atticus said.  “But knowing
Cutter, it’ll work.  Dol’nar told me to just sit tight and they would get us
all off this ship.”  


“What does he mean by us all?” 



“I have no idea,” Atticus said.


They heard crackle on Daex’s
communicator.  


“Say again,” Daex said, loudly
enough for Atticus and Pollard to hear him.


“We are fully fueled,” the chief
engineer repeated.  


“Wonderful,” Daex said.  He
flipped a switch on the main panel in front of him and used his communicator in
his native language.  “Attention all hands.   We will engage the Anuu FTL drive
in five minutes.  Make sure everything is secured.  I will give you a 30-second
warning before we jump.”


He turned to Atticus and Pollard
and said in English, “We’re on our way.”    


“Well,” Atticus said.  “Here we
go whether we’re ready or not.”  


Daex got up and walked toward
Atticus and Pollard.  


“Move over this way,” he said as
he drew his weapon and waved it to his left.  


Atticus and Pollard got up and
moved in the direction he indicated.  Daex followed.  When they got to the area
where Daex had been sitting, he indicated they should sit.  They sat in chairs
just to the left of Daex’s command chain.  


“Good, that’ll do for now,” he
said.  “Just sit and be quiet, it’ll take us a few minutes to get to your home
planet from here.”
















 





Cutter dropped out of the FTL
jump at the outskirts of the asteroid belt.  He was on the Jupiter side, well
away from the debris the belt carried.  From the sensor data he could see all
the Maav ships still sitting where they had been just past Proxima Centauri. 
He figured Daex would bring his ship into the system along the planetary plane,
so he parked the tender where his sensors could see the most territory and
waited.  


He figured they only had about 15
minutes once Daex engaged the FTL drive, so he and Rosie set about getting
everything ready for them.  Once the fun started, they had to be ready for
everything.    


Rosie readied the devices she
intended to use to get Atticus and Pollard off the ship, and Cutter turned on
all the plasma pumps that would handle the fuel distribution and got all his
gear out of storage and turned on.


When they had done all they could,
they both went back into the control room and watched the sensors.  The
flagship had just started to move.





Daex engaged the FTL drive and
felt the slight jolt as the ship broke the light speed barrier and continued to
accelerate.  He pushed the speed up to 50% of capacity and sat back to watch
the show through the giant bridge front window.  He never tired of this
phenomenon.  It looked like the ship was speeding through a tunnel of
multi-colored lights swirling around it from all sides.  


“I could watch this all day,”
Daex said.  “I suppose you two are used to it by now, but it’s still very new
to us, we’ve only been through a handful of these jumps and they are truly
magnificent.”


“Yes, you’re right,” Commander
Pollard said.  “I had gotten to the point where I didn’t even watch anymore. 
Especially when I was chasing some of the ships from your first fleet.”


Daex jumped up and covered the
distance between them in one long stride.  


“I would be very careful, Anuu,”
he said as he shook his very large fist at Commander Pollard.  “I’m getting to
the point where I don’t really care if you see the destruction of the rest of
your race or not.”  


“Careful, Daex,” Atticus said. 
“When this is all over and you’re the captor, do you really want us to be
giving anyone a bad report about the way we were treated?”  


“You’re still convinced you’re
going to be rescued, aren’t you?”  Daex asked.  “Why do you still cling to that
silly notion?  I’m going to bombard your home planet from orbit and there’s
nothing you can do about it.  Everything you’ve ever known will be destroyed
and everyone killed.  No one is coming for you.  Accept it.”  


An alarm went off on the central
console.  Daex turned to see what it was.  


Something on the sensor readout
between the largest gas giant and the asteroid belt.  Something he had never
seen before.  A haze.  No, a cloud.  Yes, more like a cloud.  But, his sensors
were telling him it was a solid object.  Not a cloud.  


He disengaged the FTL drive and
dropped out of light speed almost even with the orbit of Jupiter.  The cloud,
or whatever it was, was about three million miles ahead. 


 











Chapter 9


Earth date Thursday Feb. 12th, 2043


When Daex’s flagship started to
move toward our system, Cutter began to deploy his weapon.  


There was really only one
device.  To use them as a weapon, you needed two of them.  It was thought that
the first reference to it was from the Chinese word for contradiction, máodùn,
which literally means spear-shield.  The story originated in the 3rd
century B.C.  The story told of a man who was trying to sell a spear and
shield.  When someone asked him how good the spear was, he said his spear could
pierce any shield.  When he was asked how good his shield was, he said it could
defend against all spears.  Then someone asked what would happen if his spear
were to strike his shield.  The merchant had no answer.


From the translation the elder
made for Cutter, the device he was about to use generated a field of a single
layer of atoms of a manufactured element.  The element had no name, but the
documents translated its atomic weight at over 4,000.  How it was stable,
Cutter had no clue, but the device itself was very simple to use, it only had
two controls and a port for plasma for fuel.  The first control turned it on
and off, and the second adjusted the size and curvature of the field.  Cutter
had the device fitted with an inter-dimensional transport device to supply fuel. 
He already had the remote control devices for turning them on and off and
adjusting their coverage.    


Once activated, and while power
was supplied, if the field was stationary it could not be moved.  If it was
moving, it could not be stopped.  There was a caution in the translated
documents for the device about letting the two fields touch each other.  The
closest English they could translate it to was warped space-time.


He had no idea how the First Race
tested the device, but he was confident it would work.  He just had to make
sure they followed the instructions and shut it down before it did any damage
to space itself.   


Cutter deployed the first device
and set its boundary to 5,000 miles.  He adjusted it to give it a slight
concave curvature and moved off to a safe distance.  He remained cloaked and
waited.  This was his stationary, or immovable, field.  


The field was visible on normal
sensors and he was hoping Daex saw it and would stop.  He did just that.  


Daex stopped his giant flagship
just short of the field and began scanning it for clues as to what it was and
if he could get around it.  Shortly after he stopped, Cutter deployed the
second device behind Daex’s flagship, with approximately the same curvature,
but moving ever so slowly toward the giant ship.  As the edges of the two
curved fields approached each other, Cutter had them set to flatten slowly so
they wouldn’t touch.  Essentially, this put Daex’s ship inside a bubble that
was slowly contracting.  


When he saw the second field go
up, Daex immediately backed the ship up in hopes of stopping the second field
or perhaps moving it.  The destruction that ensued when his ship backed into
the second field was nothing short of epic.  


The engine cowlings of the giant
ship were by themselves larger than the original ships in Bexar’s fleet and
probably 30 or 40 feet thick.  They were primarily there to direct particle
flow out of and around the engines when they were in sub-light mode.  The first
one to hit the field behind the ship simply began to crumple and fold in on
itself until it actually hit the engine.  The giant ship was tossed from side
to side as the engines themselves began to crumple and shed massive pieces of
metal and other material.


The noise on the ship was
deafening as the engines and cowlings were ripped apart and crushed beyond all
recognition.    


Everyone on the ship was thrown
around like rag dolls as it came to an abrupt stop against the moving field
behind it.  Sparks, smoke and fires were erupting all along the back part of
the ship and all four engines were now useless lumps of crumpled metal.  The
ship began to move forward slowly, being pushed by the field behind it.  


Atticus and Pollard flew out of
their chairs and hit the far wall.  Daex wasn’t far behind and landed beside
them on the floor of the bridge as the ship was stopped by the field.  Daex
jumped up and immediately tried to start the sub-light engines only to discover
they were in pieces floating around the ship.  Maneuvering thrusters were
working, but they would only let him move the gigantic ship a few feet in any
direction. 


Atticus got to his feet and
stopped as Dol’nar made contact with him.  He just stood still for a few
seconds and then shook his head to clear it and helped Commander Pollard to his
feet.  Atticus and Pollard staggered across the bridge to stand directly next
to Daex just as Rosie materialized on the bridge holding a large-caliber weapon
in one hand and a small, lunch-box size device in the other.  


She immediately walked over to
stand next to Daex, Atticus and Pollard and pressed a button on the device. 
They all disappeared and immediately reappeared on the bridge of the tender. 
Cutter was there waiting for them with two sets of restraints for Daex, one for
his hands and one for his legs.  Cutter put them on and pushed Daex into a
chair on the bridge situated in front of the main view screen.  As soon as he
hit the chair, Daex was held in place by some kind of restraining field.  By
the time his head cleared, and he knew where he was, it was way too late.


The device Rosie used was indeed
the lunch-box size transport device.  She simply used it to get onto the bridge
of the flagship and then transport the boys and Daex off again.  They just
didn’t think of it that way right away. 


Daex looked around at Cutter and
Rosie, the two big cats, and Atticus and Commander Pollard and just smiled.  


“What do you think you will
accomplish by capturing me?”  He asked.  “There are billions more on the ships
of my fleet that are all ready to take my place and lead the rest of my people
to victory.  We will avenge our fallen comrade and destroy your race and the
remainder of the Anuu.”  


“I don’t think so, Daex,” Cutter
said.  “Look around.  Your flagship is caught between two powerful forces that
are eventually going to crush it to dust.  The same thing’s about to happen to
the rest of your fleet.  Sit back and watch, I wanted to make sure you saw how
we defeated you and your entire race before I turn you over to the remaining
Anuu for whatever punishment they see fit to impose on you.”  


He walked over to Daex and
disconnected the communications device from him and keyed the microphone. 
“Attention on the Maav flagship.  I know you can hear me and I think a lot of
you can understand my language.  Please translate this for the remainder of
your crew and passengers.  We will be establishing a video feed shortly that
will be broadcast onto your ship and watched here by your commander, who is now
our captive.  Pay close attention to what you are about to see because you’re
next.”  


Daex struggled against his bonds,
trying to break them to get to Cutter.  But, they were too strong, and they
simply got tighter the more he struggled.


“That’s a unique type of energy
field, Daex,” Cutter said.  “The more you struggle, the tighter it gets.  I
would let it go if I were you if you want to keep breathing.”  


Cutter flipped a switch on the
communications panel of the tender.    


“Commander Sol’ta, this is
Cutter, please proceed.  We have the captives off the flagship and it has been
rendered stationary.”  


“Yes, sir,” Sol’ta replied after
a brief pause.


Cutter turned on the main view
screen in front of them all.  It showed an incredibly long shot, far enough
away from the remainder of the Maav fleet to see all their ships.  Three of the
2,600-mile-long giants, floating next to each other, about 200 miles apart. 
Two Maav tenders dropped their cloaks and popped into existence, one above the
fleet and one below.  Cutter walked over to another panel and manipulated several
controls.  The main view screen split into two parts.  The current view was
made a little smaller and shifted to the left and a tactical display from the
sensors was added on the right side.  


The first thing they noticed was
on the tactical display.  The same fields Daex ran into around his ship were
forming on the screen above and below the three Maav ships.  Daex started to
struggle again and was shouting in, presumably, his native language.


It was like clouds that were
forming out of nothing and expanding and wisping around until they were fully
formed and almost flat.  


The two tenders moved off to a
safe distance, close to a couple of million miles away.  The field below the
Maav ships was stationary, and the one above them was moving toward the ships,
but moving much faster than the field behind Daex’s flagship.  As the field
touched the ships, they were pushed down and into the stationary field below
them, now being squeezed between the two fields.


As the ships were starting to be
crushed, several of the tenders attached to one of the ships launched,
presumably filled with crew members.  They would be the only ones who could
react quickly enough and get to any of the tender to launch.  As the tenders
flew laterally away from the carnage, the two older tenders manned by Anuu
fired on them and destroyed all of them.  They kept their particle guns ready
and their sensors on standby just waiting for more attempted escapes.  But
there were none.


The ships were beginning to be
crushed by the two fields moving inexorably toward one another.  The ships were
trapped between the two fields and could not move.  On board the ships,
bulkheads were crumpling, massive girders were twisting and 15-foot thick walls
straining and cracking.  The noise was increasing to the point that  a normal
conversation with someone standing right next to you was impossible.    


You could see, even from this
distance, that all three of the Maav ships had hull breaches in several places
and were venting atmosphere.  The hull breaches expanded and migrated along the
long lines of the ships until it looked like the ships were being pulled apart
by a gigantic can opener.  As Daex watched in disbelief, millions of Maav
floated out of the hull breaches and piled up against the two fields crushing
the ships.  As more and more hull breaches occurred, one of the ships began
venting hot plasma, probably the fuel they used for their FTL drives.  Wherever
it touched another ship, it either melted it straight away, or caused an
explosion.  When an explosion happened, it seemed to spread to another ship,
and this process continued for another sickening five minutes.  The two fields
moved ever closer together, continuing to crush and otherwise turn to scrap
metal all three ships.  Explosions were now happening all along the length of
the three ships and the entire area was getting so hot from vented plasma it
had started to glow like a small sun.  


The two fields continued to move
closer together, and the glow got brighter and brighter.  Cutter watched the
tactical display carefully and opened a comm channel.  


“We’re getting close to the point
of needing to shut down,” he said.  “What do your readings indicate?”  


“The two fields are now just
several inches apart,” Commander Sol’ta said.  “I’m starting to taper off the
fuel supply.  That’s supposed to allow the fields to dissipate.”  


“I’m watching from here,” Cutter
said.  “Proceed.”  


They continued to be enthralled
by the display on the main view screen and could see the glow diminish as the
fields slowly turned off.  The plasma, not being squeezed or confined any more,
expanded out into empty space and there was literally nothing left of the three
gigantic Maav ships.  They had been crushed to the point of being random atoms
of material, now adrift in space.  


Daex was shaking his head and
mumbling something in his native language.  


His communications device, which
Cutter had laid down on one of the control decks, had been jammed with dozens
of voices, all no doubt trying to get Daex and have him do something, anything,
to save them.  Now it was silent.    


“Nothing to say, Daex?”  Cutter
asked.  


Daex looked up at Cutter and
stopped mumbling.  


“How could you kill billions of
my people without a second thought?”  


Commander Pollard answered.


“How could you kill billions of
my people and nearly destroy two planets in the process?”  Pollard asked.  “We
discussed this at length before we decided to take this action.  And it was the
unanimous decision of  the Anuu.  The humans agreed with us and were willing to
help us.  If any race ever deserved to be destroyed, it is the Maav.  How many
races did you decimate before getting to our planet?  How many billions or
trillions of beings did you kill just in order to survive as a species?  None
of what you did was justified.  None of it.  Some people might think we are
just as bad as you today, doing what we are doing now.  But we could not let
any of you survive, knowing all you would do would be to try to do the same
things over and over again.  It stops here and now.”  


Cutter left the comm channel open
from the flagship as the two fields got closer and closer together and the same
fate befell Daex’s flagship.  Hundreds of millions, perhaps billions, more Maav
were either spaced as the hull breached in several places or were simply
crushed to nothingness as the two fields got closer and closer.  Then the fires
and explosions, and finally the glow of the hot plasma being squeezed into
oblivion.


When the fuel supply was cut off
to the fields, they slowly faded out of existence and so did the last atoms of
the flagship.  


It was quiet in the tender’s
control room after the glow from the dissipating plasma finally faded.  Daex
didn’t know what to say, nothing mattered anymore.  His entire race was gone,
and he was the sole survivor.  He slumped further into the chair and let his
head just hang in front of him.  Commander Pollard unshackled him and led him
out of the control room and to a store room that had been converted into a
brig.  It had been emptied of everything and there was only one way in and
out.  Pollard closed the door and posted a guard to make sure he stayed there.


The trip back to the Anuu home
world was just as quiet. 











Chapter 9


Earth date Friday, Feb. 13th, 2043


Commander Pollard sat next to
Rosie in the corner booth at the diner.  


“Happy Friday the 13th,”
Cutter said.  He and Atticus were on the other side of the booth, waiting on
breakfast.  


“I’m unfamiliar with that
reference,” Commander Pollard said.  


“It’s an old Earth superstition,”
Atticus said.  “In some cultures on Earth, Friday the 13th is
considered an unlucky day.”  


“I would think today will be
considered a holiday to be celebrated by my people,” Pollard said.  “We have
avenged the deaths of billions of our people and wiped a scourge from the
galaxy.  I should think we will all celebrate.”  


“I agree,” Cutter said.  “It’s
just that sometimes, when you think you have the advantage, it turns out you
don’t.  Let’s not let our guard down while we’re celebrating.”  


“We will not, I agree,” Pollard
said.  “You never know what’s around the next corner.”  


Breakfast came, and the table
fell silent while they all ate.  


“I still can’t get over how good
this tastes,” Pollard said, biting off a piece of bacon.  


“Well, just so you know,” Cutter
said, “It comes from an animal called a pig.”  


Commander Pollard got almost
white and spit out the bacon he had been chewing.  


Coughing, he barely got out, “How
could you feed us animal flesh, when you knew we were deathly allergic to it?” 
He grabbed his chest and fell to the floor, knocking his breakfast off the
table.  He lay on the floor and just moaned.  


Cutter hurried down to his side
trying to take his pulse and feel his heartbeat.  “I had no idea, I didn’t
know, …” he stammered as he tried to see what he could do to help.  


As he continued to try to assess
Pollard’s health, Atticus and Rosie couldn’t hold it in any longer and started
laughing.  Commander Pollard opened his eyes and said “Got’cha!”  


Cutter got up and shouted, “You
animals.  How could you do that?”  Atticus and Rosie couldn’t answer right away,
they were still laughing too hard.  


“You were so worried about
telling him where the bacon came from and delaying it so long, we thought we
needed to get you,” Atticus said.  


Pollard got up and sat back down
and a waitress brought him another breakfast with lots of bacon.


Cutter sat back down and grumbled
something under his breath, but continued eating.       


Just about the time everyone was
close to being done, Dol’nar and Glen’ea came in and padded over to Cutter’s
booth.  


“What’s up, Dol’nar?”  Cutter
asked.


Dol’nar was quiet for a few
moments, then thought, Every few thousand years or so, we replenish our
ranks with young.  We do not really know how long we live, but we do die from
time to time from accidents.  As far as we know that’s our only means of death. 



“Wow,” Rosie said.  “We knew you
guys were old, but not this old.  How long were you around before the First
Race came to be?”  


We have been here as far back
as we can remember, we know of no time when we weren’t here.  The First Race helped
us see who we really were and helped us refine our communication skills, but we
have always been here.


Glen’ea and I personally were
not here that long ago, but our race was and all of us are born with the
genetic knowledge of all Creed who came before us.  I am only 60 or so years
old and so is Glen’ea, but we will live for a very long time.  


“Well,” Cutter said.  “I guess
congratulations are in order.  When is the happy day?”  


It has already happened, and
it is time for our offspring to choose its partner.  


With that, Glen’ea went outside
and came back with a small cub following her.  The cub was about the size of a
large house cat on Earth.  Glen’ea sat by the front door and the cub began
slowly walking from booth to booth and table to table, pausing at each and
looking everyone in the eye.  When he got to Cutter’s booth, he sat down and
looked long and hard at Atticus, who was on the outside of the booth.


Eventually, the cub jumped up in
Atticus’s lap and curled up and started to purr.  


It looks like he has found his
partner, Dol’nar thought.  He and Glen’ea chittered loudly and danced
around in front of Cutter’s booth.


“I’m honored,” Atticus said.  “I
must admit, I felt a little left out, not having one of you guys of my own. 
What’s his name?”  


That is your responsibility,
Dol’nar thought.  It has always been so, the partner must choose a name.


“I’ll have to think about that,”
Atticus said.  Dol’nar and Glen’ea turned to leave.  “Wait a minute, am I
supposed to keep him too?”


He will do as he pleases most
of the time, just as the rest of us do.  He may be small, but as we all are, he
was born with all the knowledge of our species and is fully capable of taking
care of himself.  He will eventually grow to be full-size, but that may take a
few years.  Right now, he chooses to stay with you a while, the mental
connection has begun and you and he will work on it together.


“Finish your breakfast, Atticus,”
Rosie said.  “Let the little guy follow you around today while you take stock
of how the archive research is going.  Cutter and I are headed back to Earth
for a few hours to get more supplies and equipment we need.  You’ll be fine.”  


“I’ll stay here and work with
you,” Pollard said.  “I must admit, I’m curious, I’ve never seen a Creed cub
before.”


“Well, that makes all of us,”
Atticus said.  “Let’s get going to the archives.”  Atticus moved a little to
indicate he was getting up, and the cub stood, stretched, and jumped down.  He
sat in the aisle by the booth waiting on Atticus.                    


     All the way to the archives,
the cub was in Atticus’ lap, watching everything out the main cockpit window of
the scout ship.  Every once in a while, the cub would think something that
Atticus got the notion of.  Mostly it was something about what they had just
passed or something he saw out the window.  The mental images were getting
stronger already.  


When they got to the cave
entrance, the cub led the way all the way to the elevator.  He had indeed been
born with all the Creed’s knowledge.  Pollard was impressed by what the cub
seemed to know.  


They started at the initial site
and worked their way through several of the other sites via the transport
pods.  Every once in a while, the cub would look at Atticus and the two would
lock eyes for a few seconds.  Once after that happened, Atticus laughed out
loud.  


“What did he say?”  Pollard
asked.  


“He said you needed a mate,” Atticus
said.  “He said it was good that the humans were here helping out, but the
planet belonged to the Anuu and you needed to help repopulate it.” 


“He sounds just like my Mother,”
Pollard said and laughed.  “She used to say that all the time.  The part about
taking a mate, not about repopulating the world.”  


Late into the afternoon, when
they had completed the last of the reports, the cub looked at Atticus.  


I have found something in your
memories that means a lot to you.  I think it will help you find a name for
me.  


Atticus listened for a few
moments to the cub and then laughed.  


“You are correct, I agree,” he
said.  “Let’s get back to home base.”





Atticus and Pollard headed back
to the diner with the cub in tow.  When they got there, Cutter and Rosie were
back from Earth, sitting in Cutter’s booth having coffee.  


Atticus sat down and the cub
jumped up on his lap.  Atticus picked him up and sat him on the table and said,
“It’s time to name this little fellow.  We’ve talked several times today and we
agree on what his name should be.” 


Cutter and Rosie just looked at
each other.  


“Okay, what is it?”  Cutter
asked.  


Atticus rubbed the cub’s fur and
scratched him between the ears.  


“Well,” Atticus said.  “Meet
Buzz.”











Epilogue


It had been a couple of years
since the final defeat of the Maav.  At least everyone hoped it was final.  A
lot of people, both human and Anuu, had many sleepless nights after the last
battle, waiting for the other shoe to drop.  But it never did.


The continued translation of the
First Race archive material and the research it spawned had been a boon to both
civilizations, human and Anuu.  Not just weapons technology, although there was
plenty of that to be had.  But discoveries with a little more depth.  


The Creed helped guide both races
through some of the material.  The big cats were more resourceful than anyone
ever thought.  They knew where everything was, how research was to be applied,
and what goals could be reached.  Some of it, unfortunately, like the weapon
used to stop the Maav, had been sketchy at best because of the Creed’s limited
exposure.  But they still helped on almost everything.  This help also went a
long way toward cementing the relationship between the Creed and all the
younger Anuu who had been sheltered for so many years in the underground Alpha
site.  Those relationships grew rapidly, and soon most of the younger Anuu were
paired with Creed for life. 


Two of the most important
discoveries in the archive were health and longevity related.  Not for the Anuu,
but for the humans.  And the best part was no one actually had to do anything. 
As it turned out, the Anuu lived such a long and healthy life because of a
specific type of radiation produced by the red sun in their system.  It was
like nothing we had ever encountered before and all one had to do was live
there long enough for it to take effect.  That was the good news.  The bad news
was you had to actually live in their system.  Short trips out and about to
other systems or planets didn’t seem to affect the process, they just had to
truly be short trips.  


The human life span was more or
less doubled and most major diseases had become a thing of the past.  The
balance over time would be how many people would want to move to the Anuu
system for those benefits, and how many would simply want to stay on Earth.  If
the long term was anything like the first couple of years, it would indeed be a
balance.  Advancements in general health continued to be made on Earth to the
point where the longevity issue was the only reason to move to another planet
so far away from friends and loved ones.  Surprisingly, not everyone wanted to
live longer.


Probably the single most
important discovery found in the archives was still being evaluated, and argued
about.  Some people thought it was nothing.  Others thought it was a map.  No
one was really sure.  Well, … no one except Dol’nar.  He knew exactly what it
was.


It was a small box.  Barely six
inches on a side, made of a material the humans couldn’t identify.  Inside was
a key.  A single, solitary key.  Made of the same material as the box.  No
paperwork, no notes, no etchings on the box.  Nothing at all.  Except for one
thing.  On the bow of the key, the part you held onto when you unlocked a door,
there was an etching.  It went unnoticed when it was originally found in the
archives because it was so small.  But when Dol’nar walked past the open box
one day and looked in, he immediately started dancing around, chittering
loudly, trying to get Cutter’s attention.


“What, what?”  Cutter exclaimed. 
“What’s got you so wound up?”  


They are still alive! 
Dol’nar thought to Cutter.  And the thought was so strong that Cutter had to
grab the wall close to him to keep from falling down.  Rosie reached out to
help steady Cutter and Glen’ea ran over to Dol’nar and head-butted him.  


“What’s going on?”  Rosie knelt
down and got face-to-face with Dol’nar and Glen’ea.


The First Race are not all
gone!  Glen’ea thought.  


They are here, Dol’nar
thought and looked over to the box.  


Cutter picked up the key from the
box and looked closely at it.  It looked like, and indeed turned out to be, an
etching of the Anuu star system.  All seven planets.  With one difference. 
There was a moon clearly visible orbiting the planet they now occupied.  The
only problem was, that moon was no longer in the system.

















 


 


 


  


 


 


 


 


Salvage III


The Search for The First
Race











Prologue


Earth date Saturday, June 3rd 2045 


Trappist-1 e


Dol’nar sat
at the edge of the knoll and looked out over the city of New Hope.  The red
sun in the system was close to setting and two of the other planets were still
visible just over the horizon.  He was considerably higher than the surrounding
countryside and had a view that stretched for miles.  This was his favorite
place to sit and think.  He had used it even before the humans arrived in the
system and would probably continue to use it for as long as he was alive.    


He liked what he saw.  It had been
a little over two Earth years since the humans helped the remaining Anuu defeat
the last of the Maav, the marauding race who had all but destroyed his world
and wiped out its humanoid population.  A lot had happened since then.  There
were now upwards of 40,000 inhabitants of New Hope, mostly human.  He tilted
his head upward toward the night sky, closed his eyes and chittered loudly.  It
was almost a roar, probably as close as he would ever come to one.  He was
happy.    


The remaining Anuu and the human
visitors had struck a bargain, actually suggested by the Anuu.  The humans
would repopulate T-1e, where Science Minister Moeller and his team originally
had their offices, and the remaining Anuu would attempt to repopulate T-1f, the
second Anuu-populated planet in the system that was once a thriving mining
center.  The Anuu were fewer in number than the humans, so the humans agreed to
settle several thousand people on T-1f to help until the Anuu population had a
chance to take root and grow.  Each group could establish their own government,
and each would have a permanent delegation on the other’s planet.  


The humans offered the Anuu
access to Earth and any of its resources they might need, and the Anuu accepted
it gratefully.  There were now weekly shuttles ferrying humans and Anuu both
back and forth between the TRAPPIST system and Earth.  They used the original
tenders from the first Maav invasion converted to comfortable shuttles, and the
40 light-year trip was now under an hour.  Other tenders routinely flew back
and forth between the two inhabited planets of the TRAPPIST system, moving
people, both Anuu and humans, and goods from one settlement to the other.  


The city that was rapidly growing
up around Rosie’s diner was christened New Hope by Atticus shortly after he was
adopted by the Creed cub of Dol’nar and Glen’ea.  So far, it was populated
mostly by scientists, technicians and the building trades.  Almost as fast as a
new building went up, it was populated by new arrivals eager to work with the
Anuu delegation to help translate the treasure trove of Anuu documents, and
work on what was uncovered in the archives of the First Race.


It was a good start on what
Dol’nar hoped would be a bright future.  This would be where they all would
work together and try to bring their home system back from the brink of annihilation.         



Buzz bounded up the hill and
stopped next to Dol’nar.  Even though he was two Earth years old, and was
almost half the size of Dol’nar, he still had a lot of what Atticus called kitten
in him.  Buzz didn’t understand the reference, but he knew Atticus meant it to
be a compliment.  Buzz leaned into Dol’nar and purred.  


Where have you been, young one? 
Dol’nar thought.  


Atticus took me to his
friend’s home on Earth and we visited something he called a grave.  It was the
resting place of another animal with my name.  


Yes, that was the original
Buzz.  He died before you came into the world.  All the humans referred to him
with reverence, and Atticus graced you with his name.  He was an amazing little
creature, and I was quite fond of him myself.  


You knew him?  Buzz
thought.


Yes, I did, Dol’nar
thought.  He and I spent a little time together before he died and I learned
to respect him.  He did not share our ability to communicate with other
species, but we got along just fine.  I was sad that he died.      


What does it mean to die,
Father?  Buzz thought.


It means to pass from this
life into the next, Dol’nar thought.  


There’s another life?  Buzz
thought.


Yes, Dol’nar thought. 
This is but one step on a much longer journey.  But you needn’t worry about
that for a long time, none of us do.  Barring some sort of accident, we live
for a very long time.  You run along now and have fun.  I need to talk to some
of our brethren and then your mother and I need to make some decisions.  


Dol’nar sat still with his eyes
closed for a very long time, almost until the small, red sun sank past the
horizon.  He finally opened them and stretched; he had been sitting in the same
position for far too long.  He felt the cool breeze rustle his fur, and he
looked up into the sky.  A few stars had started to appear and more were
popping into existence every second that the sun sank lower on the horizon.  He
had been conferring with all the elders on the planet.  Like him, they were the
Creed chosen to represent their race in all major decisions.     


This had been a long session, but
it needed to happen before too much progress was made in locating the First
Race.  There must not be any ambiguity with respect to who the Creed
supported.  He and Glen’ea and the rest of the Creed had agreed that their
primary allegiance would be to the humans and the remaining Anuu even if they
could find the First Race.  The First Race had been gone now for several
epochs, and no one knew if any of them were even still alive, let alone where
they might be.  Cutter and his team were working hard to try to determine what
had happened to the First Race and whether any of them were still alive.  


Even though the First Race were
the beings who had brought the Creed into enlightenment, they had been missing
for far too long.  Prior to the First Race, the Creed were not self-aware and
could not communicate with any other species.  Sometimes they even had trouble
communicating within their own species.  The big cats were the oldest species
on the planet and had outlived several humanoid races, but the First Race was
special to them.  However, it was agreed that they must align themselves with
those who were helping to bring the system back from the brink no matter what
they found in their search.  





On his way down the hill, Dol’nar
found Glen’ea curled up under her favorite tree.  These marathon discussions
were sometimes too much for her and she was sleeping peacefully.  He quietly
padded around the tree and continued his trek down the hill, she would know
where he was when she woke up.  


By the time Dol’nar got to the
diner, Cutter, Rosie and Atticus were in the corner booth having coffee.  It
was time to update them. 









Chapter 1


Earth date 22 million years ago


Trappist-1 system


Roland sat in his office sipping
tea and reading the latest report from the astrophysics department.  There
wasn’t really very much information on the report that was new, mostly just the
same data rehashed.  There was a short report about some strange gravitational
anomalies concerning sun spots, but nothing else.  The author’s conclusion was
that there might be something close enough to the sun to cause noticeable
fluctuations in its sunspot patterns.  Something he would have to keep track of
going forward.       


Sasha lay on her favorite rug at
his side, her fur ruffled from the slight breeze coming in from the open patio
doors.  Roland put his hand on her head and scratched between her ears and she
purred loudly.  She had been in and out of Roland’s office the past couple of
days and he was glad she had settled back down.  


“What am I to do with this
report, Sasha?”  Roland asked.


Sasha opened her eyes and yawned
wide.   I don’t know what a report is, but you’re clearly not happy with
it.  I can tell, she thought, looking up at Roland.    


“Very good,” Roland said as he
continued to pet the big cat.  “You’re getting better at communicating every
day.”


Roland was a Baneran,
a member of a race of humanoids on Rheal 4.  Rheal
was a relatively young, red dwarf star with seven planets.  Rheal 4 was the
fourth planet from the star and was the only one with a small moon.


The seven planets were in such
close orbits around the star that several of them were almost always visible
from Rheal 4.  One had a beautiful set of rings and would reflect so much
sunlight from the light side of the planet at night that it never really got
very dark.    


Roland and a few of the other
scientists had been working with a handful of the Creed, the big cats that
populated the jungles on their planet.  Roland was positive they were very
intelligent and capable of complex telepathic communications.  He had been
thinking for a long time they could do even more than that.  He and his friend
Archer discovered they could also teleport themselves and even things close to
them.  Archer had sacrificed himself when he and Roland helped the Creed save
some of their young and that had cemented the relationship between Roland and
Sasha.    


“Have you been talking to your
brothers and sisters about what we’re trying to do?”  Roland asked.


Yes, Sasha thought.  We’ve
been discussing it at great length and we now believe we should be teaching the
rest of our generation how to communicate with you.


This was more than Roland had
hoped for.  He was beginning to believe they had helped bring a species into sentience. 


“I think that’s a wonderful
idea,” Roland said.  


What is sentience?  Sasha
asked.


Roland pushed his chair back away
from his desk and looked at Sasha.  He was taken aback a little.  He had thought
that eventually the big cats would be able to look into his mind on their own
without him even knowing about it, but this was so early as to surprise even
him.  Receiving and transmitting thoughts to and from others was one thing, but
this was actually looking at another’s thoughts on the fly, so to speak.  This
was something altogether different.    


“It’s generally believed it means
to be self-aware, but there is much more to it than just that.  What it really
means is you are catching up with us,” Roland said and smiled.  


It also seems you think that
this will help us communicate more effectively with each other, Sasha
thought.


“That is absolutely correct,”
Roland said, surprised again.  “The more you exercise this new ability, the
more you can do with it.  Eventually you will be able to communicate with
another of your species even on the other side of the planet.”


At this point I’m not sure I
would have anything meaningful to say to someone so far away, Sasha
thought. 


Roland smiled and ruffled the
cat’s fur and returned to his report.  





The Banerans were an old race,
and now a peaceful one.  They had been on this single planet and its moon for a
very long time.  They had long ago gone through their growing-up phase where
they were a divided world and each separate entity was hell-bent on destroying
all the others.  For them, that phase of their history had lasted for about
10,000 years and almost destroyed them as a species.  It took a random asteroid
hitting Rheal 5 to bring them together.  There were
no inhabitants on Rheal 5, but the thought of that level of destruction so
close that they could not have done anything about finally caused them to work
through their differences and come together as a single race.  


The asteroid had come out of the
sun, making it even harder to detect.  Not that they could have done anything
to stop it, all their technology had been built toward destroying each other. 
By the time they did detect it, it was only a few days away.  Panic struck all
around their world, in some respects it was worse than what they had normally
tried to do to each other.  Food was horded, water was in short supply and
fights broke out everywhere.  Border skirmishes from country to country got
worse; it seemed like everyone was taking advantage of the panic to do whatever
they had always wanted to do.  By the time the few days became a few hours, no
one knew what to do anymore, so most of the chaos had calmed down.  It seemed
like the fight had been ripped from them.


In the final hour of the
asteroid’s trek, the gravitational field of Rheal 4’s moon grabbed it and flung
the asteroid into Rheal 5, sparing them all.  Rheal 5 was an uninhabited,
pristine world that the Banerans thought they would eventually inhabit if they
could ever stop fighting each other long enough.  The asteroid caused such
turmoil and destruction that it would take eons before Rheal 5 would be
habitable again.


The planet had been covered by
dense jungle, just as Rheal 4, and the impact caused a firestorm that consumed the
entire planet.  In just a few short weeks, it had been turned into a burned-out
cinder devoid of any plant or animal life.  This was what shook them into
common sense and forced them to work together to try to better themselves as a
race.    
















 





Sasha sat up on her haunches,
shook herself off and closed her eyes.  She tilted her head up toward the sky
and began to purr loudly.    


  Roland just watched in delight,
he knew what she was doing.  She was talking to another Creed
somewhere.  It was amazing that she could already direct her thoughts so as not
to broadcast them to everyone around her, it now almost seemed second nature. 
They had known for a long time based on archeological data that the Creed had
been the first species on the planet.  The big cats had survived for eons
waiting for the first humanoid species to evolve.  When the Banerans did arise,
it took them a long time to settle down into a mature species not hell-bent on
destroying each other.  Shortly after the asteroid hit Rheal
5 and decimated it, the Banerans began working with the Creed.  It was
almost as if the cats had been waiting on the Banerans to mature as a species. 



Sasha chittered loudly and
brought Roland back to the present.  


I need to go back to our home
for a short while, Sasha thought.  I think you should accompany me as we
will be discussing something that will concern you.      


“Of course, of course,” Roland
said, wondering what this could mean.  “Do I need to bring anything with me?”  


No, Sasha thought.  We
will only be gone for a few hours, we’ll be back before nightfall.


Roland grabbed a positional
locator before they left.      
















 





About 95 million miles from Rheal
4, well on the other side of their star, was another asteroid.  This one much
bigger than the one that destroyed Rheal 5.  Although Roland didn’t know it
yet, it was what was causing the gravitational anomalies in the report he read
earlier.  But as bad as it was, and Roland had no idea how bad it was going to
be yet, there was something on the asteroid that no one would know about until
it was almost on top of them.  Well, almost no one.  


Deep inside the asteroid, there
was something brewing that only happened once in a great while.  Organic
compounds had formed and combined and recombined into a complex soup of
chemicals that would spark life wherever the asteroid landed.  But it was also
a death sentence for any life that might already be on the planet, destroying
what was there in favor of its new order of life.  


This was the way it happened time
and time again in the universe.  Life would spring up in the most unlikely
places because it was carried there on an asteroid or comet.  These cosmic
travelers picked up bits and pieces of chemical compounds as they wandered the
galaxy.  They would streak through the atmosphere of countless planets, picking
up different chemicals here and there. Then they would pass very close to a
star that would heat the compounds up, mixing them in untold combinations. 
This process would continue sometimes for eons and the asteroid or comet would
eventually carry organic compounds that would spark life wherever it landed. 


But the cost of that life was
usually a destroyed world and perhaps even a destroyed species that lived
there.  New life required a sacrifice.    


This particular asteroid would
swing around Rheal and pick up speed as it headed directly toward Roland, Sasha
and their world.





Roland and Sasha materialized
inside a cave he had never been in before.  He walked around and took stock of
everything.  The only thing actually in the cave was several dozen beds on the
floor made of some kind of straw material.  


This is where most of the
unattached females sleep, Sasha thought.  Once they are committed to a
mate, they move into an individual cave, a family unit if you will.  Since my
mate Kitt has passed on, this is where I would stay if I weren’t with you.


“You know you can stay with me as
long as you want to,” Roland said.        


He turned on the position locator
and took a reading.  


“Sasha, this cave is half-way
around the planet from where we were,” Roland said.  “Is this the normal cave
system you use as a home?”  


Yes, it is.  Why?


“I had no idea you could teleport
this far.  Is there a limit to how far you can go?”


I really don’t have any idea,
Sasha thought.  I’ve never had an occasion to test the limits of the
method.  Does it matter?   


“It doesn’t now, but we should
test it sometime soon so we know.”  


As soon as we are done here,
now we have a gathering to get to, Sasha thought as she turned to go.  


Roland followed her through
twists and turns in the cave tunnel system and they eventually arrived at the
meeting chamber for the council of elders.  He had been there before, but this
was the first time he was actually sure where he was.  Teleporting was one
thing, teleporting other objects with you was something else, but doing both at
this distance was something he had not anticipated.  He needed to make sure
Sasha and he tested her limits. 


The big cat at the head of the
table looked at Roland.   


I am Rajj, the leader of this
council.  We wish to thank our friend, Roland, for helping us all become more
enlightened and we welcome him to this elder’s gathering, the big cat
thought.  He was coming in loud and clear and Roland was amazed at how well
they all were catching up with Sasha.     


“I am honored to be here,” Roland
said.  


The first item we need to
discuss is the pairing of Creed with the Banerans, Rajj thought.


Roland made a mental note that
this was the first time he had ever heard a Creed refer to themselves as Creed
and also to use the word Baneran.  He would need to remember to ask Sasha later
about their species name, he had always thought the Banerans had created the
name from something.  Now, he wasn’t so sure.  


From the last report I
received, about half of our tribe has been paired with a Baneran, Rajj
thought.  This meeting is to let everyone know that until further notice all
of those that are now paired will be staying with their hosts.  Their quarters
in this cave system will remain as they are if they ever need to use them.  The
rest of the tribe is looking forward to a mutual arrangement with our hosts.  


“I am very pleased you all have
come so far in such a short period of time,” Roland said.  “We all look forward
to a long and fruitful relationship.”


Once we are satisfied that
this paring will work to everyone’s mutual benefit, we will assist you in
communicating with the other tribes so that they may all enjoy what we do now.


The second issue is best
covered by Sasha, Rajj thought, and turned to her and nodded.


Sasha turned to Roland and
thought We have seen something coming.  Something very bad.  


“What do you mean you’ve seen
something?”  Roland asked and looked around the chamber table.  All the cats
were looking at Sasha.  


It’s hard to explain,
Sasha thought.  This is all so new to us.  When we started using this
ability, we realized we could sense things that we couldn’t see.  It started
with small things, like another one of us coming toward our quarters, we could
sense them before we saw them.  Then the distance increased, we could sense
things from quite a long way away.  Then things got stranger.


“I’m not sure how things could
get much stranger than that, but go on,” Roland said.


We started to sense changes in
the weather, and then just recently we have begun to actually sense the other
planets in this system moving around ours.  


Roland didn’t quite know what to
say.  Their teleportation abilities and the new telepathic feats seemed to be
only the tip of their intellectual iceberg.


“I hadn’t realized you had begun
to realize you were on a planet in a system along with several others orbiting
the same star.  Your accomplishments continue to astound me.”


This is all happening very
quickly, Sasha thought.  It all seemed to come together just a few days
ago.  We have been here off and on, in this room, discussing its consequences
and trying to decide what to do since day before yesterday.  We felt it was
time to get you involved.  


“What did you see?”  Roland
asked.  


The destruction of this planet
and your species.


 











Chapter 2


Earth date Saturday June 3rd, 2045 


Trappist-1 e


“I’m telling you,” Cutter said
between sips of coffee, “that’s a key to something.  Somewhere.”  


They had all been sitting around
their booth in the diner looking at the key in the middle of the table.  It was
early evening outside and was still not very dark.  The planet with the rings
was up tonight and it reflected quite a bit of light even after the sun went
down.  


Dol’nar sat just outside the
diner looking in at his friends in the corner booth.  They meant everything to
him.  Destroying the Maav and saving Earth not only meant justice for the
remaining Anuu and the Creed, but it meant the Creed would now again have
companions.  

This race was good and noble like the First Race.  Dol’nar knew they would have
a long and fruitful relationship.  


He trotted in and sat right in
front of the booth facing everyone.  


“Well,” Atticus said, “where have
you been for the past few hours?”


I’ve been in a meeting with
most of the other elders.  We needed to settle some outstanding issues.


“What did everyone decide?” 
Rosie asked.


We needed to discuss with whom
our loyalties lay, Dol’nar thought.  The First Race may have been the
ones who brought us out of the darkness, but they have been gone now for a very
long time.  We all agreed that even if we find the First Race, our loyalties
are to the remaining Anuu and you all.


Rosie, Cutter and Atticus just
looked at each other.  This was unexpected, they had all just assumed that if
they found the First Race, the Creed would naturally want to reunite with
them.  


“Well, we all appreciate that
Dol’nar, but do you really think we’ll find them?”  Cutter asked.


I’m sure we will, Dol’nar
thought, with all of us working together.  You are the smartest humans I
know.  He turned and walked over to his bed in the corner and proceeded to
fall asleep immediately.  


Cutter, Atticus and Rosie just
looked at each other and tried not to laugh.  They were all amazed and thrilled
at the decision, of course, but had to laugh at being the smartest humans
around.    


Atticus picked up the key and
rolled it around in his fingers.  


“You know,” he said, “in all the
time we’ve been trying to figure this out, have we really given the lab a good
look?”  


“What are you talking about?” 
Rosie asked.  


“The lab where we found this damn
thing,” Atticus said.  “I don’t think we really looked there to see if there
were more clues.  Did we?”  


Cutter looked at Rosie and said
“You know, I think he’s right.  We’ve had it everywhere else studying it, had
dozens of people examine it, but we’ve never really looked at the environment
in which it was found.”


“Then I think it’s time to try,”
Atticus said.  


Atticus put the key in his pocket
and they got up to head out.  Cutter turned to wake Dol’nar.


“Let him sleep,” Rosie said,
stopping him.  “They’ve had a long day.  We won’t be going to the archives
until tomorrow morning, anyway.  He can stay here and sleep.”  










Sunday, June 4th 2045


Pollard was in the archives early
the next morning, checking on some of the translation work still going on.  It
was going slow lately.  Most of the documents that had already been translated
had been easy and not very technical.  They were now working on documents that
were concerned mostly with mathematics and physics and the techniques and
methods of the First Race were beyond most of the linguists working on the
project.  


“How’s progress?”  Cutter asked
as he, Atticus and Rosie walked into the archives.  


“Slow lately,” Pollard said.  “A
lot of what they’re working on now is almost all mathematics and physics and
most of it is beyond us.”


“Well, have them keep at it,”
Cutter said.  He turned to Dol’nar.  “Do you think any of the Creed would
remember any of this?”  


It’s possible, he
thought.  I will bring this up the next time we have an elder’s meeting. 
Even with our memory capabilities, things do erode over this much time, but I
will check.


“With everything else we figured
out from these translations, I can’t imagine what else is left,” Rosie said.  


“There are still items we’ve
found in the archive shelves that we are completely clueless about,” Cutter
said.  “Perhaps some of it will even help lead us to the First Race.”


“Atticus, did you bring the
key?”  Rosie asked.


“Right here,” he said.  He took
the key out of his pocket and laid it on the table they had all gathered
around.


Pollard picked it up and turned
it over and over in his fingers.  He had not really taken a close look at the
key since it was found almost two years ago.  It was only about an inch and a
half long and looked like any other key with two exceptions.  First of all, it
had no teeth, no notches cut in the shaft of the key that were supposed to
actuate tumblers inside the lock.  So, from this standpoint it was unusual. 
The shaft was perfectly square, and, they found out several months after its
discovery, it emitted a very low-power emission in the lower EM band.  Some of
the scientists thought it had been transmitting the signal for millions of
years, but others thought that was a little excessive even considering the
technology of the First Race and thought it might have been activated when it
was picked up by Cutter two years ago.


“It certainly does look like a
key,” Pollard said.  He laid it back on the table and looked around the
archives.  “Where do we start?”  


“Let’s split up and comb the room
for anything that looks like it might be a slot for that key or anything that
looks like it may relate to the key,” Atticus said.  


“What do you mean by that looks
like it may relate to the key?”  Rosie asked.  


“Just look,”  Atticus said.  “I
think if there’s anything here, it will be obvious.”  


They split up and headed to
various sections of the archives.  The room they were in had tables and chairs
and was intended as a research area.  There were several archways from that
room that led to a single room that was about the size of an Earth football
field, littered with tables, shelves, cabinets and stacks of books and
manuals.  The tables, shelves, and cabinets were full of all manner of contraptions,
large and small, that mostly had been figured out over the past couple of
years.  Everything had a tag on it, some red and some green.  The green ones
were things they had figured out and the red ones were the ones that still
eluded them.  If you scanned the huge room, it appeared there were only about
15 or 20 items with red tags.  


All three cats had come with the
humans.  Dol’nar was sticking to Cutter, Glen’ea was shadowing Rosie and Buzz
was splitting his time between staying with Atticus and wandering around all
over the place on his own, just like a kitten.   


“Do you think we need to only
look in this archive?”  Cutter asked Dol’nar.  


I think any clues to the key
would be in the same archive in which it was found, Dol’nar thought.  


“I agree,” Cutter said.


Hours passed.  They checked every
table, every wall, every spot on the floor.  Everything in the archives.  They
found nothing.  Finally, toward the end of the afternoon, they met back at the
table in the research room where the key was.  Most of the translators were
gone for the day and the place was as quiet as a tomb.


“Nothing,” Atticus said as he
picked up the key again.  “I expected more.”  He slipped the key in his pocket
and started to slowly walk around the research area.  “There has to be
something here somewhere.  They can’t just leave a key without telling us what
it’s for.  I mean, they did want to be found, didn’t they?”  


“Well, I suspect you’re correct,”
Cutter said.  “But think about it for a minute.”  


As he and Cutter talked, Atticus
was aimlessly walking around the research area.


“Yes, they probably did want to
be found,” Cutter said, “but, not by just anybody.  I’m sure they wanted to
make sure it was someone who could figure out the clues, which we seem to have
a problem with right now.”  


While Cutter was talking, Atticus
walked past an empty spot on one of the walls and a panel slid open.  He
stopped.  


“Cutter, over here,” he said.  


Cutter and Dol’nar moved over to
where Atticus was.  Cutter immediately called everyone else over.  The panel in
the wall had opened to an alcove that was about 12 inches square and an inch
deep.  The recessed wall inside was covered with small square holes that looked
like they were a perfect match for the key shaft.  





“Crap,” Rosie said.  “Now what do
we do?”


“What did you do?”  Cutter asked
Atticus.  “How did you get that open?”    


“I didn’t do anything,”  Atticus
protested.  “I just walked past this spot …” he walked away in the direction he
came from and the panel closed.  


“Don’t move,” Cutter said.  He
walked up to the wall and felt around.  He got down on his knees and examined
the wall closely where the panel had opened.  He couldn’t feel or see anything
other than plain, ordinary wall.  


“Walk back this way,” he said to
Atticus.  


Atticus moved slowly back toward
the same spot he had occupied previously.  When he got to within a couple of
feet of the same spot, the panel opened again.  Cutter held up his hand to tell
Atticus to stop.  


“Where’s the key?”  Rosie asked. 



Atticus groaned and reached into
his pocket.  “Right here,” he said as he held up the key.  “I slipped it into
my pocket without thinking before I started walking around.”


“A good thing you did,” Rosie
said.  “Stand there for a few minutes so we can look at this.”  


Cutter was already on his knees
looking into the little alcove and he was joined by Rosie and Pollard.  There
were several neat rows of square holes.  Some of the rows were different
lengths, every row had a different number of holes in it.  There didn’t seem to
be any pattern and only one word below the configuration.  Well, it really
wasn’t a word, it was a combination of symbols that they all recognized as
First Race notation.  


While everyone was looking at the
structure in the little alcove trying to figure out what to do with it, Dol’nar
and Glen’ea were dancing around chittering loudly.  Buzz was just sitting on
his haunches trying to figure out what was wrong with his parents.  


“I’m not sure if this makes it
better or worse,” Atticus said.  “It looks like there are at least 30 or 40
holes that would accommodate the key.”


Try the key, try the key,
Dol’nar thought over and over again.  


“Now, settle down,” Cutter said
and tried to calm the cats down.  He finally got them both settled down by
reminding them several times they didn’t know which slot to put the key into.  


“You’re right, of course,”
Pollard said.  “Which slot do we use?”  


“I think a better question is
what happens if we pick the wrong slot?”  Atticus said.  


They all just looked at each
other.  They were all thinking it probably wouldn’t be pretty, but no one
mentioned it.  


“Like I asked before, now what do
we do?”  Rosie asked.


“Well,” Cutter said pointing to
the word under the slots, “I think we need to figure out what that says.”


“Pollard,” Atticus said, “call some
of the translators back.  We need this word translated as fast as we can.” 





By early evening, they had the
word translated, though they didn’t think it really did them much good.  


“Illuminate or sun?” 
Asked Pollard.  “That’s the best you could come up with?”  


“I know,” Cutter said.  “I’m not
sure if this puts us back where we started or even worse.”  


They had dragged one of the
tables over to the open alcove that contained all the key slots.  The key was
on the table to keep the alcove open while they talked to the translator.  


“Now, you have to realize that
the First Race often used the same word to carry multiple meanings,” the
translator said.  “This may also just mean light.”


“I’m not sure that helps,” Rosie
said.  


“Hang on a minute,” Atticus
said.  He had been staring at something by the door.  “Look at the door, right
next to it.  I had always assumed that was just a light switch.  I mean, we
never use it, the lights just magically comes on when we enter the room and go
off when we leave.  But, look at the cover plate.”


They all got up and walked over
to the light switch, if that was what it was.  


“Looks just like an ordinary
switch,” Pollard said.  


“Yes, but look closely,” Atticus
said.  “There’s a fine pattern of holes that I bet anything would match the
pattern of key slots in the alcove.”  


Cutter got his pocket knife out
and poked around the edges of the face place.  He got the blade under one
corner and pulled.  It popped off into his hand.  He tapped it against his
knife a couple of times.


“Magnetic,” he said.  “Boy,
you’ve got sharp eyes, fly boy.  See if it’s close.”  He handed the plate to
Atticus who compared it to the pattern in the alcove.  


“Exactly the same pattern,” he
said.  “Look at the light fixture,” he said as he pointed up to the ceiling. 
“There’s a slot where I think this would fit.”  


He stood on one of the chairs,
got on the table under the fixture and tried to fit the plate into the small
cut-out.  


“It looks like it will only fit
one way,” he said as he snapped it into place.  He jumped off the table and
moved it out of the way.  A pattern of slots was now displayed on the floor
where the light shone through the switch plate cover.  The pattern matched the
pattern of slots in the alcove perfectly, with one exception.  In one
particular area where there should have been a light spot, there was none.


“You think it’s that simple?” 
Rosie asked, looking at everyone.    


“Why not?”  Cutter replied. 
“Once we’ve gotten this far, it just might be that simple.”  He compared the
two patterns and pointed to the slot in the alcove that was missing in the
pattern the switch plate made.  


“I say we try it,” Pollard said. 
“This is about as clear as it’s going to get.”  


“I agree,” chimed Rosie and
Atticus.  


Cutter put the key in the slot
and waited.  They could hear gears turning and machinery grinding and then
another panel just to the right of the alcove opened.  


Inside was a sphere about three
inches in diameter, sitting atop a leather-bound journal.  


Cutter reached inside and picked
them both up.  As soon as he did, he felt something click inside the sphere. 
He handed the journal to the translator and sat the sphere down between them
all on the table.


“Our next challenge,” Atticus
said.











Chapter 3


Earth date 22 million years ago


Trappist-1 system


 The elder’s gathering broke up
shortly after Sasha’s remarks and she and Roland were alone in the meeting
chamber.


“Can we talk about what you saw a
little more?”  Roland asked.  


Of course, but we should wait
until we get back to your quarters.  A lot of the Creed cannot see yet what I
see and they sometimes get agitated when I talk about this.  Besides, I want to
show you something first, before we leave.


Sasha led him to a tunnel hallway
that went past where they had originally come in.  It was a long hallway and
about halfway into it, she stopped at a small hole in the wall.


I’m stopping here just to show
you this shaft.  


Roland stuck his head and one arm
into the opening and used his light to see how far down it went.  


“This is a deep shaft, I can’t
see the bottom,” he said.  “Do you know how deep it is?”


In your measurements, about 2
miles.  It opens up below to a vast underground chamber.  There are five or six
of these on this side of the planet, all connected to one another.  Step
closer, we’ll go down there so you can take a look.  


Roland stood next to Sasha, and they
disappeared.  


Roland still wasn’t used to
this.  He had to lean over and touch the wall of the chamber when they arrived
to regain his balance. 


Sasha saw his and thought, I’m
sorry, it will get easier the more you do it.  


Roland walked around a little
using his light to see what he could.  It consisted of two separate chambers,
separated by what appeared to be natural archways.  The smaller one was only
about 100 feet by 50 feet, but the larger one was at least 10 times that size. 
The floor was smooth and level and the walls seemed almost engineered.  


“This looks like it was built by
someone,” Roland said.  “Was there another race on this planet before us?”  


As far as we are aware, you
are the first race who would have had the capability to do this.  No one came
before you.  


Something else Roland needed to
remember to ask Sasha, how she knew that.     


“Why are you showing me this?” 
He asked.  


Well, Sasha thought,
this may take a little to explain.  We will talk more about what I saw and what
it means, but it really will be the end of everyone who stays here.  The Creed
will survive, but any Banerans will perish.  I know this for a fact.  This
chamber and the ones like it that are all connected would serve as a safe place
to store your knowledge to pass it along to the next race that is born on this
planet.  


Roland didn’t quite know what to
say, Sasha was serious. 


“You’re suggesting that we build
this into an archive of sorts for any future inhabitants of this planet?” 
Roland asked.  


Yes, she thought, that’s
exactly what I’m saying.


“Let’s assume for the moment that
I believe you about this being the death of our race, and that I agree that we
should build an archive here, how would you suggest I go about it?”


You’re going to have to enlist
the help of people who believe you and find the funds somehow, she
thought.  Not everyone will believe you, no matter what facts you have, so
it would probably be best to try to build it in secret.  


“Why will the Creed survive?” 
Roland asked.  


Because we are immune to the
killer that’s coming.  





Sasha and Roland teleported back
to Roland’s office suite, and he poured himself a drink.


“What do you know about what you
saw?”  Roland asked.


I saw a big rock, Sasha
thought.  


“Exactly where?”


A long way from here, on the
other side of the sun, I think.  I believe it’s something you call an
asteroid.  


“How do you know it’s coming this
way?”  


The same way I know which way the
planets are moving.  I see what they are doing and I can tell where they are
going.


Roland thought about this for a
minute.  When the wind picked up a leaf from the ground and blew it past him,
he could take a fair stab at where it was going based on where it had come
from, its speed, the air currents, etc.  If the Creed’s mental abilities were
growing at the rate they seemed to be, judging the way a planetary object was
headed would be child’s play.  


“Okay, I can buy that, I guess,”
Roland said.  “But how do you know it will kill us?”  


There’s something on the rock,
she thought.  Something that’s deadly to your species.  Some kind of bug. 
That’s all I know, that’s mostly a feeling, it’s hard to explain.    


“Sasha,” he said as he sat down
at his desk, “is there any way you can show me what you think you saw?”  


I believe so, she thought. 
It might be a little disorienting, so have your drink first, get another and
then sit down and relax.  


Roland sat at his desk and closed
his eyes.  Within a few seconds he was seeing what it would look like if he
flew off his planet into space.  He climbed higher and higher through the
clouds and could see the cities and villages below getting smaller and
smaller.  He was vaguely aware of the fact that this wasn’t making him dizzy or
disoriented at all.  It was an incredible sensation.


He looked up and saw the
blackness of space, and then it was all around him.  Obviously he wasn’t really
in space, he could still breathe, but it looked like he was.  He could see
their moon in the distance and it got larger and larger.  


Sasha noticed Roland was getting
a little agitated, so she moved over to where he was sitting and leaned against
him.  Relax, she thought, this is just a vision you’re seeing.  It
isn’t real.  Roland calmed down a bit.


Roland sailed around the moon and
headed off into the space between the planets.  He could see all six of the
other planets in the system here and there at a distance as they were all
presently on this side of the sun, but he was headed for the sun.  The red sun
grew and grew until it almost filled all his vision.  Then, he veered off to
one side and he could see he was moving around to the other side of the sun.  


Once on the other side, all he
saw was blackness.  Off in the distance he could see something small, and it
was getting larger as he approached.  


He stopped when he got to what
looked like just a few miles from the asteroid.  This one was huge, much larger
than the one that brought his race together when it destroyed Rheal 5.  That
asteroid was only a mile or so in diameter.  This one was over 10 miles wide
and moving fast.  Somehow he knew that by just looking at it.    


As it rotated in front of him, he
saw a large pool of something on one side.  It almost looked like a lake filled
with some kind of liquid.  


“Is this the way it really looks
or is this an interpretation created by you?”  Roland asked.  


This is what I saw, she
thought.  I cannot see what the liquid is, all I can tell you is what I
sense about it.  


Roland opened his eyes, ending
the session.  He got up and poured another drink and sat down next to Sasha
again.  “How far away is it?  How long will it take to get here?  I’m assuming
the distances involved in what I saw were not correct, that they were shortened
so I could see what you saw.”


Yes, the distances were
adjusted so you could see it in a reasonable time frame, Sasha thought.  It
is quite a bit farther away than that.  We have about two years before it will
be visible, then about three months after that until it hits the planet.  


“There is no doubt?”  Roland
asked.  


I don’t believe so, Sasha
thought.  I have looked at this in several ways and it’s always the same
outcome.





Roland needed data to present to
the science council if he was going to get anywhere.  He went through the
papers on his desk and found the latest report from the astrophysics department
that mentioned gravitational anomalies.  He needed someone he trusted who was
much better at this kind of math than he was, so he called his old friend,
Conner.  Conner was a mathematics professor at one of the universities in the
city where Roland lived, and he routinely dealt with trajectory and orbital
science and math.    


“Can you do something for me,
just pure math, and not ask too many questions?”  Roland asked of his friend. 
“I’m trying to just gather data at this point and I don’t want to say too much
to alarm people unnecessarily before I have data to help me reach some conclusions.” 



“Sure,” Conner said.  “I can stop
by your office later today and we can talk about what you have.”  


Do you trust this person? 
Sasha thought.


“Yes, I do,” Roland said.  “He is
one of my oldest friends and I trust his judgement.”


I was only asking because I
don’t know anything about him, Sasha thought.  He has not paired with a
Creed and that would have been the easiest way for me to get to know him.


“You all talk to each other about
us?”  Roland asked.  


Of course, we do, she
thought.  Don’t you talk about us?


Roland laughed, “Yes, I suppose
we do.  That was a silly question.”  


May I be here when you talk to
him?


“You live here,” Roland said.  “I
expect you to be here all the time.  If you can tell me anything about him that
I do not know, I would appreciate it.”


Sasha chittered loudly and leaned
against Roland’s leg.  He reached down and scratched between her ears.





Roland poured them both a drink and
Conner sat on the other side of Roland’s desk.  He looked over at Sasha on her
bed on the other side of the room.  She appeared to be sleeping.  


“I haven’t done that yet,” Conner
said and pointed to her.  “I’m not sure I believe everything I’ve heard about
them.”  


“Would you like to meet her?” 
Roland asked.  


Conner hesitated for a moment and
then said, “Yes.”


Roland patted his leg and Sasha
looked up.  “Sasha, would you like to meet a friend of mine?”  


She got up and trotted over to
Roland’s desk and sat on her haunches. 


“Sasha,” he said, “This is
Conner, one of my oldest friends.”  


Hello, Conner, Sasha thought. 
I am honored to meet you.  


You could tell from the look on
his face that he heard Sasha, Roland did too.


“I don’t know what to say,”
Conner said.  “I had no idea that the communication would be like this.  It’s
so clear.  Do I have to think a response?”  


No, Sasha thought.  Whatever
you verbalize goes through your mind, so I pick it up that way.  I have never
actually learned your language.  


“Well,” Conner said, “I will need
to look into finding one of you to discuss this with.  I’m glad we had this
chance to meet.”


Sasha headed back over to her bed
and lay down and Roland handed Conner a copy of the report.    


“This is interesting,” he said as
he looked it over.  “I don’t get these reports, what did you want to know?”


“Given the numbers in the report
that refer to the gravitational anomalies found, can
you tell me what it would take to cause those?  Think of a body close to the
sun.  How large would it have to be?  How close?  And how fast would it be
going?  Can you tell that from those numbers?”  


“We can speculate about what
could cause something like this to about 95% certainty.  Of course, you realize
that there are several other things that could cause these gravitational
anomalies, it doesn’t absolutely have to be another body close to the sun.”  


“Yes, I understand,” Roland
said.  “I’m looking at all the possibilities, this is just one of them.”


“Okay, I’ll get back to you
tomorrow.  It shouldn’t take any longer than that.”  With that, he left.  


“Well, what did you think?” 
Roland asked Sasha.  


He seems to be a trustworthy
person, but there’s a little uneasiness in his mind about what you’ve asked him
to do.  I’m not sure I would completely trust him with all the data.


“Perhaps what we should do is
tell him that it looks like the gravitational anomalies were definitely caused
by something else altogether different and thank him for his work with the
math.”


I agree, Sasha thought. 
She sighed and went back to sleep.





Conner stopped by the next day to
give Roland his findings.


“I hope this isn’t really the
case,” Conner said.  “I hope you actually found it was something else.  If it
is an object causing these anomalies, we are in serious trouble.”


“Actually,” Roland said, “we did find
out what it was, and it wasn’t anything as nefarious as an asteroid or comet. 
There were unforeseen temperature fluctuations happening in the sun that were
so intense they affected its gravity slightly.”  


“That’s better than what I
supposed,” Conner said.  


“Well, just for fun,” Roland
said, “what were your findings?”  


“If you assume it is an object
and work from there, it would have to be upwards of 12 miles across and about
200 million miles out from the sun.  I couldn’t tell you exactly when it would
get here, if something like that existed, until it got past the sun and was on
its way to the planets.  But, suffice it to say, this is a planet killer.”  


“I’m glad it was just temperature
fluctuations, I’m not sure we’re ready for a disaster like the one you’ve
found,” Roland said.  


“The one I’ve postulated, you
mean,” Conner said.  “At least we know it’s not real.”  


“And a good thing, it’s not,”
Roland said.  “Thank you my friend for wasting your time.  We knew about the
temperature fluctuations shortly after you left yesterday, but I got busy and
never got back to you.  For that I apologize.”  


“No harm done,” Conner said.  “It
was an interesting exercise.”  He got up and headed for the door with a weary
eye on Sasha.


He believes you, Sasha
thought.  Apart from that, I can’t figure out much more about him.  


“At least there’s that,” Roland
said.  “Now all we have to do is figure out how to convince the council.”


May I suggest an alternate
path?


“Please.”


The Creed who have been paired
with some council members have been quietly trying to figure out how they would
react to what you’re going to tell them.  It isn’t good.  It appears that
without concrete evidence, they will not only ignore you, but will listen less
to your warnings in the future. 


“I thought as much.  That means
we will have to do everything quietly in private.  I will start contacting
people I can trust. One group to work on the archive build, and a second group
to begin work on trying to figure out what options we have to stop this
thing.”  


I will talk to all the Creed
involved to help any way they can.  We can at least teleport materials for you
deep underground without the need to blast your way into the chambers.  We can
also give you as much inside information as we can on the people you pick for
either project. 


 











Chapter 4


Earth date Monday June 5th, 2045 


Trappist-1 e


It was late by the time they
found the sphere and the journal in the wall alcove.  They left it in the
archives and went their separate ways to try to get a good nights sleep.  None
of them succeeded, and they met for coffee the next morning at the diner.  


“You all look just about the way
I feel,” Cutter said.


“Yep, you’re not wrong,” Atticus
said.  “I don’t think any of us got any sleep.  Where do we start this
morning?”  


“Pollard, do we have scanners
that can read in the EM band?”  Cutter asked.  


“Absolutely,” he said.  “We have
several that operate at various levels.  What are you thinking?” 


“I know exactly what he’s
thinking,” Rosie said.  “The original artifact, the key, was emitting in the EM
band and Cutter thinks the sphere might be as well.” 


“Yes,” Cutter said, “I’d like to
know, for one thing, if they are on the same frequency.  Then, how common that
frequency is.  If you have portable interfaces to the scanners in the scout
ship, please bring those with us.”  


“I thought it looked like there
was something etched on the sphere also,” Atticus said.  


“Yes, that’s just one of the
things to look at when we get there,” Rosie said.  “I hope the journal has been
translated.  Or, at least, started.”


“Dol’nar,” Cutter yelled.  “I
think we’re all ready to go to the archives, let’s head to the scout ship.”


They all boarded the small scout
ship and headed to the entrance of the archives on the other side of the
planet.  This time they had a small all-terrain vehicle waiting at the landing
site to ferry them the rest of the way to the entrance of the cave structure
and another vehicle that fit inside the cave tunnels themselves.  Since the
final defeat of the Maav, lights had been added to the tunnels up to the
elevator that went down to the archives.  Cutter had early on also requested
that lights be added to the rest of the tunnels, but it hadn’t been done
yet.    


They got to the archives just as
the lead translator arrived.  He stopped Cutter when he came in.  


“I need to talk to you and
Dol’nar for a few moments before everyone gets started,” the translator said.  


“What is this about?”  Cutter
asked.  


“It’s about something we found in
the journal after the translation.”  


“I think the whole team should
hear whatever you think you have,” Cutter said and looked at Dol’nar.  


I agree, he thought.  We
are all in this together.  


“Okay,” the translator said. 
Everyone sat at one of the large research tables.  Dol’nar, Glen’ea and Buzz
sat on their haunches together at the end of the table.  


 “The journal contains several
sections that I will cover one at a time,” the translator said.  “It was
written by a member of the First Race named Roland and had input from a Creed
named Sasha.”  


At this point all three Creed in
the room chittered loudly toward the ceiling.  


“What are the sections?”  Cutter
asked.


“The journal covers how and why
these archives were built, why the First Race left the planet, a rather lengthy
section on the alliance between the First Race and the Creed, and a single
entry, a single sentence really, about this artifact.”  The translator pointed
to the artifact on the table.  


“One sentence?”  Rosie asked. 
“That’s all?  What does it say about the artifact?”  


“It simply says build the
system.”  


“What the hell does that mean?” 
Atticus said, exasperated.  “Could they be any more vague?”  


“We’ll deal with that in a few
minutes,” Cutter said.  “What about the others?”  


“First of all, these archives
were built in just under a couple of years in secret.  Roland and Sasha
predicted a devastating disaster that would befall the planet, but apparently
not everyone believed them.  The set of tunnels and caverns above us that
terminate in the jungle was the original home of the major tribe of Creed on
this planet before they formed the alliance with the First Race.  A particular
skill of the Creed helped them build it so fast, but we’ll get to that in the
section about their alliance.  


“The disaster was an asteroid
that came from an eccentric orbit on the far side of the sun.  By the time they
were able to conclusively confirm its presence, it was too late to do anything
about it.  The population was pretty well split down the middle as to whether they
believed it or not, so Roland and Sasha had to build this facility and put
plans in place to escape in secret.”


“Does it say anything about where
they went or how they got there?”  Atticus asked.  


“No, not really.  They allude to
a plan to escape but never detail it.  They never mention where they were going
to go.”  


“What about the members of the
First Race who stayed here?  Some of them must have survived the devastation,”
Cutter asked.  


“Apparently, according to the
journal, there was a toxin on the asteroid that was fatal to the First Race. 
The Creed who stayed took shelter in the caverns and survived, obviously, to
continue on the planet.”  


“So, really we don’t know any
more than we did yesterday?”  Atticus asked.  


“Well,” the translator said,
“there is the section about the alliance between the First Race and the Creed,
it was the most revealing.  The Creed were the first species on this planet and
for millions of years they existed alone.  When the First Race evolved, they
were warlike initially and were hell-bent on destroying themselves. 
Interestingly enough, it was the threat of another asteroid that united them. 


“That was all background.  The
meat of the story was between Roland and Sasha and how their relationship
developed.”  


“How long ago are we talking
about?”  Rosie asked.  


“In Earth years, Roland and Sasha
were working together a little over 20 million years ago.  So, it’s been a long
time, a really long time.  It’s no wonder the Creed have forgotten some of
this.”


Cutter looked over at Dol’nar,
“What could they have possibly forgotten from so long ago that is so
important?”  


Teleportation, Dol’nar
thought.  


“Teleportation?”  Rosie asked. 
“What do you mean?” 


The ability to move from here
to there without actually moving from here to there, Dol’nar thought.


“I know what the word means,”
Rosie said.  “What I meant was is this something that the Creed used to be able
to do that they’ve forgotten?”


Perhaps forgotten is the wrong
word, Dol’nar thought.  At one time long ago, we did know how to
teleport.  Not only ourselves, but any object we wanted.  We didn’t really
forget how to do it.  It’s like any muscle, if you don’t use it, it atrophies. 
As we remember the times, when most of the First Race left and the ones who
remained died, the Creed went through a long period of mourning and isolation. 
Even though Roland and the rest of the First Race had taught us many things,
the Creed who remained and survived reverted back to our primitive form for a
long time.  The only real skill we retained was the telepathic ability, we
still used that to communicate with each other effectively.  Two other humanoid
races came and went long before the race the Maav destroyed and our fateful
meeting with you, and not knowing how they would react to us, we kept our
distance from them.  This only made it worse.  We do collectively remember that
we helped Roland build this facility using that power, but that doesn’t help us
remember how to make it happen.  It’s been so long, we would have to talk to a
Creed who could still do it in order to bring it back.  


Cutter had walked over to Dol’nar
and the other two Creed while Dol’nar was talking to everyone.  He was
scratching him between his ears and Dol’nar was leaning against his leg.  


“You never cease to amaze me,”
Cutter said as he scratched.  “What about how the First Race got off the planet
and where they went, do you remember any of that at all?”  


Regrettably, no, Dol’nar
thought.  I have often hoped that those memories would resurface over time,
but they have not.  I’m afraid they are lost.  


“So, what does build the
system mean?”  Atticus asked again.


“There’s nothing else in the
journal,” the translator said.  “That’s all there was.”


“Let’s think about this for a little,”
Cutter said.  “What would you do if you were in their shoes?  They, at least
some of them, knew they needed to get off the planet to survive, but they
wanted to, somehow, leave a trail of breadcrumbs.  You would want to make sure
that someone could figure out where you went and how you got there.  But you
wouldn’t want just anyone to find you, the galaxy is a dangerous place
sometimes.”


“Not to mention the fact that
this happened over 20 million years ago,” Rosie said.  “They may not even be
around any more, that’s a long time.”  


“And I guess they would want the
Creed who remained on the planet to eventually find them,” Atticus said.  Buzz
chittered.  


“So,” Pollard finally chimed in,
“where does all this leave us?  I’m not sure we know anything else today that
we didn’t already know yesterday.”


“Sure we do,” Cutter said.  “We
now know that this artifact is, somehow, part of a trail of breadcrumbs that
will hopefully lead us to the First Race.  And we know the Creed continue to
amaze us with their abilities.”


“I’m not familiar with the term breadcrumbs,”
Pollard said.


“A trail or a set of clues that
lead somewhere,”  Atticus said.  “In this case they hopefully will lead us to
the First Race.”  


“You all think that’s what this
is?” Pollard asked    pointing to the sphere on the table. “Part of a set of
clues that might lead to the First Race?”


Yes, Dol’nar answered
before anyone else could.  That is exactly what this is.  I may not be able
to explain it completely right now, but it is.  


“Then how should we proceed?” 
Pollard asked.


“The first thing I’d like to do
is check to see if this newest artifact is transmitting in the same EM range as
the key,” Cutter said.  


Commander Pollard had brought a
small interface device that communicated with the scanners on the scout ship. 
Those scanners were probably some of the most powerful and diverse he had ever
seen.  Pollard scanned both artifacts, and they waited patiently for the scout
ship to return the results.


“Well,” Pollard said as he read
the results of the scan, “you were correct, Cutter.  Both artifacts are
transmitting in the same EM band.  Not close, but the exact same frequency. 
That’s too much to be a coincidence, they have to be related.”


“That’s what I thought we’d
find,” Cutter said.  “Now, let’s talk about the etchings.”


He picked up the key and rolled
it around in his hand.  “Eventually, I think we need to try to figure out why
the etching of this system, and we all think that’s what this is, has a moon
shown for this planet when there clearly isn’t one here now,” Cutter said. 
“This may be secondary to the issue of tracking down the First Race, but we
should figure it out.”  


I suspect that it will become
important to the central issue of finding the First Race, Dol’nar thought. 
Some of my tribe think that the moon is where they went.


“Do we know that this planet
really used to have a moon?”  Rosie asked.  


“There is evidence in these
archives that a moon did exist at one point,” the translator said.  “What we
don’t know is what happened to it.  There is no data about that at all in the
archives or anyplace else.”


“So if they did resettle to this
moon, then where did the moon go?”  Atticus asked.  


“That’s one of the central
questions about this artifact,” Cutter said, putting the key on the table. 
“But let’s talk about the other one for a bit.”     


He picked up the sphere,
surprisingly light for its size, and turned it over to show the etching.  The
sphere itself was about five inches in diameter and the surface was rough and
pitted, painted a dull shade of red.  It did indeed remind everyone of the sun
in this system.  There was a two-inch square on one side that was smooth and
contained an etching of some sort.


“At least we know what it’s not,”
Rosie said.  “I doubt it’s going to be the same pulsar-based map similar to the
one we put on the Voyager spacecrafts way back in the 70s.  I would think the
First Race is smarter than that.”


“This looks different than that,”
Cutter said.  “It looks like a simple etching of a planet, a single planet,
with a list of data next to it.”  He turned to the translator, “I assume that
this text was translated?”  


“Yes, it was.  It doesn’t make
much sense to me, but this is it.”  He handed the report to Cutter.


Cutter smiled as he read over the
data.  “Pollard, can you get us astronomical data on the planets in this
system?  Specifically things like mass, orbital period, orbital inclination and
radius.  I think if we put them in the right units, we might find a match for
this,” he said pointing to the data.  


“Yes,” Pollard said.  “I think I
have that in the data bank of the scout ship.  Just let me look.”  He went back
to the portable link to the ship and scrolled through several layers of menus. 
“Here they are, what did you need?”  


“Well,” Cutter said.  “Can we get
the mass and radius  of all the planets expressed relative to the mass and
radius of the sun?”


“Sure, just a few minutes,”
Commander Pollard said.


“Cutter, what are you thinking?” 
Atticus asked.  


“Let’s wait on the numbers,
first,” he said.  


“Okay,” Pollard said, “I have the
numbers converted.”  He turned the display around so everyone could see the
numbers.  


The numbers matched the first
planet almost exactly.


“That’s what I thought,” Cutter
said.  “If you express the mass and radius in terms relative to the sun, they
match the first planet in this system to three decimal places.  The orbital
period and orbital inclination are even closer than that.  I think this clue
points us to the first planet of this system.”


 











Chapter 5


Earth date 22 million years ago


Trappist-1 system


Roland and Sasha developed three
teams of people they trusted, some with paired Creed, to do what they could in
preparation for the coming disaster.  By the network of Creed and their paired Banerans, word spread quickly throughout the community
that trusted Roland and his associates and they received more help than they could
possibly use.


  Inevitably, word of the coming
disaster leaked out into the general population and was argued about between
the two factions for months.  The work being done by Roland and Sasha’s three
teams remained a secret.  


Team one was responsible for
developing the usable space in the underground caverns into a workable archive
for some future race in the event that no one survived.  Every detail was
worked out and eventually handled.  Team two was looking at the asteroid itself
to determine what, if anything, could be done to stop it, and also evaluating
its potential effect on the planet and its inhabitants if it hit.  Team three
was evaluating how to save as many Banerans and Creed as they could and how to
leave some kind of message to some future race about where they went and how
they got there.  Team three had the most critical mission and Sasha was leading
that team and reporting directly to Roland.  


They all had very little time in
the grand scheme of things to get their mission accomplished so their attitude
was always serious and somber.  They believed they were, after all, literally
working to save their very race from total destruction.  
















 





Roland was in charge of team one
and was assisted by two of his closest friends and their Creed companions. 
Their first task was to evaluate exactly what they had to work with in the
underground cavern system.  As it turned out, they had much more room than they
would ever need for the task.  


The cavern system was only
accessible from one external point, a well-camouflaged opening in dense jungle
on the far side of the planet.  Most of the large Baneran cities were on the
opposite side of the planet or at least well away from the access point.  


That single access point had
served as the entrance for the largest tribe of Creed on the planet before they
developed their teleportation capabilities.  There were so many twists and
turns in the tunnel system that led to dead ends or doubled back on themselves,
it would be very difficult if not impossible for anyone to actually find the
Creed’s living quarters by using that one external entrance.  Once the Creed
knew how to teleport themselves into and out of their quarters, they rarely
used the entrance and could cover it even more.  


About halfway down the main
tunnel, there was a small access window into a chimney that led to the largest
of the underground areas.  This was the first thing that needed to be addressed. 
It had to be opened up to accommodate an elevator of sorts that went down a
considerable distance and then hidden from even the most determined observer.  


Getting heavy machinery down to
the tunnels to do most of the work was not a problem at all as the Creed could
simply teleport whatever they needed from anywhere on the planet.  Since the
only entrance was well away from any populated area, they didn’t have to worry
about noise either.  All they had to do was install a monitor and a simple
alarm system to let them know if anyone ventured past the opening.


There were seven large caverns
connected by a series of low tunnels.  This low tunnel system was opened up a
bit and used as a conduit for a small pod-like transport system that would take
passengers from cavern to cavern.  


The overall construction of the
archives was the simple part of this operation, and Roland knew it would be. 
The difficult part was coming; deciding what to put in the archives and how to
organize it.





Most of team two’s work had to be
done at the major universities and research facilities and was probably the
hardest to conceal.  While a lot of their work could be accomplished by simply
reviewing existing data, new data still had to be gathered and that was
sometimes hard to hide.  Roland was very lucky in that regard; when he had contacted
the heads of those institutions, they were all on board with his plans and were
eager to help any way they could.  Still, whenever a telescope was moved, or a
satellite repositioned, it required an explanation.


Ultimately, team two determined
that the asteroid was indeed headed directly for them.  It was still on the
other side of the sun, but their calculations showed that when it got close
enough to the sun, its speed and size would drive it around the sun and out of
the sun’s gravitational influence on the other side.


This one was much larger and much
more dense than the one their moon deflected long ago.  This one was going to
hit them head on.  Its composition was such that it would not burn up in the
atmosphere, no such luck.  It would hit with upwards of 90% of its existing
mass, more than enough to ignite fires that would decimate the entire planet.


But that was the good news.  Sure
death for the Banerans lived on the surface of the asteroid.  Mass spectroscopy
confirmed that organic compounds existed in small deposits on the asteroid’s
surface that would be released into the atmosphere long before the asteroid
hit.  Even though these compounds were probably the stuff of life, they would
extinguish any life already on the planet.  Whoever wanted to survive needed to
leave the planet as soon as possible, survival was not possible as the
compounds would mix with the atmosphere making it toxic to even breathe.       





Team three arguably had the
toughest assignment of the three.  Sasha had to not only come up with an escape
plan but a way to pass the plan on to future inhabitants of the planet without
being too specific.  No small task.  


The Banerans
never really had a space program per se, they had spent most of their time,
technology and money on weaponry during their many wars.  After the first
asteroid scare brought them together, they did begin to explore the small moon
that orbited their planet.  They had two bases there manned by several hundred
people all the time, but there was no regular service between the planet and
the moon.  Each trip to deliver people or supplies or to return people was an
expensive and time consuming project and it wasn’t really possible to transport
thousands or millions of people at the drop of a hat.   


Unfortunately, even if they could
relocate millions of their people and Creed to the moon, they couldn’t stay
there indefinitely, they would ultimately need a planet that could support
them.  Then one of the Banerans brought a research paper to Sasha that covered
something called a Long-Range Transport system.  The technician that brought
her the report allowed Sasha to look into his mind to understand how the system
worked and what it could mean for them.  


Can we get a small test unit
to see how this works and what it can do for us?  She thought to the
technician.


“I thought you might want to see
it work, so I have one set up in the next chamber,” he said.


They were in one of the
underground chambers and went across the hall into a smaller room with an
airlock-type door.  The only thing in the room was a small table.  On the table
were four black boxes, each relatively small, one on each corner of the table
and four blocks on the floor, each at a table leg.  Under the table on the
floor was a smaller table with some kind of device on it.


Sasha craned her neck to look
down under the larger table.  What is that device on the smaller table,
she thought.


“The device under the table is
what will be moved,” the technician said.  “The eight boxes on the table and
the floor are what will move it.”  


Where will it go? Sasha asked.
 


“It’s set to be sent to one of
the offices on the moon.  We have a monitor set up in the next room that’s tied
to a camera in that office, that will allow us to make sure the process
worked.  The airlock door is just to make sure everyone’s okay in case things
go badly.  If you turn the transport system on and it’s set to deep space, that
could be disastrous.  We found that out the hard way early on when we were
testing this.    


At that comment, Sasha stopped
for a moment and cocked her head first one way then the other.  


“Are you okay?”  The technician
asked her.


Yes, I am, she thought. 
I just had to think something through.  They both proceeded to the room
next door to view the office on the moon on the monitor.  


The technician turned on the
monitor that displayed the office in the complex on the moon and flipped a
switch that started the device in the other room.  There was a thick glass
partition in the wall between the two rooms and Sasha could see the eight boxes
begin to shimmer and vibrate a little.  There was an audible pop she could hear
over the intercom from the next room and a hazy sphere formed around the
smaller table somewhat obscuring it from view.  


The table and the device are
still there, Sasha thought and looked at the technician.


“Not really,” he said.  “Look at
the monitor.”  The small table and the device had appeared in the office on the
moon.  “You could now walk into that office and pick up the device and remove
it from the small table.  They are both now on the moon.”


Sasha looked at the monitor and
was quiet for a moment.  How far away is that room? she asked.


The technician told her and Sasha
thought about it for a few moments.  To what distance has this been tested?
she asked.  


“This is the farthest test to
date,” he said.  


Does it have any limits,
she asked.


“None that we know of,” he said. 
“You just need solid coordinates for the transport.”


Thank you, this has been very
helpful, Sasha thought.  I will contact you when I need further
information.


The technician left, and Sasha
sat on her haunches looking at the table in the other room.  When she was sure
he was gone, she closed her eyes and began to purr loudly.  She vanished.  When
she materialized, she was in the small room in the office complex on the moon. 
She walked over to the window and looked out at her home planet just over the
horizon.  She held her head high and chittered.  


This could work.





It had been eight months since
they started their respective projects and Roland called a meeting for a
progress report.  He was hoping against all hope that he had been wrong about
the asteroid and there was a way to stop it.  


His team, team one, had made
amazing progress building out the archives and putting together the list of
items that would live in it.  The pod transport system was up and running, as
was the elevator to get to the facilities from the tunnels up above.  It was
all coming together.  He would need perhaps another six months and his team
would be done.  It could be sealed and would remain airtight and in pristine
condition for millions of years.  


Team two had confirmed his worst
fears.  Not only was the asteroid going to hit the planet head on, it was
dense, much more dense than the one that missed them long ago, so it wouldn’t
burn up in the atmosphere.  The planet would basically become a firestorm that
could last for years.  Everything on the surface would be burned to a cinder. 
The Creed and any smaller animals could survive the fires underground, but not
the Banerans.  They could hide from the fires, but the material on the surface
of the asteroid would turn the air poisonous to them.  In order to survive they
would have to leave their home.  


After everyone else left the
conference room, Roland and Sasha talked.  


I believe we can save everyone
who wants to be saved, but it will cost, Sasha thought.


“At this point,” Roland said, “we
have all the funds we will ever need.  Some of the people who are on our side
are extremely wealthy.”


The first thing we need to do
is create the infrastructure on the moon to support everyone who wants to leave
for six to twelve months, Sasha thought.  Are they that wealthy?


“Yes, they are that wealthy,”
Roland said.  “Tell me how this will work.” 


The two of them sat in the
conference room for the next few hours and Sasha outlined her plan to save
anyone who wanted to be saved.  Roland listened intently and took notes on
everything.  He asked a few questions here and there and Sasha had the answers
to them all.  When she was done, he went back over his notes to make sure he
hadn’t missed anything.  


“I’ll get the astronomy
department to get to work on getting that set of coordinates,” he said.  “It
has to be exact.  I think that’s all we need for now.  We can put the plans
together for the moon upgrades tomorrow.  What about leaving some kind of
message?  Have you thought about that?” 


Yes, I have, Sasha
thought, and I think there’s only one way to do it to tell them not only
what we did but to show them how to get where we’re going.  


She outlined the plan she had and
Roland agreed it was the best they could do.  They could only hope that the
race that stumbled onto the data would be smart enough to put it all together.





Over the next eight months, they
all worked to bring the moon facilities up to a level that would support life
for a couple of years.  They didn’t think it would take that long, but they had
to be sure.  


There were several thousand Creed
who were going with the Banerans and Sasha spent a lot of time working with
them, refining their teleport skills.  The last thing she did was contact the
technician who had shown her the test of the transport devices and told him
what she needed.  She had to take him into her confidence and explain what they
intended to do.  Would it work the way she envisioned?  Yes, he answered it
would work just as she had outlined.  He would get the devices ready on one
condition.  


That he be allowed to join them. 
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 “The data points they chose for
the etching would stay constant for millions of years, or longer,” Cutter
said.  “Everything else changes over time too much.  We learned after the
Voyager launches that pulsars weren’t nearly as stable as we thought and not
really good candidates for long-tern coordinate use.  Over time, their
frequency might stay the same, but the signal itself would fade in and out or
even disappear altogether for long periods of time.  It was a good thought at
the time, we just didn’t know enough.  This data about an individual planet
would stay relatively stable almost forever, at least until the sun goes nova.”


“And this last number,” Atticus
said, pointing to the last number on the translation, “looks like another
frequency in the same EM band.  Can we scan for that?”  


Pollard went back to his remote
for the scout ship and clicked a few keys.  


“It’s there,” he said.  “On the
first planet.  Now all we have to do is figure out how to get at it.  According
to this scan, it’s buried to quite a depth, and that planet isn’t very
hospitable.  It’s just too close to our sun.”


“This is the first breadcrumb,”
Rosie said.  “Everyone to the scout ship, we need to see where it is!”


“You all go,” Cutter said.  “I
want to stay with Dol’nar and see if he can remember anything else that may be
helpful.”  


Cutter, Dol’nar and the
translator stayed in the archives while the rest of the team left for the scout
ship.





“I have never been to any of the
other planets in this system,” Atticus said as they took off in the scout
ship.  


“I haven’t either,” Rosie said. 
“This should be interesting.  The first planet in the system is supposed to be
a little warm.”  


“I think that’s an
understatement,” Atticus said.  “If I remember correctly, the surface temp is
close to a couple thousand degrees.”  


“We’re here,” Pollard yelled back
to Rosie and Atticus.  “Come up to the cockpit if you want a good view.”


Rosie sat in the copilot’s seat
and Atticus stood behind her.  


“It looks so bleak,” Rosie said. 
“I expected something different.”  


“This planet doesn’t have a
molten core as far as we can tell,” Pollard said.  “So there’s no real volcanic
activity to speak of.  Half of it is just one vast, hot desert, and the other
half is mountains.  You can see the heat shimmer off the surface almost
everywhere you look.  It’s tidally locked so the day side is all desert and the
night side is mostly mountains.  A little cooler around on the mountainous
side, but still not habitable.”  He glanced at the outside temperature readout. 
“2,300 degrees, not where we should be caught outside the ship.”    


He took the scout ship in low
over the sand, kicking up clouds of it as he made his way toward the night
side.  As soon as he crossed the shadow line into the light side, the temperature
dropped to a balmy 1,700 degrees.   


“Not much better over here,”
Atticus said, “but a little cooler.”  


They flew past several mountain
ranges, getting closer to the source of the signal.  Eventually, their instruments
told them they were right on top if it.  


“There’s a cave opening in the
side of that mountain,” Rosie pointed to it.  “Let’s get inside there and see
if the signal gets stronger.”  


Pollard maneuvered over to the
cave entrance and it turned out to be quite large.  Large enough for the scout
ship to easily navigate into it.  As soon as they entered, Pollard turned on
the outside floods and he slowed to a crawl.  


“Look at that,” Rosie said. 
“That looks like clear evidence this has been built, that it did not occur
naturally.”  


“I agree,” Atticus said.  The
walls of the cave entrance showed signs of being excavated, not being formed
naturally.  As they moved farther and farther into the cave, it went deeper and
deeper and became clearer this was man made, so to speak.  About a half mile into
the cave, they came to a boundary of some sort.  It showed on their sensor
readouts as an energy barrier.  A low-intensity energy barrier, but a barrier
none the less.  Pollard stopped just short of it to let the sensors get a
better read.  


“I have no idea what this is,” he
said, “but it appears harmless and is obviously not natural.  We can’t see
beyond it without sending in a camera drone.”  


“Could its purpose be to keep the
elements out?”  Atticus asked,  “Perhaps to make the inner chambers livable for
us?”  


“I don’t know,” Pollard said. 
“That might be a stretch if I didn’t know who we were dealing with.  From what
I have seen so far, the First Race can do pretty much anything.”


“But to keep this environment
going for, what, over 20 million years?”  Rosie asked.  “That’s hard to
believe.”


“This would also be a way to make
sure not just anyone could find the clues,” Atticus said.  “Even if you could
find the signal for the artifact, without sufficient technology, you’d never be
able to get to it.”  


Pollard programmed a camera drone
to go through the barrier and stop just past it.  He launched it and they all
crowded around the monitor and waited for the image to appear.  


 





Cutter and Dol’nar were both
sitting in Cutter’s quarters with the lights low.  Cutter was on the floor,
cross-legged, and Dol’nar was in front of him on his haunches.  They had been
like this for the past few hours, almost since the others left to retrieve the
artifact from the first planet.


Cutter was watching thousands of
people, perhaps millions, being transported to the moon by Creed.  He and
Dol’nar had been trying to see more than this but to no avail.  This was the
only fragment of the exodus over 20 million years ago that remained in any
Creed’s memory.  There were gaps all around it, in front and back, and what
there was of it that remained was blurry and fragmented in places.  


The facilities on the moon looked
new and were similar in design and general appearance to the archives deep
within this planet.  It was obvious they were both built by the same people. 
There were gathering places on the planet, mostly in the jungle well away from
any city, where people would congregate, then a Creed would teleport them all
to a receiving station on the moon.  There, they checked in and were assigned
quarters and given new identity documents.  


Before that were even more blurry
images of technicians working on some kind of device in a laboratory, nothing
conclusive, and afterwards there was nothing.  Only darkness.  


I am sorry, Tobias, this is
the best any of us can do, Dol’nar thought, opening his eyes.  That’s
just too long ago for much to be intact.  


“That’s okay, Dol’nar,” Cutter
said and scratched his ears.  “At least you tried.  We’ll just have to reason
the rest of it out together.  After all, we’re the smartest humans around.”  


Dol’nar threw his head back
chittered loudly.  


“At least we know that the Creed
helped all the Banerans who wanted to leave to get to
newly built accommodations on the moon,” Cutter said.  “The moon that is no
longer there.”


And that there were several
technicians working on some kind of device toward the end, Dol’nar
thought.     


“The device may very well be what
we’re currently discovering,” Cutter said, “one piece at a time.”  


Or perhaps another device that
does the same thing as the one they are building in my memories, Dol’nar
thought.  


Cutter just looked at Dol’nar. 
“You never cease to amaze me, Dol’nar.  This thing we’re finding could be a
version of what they used to get out of here.  If that’s true, that means all
we have to do is figure out how to use it.”





The image appeared from the drone
shortly after it slipped through the energy barrier.  It was in a chamber about
a thousand feet on a side with a single, small pedestal at the center.  The
walls were gleaming white, smooth and seemed to be one continuous unit from
floor to walls to ceiling.  On the pedestal was a small sphere.


“Look at the temperature readout
from the drone,” Atticus said.  “It’s a stable environment and humanoid-friendly.” 



“Can you orient the ship so that
one of the hatches is across the barrier?”  Rosie asked.  “I think we can just
walk out of the ship and pick it up.”


Pollard adjusted the controls of
the ship to spin it around and move it across the barrier so it was half inside
the chamber and half outside.  


“I’ll leave the door open in case
anything happens, just don’t spend a lot of time in there,” Pollard said.  “We
don’t know anything other than the temperature and environmental conditions.”  


Atticus and Rosie stepped out of
the scout ship and onto the smooth, white floor of the chamber.  They
immediately went to the closest wall to touch it and see if they could tell
what it was.


“Where is the light coming
from?”  Atticus asked.  


“That’s a good question,” Rosie
said.  “I don’t see any lights.  Let’s look at the pedestal.”  


They walked over to the center of
the room and examined the pedestal and the sphere on top.  The pedestal seemed
to be made of the same material as the floor, walls and ceiling and the sphere
was smaller than the first one they found, but looked about the same.  The only
difference looked to be its color and texture.  It was a different color and
actually looked like the planet they were on.


“I think we’re ready to pick it
up and come back in,” Rosie said over the comm channel.  


“Okay,” Pollard said.  


Atticus reached out and picked up
the sphere.  It was lighter than he expected and he heard a distinct click from
inside the sphere as it came off the pedestal.  


“The energy barrier started to
deteriorate as soon as you picked up the artifact,” Pollard said.  “You best
hurry back inside, it’s about to get very warm where you are.” 


They moved quickly back to the
ship, closed the hatch and joined Pollard in the cockpit.  


“Another breadcrumb?”  He asked
and smiled. 


“Yes,” Atticus said.  “That’s
exactly what these are, there’s no doubt now.”  


Rosie passed the handheld scanner
over the sphere and looked at the readout.  


“Same EM frequency as the other
two artifacts now,” she said.  “It was broadcasting on a separate frequency for
us to find it, but as soon as we picked it up it reverted the same frequency as
the key and the first sphere.”


“That’s just about as conclusive
as you can get,” Atticus said.  “Does it have the same etching?”  


Rosie turned it over and showed
it to Atticus and Pollard.  It was just like the other sphere.  


“Let’s get this back and get it
translated,” Pollard said.





Cutter and Dol’nar met Atticus,
Rosie and Pollard back at the archives to look at the new sphere.


“We didn’t make much progress
looking into the past,” Cutter said.  “Mostly all the Creed can remember is
that they helped potentially millions of Banerans to the moon and that several Baneran
technicians were working on some kind of device in laboratory settings.” 


“That’s not much, is it?” 
Atticus asked.


“No, but Dol’nar suggested they
might have been working on a device similar to the pieces we’re collecting
now.”  


“That’s not much, either,”
Atticus said, “considering we still don’t know what we’re doing.”  


“Got it,” the lead translator
said.  He had been working on the data etched into the surface of the second
sphere.  He passed the paper to Cutter.  


“Just like the last one,” Cutter
said.  “This data matches the second planet of this system to a tee.  It’s only
150 degrees, may even be cooler in spots.  Does the EM frequency point to
there?”  


“You bet,” Pollard said, showing
everyone the scanner data.  “Just like the last one.  Are we going to find
something on each planet?  And exactly what is it we are finding?  These look
like little representations of the sun and the planets so far.”


“What are we supposed to do with
them?”  Atticus asked.  


Rosie just looked him and said
“Build the system!”











Chapter 7


Earth date 22 million years ago


Trappist-1 system


 Roland sat at his desk absently
looking out the window of his office at the other planets about to rise above
the horizon.  The sun was just about down and Rheal 7 was almost up all the way
with its rings shining from reflected sunlight.  


Sasha was sleeping soundly on her
bed in the far corner.  Teleporting those leaving to the moon had taken its
toll on her and the rest of the Creed who helped.  There were only several
dozen now left to teleport, those of the Creed and the Banerans who had
finished all the plans.


It was an understatement to say
that Roland would miss this view.  It was all he had known for his entire
life.  Even the short trips he had made to the moon when the bases were being
built had a similar view.  He had never been away from it.  Now he was
embarking on an adventure that would make this world so far away as to be hard
to imagine.


They had two days left before the
asteroid hit and still had to deploy the devices that would control their
voyage.  It was visible now to the naked eye, and the public was being lied to
by the government.  They were being told that it would change course just
before it hit and there would be no damage to the planet at all.  The
government was scrambling to try to figure out how to stop it.  Roland told
them there was no way out, but they didn’t believe him and were concerned that
people might believe him and panic.  The government had no idea that the
facilities on the moon had been updated or the archives built or so many people
had relocated.


Roland and his team had verified
many times that the asteroid would hit the planet.  It would come in on the far
side of the planet from the moon and hit almost perpendicular to, although its trajectory
didn’t really matter.  Even if it was to come in at a shallow angle, it would
still be devastating.  


He had wondered for a long time
if they were doing the right thing.  Not trying to take as many of their
civilization as they could.  But, of course, Sasha had been right.  People who
did not want to go in the first place couldn’t be forced.  And if they were, it
would never work; they would harbor ill will forever.  At this point, the
facilities on the moon were at capacity so it was moot.  They were in the final
stages of their departure and they were all consumed with making sure it went
well.  There would be time enough to second guess themselves later, today they
had to save those who wanted to be saved.  


Roland thought back to his youth
and how he had so wanted to do whatever he could to travel the galaxy, to see
other worlds.  Now that he was about to do just that, he was sad to think he
would never see this one again.  He thought back to how he and Archer had met
Sasha and her tribe.  None of this would have been possible without her and the
other Creed’s help, he knew that.  Sasha had told him before that the Creed
were just waiting on the  Banerans to settle down and abandon their warlike
tendencies, so it was all probably fate.  If you believed in that sort of
thing.  


Sasha made a noise and looked up
at Roland.  She yawned, stood up and walked over to Roland’s desk by the
window.  


That was a long nap, she
thought.  I feel much better.  Are you and the rest of your team ready for
the teleport to the moon base?  


“Yes,” Roland said.  “They are
all assembled downstairs in the conference room and are ready to go.”


I feel sad too, she
thought.  I’ve been here a lot longer than you have and will miss it.  I
will also miss those Creed who will be staying behind.  They will survive, but
we will never see them again.


“We need to get everyone up to
the moon base so we can finish deploying the devices,” Roland said.  


Yes, Sasha thought.  It’s
time to make the final preparations.  Are we going to stay long enough to watch
the asteroid hit?


“I think we need to,” Roland
said.  “If we don’t, we’ll never know what really happened.  I think we all
need that closure.” 


I agree, Sasha thought.  


They went downstairs to the
conference room where the rest of the small teams and accompanying Creed were
waiting.  Roland gathered them all together and Sasha closed her eyes and began
to purr loudly.  Within a few seconds, they were gone.  





The asteroid was two days away. 
It was oblong and about 7.6 miles long.  It was a mixture of rock and heavy
metals so when it hit it would still have most of its mass.  It was a little
difficult to make an accurate measurement because of its composition and shape,
but they got close enough.  Parts of its surface was pock-marked from countless
strikes of smaller objects over its lifetime and parts were so smooth that it
looked engineered.  There were two larger impact craters on the rocky part that
were fairly deep and in the shadows most of the time.  No matter which way the
asteroid faced with respect to the sun, these two large craters were dark most
of the time.  


In these craters, at their very
bottom in the shadows, at least several hundred yards from the top, lived the
organic compounds that would be the undoing of the Banerans. 
Being in the shadows most of the time, the compounds were frozen but would thaw
and vaporize when the asteroid hit.  They would then mix with the atmosphere
turning it deadly for any remaining Banerans.


The government didn’t know this. 
The general population didn’t know this.  Sasha was really the only one who
knew for sure that this would happen.  She told Roland, and he believed her. 
After all, that’s what began the mission to save a large percentage of the
population.  


The asteroid tumbled and spun
around in haphazard ways as it hurtled toward Rheal 4.  It made no sound in
space, there wasn’t any dramatic music accompanying its arrival.  Just death
and destruction.  It would lay waste to the planet and the only survivors would
be the Creed and any smaller animals who joined them underground.  


The only good to come out of its
destruction was that the atmosphere would be changed enough to later deposit organic
compounds into pools on the planet and new life would spring from these pools. 
It would take a long time, but it would happen.  


Sasha knew this.  She didn’t know
how she knew, but she did.  Because she knew it, all the Creed knew it.  Even
the ones who had elected to stay.  Those Creed decided to stay for several
reasons.  The main reason was that they felt committed to the Banerans with
whom they were paired, even though they had been with them for a short time and
even knowing they would not survive the coming disaster.  They also knew they
would be around for the next humanoid species when it arose.  Not the same
Creed, of course, but their descendants.  They had always been destined to be a
helper species, and they were patient.


During the last few days, the
Creed had been quietly going through the jungle making sure all the other,
smaller species of animals knew what was coming and helping them into the
underground caverns.  On the last day, they would make an effort to communicate
with the larger, more aggressive species on the planet to try to get them into
a separate shelter.  There were only two species larger than the Creed and they
were both very aggressive in nature.  The Creed had had run-ins with them from
time to time, but they knew the other creatures needed the chance to survive.





Roland, Sasha and the last group
of Banerans arrived at the moon base and quickly set
about their assigned duties for the coming trip.  Everyone there was eager to
get under way and they were all scurrying around finishing
a myriad of tasks.


Roland and Sasha met the team
finishing the devices for the escape.  


“How close are we to being
ready?”  Roland asked.  


“Actually,” the lead technician
said, “we’re ready to go right now.  We were just rechecking everything to make
sure.”  This was the same technician who had given Sasha the demonstration
earlier.  


Good, Sasha thought.  I
think we will still go on schedule.  Everyone thinks it’s important to see the
asteroid strike to eliminate any chance of people regretting their decision to
go.  This will solidify in everyone’s mind that there really is no place to go
back to.  


“Yes,” Roland said, “we should
stay on schedule.  It will be sometime tomorrow, we should get with the
astrophysics group and see if they can give us a specific time.”


“We’ve already done that,” the
lead technician said.  He handed Roland a slip of paper that had a time on it. 
“That’s earlier than we thought.”  


“They say the combined gravity of
the planets being so close together is accelerating it a little.  It’s now
going to come in at an angle that will allow us to see the impact even from
here.”


“That may help to further the
notion that our home is really gone before we leave,” Roland said.  “I agree
with Sasha, it’s important that everyone has closure on this matter.”


Roland spent the rest of the day
going from base to base checking on as many people as he could to make sure
everyone was as ready as they could be and that they had everything with them
they would need for possibly the next six months.  He wasn’t concerned about
food, he wanted to make sure they knew they could never come back and that they
had all the keepsakes they wanted.  He and Sasha went together, and that gave
Sasha a chance to see all the Creed as well.  


They were going a long way. 
Farther than anyone who had ever used the devices.  None of them were
altogether sure this would work, but they all knew it was better odds than
staying where they were.  The small rockets were available to do scouting when
they got there, Roland was just hoping against hope they could find what they
were looking for before they ran out of food and water.





On the last day of the asteroids
flight, it became apparent to everyone on the planet that the government was
lying to them.  Now they were being told it would hit the planet, but cause
minimal damage.  No one believed them now.  


It was already well past the moon
and getting closer to the planet every minute.  Widespread pandemonium broke
out and there were riots and fights almost everywhere.  


The Creed were out of the caverns
for one last time trying to convince the two large, aggressive species they
should take shelter underground.  They finally agreed and went underground in a
space they would have all to themselves, and the Creed made it back to their
own caverns just as the asteroid entered the outer atmosphere.  


As it screamed into the upper
atmosphere, it turned into a ball of fire several miles across, trailing black
smoke all the way.  Smaller pieces of it were falling off as it came in,
starting small fires here and there, but it mostly stayed intact.


When it hit the planet, thousands
of tons of material, some from the asteroid itself, more from the planet,
literally exploded, releasing more energy than the planet had ever seen
before.  Millions of tons of dust and debris were tossed up into the upper
atmosphere where they began to encircle the planet.  The initial impact started
a fire that began at the impact site and burned its way around the planet.  But
much faster than that was the shock wave from the explosion.  It was supersonic
immediately upon impact and outpaced the fire quickly.  It knocked down most
structures, no matter what they were made of, all around the planet long before
the fire could burn them.  


Then all the debris that had been
thrown up into the atmosphere began to fall.  The larger pieces caught fire on
the way back in just as if they were small asteroids themselves.  They hit all
over the planet, renewing the firestorm that had started from the impact.  The
dense jungle on the planet was the perfect fuel for a fire like this and before
too long the entire planet was on fire and getting worse.


Dust and smaller pieces of debris
stayed aloft and began to shield the planet from its sun.  Long term, this
would be the most devastating problem because it would disrupt the food chain
for quite a while.





Roland and Sasha were on the
primary base watching the impact of the asteroid on their home planet.  Dozens
of Banerans and Creed were in the observation dome watching and almost everyone
else was watching on closed circuit across all the bases.  


They waited until the firestorms
started in earnest, just enough to convince everyone the planet wasn’t going to
be habitable for quite a while, then Roland flipped a switch on a remote he had
in his pocket.


Thousands of Banerans and Creed,
all the moon bases, even the moon itself, vanished.   


 











Chapter 8


Earth date Tuesday June 6th, 2045 


Trappist-1c, d, e, f, g and h 


And the archives


They made it to the second planet
in the system quickly in the scout ship.  Its topology was very similar to the
first planet, with the exception of temperature, this planet was considerably
cooler.  It was still too hot to move around openly for any length of time, but
not as bad as the first.


The EM signal was coming from an
area close to the south pole, at least it was a little cooler there and they
should be able to make a quick trip outside the ship without frying.  They
would still need oxygen, but they could get that from a modified, half-helmet
designed to operate just as a breathing apparatus.


Like T-1b, the first planet, T-1c
had a pretty toxic atmosphere.  Both planets were just too close to the sun to
develop anything breathable.  


They landed close to the signal’s
origin and started a more detailed scan to see if they could tell exactly where
the artifact was.  The results of the scan showed that it was about 10 feet
under the south pole enclosed in some kind of box, or room.  But the more they
studied the scan results, the more it seemed that the box the artifact was in
was an energy box and not a physical one.  They could see no indication of how
the energy was being controlled or channeled around the artifact, but it was
there nonetheless.  To make matters worse, it was a form of energy they had
never seen before and they had no clue how to penetrate it.  


The box was about three feet
square, not quite large enough for a human, and the artifact appeared to be
simply sitting on its floor.  


“I’ve never seen anything like
this before,” Pollard said.  “It’s an energy reading our scanners have never
seen.”  


“Can we uncover it and get a
better look at that energy box?” Rosie asked.  


Pollard turned the ship around to
face the spot where the box was buried and began to play one of his low-energy
beams on the ground.  The beam began to push the soil ahead of it, more or less
digging a hole where it was aimed.  Within a few minutes, there was a hole
about 15 feet deep and about 20 feet on a side with a shimmering box sitting at
its center.


They all donned breathing masks
and exited the ship.  Pollard had a handheld scanner and saw no signs of
radiation or other harmful emissions, so they walked up to the box.  It looked
almost like a mirror on all sides, just a little fuzzy.  Rosie put her hand on
top of the box and it began to hum.  


“Well,” she said, “that did
something.”  


“It looks like it’s starting to
collapse,” Pollard said looking at the scanner data.


“This must be some kind of
security mechanism,” Cutter said.  “If it is tampered with, it proceeds to
destroy the contents.”  


“Pollard,” Rosie said, “where’s
the artifact we used to move people onto the Maav ship?  Maybe that’ll work to
help us get this out of the box before it collapses.”  


Pollard ran into the ship and
returned with a small apparatus that could be strapped onto a wrist like a
watch.  


“You’ve been modifying it,
haven’t you?”  Cutter asked.  


“Yes, we have,” Pollard said. 
“This makes it easier to use.”  


“Let me have that,” Cutter said. 
“Dol’nar, come over here.”  Dol’nar walked over to Cutter and sat down next to
him.  “Let’s put this around your ankle.  When you get inside, grab the
artifact and press this button.”  He pointed to the button he wanted Dol’nar to
press, and then he turned the device on.  


Dol’nar vanished.  They all
presumed he reappeared inside the box, but they couldn’t see anything inside. 
Within a few seconds Dol’nar reappeared outside the box with the sphere on the
ground beside him.  


“How did you do that?”  Pollard
asked.  “This device only works with whatever is touching it.”  


I teleported myself and the
sphere outside the box, Dol’nar thought.  This device was apparently based
on the Creed’s ability to teleport themselves and when it activated while it
was strapped on me, I saw how it was done.  That was all I needed to remember
how to do it, just see it done by another Creed. This was essentially the same
thing since it was derived from how the Creed did it.


“That’s great Dol’nar,” Cutter
said hugging the big cat.  “You’ll have to re-train the rest of the Creed so
they can start using an old skill they had all forgotten.”


Pollard picked up the new
artifact, and they all headed back to the ship.  


“I wonder if this was intentional
on the part of the First Race,” Cutter said.  “It was almost like they set this
up so only a Creed, or something derived from a Creed, could get this
artifact.”


Wait, Dol’nar thought.  Don’t
go back to the ship.


“Why?”  Cutter asked.  “What’s
wrong?”  They all gathered around Dol’nar.


Nothing, he thought.  They
all vanished.





I just wanted to make sure it
worked on a larger scale, Dol’nar thought as they all materialized inside
the scout ship.  


“Why didn’t the memory return
when we used the device to move onto the Maav ship during the last battle?” 
Rosie asked.  


It may be that I wasn’t close
enough to the device the last time you used it, Dol’nar thought.  Or it
could be that I wasn’t the one being teleported.  I’m not sure which it was. 
But when I was teleported into the energy box to retrieve the artifact, it was
very clear to me how it worked.


“Well, at any rate, you can do it
now,”  Atticus said.  


Yes, but even that one use was
tiring, Dol’nar thought.  I will rest while we go back to the archives
to decode for the next artifact.  This will take some getting used to.  Again.


On the trip back in the scout
ship, Dol’nar napped on his rug while the rest of the crew wondered just what
they were uncovering.  


“Obviously, we’re collecting a
set of objects designed to look like the sun and planets in this system,”
Cutter said.  


“Yes,” Atticus said.  “But I
still wonder what build the system means.”


“I think they are talking about
putting the artifacts we find in the right positions to represent this system,”
Rosie said.  “I mean, it’s obvious that we’re not finding all these just to get
to the last something.  We need them all, and that can only mean one thing.” 


“If you’re suggesting that we
drop them alongside all the planets, there are lots of things wrong with that
plan,” Atticus said.  “First of all, the planets are moving all the time, how
do we get the artifacts to keep up with the planets as they orbit the sun?  And
then there’s the orbital drift we would have to deal with that’s happened over
the past 20 some odd million years, I’m not sure even Pollard’s magical scout
ship could make those backwards calculations.” 


“Maybe they mean that to be just
putting them in the proper order.  You know, the way the planets are today,”
Cutter suggested.  “I don’t think we’ll know much more about any of this until
we get all the pieces to the puzzle.”


“Well,” Pollard shouted from the
front of the ship, “We’re here, back at the archives.  So let’s talk about it
while the latest artifact gets translated.”  


They dropped off the artifact
with the translators and found an empty table in the archives research
section.  


“I guess I think it would have to
be something more complicated than just putting them in the right order,”
Atticus said.  “After all, they’re pretty close to that all the time, anyway.” 



“Not quite,” Rosie said.  “We
found the sun here, and they weren’t even turned on until we picked them up.”  


“Well,” Pollard said, “we’ve got
5 planets to go if this is what they really are.  At least the remaining ones
aren’t as bad as the first two.”  


“d, e and f, the next three,”
Cutter said, “are all temperate planets with vegetation, water and animal life.
 g and h are on the other end of the spectrum, too cold to spend much time on
and we would need a full suit.”  


“What if we just needed them all
to be turned on, emitting in their original, particular EM band, at the same
time?” Rosie asked, looking at the far wall.  “What if it’s supposed to work
only if we have the signals from them all, combined?”


Before anyone could answer the
translator came over and left the translation with them.  


“Just like before,” he said.  


“This matches the orbital and
mass specs of T-1d, the third planet,” Cutter said.  


“Now that makes more sense,
Rosie,” Atticus said.  “That means we would still need them all, we just don’t
know why yet.”


“That would also mean that anyone
who found just one or two of the artifacts would have nothing,” Rosie said. 
“They would need them all and would have to start from the beginning.”


“And it would mean we would have
to figure out how to get them to revert to their original EM frequency,”
Atticus said.  “As soon as we pick them up, they reset to the frequency of the
original two artifacts.”  


“One thing at a time,” Rosie
said.  


“Go see if Dol’nar’s ready for
another trip,” Cutter asked Atticus.  “Here we go to T-1d.  Pollard, fire up
your scanner for emissions in the EM band.  I can’t wait to see where this one
is.” 
















 





T-1d looked a lot like the planet
they had settled on, just a little warmer.  The atmosphere was just about the
same, lots of water and very rocky, almost mountainous everywhere.  It would
not be very hard to settle.


“I’m getting a signal in the
right EM band,” Pollard said slowing the scout ship.  “It’s underground in a
very rocky area at the base of that mountain,” he pointed outside.  


“That doesn’t sound so bad,”
Cutter said.  “It should be simple to retrieve.” 


“Well,” Pollard said, “I’m
getting a signal, but there is so much interference I can’t pinpoint exactly
where it is.  If we don’t know that, we really can’t use our energy beams to
dig it out.  If we don’t know precisely where it is, we might hit it and destroy
it.”


“What is it, just the depth
that’s causing interference?”  Rosie asked.  


“No, not just that.  It looks
like the surrounding rock is slightly radioactive and that’s confusing the
scanners.  They can’t pinpoint its location.” 


“Any suggestions?”  Cutter
asked.  


“The scan does show that it seems
to be intact and not in anything,” Pollard said.  “It means it’s just buried by
itself surrounded by rock that is partially masking its position.”


“Almost like it was buried in
this spot on purpose,” Rosie said.  “We keep running into obstacles just to get
at these artifacts.”  


“I think that’s to make sure not
just anyone could find them,” Atticus said.  “Anyone have any suggestions?”


They landed the scout ship close
to the base of the mountain and all got out and began to walk around the site
hoping the scanner would report differently if they were closer.  


“Being closer doesn’t help,”
Pollard said looking at the scan data.  


I think I may be able to help,
Dol’nar thought.  I cannot teleport to the artifact because it is completely
buried with no open area around it.  However, the ability to teleport seems to
be enhancing my telepathy in an unusual way.  


“You continue to amaze us,
Dol’nar,” Rosie said.  “How has the ability changed?”  


It seems I can sense objects
that I cannot see, Dol’nar thought, even to be able to tell exactly
where they are.  It’s difficult to explain, but I think I can guide your energy
beams so you can get close enough to the artifact to physically extract it
without damaging it.  


“What do you have in mind?” 
Pollard asked.


I would suggest you dig here,
Dol’nar said and walked over to a spot and sat on his haunches.  The shaft
should be exactly 20 feet deep and wide enough to work in.  When you’re done,
the artifact will be at eye level on this side of the shaft, just a few inches
into the side wall.


Dol’nar pickup up a small stick
in his teeth and scratched a rectangle in the soft dirt.  


Remove this much soil to a
depth of 20 feet, he thought.


Pollard went back to the ship and
flew it over to the site.  He had it hover a few feet above the rectangle
Dol’nar etched into the soil and used the energy beam at a setting that would
vaporize soil and rock.  He turned the weapon on and watched to make sure it
didn’t stray away from the intended target.  


A cloud of smoke and water vapor
distorted the scene as the soil and rock vaporized.  When he was done, there
was a neat rectangle precisely where Dol’nar had directed and it was exactly 20
feet deep.  One end was sloped and Cutter made his way to the bottom of the
shaft.  He dug into the far wall at eye level a few inches and there it was. 
Exactly where Dol’nar said it would be.  He extracted it from the wall and
brought it out of the hole. 


“This is becoming more and more
evident that the First Race hid some of these with the Creed in mind,” Rosie
said.  “It would have taken a lot of careful manual digging to get at this one
without Dol’nar.” 


“I agree,” Atticus said.  “This
leaves four more to go not counting anything for the moon that isn’t there
anymore.”


“Yes,” Cutter said.  “Let’s not
forget about that.”





The next four planets posed a few
challenges for the team and Dol’nar helped wherever he could.  It was
absolutely obvious by the time they were done that the First Race had the Creed
in mind for some of the artifacts.  


The artifact they found on the
world they settled, T-1e, was in a sealed chamber more than a mile below the
archive rooms.  Dol’nar was able to show them the chamber by some quirk of his
telepathic abilities, and it looked as though it was a natural cavern with no
openings at all.  The only way the artifact could have gotten there, and out
again, was by teleportation.  Obviously something only the Creed could do. 


They assembled all the artifacts
they had so far on the table.  


“Well, we were correct,” Atticus
said.  “We’re going to wind up with models of all the objects in this system. 
Apparently, the way it looked over 20 million years ago, this planets moon
included.”


“These guys must have been pretty
paranoid to set up such a complicated method of finding them,” Rosie said.  


“I don’t know about that,” Cutter
said.  “I think they were probably just concerned about who found them, they
wanted to make sure it was a race that was advanced enough to follow the
clues.  And they wanted to know that the Creed would be involved.  It’s obvious
they trusted the Creed more than they probably trusted some people.”


“I would say they trusted the
Creed more than any humanoid,” Atticus said.  


We cannot know for sure until
we meet the First Race, Dol’nar thought.  


“I was making a joke,” Atticus
said.  


I know, Dol’nar thought
and chittered loudly.
















 





T-1f looked simple at first, but
proved to be anything but.  


When they chased down the signal
etched on the T-1f artifact, they found an area of dense jungle that looked as
though it hadn’t been touched for eons.  T-1f was mostly a mining planet with a
sparse population just now getting all the previous operations back up and
running.  There were several places on the planet that were covered with the
same jungle material as T-1e.  


This spot looked to be completely
covered by jungle canopy from the air and Commander Pollard had to set down
quite a distance away.  They trekked the couple of miles to the edge of the
foliage and took additional scanner readings now that they were actually on the
ground.


“This is definitely the spot,”
Pollard said.  “The artifact is in there, about 100 yards from the edge.”  


The area was about two to three
hundred yards square.  Large trees had grown up around the perimeter making it
difficult if not impossible to see into it from the outside and the canopy
obscured it from the air.  As soon as they stepped into the area past the
perimeter trees, they could feel the energy and it actually made a low buzzing
sound.  


Cutter put his hand up and tentatively
reached out to touch what he was certain was an energy barrier of some kind. 
Where his hand hit the barrier sparks flew, and it smelled of electricity in
the air.  


“Damn,” he said pulling his hand
back.  “That hurt.  It’s no wonder this artifact is still here.  My guess is
that the Maav didn’t even notice this barrier when they bombarded this planet. 
The trees eventually grew back up around the perimeter and formed the canopy
concealing it again.”  


“Look,” Rosie said pointing. 
“There it is, right in the middle of the area, in plain sight.”


The artifact was sitting on a
pedestal of sorts that looked a little overgrown, indeed right in the middle of
the clearing.  From the looks of the surrounding vegetation, you’d never know
it was behind an energy barrier.  The barrier must be letting in sun, air,
rain, everything except animals.  


Dol’nar chittered and began
walking around the perimeter of the area.  He stopped at several spots and
sniffed at and pawed the energy barrier.  When he eventually got back to where
Cutter and the rest of the group was, he sat on his haunches in front of them. 



There is a small space a few
feet to your left where there is a break in the barrier, he thought.  I
cannot tell if it’s natural or because of the erosion of the barrier itself,
but one person could get through that way if they squeezed in sideways.  


They followed him to the spot he
had found and Pollard scanned it with his handheld.  


“Nothing,” he said.  “How do you
know it’s really there if I can’t pick it up on the scanner?”


I would have asked why you
can’t pick it up on the scanner if I know it’s there, Dol’nar thought.


Cutter laughed and put his hand
up to the barrier.  He gingerly felt along the barrier until his hand slipped
inside the enclosure.  


“Here it is,” Cutter said. 
“Who’s up?”


Atticus stepped forward and
squeezed into the enclosure.  “Just make sure it doesn’t close before I’m out,”
he said.  He walked to the center of the enclosure and studied the pedestal. 
In a few minutes he was back at the opening.  


“What does it look like?” Rosie
asked.  


“I can see it’s sitting on a
device with lights on it that’s actually sitting on the pedestal.  I’m
wondering what’s going to happen if I lift the artifact off.”  


“Shades of some old movies,”
Cutter said.  “Does the pedestal itself look like it’s connected to anything?” 



“No,” Atticus said.  “As far as I
can tell, it’s just a big hunk of rock.”  


“Okay,” Cutter said.  He grabbed
the handheld scanner from Commander Pollard and stepped into the enclosure with
Atticus.  “Let’s try something.”  


Cutter scanned the pedestal. 
“You’re right, just rock.  Whatever that device is doing, it’s not connected to
anything through the pedestal.  He took his sidearm and began cutting away at
the rock on low power just below the device the artifact was sitting on.  When
he had it cut completely through, he and Atticus carried the
rock-device-artifact combination over to the opening in the barrier and set it
down just a couple of inches from the opening.  


“Okay,” Cutter said as they both
stepped through.  “Let’s see what happens now when we remove the artifact.  He
reached in with both hands, got a firm hold on the artifact and pulled it
through the opening in one quick, smooth motion.  


As soon as it was on the outside
of the barrier, the entire enclosure started to dim noticeably and crackle. 
They watched as it shrank quickly, throwing sparks everywhere.  It finally got
so small that it crushed what was left of the stone pedestal the artifact had
been on.  Had anyone walked in through the opening in the barrier and just
picked up the artifact, it, the enclosure and the person would all be dust.   


“Boy,” Atticus said, and smiled,
“I’m certainly glad someone watches ancient movies.”  


Dol’nar teleported them back to
the scout ship, and they headed back to the archives on T1-e with the new
artifact.  Dol’nar was still flexing his new-found teleportation muscle and
didn’t want to over do it by going planet hopping just yet.    





The next planet, T1-g, was well
below the freeze line all the time, as was the last planet in the system,
T1-h.  When they got the EM frequency translated from the most recent artifact,
they took off for T1-g. 


No atmosphere and very little
water made for a very desolate place.  There were a few outcroppings here and
there, but nothing you could really call mountains, not even hills.  More like
piles of rock strewn here and there on a desolate, cold plane.  They all
commented on it as the scout ship covered miles and miles of nothing.  


The EM emission led them to an actual
structure next to a relatively large outcropping.  It looked to be made of some
kind of smooth metal about 5 feet by 5 feet with a flat roof.  They landed the
ship as close to it as they could and all put on full insulated suits against
the cold and breathing masks.  


They walked all around the little
box looking for some kind of opening or door or window.  There was nothing.  It
was completely smooth all the way around.  


They just stood there in the cold
and looked at each other.  


“Dol’nar,” Cutter asked, “is
there enough room for you to teleport into there to retrieve the artifact?”  


Dol’nar closed his eyes, pointed
his nose in the air and started to purr loudly.  


No, he thought.  There
is no room at all, the artifact is actually encased in this material.  This isn’t
really a structure at all, it’s more like a thick covering for the artifact.


Atticus walked up and put his
gloved hand on the material.  


“Pollard, do you have the
handheld scanner?”  He asked.


“Yes,” Pollard said and handed it
to Atticus.  He ran it over the structure and looked at the readout.  “Just
what I thought,” he said and handed it back to Pollard.  He said something to
Pollard they all couldn’t hear.   


“Everyone move away from the
structure a few feet,” Pollard said.  “If Atticus is right, this will be pretty
impressive.”  He headed back to the ship while everyone moved off a few feet. 
Once back in the cockpit, he set the main scanners to a certain frequency based
on the handheld scanner output and engaged them.  Almost immediately, the structure
fell apart, almost melted, into a huge pile of small plastic-like beads with
the artifact sitting in the middle of the pile.  


“What did you do?”  Rosie asked. 



“It was just a guess,” Atticus
said.  “We played with material that looked and scanned just like this back in
school.  It was a polymer whose chemical bonds were broken by a resonating
frequency.  This scanned like that almost exactly, I just had Pollard turn on
the scanners to that frequency and, voila.  It just fell apart.”


“Hard to believe we got lucky and
ran into an easy one,”  Cutter said.  “Although I’d hate to think of how long
we would have struggled with this if you hadn’t been here.”  He slapped Atticus
on the back.  “Way to go, flyboy.”


Rosie laughed and elbowed him in
the ribs on the way back to the ship.  





T1-h, the last on the list of
planets, proved to be the worst of them all.  It was much colder than T1-g and
was very mountainous.  During its tumultuous history, several large volcanos
spewed a mixture of lava and toxic gases for several centuries leaving the
atmosphere not only deadly to breathe but also quite literally explosive.  


If they used any of their energy
weapons or even conventional explosives, the resulting reaction would likely
ignite the atmosphere itself and burn everything to a cinder.


Pollard caught this on the way
there when he was reviewing the latest astronomical data on the planet.  If he
hadn’t, the scout ship would have probably ignited the atmosphere on the landing
approach.  They had a small tender on board the scout ship that used a new,
untested magnetic drive system and this became the perfect opportunity to give
it a test flight.  They figured if they got into too much trouble Dol’nar could
rescue them in a pinch and get them back to the scout ship in orbit.  They just
didn’t want to over-tax his ability if they didn’t have to.


They landed safely and determined
that the artifact was buried beneath a half a mile or so of centuries-old,
hardened lava and ice.  The only choice they had was to dig.  Pollard suggested
they use some of the older mining equipment that had been abandoned by the Annu
a long time ago.  The equipment was similar to some internal combustion
engine-driven equipment still in use on Earth and was safe enough to use
without causing problems.  


Pollard made a call over the link
to the scout ship’s comm system to Annu that were based on the mining planet,
T-1f.  They agreed to load some mining equipment into one of the old Maav
tenders and head out to this site.  Pollard reminded them about the planet’s
atmosphere and they said they would also bring a larger shuttle with the
magnetic drive to transfer equipment to the planet’s surface.  


Rosie called her staff at the
café and told them to get as many volunteers as they could with food for about
a week and setup a mess tent here while the miners were digging.


It was going to be a long haul
and a dangerous dig, but they really had no choice.  The real problem would
come when they got close to the artifact.  Without using the newer, more
precise energy-based digging equipment, none of them were sure how to proceed
from there.
















 





“This is too deep for even
Dol’nar’s new ability,” Cutter said.  “He also said there was something wrong
with the container the artifact was in, apparently he can sense that.”  


“I’m continually amazed at his
abilities,” Atticus said.  


“Amazed at whose abilities?” 
Rosie asked as she plopped down next to them. 


“Mine,” Cutter said.  They all
laughed and Rosie punched him in the arm.  “No,” he said, rubbing his
shoulder.  “Dol’nar.”  


“Yes, absolutely,” Rosie said. 
“I don’t think we could have done this without him.”


“But, back to the problem at
hand,” Atticus said.  “If Dol’nar says there’s something wrong with the container,
there probably is.”  


“Let’s deal with that when we get
to it,” Cutter said.  He pointed to the crews in heavy artic dress running the
massive digging machines.  “Some of those things look amazingly like the heavy
equipment we used to use on Earth to do major digging.  I guess it kinda has to
be the same everywhere.  Function usually dictates form.” 


“The mess tent went up pretty
quick,” Rosie said.  “It’s big enough to be a mess hall and a large kitchen.  I
think they brought enough for two weeks, everyone will be eating pretty well
until this is over.”


“Let’s go see if we can help the
diggers,” Atticus said.  


Digging went well, but the
artifact was a long way down.  When something is that deep, you can’t just dig
a hole, you have to dig a large, circular pit with a road that winds into the
pit so the trucks can get down to load rock and debris and then back up.  So,
needless to say, there was a lot of equipment and a lot of men. 


Days passed, and the digging
continued.  It was going to take longer than they originally anticipated, so
they sent for a second crew to replace the original one.  Rosie gave them an
order for food they could bring with them.  


Four days into the second crew’s
work, Dol’nar came to Cutter.  


I believe they are close
enough that we can now isolate the artifact, he thought.  


“I’m worried that we’ll still
have to manually cut through whatever’s left,” Cutter said.


No, I don’t think so,
Dol’nar thought, and proceeded to walk out the door.  Cutter followed at a trot
to keep up.  Dol’nar was headed to the bottom of the pit.  Along the way they
picked up Rosie, Atticus and Pollard.  By the time they got to the bottom of
the pit they had a small crowd gathered.  


Dol’nar walked in circles for a
couple of minutes and then sat on his haunches.  Draw a square around me
three feet on a side, he thought.  


Cutter and Atticus etched the
square in the dirt with picks.  


Now, excavate around this
square to a depth of three feet and cut it off at the bottom, he thought.  


“I still don’t understand how
that’s going to keep us from digging the artifact out manually,” Atticus said. 



Simple, Dol’nar thought.  At
that point you can pick up the cube of hardened lava and ice and take it back
to the archives where we can extract the artifact with more advanced, delicate
instruments.      


Everyone around started laughing
at the same time.  That idea had not occurred to anyone.











Chapter 9


Earth date Wednesday June 21st, 2045 


Trappist-1e, the archives and beyond


Once they got the block of
hardened lava back in the archives, it was a simple matter to cut everything
away and retrieve the box.  The box that Dol’nar thought seemed wrong somehow. 
When they got it free, the box simply opened by itself, revealing the artifact
of the last planet.  Apparently, the box seemed wrong because it was made of a
material no one had ever seen before.  Probably just to protect the artifact
from what the First Race knew would be horrible conditions on the last planet. 



This artifact contained no
etching of a next one, this was the last.


“So I guess they didn’t leave an
artifact of the moon,” Atticus said.  


“It doesn’t look like it,” Cutter
said.  “I guess whatever happened to it, it’s not involved in this little
game.”  


They had all the artifacts lined
up on one of the long tables in the research area of the archives, in the right
order the planets existed in the system.  All the artifacts were on, they
were all emitting in the EM band of the original artifact, the key.    


“Well, nothing’s happening,”
Rosie said.  “I was hoping that once we had them all, something would be
evident.”


“Me too,” Cutter said.  “It looks
like we need to do something other than just have them all turned on at the
same time.”


Then Commander Pollard’s handheld
scanner beeped.  He picked it up and looked.  


“Interesting,” he said, studying
the results.  “It seems all the artifacts have reverted back to their
individual, unique frequencies.  When we picked them up they had stopped
emitting in that frequency and all emitted the same frequency.”


“Well, that solves one problem,”
Cutter said.  “Now we don’t have to worry about trying to get them to do
that.”       


“What if we need to actually
transmit all the frequencies together, combine them I mean, into one new
frequency?”  Rosie asked.  “Would that be possible and would it be different from
what we have now?”  


“Yes,” Pollard said, “it is
possible and it would be very different from what we have now.  Let me take a
look here and see if my handheld scanner can do that.”  


“That would make it astronomical
odds to just stumble on the right frequency,” Atticus said.  “It would be
almost impossible to find unless you have all the artifacts.  Miss just one and
it wouldn’t work.”


“Okay,” Pollard said, “the
scanner’s setup to emit in the EM band the combined frequency of all the
artifacts.”  


“Let it go,” Cutter said.  


Pollard pressed a button on the
scanner and everyone waited and looked around.  It took a full two or three
minutes before they heard a slight click from the back corner of the storage
area of the archives.  They all got up and hurried through the archways and to
the far corner just as another click could be heard and a large door opened
just a crack.


The door had obviously been so
flush with the wall as not to be detected, everyone had gone over and over that
entire room several times looking for anything out of the ordinary.


Cutter got there first and slowly
opened the door while staying outside.  As soon as he opened it beyond the
initial crack, lights came on inside and you could hear a ventilation fan
running.  The door was about three times the width of a normal door, and they
all stood in the doorway just looking inside.  


The room was perhaps 12 by 12
feet with a single desk along one wall with two chairs.  On the desk there was
a massive piece of equipment with several switches and buttons and several sets
of lights along the top.  


The group walked into the room
slowly, all thinking that the door would close any moment trapping them, but it
didn’t.  They stopped at the equipment on the desk and just looked.  Pollard
got on his comm link right away and asked for a translator.  


On the desk, in front of the
equipment, was a single page of a notebook with what appeared to be First Race
script.  


When the translator came in,
Cutter handed him a sharpie.  “Just put the English equivalent by all the
text.”  The translator referenced his notebook often and wrote everything down
as Cutter had requested.  


When he left, the single notebook
page had this is how we left written on it.


“Well,” Rosie said, “I guess that
settles that part of the question.  Whatever this is, it’s how the First Race left
the planet.”


On the main panel there were two
large switches, one on either side of the panel, with three lights in between
them.  The two switches were labeled on and fire, and the three
lights were labeled north pole, south pole and archives.   



“Now what do we do?”  Atticus
asked.  


“I think it’s obvious we can turn
it on,” he pointed to the on switch, “without actually causing any
harm.  I think we’d actually have to flip the fire switch to go any
further.”


“I agree,” Atticus said.  “I would
suspect if we flipped the on switch we should investigate what happens
in the north and south pole and here before we go any further.”


“I agree,” Rosie and Pollard said
at almost the same time.


Pollard got on the comm link to
the scout ship and raised flight command central.  


“I need three fast scout ships up
now,” he said.  “One to the north pole, one to the south pole, and one over the
archive area where we are here.”


“Yes, sir,” the reply came. 
“Give me a few seconds.” 


They heard hiss and crackle over
the comm link and the operator came back on. 


“They are hovering over the
designated areas, sir,” the operator said. 


“Good,” Pollard said.  “Tell them
to relay to us what they see.”  


Cutter reached out and flipped
the on switch and they waited to see what the three lights did and what
they heard over the comm link.  


They felt the rumble first rather
than hear it.  It was coming from close to them, but deeper than they were. 
The noise finally hit, and it was low, but loud.  The rumbling got worse and
for a moment they thought they were going to have to sit somewhere.  


The archives light went on.  At
almost the same time, a voice came over the comm link.  


“This is scout-4 over the
archives,” the radio crackled.  “A large door has opened next to the entrance
to the archives and what appears to be a laser cannon has come up out of the
ground pointing to the sky.”


“How big is it?”  Cutter asked.  


“Bigger than anything we’ve got,”
the radio crackled.  “If this is a weapon, it’s bound to be devastating.”  


“This is scout-5 and I’m seeing
the same thing in an area at the north pole.”  A voice on the radio said.  


“Same thing here,” another
voice.  “This is scout-6 at the south pole.”  


Both lights, the one for the
north pole and the one for the south pole, went on at about the same time.  


“Can anyone scan their unit and
tell how much power it would consume and what kind of wave is generated?” 
Atticus asked.  


Silence for a few moments.  


“This is scout-4.  I’m not sure I
believe these readings.”  Scout-4 had the best scanners in the fleet, they had
just recently been upgraded.  “The power connections go deep, almost all the
way to the core of the planet.  That means almost unlimited power if it’s
converted correctly.  I’ve never seen these kinds of readings on power output,
I have no idea what kind of beam it’s going to generate.”  


“Can everyone extrapolate based
on the position of the beam generators where the beams would converge?” 
Atticus asked.  


“Wait one,” Scout-4 said.  


In a few short minutes, they all
came back with the same coordinates where the beams would converge.  It was
almost exactly where the missing moon would have been.  


“Can you rig a remote control
switch for the fire command?”  Cutter asked Pollard.  


“Yes, I believe so, why?”  he
asked.


“Because I think we need to be in
the scout ship close to these coordinates when we fire this thing,” Cutter
said.  





The scout ship hung in space a
few hundred miles from the coordinates where the three beams would converge. 
They were all in the cockpit where they could get a good view of the area.  


“Flip the switch,” Cutter said.  


Pollard flipped a switch on the
scout ship console and the three beams were visible almost immediately.  They
converged where the calculations predicted they would and space itself began to
shimmer and pulsate.  


Pollard was watching the readouts
of the ship’s scanners.  


“This is fantastic,” he said. 
“These beams are fracturing space itself.  The only thing that can mean is it’s
trying to fold space in on itself.” 


“You mean it’s trying to open a
worm hole?”  Rosie asked.  


“In a way,” Pollard said.  “But
this is something much more.  A worm hole would take you somewhere specific,
usually just a few parsecs away, this seems to be trying to fold space for a
much longer journey.”  


The shimmering and pulsations
slowed and ultimately stopped altogether.  What was left was a region of space
that seemed out of place, not really there.  The energy from the beams was
still pouring into the rift, but you could now see into the area, almost like a
window to someplace else.  


“The scanners read stars and space
beyond the rift, but they are unsure where it is,” Pollard said.  “I think they
are confused by the presence of two sets of unconnected, different star
fields.”  


“Should we venture to the other
side?” Atticus asked. 


“I’m not sure we have a choice,”
Cutter said.  “Dol’nar, what do you think, you’ve been exceptionally quiet
through all this.”  


If this is truly where the
First Race has gone, we should follow, he thought.  


“I’m in,” Rosie said.  


“I think everyone is,” Atticus
said.  “Pollard, can you take us in?”


Pollard guided the scout ship
toward the rift.  They didn’t realize how large it was from the distance they
were at.  When they got close enough to actually go through, they realized it
was several thousand miles across.  Pollard moved the ship slowly through the
rift to the other side.  





As they moved through all they
saw was empty space.  Stars in the distance, but no moon.  


Once they were safely on the
other side and several miles from the rift, they turned around to look at it from
this side.  As they looked and took scans from this side, it suddenly
collapsed.  


“Pollard,” Cutter shouted.  “What
the hell just happened?”  


“It’s obvious the rift closed.”


“I know that, I can see it,”
Cutter said.  “I meant what caused it.”  


“I’m as much in the dark as you
are,” Pollard said.  “It could be it was simply on a timer.  It could have been
triggered by someone going through.  Or it could just have been a trap.  I have
no clue.”  


“Dol’nar,” Cutter asked, “can you
tell anything?”  


Dol’nar began to purr, slowed his
breathing and closed his eyes for a few seconds.  


We are alone, I cannot sense
anyone else.  Anywhere, he thought.  


“Can the scanners tell where we are?”
Atticus said.  


Pollard set to work on the
long-range scanners to try to get a fix on their current position.  


“Good Lord,” Pollard said. 
“We’re on the far edge of our galaxy.  About 75 thousand light years from where
we started.”


“I would assume if we can’t get
the rift open again, we can get back?”  Rosie asked.  


“Yes,” Pollard said.  “At this
distance, it would take us two days at full power, which I don’t recommend.  To
keep everything from falling apart, I would say a week would get us back to our
system.”  


Cutter whistled, “Damn.  That far
in a split second.  I think we’ve found our next method of propulsion.”    


“I think I’ve found our old
moon,” Pollard said, working the controls.  “It’s only a couple million miles
away over there,” he pointed to the right quadrant.


“Let’s go,” Atticus said.  “We
have no reason to hang around here.  If the rift opens again, we can be back
there in a few seconds.”  


Pollard set the controls to full
speed and engaged the light-speed drive.  They were at the moon in less than 30
seconds.  


“It looks completely intact,”
Cutter said.  “Apparently, they couldn’t escape the planet any other way, so
they relocated to the moon and then moved the moon through the rift.  They were
expecting it to close behind them, but I hope they didn’t expect us to follow
them so blindly.”


“They may not have expected us to
just stroll through when it first opened,” Pollard said.  “Hell, it could have
been a malfunction for all we know.  One of the components could have blown up
or broken, they’re only a little over 20 million years old.”  


“Look at all the structures,”
Atticus said.  “Living accommodations.  They must have expected to be here for
a while.  Maybe a long while.  They probably needed to scout the area and find
a habitable planet to populate.”   


“Look, there,” Cutter pointed. 
“It’s a space ship port.  Can you open that remotely?”  He asked Pollard.  


“Let me try some rotating
frequencies,” Pollard said.  After a few seconds, the door slid open, and he
guided the scout ship in.  


They all looked on in amazement
at the array of craft in the large hangar.  Small ships, large ships, all very
strange looking.  


“What’s the atmosphere?” Rosie
asked.  


“Breathable,” Pollard said.  They
all looked at him in amazement.  “Hey, I didn’t do it, I’m just reporting on
it.  This whole trip is bizarre, why should this be any different.”  





They entered the port and found
an empty spot to land.  After double-checking the atmospheric readouts, they
exited the scout ship and walked from ship to ship in the hangar.  There was
everything from a single-seat craft that looked like a strange version of a
fighter jet to craft much larger than the scout ship they came in.  There were
also lots of strange devices they could only surmise must be for refueling or
maintenance of the ships.  At the far end of the hangar was a smaller door that
led to the rest of the base.     


Beyond the door, there were
twelve interconnected domes that consisted of mostly living quarters with a few
offices. 


The living quarters were spartan
to say the least, not much more than a bed and desk.  They were arranged in a
manner similar to the older army barracks on Earth in the 50s and 60s.  It
would be hard for anyone to live in these conditions for more than a few
months, perhaps a year at most.  


There were also areas that looked
like large dining facilities, or mess halls, with kitchens attached, and
several large auditoriums for meetings.      


They never got to all of it, that
would have taken a long time, but they estimated the entire facility could hold
several million people.  From the looks of the furniture and the clothes that
were left, the residents had been humanoid.


Everything was perfectly
preserved, even after over 20 million years.  This was incredible, even
considering the abilities of the First Race.


They had stopped in what appeared
to be the quarters of someone important.  It was quite large with opulent
furniture and large windows looking out onto the sparse landscape of the moon. 



“I don’t get it,” Atticus said. 
“How is all this unaffected by time?  How are these systems still running, I
feel cool air coming from somewhere?”  


“I know there were some
experiments with self-repair a couple of decades ago, but nothing we ever
talked about rose to this level,” Cutter said.


“Maybe it was preserved in a
vacuum and it only turned on again when we walked in?”  Rosie asked.  


“I guess I’d buy that,” Cutter
said.  “I think it would have to have turned itself on a little earlier than
that to get the atmosphere up, but I see where you’re going with it.”  He
walked over to a book shelf and took a book off the shelf and absently leafed
through it.


“Probably when the rift opened,”
Rosie said.  “That would make the most sense.”


“This is the First Race all
right,” Cutter said.  “This book is filled with the symbols we’ve found all
over the archives.” 


They moved on to the next area in
the facility.  It was an observation dome, a large one.  


It looked out toward the stars,
stars they did not recognize, and they all wondered what had happened to the
occupants.  Suddenly, a ship materialized above the moon right in front of
them.  A big, sleek ship, just hanging there in space.  It was probably 20 or
30 times the size of their scout ship with very large, visible ion engines and
what appeared to be weaponry hanging off it here and there.


But however it arrived, it wasn’t
by usage of the ion engines.  It must have the space-folding tech because it
just appeared out of thin air.      


It is them, Dol’nar
thought.  


“Who?”  Cutter asked.  


The First Race.  They are
here.  


“Can you sense anyone on the
ship?”  Rosie asked.


No, Dol’nar thought, but
it feels like them. 


The ship just hung there in
space, motionless.   


“Well,” Cutter said, “whoever it
is, they’re not getting off the ship and it’s not moving.”  


“Let’s get back to the scout ship
and do some scans,” Pollard said.  


When they got back to the scout
ship and cranked up the scanners, the bigger ship was still hanging in space
outside the facility.


“It’s empty,” Pollard said. 
“There not a sole on board.”


“Here under remote control?” 
Rosie asked.  


“Or just pre-programmed somehow,”
Cutter said.  “Is there a port large enough for this scout ship?  If we’re
going on board, I’d rather not leave our ship here.”


“Yes,” Pollard said, “I’m trying
to get it open now.”  


He was rotating through
frequencies and eventually found the one that opened the hangar door.  They
slowly moved the scout ship through the opening and set it down inside.  Their
craft was the only occupant of the large hangar, it had room for perhaps 2 or 3
of them.


“Atmosphere checks,” Atticus
said, looking at the life support gauges.  “It looks like wherever we are, they
were expecting us.  Let’s take a walk.”  


They got off the scout ship and
walked over to the smaller door on the far side.  As soon as they got close to
it, the door opened on it own, it made an audible snap and slid into the
wall. 


Lights came on as they stepped
into the corridor.  There was cool air coming out of the vents high on the wall
and not a speck of dust anywhere.  On the wall about halfway up from the floor
was a sign that had an arrow in both directions with the symbols they had been
translating in the archives.  


Cutter looked at Pollard as if to
say, which way?


Pollard pointed to his left. 
“The bridge is that way,” he said.  


They saw no signs of life all the
way to the bridge.  On the way, they passed several rooms that were obviously crew
quarters.  The doors were open, and they explored a few of them before it
became apparent they were completely alone.  


The quarters were appointed much
differently than the quarters on the moon base.  The furniture looked
comfortable and plush and there was what appeared to be a small kitchen in each
suite.  


They finally arrived at the
bridge and, again, the door slide open automatically as they approached it. 
The bridge was close to 50 yards square with a large table in the center.  On
the table were screens and keyboards and around the room different stations
with all manner of complicated looking equipment.  The screens on the table in
the middle of the bridge had readouts that looked like different status reports
from areas around the ship.  


Off to one side, elevated a
little, next to a large window that actually looked outside, was the command
chair.  Atticus headed for it and began going over its controls.  


“Can you tell where this thing
came from?”  Cutter asked.  


“I think so, give me a few
seconds.”  Atticus was now in the chair actuating different controls with his
eyes glued to the readouts.  


“How does he do that?”  Pollard
asked.  


“I have no idea,” Cutter said. 
“He’s always been able to fly ships intuitively.  He always seems to know what
all the controls do no matter what ship he’s in.  This doesn’t surprise me at
all.”


“Yes,” Atticus finally said.  “It
looks like it came from a system a couple of thousand light years from here.  I
think this ship is equipped with the space-folding propulsion technique that we
used to get here from our side of the galaxy.  Give me a few seconds to get it back
on-line.  I think it came here automatically, no doubt triggered by the rift
that allowed us to get here.”


“Do we need to strap …” Rosie
said.  Before she could finish the sentence with in, they were orbiting
a planet.  “Damn,” she said.  “Warn us the next time you do that.”  


“Sorry,” Atticus said.      


It was about the same size as Earth,
from what they could tell, and obscured by heavy clouds.  They did a complete
orbit looking for a break in the clouds.  There weren’t any at all.  


“Can we leave this in orbit and
land in the scout ship?” Cutter asked.  


“Yes,” Atticus said, “I was just
in the process of setting up the controls.”


“I would assume if we get into
trouble you can get us out quickly?”  Cutter said as he looked at Dol’nar.


Yes, Dol’nar said.  As
long as we stay together in a relatively close group I can get us to either the
scout ship or this one rather quickly.  


“Good,” Atticus said.  “Let’s
go.”


They flew the scout ship out of
the larger craft and began a controlled descent through the atmosphere.  The
radar and infrared imaging systems were on and neither showed anything through
the cloud layers.  The clouds were thick and littered with all kinds of dust
particles, some of them quite large.  


As soon as they broke through the
clouds, it was apparent what had happened to this planet.


“Dol’nar, can you sense anyone at
all?”  Cutter asked.  


No, Dol’nar said.  There
are no humanoids.  I do sense some Creed, so we’re in the right place, but
nothing else.  


“Atticus, can you figure out
where on the planet the ship came from?”  Rosie asked.


“Yes,” Atticus said.  “It’ll take
us a few minutes to get there.”  


All they could see below was
devastation.  Complete and total.  Cities completely destroyed, rubble
everywhere.  But not recent.  They could tell it had happened a long time ago. 
A really long time.  Grass, weeds and trees had grown up in some of the destroyed
buildings, some of them had been completely washed away by time with only a
foundation left.


Then there was only jungle for a
long while.  Dense jungle, probably beginning to take over the entire planet. 
Nothing moved anywhere.  


Eventually, they came to an area
devoid of jungle growth.  It was probably four or five miles square and was
littered with crashed space ships and fighter craft.  Once they got a little
closer, they could see that the debris was actually many miles more in all
directions, but the jungle had reclaimed most of it.  In another few hundred
years or so all of it would be covered.


“Keep flying until we get to
where the ship came from,” Cutter said.  “We can explore all this later if we
want, but we need to see where the ship came from first.”  


“It’s just a little further
ahead,” Atticus said.  “There, up ahead.  Look to the left just past the break
in those trees.”  


Dol’nar chittered and then almost
growled.  


“My God,” Rosie said.  “Is that
what I think it is?”  


“Let’s get down there and take
some readings,” Pollard said. 









Chapter 10


Earth date Thursday June 22nd, 2045 


Somewhere in the Andromeda galaxy


Atticus set their small scout
ship down beside the great, broken ship, and they all exited and just stood and
stared for a few minutes.


Cutter was the first to speak. 
“This is a Maav ship,” he said.  “One of their first, the ones that attacked
your home and earth 40 years later.”


“I know, I’m just running a scan
to check for that layer of material we found when we rescued Atticus,” Pollard
said.


“Go ahead,” Cutter said.  “Run
your scans, but it’s a Maav ship.  You don’t need a scan to tell you that.  It
looks like those bastards got everybody.”  


“I can’t believe this,” Rosie
said.  


Cutter was pacing back and forth
in the area between the two ships when he caught movement out of the corner of
his eye.  


“Look over at that tree line,” he
said.  “There’s something moving over there and I can’t quite make out what it
is.”  He hunched over and put his hand on his forehead, attempting to shield
his eyes.  


It was a Creed, at the edge of
the tree line.  It looked scared, hesitant, and a little lost, but otherwise
healthy.  It took a step forward and Cutter straightened up.  Everyone else
took a step back.  The big cat sat down on its haunches and looked right at
Cutter.  From the ground to the top of its head it was at least three feet
tall, more like a Great Dane than a cat.  Its paws were probably the size of a
big man’s clenched fist.  It had short hair except for that peculiar streak of what
looked like longer, courser hair starting between his ears and running down his
spine to the base of his tail like a long, strange mohawk.  No doubt about it,
it was a Creed.


Cutter took a couple of steps
forward toward the animal.


“Cutter,” Rosie asked, “what are
you doing?”  


“Hang on, just a minute,” he
said. 


  Cutter tilted his head to the
left and the big cat tilted his head to his right matching what Cutter did. 
Cutter tilted his head the other way and so did the cat.  Cutter took off his
baseball cap and hunched over a little and the cat slowly laid down.  Cutter
straightened up and put his cap back on and the cat got back up on its
haunches.    


“Well, I’ll be damned …” Cutter
said.


Cutter patted his leg a couple of
times and the cat stood up and walked about halfway up to Cutter.  Then it
stopped and sat on its haunches again.  Okay, so we want to meet halfway,
Cutter thought.  He started walking slowly over to the big cat.  


“Cutter, what the hell are you
doing?”  Rosie asked again.  “That thing could be out and about looking for
lunch.  We have no idea how long it’s been since it ate last, it looks
hungry.”   


Cutter got to within about three
feet of the cat and it got off its haunches and started a low growl deep in its
throat.  Cutter stopped.  The cat slowly came the rest of the way to Cutter and
started sniffing his feet, his legs, then his hands.  Finally it sat down in
front of him and made a chittering noise.  Cutter slowly reached out and
scratched the cat’s ears and it closed its eyes and started to purr.


“Got another one,” Cutter called
over his shoulder.  “Dol’nar, come over here and see if you can communicate
with this guy while we take a look at the ship.”


Dol’nar sat beside the other cat
and attempted to make contact.  Cutter and the rest of the crew found a rip in
the hull of the great Maav ship and squeezed in.  Pollard agreed it was a Maav
ship, although he was unsure what it was doing way out here.  


“The air is a little stale,”
Pollard said looking at his instruments.  “But breathable.”  


There were bones littering most
of the hallways and some of the compartments.  They only went through a little
of the area around the bridge, it would have taken weeks to go through the
whole ship and they would probably not find anything different. 


“I’m surprised there are even
bones after this long,” Atticus said.  


“Protected environment,” Rosie
said.  “This is almost completely cut off from outside influences.”


“I think we’ve seen enough,”
Cutter said.  “Let’s see if we can get the cat to tell us what happened.”  


They retraced their steps back to
the rip in the hull and exited the great ship.  


Dol’nar and the other Creed who
had come out of the forest and met Cutter were chittering away with each other
and had been joined by a dozen or so other Creed.  The other Creed were sitting
along the sidelines on their haunches just listening.  When Cutter and the rest
of the crew came up to Dol’nar, none of the Creed paid them any attention at
all, they were engrossed in the conversation.  


“Dol’nar,” Cutter said, “did you
learn anything?”  


Yes, I have, but it is not at
all what we thought we would find.


“What do you mean?”  Rosie asked.


It may take a while.  I would
suggest we let these Creed go back into the jungle and eat while we all sit
down and I’ll try to recap what they have told me. 


They flew the scout ship back to
the larger ship in orbit and everyone settled down in one of the large
conference rooms on the big ship.  Dol’nar was sitting at the end of the table,
close to them all.  He began the story …  


The moon and several million
Banerans were transported to where we found it, it has not moved in all this
time.  This distance was at the upper limit of the device they used when they
were forced to leave our world.  The technology has since been updated and the
ship we are now on has an unlimited range.  The Banerans were on the moon base
almost two years.  


When they started the trip,
they only had enough food for a year.  Food rationing had to be implemented,
and that made the primitive accommodations even worse.  Scouting parties were
formed to try to find food on any of the surrounding planets, habitable or not
when it was clear that the rationing wasn’t going to be enough.    


For months after they arrived
they looked farther and farther away from the moon for any kind of habitable
planet they could relocate to and found none.  This coupled with the dwindling
food stores made for quite a bit of unrest.  


Finally, 2,000 light years out
they found this planet, the problem was it was already occupied by a race of
humanoids who had been here for a long time.  


Roland and Sasha tried many
times to negotiate an arrangement where the Banerans could relocate to this
planet long enough to regain their strength and search for a new home.  They
could not convince the current inhabitants of this planet to let them stay, they
were quite adamant that they be left alone. 


Reluctantly, Roland allowed
the Banerans to relocate to an uninhabited part of the planet against the
wishes of the current inhabitants.  His reasoning was since the current
inhabitants of this planet weren’t even close to this area, they could both
coexist long enough for the Banerans to find a new home.  


“I take it this didn’t go over
too well with the guys who already lived here?”  Cutter asked.


No, not at all, Dol’nar
continued.  There were border skirmishes all the time, and they kept getting
worse.  Roland tried his best to keep the situation calm, but there was a group
of Banerans who were all for reverting to their old ways and were hell-bent on
making sure they had the chance to survive no matter what.


“How far did it escalate?” Rosie
asked.  


The Banerans survived the
skirmishes long enough to develop weapons they used to instigate all-out war
with the planet’s original inhabitants.  It was a long and bloody war, lasting
several decades and costing more lives of the original inhabitants than
Banerans.  In the end, the original inhabitants of the planet were driven off. 
They actually left the planet altogether to find another home.  


“I know this is going to be a
stupid question because you don’t know the answer, but do you have any idea how
that Maav ship got here?”  Atticus asked.  


Well, Atticus, that’s a really
easy question.  You see, the original inhabitants of this planet were the Maav.
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“What?”  Pollard exclaimed. 
“That’s ridiculous, they couldn’t have been on this planet, the gravity is all
wrong for their body type.”  


“And we were under the impression
the Banerans were a peaceful race.”  Cutter said.  


Well, first of all, any race
will do what it has to do to survive as a species, even if it’s something
that’s probably questionable at the time.  And, as for the Maav, they were
originally more humanoid than when we met them.  From here they relocated to
the only other habitable planet nearby and it slowly, over generations, changed
them into what we saw.  It took generations, literally thousands of years, but
they developed ships and weapons with which to fight the Banerans and they came
back.


“So they came back to finish the
war the Banerans started?”  Rosie asked.  “Is that what you’re being told by
the Creed who are left here?”


Yes, that is the gist of the
story.  The second war here lasted only about five days and the Maav wiped out
the Banerans down to the last of their species.  Only the Creed survived, the
Maav saw no threat in them and had no idea of their potential.  The savage and
brutal defeat of the Banerans left a taste for blood with the Maav.     


“That must have been a long time
ago,” Cutter said.  


Yes, it was, as you can see
from the state of things on the planet.  


“So, how many Creed are here?” 
Cutter asked.  


About five thousand, give or
take a few.  The species has been here since the Banerans first relocated to
this planet, eons ago.


“What happened after the second
war?”  Atticus asked.  


Dol’nar hesitated a few seconds. 



This is the most disturbing
part.  The Maav went through all the records and maps of the Banerans and
figured out where their home world was.  The Maav had no idea that the Banerans
as a species were not there anymore, but they wanted to destroy the home world
of their invaders.  So they set out on a centuries-long trek across the galaxy
in great generation ships with most of their population and along the way
became the very aggressors they sought to find and destroy.  Without knowing
it, the Banerans had created the threat that later almost wiped out a future
species on our home planet and your species as well, he nodded to Cutter
and the rest of them.  In an interesting twist of fate, the Maav were not
aware of the space-folding mode of transportation of the Banerans and had left
without any of their technology.  If they had understood the technology of the
Banerans, they would have gotten to our planet and found it barren and probably
moved on to yours.  At that time in your planet’s history, there would have
been no one on your world to stop them.


Everyone got quiet as all that
sank in.  


“What do the Creed that are still
here want to do?”  Rosie finally asked, changing the subject a little to
lighten the mood.  


They indicated that they would
like to join us on our home.  Their original home.  I think once we get back,
we can retrofit some of the older Maav tenders with the space-folding
technology on this ship and ferry them back in a few trips.


“Yes, that will work,” Cutter
said.  “Are you going to be okay?  I know your were excited to find the First
Race and now it seems they were not all who we thought they were.”  


 Yes, we will be fine.  Any
species has good and bad in them and if they are pushed up against a wall with
no way out, there’s no telling what they would do to survive.  I think that’s
true of any of us.  I am disappointed, but I will work with Glen’ea and Buzz
and the rest and we’ll survive.  After all, we had already made the decisions
we needed to make no matter what we found.  I just hope we didn’t waste your
time.  


“Dol’nar, there was no way we
could have developed this space-folding technology by ourselves.  At least, not
in my lifetime.  This is going to open up more possibilities than I can count
as far as exploration and potential trade goes,” Atticus said.  “Working with
you has never been a waste of time.”    


    











Epilogue


“I don’t think that’s quite
enough,” Cutter said.  He wrote down another number, showed it to Rosie and
handed it to the man in the suit.


“Cutter,” she whispered, “you
ain’t never gonna get that much for all this junk.”  


This was the third time the man
in the suit had stopped by Cutter’s place on Earth.  He wanted all the yard art
that Cutter had been collecting for years and Cutter had told him it was the
whole place, including the house, or nothing.


The man looked at the number and
went back to his phone.  He carried on a conversation for a couple of minutes
and then turned back around to Cutter.  


“You have a deal,” he said and
stuck out his hand.  


Dol’nar raised his head high and
chittered loudly.  


Rosie just laughed and slapped
Cutter on the back.  


“I wouldn’t have believed it. 
Now where are you gonna live?”  


“Why, in back of the diner, of
course,” he said and laughed.


“Oh, I think we can do better
than that,” Rosie said and smiled.  
















 





Atticus finally had his dream
job.  He was flying the magnificent vessel they had found on the other side of
the galaxy.  All around Andromeda, our galaxy and almost everywhere in
between.  


He had taken to it just as he had
done so many times in the past, almost sensing how the controls worked and what
the ship needed.  


Someone had to be in charge of
exploring all those remote regions and filling a database with everything he
saw and every species he met.  He had a crew of several humans, a couple of
Annu and, of course, three or four Creed.  It was a mix that worked well together. 



They would be gone for a year at
a stretch and then report back all their findings to all three systems. 
Everyone always looked forward to hearing about their latest adventures. 
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Dol’nar sat at the edge of the
knoll he loved so much and looked out over the city of New Hope.  


Buzz was leaning against him,
purring.  


I’m sorry you didn’t find the
First Race, Buzz thought.  I know you had hoped they were still alive. 



It is not important, little
one, Dol’nar replied.  Sometimes you look all over the galaxy for what
you already have right in your own neighborhood.


I’m not sure I understand,
Buzz thought.  


All in good time, Dol’nar
thought.  All in good time.  
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