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PROLOGUE:

 

Hopelessly lost from her home berth, the Pioneer Pod Four had become a wanderer in the interstellar frontier, a hobo on a runabout with no foreseeable end.  The crew of the Pioneer Pod Four had come to terms with a way of life where the unexpected had become the norm, where no experience, however bizarre, could be ruled out.  They were stranded where the writ of Aidennian-based logic no longer ran. When the alien world they had crash landed on began to turn from a barren, hostile badland to a virtual wilderness beyond the grasp of imagination, Capel Perezsire, commander of exploration and research, reckoned soberly it was an answer to an unspoken prayer.  But, he clamped down on optimism.  His crew could think he was the cold-hearted bastard of all time, but he wanted emotion out of the equation as much as possible.  The newly born jungle and one of its inhabitants had claimed the life of a crewmember … his son, Lunon. 

The great, saucer-shaped ship, with its complement of over three hundred pieces of sophisticated hardware, was nearing a launch point.  After months of repair and preparation, the Pioneer Pod Four was once again ready to join the glowing jewels on the black velvet pad of space. Once again, the refugees from the sundered planet of Aidennia would venture out into the cold reaches of the void and try and find a place to call...Home. 








  
 


“Paradise Lost”







  
 

CHAPTER ONE:
Gliding through the blackness of deep space, the Tauron Imperial Strikecruiser Rue Saxer kept its mighty snub-nosed shape toward the remoteness of the Outer Rim. It’s one cycle mission in this sector, which was relatively lifeless and of little interest to anyone except xenogeologists, was almost complete. Other than the unusual composition of many of the planets' atmospheres, there was little to note about the Outer Rim sectors -- except that some areas of the war had flushed several System worlds' refugees into fleeing to the Rim's border planets. Its bridge was alive with activity, punctuated by a voice that called from the starboard-side crew pit through the din of background conversation and ship noise.  "Ba’al Sirdar Eyer-le?" the voice said. "Message from the launching bay: the probe droidships are ready."

Eyer-le, leaning over the shoulder of the Tauron at the Rue Saxer's bridge engineering holomonitor, ignored the shout.  "Trace this plasma line for me," he ordered, tapping a light pen at the schematic on the display.

The engineer threw a questioning glance up at him. "Ba’al --?"

"I heard him, Ensign," Eyer-le said. "You have an order. Make sure you tie stellar cartography files in with your quantum distribution scan."

"Aye, Ba’al," the other said carefully, and keyed for the trace.

"Ba’al Sirdar Eyer-le?" the voice repeated, closer this time. 

Keeping his snake-like eyes on the engineering display, Eyer-le waited until he could hear approaching footsteps. Then, with all the regal weight that thirty cycles spent in the Strikeforce Fleet gave to a Tauron, he straightened up and turned. Eyer-le’s gharial tail twitched with controlled rage as his cordovan V-shaped pair of cranial crests trembled enough to make the young duty officer's brisk walk faltered. He came to an abrupt halt. "Uh, Ba’al --" He looked into Eyer-le's eyes and his voice faded away.

Eyer-le let the silence hang in the air for a handful of heartbeats, long enough for those nearest to notice. He took into consideration the age of the junior officer; his body scales just as green as his manner, his mandible tusks just nubs behind his prominent jowl pinchers. "This is a bridge of a Tauron Imperial Strikeforce warship.  Routine information is not -- repeat, NOT -- simply shouted in the general direction of its intended recipient.  Is that clear?"

The ensign swallowed. "Yes, my Ba’al."

Eyer-le held his ophidian eyes a few micronodes longer, and then lowered his crested head in a slight nod. "Now. Report."

"Yes, Ba’al," the ensign swallowed again, the hue of his emerald scales returning some.  "We've just received word from the launch bay, Ba’al, the probe droidships are ready for their scans within the Outer Rim's frontier space for any refugees from the encounter with The System."

"Very good," Eyer-le nodded.  "Tell the deck officer to launch and track each droidship's progress.  Report anything interesting immediately."

"Understood, Ba’al," the ensign breathed, turned on his booted heels, and hurried off to his abandoned station to relay the order. His tail almost tucked between his scurrying legs.

From the Strikecruiser's enormous underside hull hangar bay, came tiny pinpoints of metal that instantaneously ignited their compact, ion-plasma engines as soon as they cleared the mammoth ship's gravity field.  With a fierce determination, each probe shot out across the heavens toward a pre-determined destination in pseudo-motion, then was gone from sight within micronodes as hyperspace took them.

 

*  *  *

 

Pioneer Pod Four Log. Mission Status Report. Five hundred and fifty-five rotates since launch. Commander Capel Perezsire reporting. Because of the uncertainty of this planet's primary sun, and to prepare for any critical change that may affect the safety of the Pioneer Pod Four's crew, we have been assembling data on atmospheric levels and beyond. To collect the necessary data, observation satellites have been set up at a distance several kiloretems above this planet's surface. There, swinging in endless orbits around this planet, are twelve drone probes. For six consecutive rotates since their launch they have reported by all means of communication without incident. Each providing primary information needed to prepare a detailed information bank on this planet's companion suns and worlds. This information will hopefully prove vital on the rotate that the Pioneer Pod Four becomes spaceborne once again. The effects of gravitational loss, showers of meteoritic dust, and the fierce and undiluted radiation of this solar group's ternary stars -- are all being studied. However, as of 09:00 nodes, four rotates ago, all twelve satellites have gone silent following a massive solar flare eruption on the surface of this planet's primary star. This is only one of a long list of cosmic bombardments that have been plaguing this tiny rock with which we, the crew of the Pioneer Pod Four, have been clinging to life on. At present, all crew are on Yellow Alert status and all emergency systems are on standby with all major and secondary systems at top priority for diagnostic review and repair.   

***

It was a hot world, a dry world, a brick-dust world, where the sky was always red. A supercontinent belted the baked orb and stretched from its south to its north poles and separated a paleo-inland sea to its east, from a panthalassic abyssal ocean to its west. The broad volcanic central pangean mountain range formed an equatorial highland that was the equatorial locus for a rainy belt. The volcanic mountain range moved northward into drier climates and the interior that became desert-like as the continued uplift of the mountain range blocked moisture-laden equatorial winds. A range of hills divided this area into northern and southern desert basins, where strong dry winds created huge sand dunes able to migrate unopposed across great distances. Wind-blown sediments usually well sorted, which also gave them a very good reservoir potential. The strong winds and high temperatures made the area very hostile. In some areas, the land subsided and was flooded by the shallow seas. The dry and extremely hot climate caused constant evaporation of the seawater, with the salt left as a seabed deposit. In this bleak landscape, the planetary inhabitants’ biggest battle was with the elements. A massive surge in volcanic activity was beginning to superheat the planet’s atmosphere, creating the highest temperatures yet known for this radically changing orb.  Life on this planet was about to change…

It did not help that the planet held an elliptical orbit around a star held in its own revolution around two other stars, one of which was a bloated red supergiant. At any given time, one to three suns could be present in the primordial sky. The planet's primary star was a yellow blowtorch searing down on its landscape, too bright to look at even through tinted visors. It was enough intensity nearly to suffocate the planet under the oppressive heat. Shadows cast by the two early morning suns highlighted the fresh tracks of a side-winding adder in the sand.  Following the marks, Lieutenant Retho Capelsire climbed a golden dune slope to where they ended beside a large clump of grass. Retho cautiously circled the grass, searching for signs of the viper's presence, but found none.  Frustrated, Retho removed a field biocoder from his short-sleeved fatigue’s cargo-styled pants utility belt and scanned the clump.  Still nothing. 

"Where did it go, and how did it vanish so quickly? It must have buried itself deep into the root zone," he muttered to himself, rechecking his hand-held biocoder. "Damned heat levels," he cursed, clearing the sensors and then resetting them.  The thermal readings that came back were still inconclusive. "I don't know which is worse on the sensors; the ambient air or the solar ultra-violet interference."  

During the cycle and six months he and his family had been marooned in this desert region on this alien planet, Retho had spent many free moments walking in the shrinking dunes nearby.  The desertscape was disappearing due to the rapid growth of the surrounding jungle that had metamorphosed as long-buried seedlings sprung to life after a plasma firestorm some eleven months past.  Retho had originally been out scouting around for meteorite impact craters.  Recently, small pieces of debris pelted the planet without any known origin other than outer space. His attention suddenly diverted from one such gout in the desertscape by the appearance of an object streaking across the sky, leaving behind a lingering trail of smoke as it dipped toward the hazy horizon. After retrieving his electron binoculars from his utility belt, Retho had followed its fiery course and watched intently as it had crashed on the butter-yellow dunes and consumed in its own explosive brilliance.  That explosion had been somewhere near where he now stood; but, then came the diversion of the viper. Now Retho found himself engrossed in this planet's indigenous version amongst the sand and stone.

Retho occasionally encountered vipers side winding across the sand, but never did he find one lurking in the shrubs where he expected it to be. Succumbing to the facts that his biocoder presented, Retho closed the device and returned it to his utility belt. Seating himself at the base of a dune, Retho's careful eye focused suddenly in on a sand lizard endemic to the dune fields surrounding the Pioneer Pod Four's crash site. Slowly the lizard foraged along the bottom of the dune's steepest face, where food often collected.  Stopping periodically, it pushed aside the sand with its broad, shovel-like snout, searching for seeds from grasses and succulents, as well as for insects and other small arthropods. Unsuccessful, it continued.  

Suddenly the sand above it exploded, blurring Retho's vision.  As his eyes refocused, he saw the lizard violently thrashing in the distorted maw of the adder he had been tracking. Soon the lizard was still.  The snake unhinged its lower jaw and shifted the lizard from side to side, aligning it for its headfirst passage into its stomach.

Retho had seen many System species of captive venomous snakes and Aidennian vipers strike prey, and each time their speed amazed him, but nothing had prepared him for the stealth of this attack. While Retho's research focused on the ecology of the sand lizard, he had learned a great deal about the various strategies organisms on this planet had evolved to cope with the peculiar climate and topography. The remaining desert's shifting sand dunes supported very little plant life, which would have supplied shade and food and be the base upon which all other organisms depend. It also was doubly important, for plants not only provide energy, but were also the main source of water for most of the desert animals.

Because of the desert topography, the amount of time an animal could forage during the day for food and water was about half what it might be in a flatter, more vegetated desert. That was why Retho had to make the best of the short time allotted to make his observations. He had only approximately two nodes. 

Retho moved his attention away from the dining viper to a cluster of cameloids situated across the desert expanse. They appeared to be unaffected by the rising heat. He knew this one-humped dromedary of this desert thrived in this the hottest and driest climate on this planet. In the cool of the night and early morning, the cameloids core temperature could drop to about ninety-two noches Heit, rising with air temperatures during the day to one hundred noches. As a result, the difference between a cameloid's body temperature and that of its environment was never as large as it was for other mammals, and so the flow of heat from the air to its body reduced.

The alien cameloids were not alone in coping to climate. The Aidennians shared a physiological adaptation to heat -- that being, a network of blood vessels, called a carotid rete, just below the brain. The rete insured that when core body temperature was high, venous blood draining the nasal cavity cooled arterial blood destined for the brain. That was not the only upper hand the Aidennian survivors had over the endemic species. Retho and his comrades, being bipedal hominids having very little body hair had the advantage of exposed skin having direct contact to the flow of air, promoting the shedding of excess heat by convection, and when necessary, enhancing the effectiveness of sweating. Yet, with all the superior adaptations to extreme climate that Aidennians had, in order to continue to observe, Retho knew that he could not stay as he was now. He could feel something odd in the air. The suns overhead were different -- not just unseasonably sweltering, but different. Intense enough to make Retho need shelter and try to ignore the scratch of thirst in his throat. Even though he had had plenty of water to drink, Retho was suffering from the accumulating heat, and began sweating profusely. He did not have fair skin and was not obsessive about avoiding sunlight for fear of skin cancer, but these suns were...deviant.

Reluctantly, Retho stood from his crouched position and moved back to where he had parked the convertible-styled, Roadster-class hovercar.  Placing the shouldered, portable gear he had been toting in the back squab, Retho hauled himself up and into the driver's seat in one quick, graceful move.  It was time to join up with his sister, pick her up from her observation outpost near the coastline, and then return to base camp with a full report.

Activating the small craft's hyperatomic motor, Retho eased the directional controls forward and the Getabout surged forward in a sudden rush of air. Although the region was only two hundred and twenty-seven square mets in size, it was really a mini-continent within the main continent, with a wide variety of habitats. Along the east coast were the remnants and the beginnings of rich tropical rain forests. In the south where the Pioneer Pod 4 crashed was a spiny desert, a dry land studded with prickly cactus-like plants and bulbous baobab trees. To the west were dry forests, and in the middle was a central plateau.

Movement from off-center to the Getabout’s course caught Retho’s eye, and he tracked the disturbance with the ‘car’s sensor pallet. It was a migrating synapsid theraspoid herd. Each was of a massive beige body with a spiked head, and bony armor developed to an extreme. These proto-mammalian creatures were sniffing out waterholes. It was possible they smelled water from several mets away; making any discovery the first drink the herd may have had in six months. To survive, the synapsids had adapted to squeeze out every ounce of nutrients from the dietary poor desert plants they grazed on in their treks across the sandy expanse in search of their next water ration.

Honks and snorts of the advancing herd reverberated across the desert basin, seemingly announcing the rabble’s arrival. However, it was more than mere posturing for the sake of bevy members, but also for those that shadowed the herd’s progress.

The herd was not alone. Carnivores, too wise to attack a group so large who knew how to defend itself, trailed at a safe distance. These were theriodonts, therapsid hunters -- lightly built saber-toothed carnivores, with long running legs that fed on the abundant dicynodont herbivores that shared the environment. It was a migratory standoff. 

Within a few rotates after the therapsid herd uncovered a water source, the members would drink it dry and then move on. The ever-vigilant predators would euthanize any weak or sick individuals trailing behind. It was an age-old symbiotic dance. One that played out more and more, for suddenly more and more the water everywhere was turning up missing. Life quickly threatened by what was becoming a global draught. 

According to Retho Capelsire’s calculations, the current planetary water crisis was obliterating millions of cycles of evolution.  Life was on the brink. There had been a reprieve shortly after the demise of the planet’s ecosphere control network and subsequent firestorm the infused the world with renewed life. That all had begun to change in the last few months; it was yet still unexplainable – the planet’s atmosphere charged with volcanic pollutants snuffing out entire ecosystems. Mass extinctions were inevitable.

Disenchanted, Retho left the roaming armored synapsids and their stalking saber-tooth shadows to their own ends. The hovercar jetted on a cushion of air across some grasslands of the plateau as Retho navigated a steady and familiar course toward the beach. Along the way, he past rivers running red with soil stripped from the barren hills after recent heavy rains. The swelling waterways had managed to cut a devastating swath through the quadrant's unique wildlife and plants. According to recent research, the scientists onboard the Pioneer Pod Four discovered that the native vegetation covered only ten percent of the quadrant. The majority of the central plateau was still a barren landscape; erosion in the quadrant was as serious as anywhere. Every time it rained, the waterways ran red with soil.                 

Banking the 'Rover's Getabout away from the engorged riverways of the plateau, Retho guided the convertible aerofoil alongside a deep ravine carved into the western slope of one of the many mountains of the eastern sector. He cast longing glances at the approaching shadows. The prehistoric inhabitants who lived there also paid attention to solar orientation.  The ship's environmental expert, a BioType Syntheform affectionately known as BeeTee, uncovered evidence that the long dead occupants of this alien planet had taken advantage of subtle alignments of the landscape for protection from the three suns that bombarded the surface at critical times of the planetary cycle.  Realizing that a narrow ledge in the canyon wall faced north, they had dedicated the entire site to the construction of storage units, digging small pits in the dirt and debris fallen from the overhanging roof of the rock-shelter.  They lined the pits with sandstone slabs bonded by mud mortar and roofed them with beehive constructions of sticks and mud.  This enabled the aliens to store food (corn, beans, pine nuts, squash) for a long time in a cool, dry environment in the middle of a sandstone hotbox. The crew of the Pioneer 4 had considered this process as an alternate for foodstuff storage if the ship's food preservation system ever failed.  

The landscape unfolded around the hovercar as it skimmed further away from Base Camp. The meager tree cover to be found, consisting of lowlying junipers, pinon pines, and ponderosas, afforded little refuge from the black, jagged basaltic blanket.  Not far below ground, however, were natural cavities that were oases of coolness.  Lava tubes that had hardened around molten rivers of rock provided makeshift thoroughfares to those sanctums, into which the dense, cold air during the winter season settled and remained.  While exploring these catacombs, Retho, Moela, and BeeTee had discovered ice that had formed, and depending on the cave size and shape and the location of its entrance hole, it could be preserved throughout a cycle.

The Getabout glided onward into a topographical depression that was quite familiar to the young scientist. He had known this place, he thought, before the wild orchards had grown; when it had been part pseudo-jungle, part volcanic barrens around acrid mudflats. He remembered it when the only sign of life had been their little group at the crash site's base camp clustered up against the rising hillocks of land at the end of the narrow valley, truly little more than a fingernail gouge in the marble wastelands of eternal desert.

 Along the valley rim above a tributary of a local creek, Retho could see the results of his fossil prospecting. One of many sites he and the others had discovered was beginning to unlock this planet's history. In cuts and slopes, erosion had laid bare a bed of silvery gray volcanic ash -- the fossil-bearing formation -- sandwiched between layers of sandstone. It had been there he had discovered it, first of many gems.

He had been doing a routine scanning of the quadrant, dropping down to the streambed to explore one more gullied escarpment when suddenly high above his head he saw the skull, gleaming white against the weathered ash of the ravine wall. Finding the bank too steep to climb, he backtracked to the rim and dropped to a narrow ledge for a closer look.  It was a baby rhinoceros’s skull about a retem long, perfectly preserved, its big teeth glossily marbled with the dark chemicals of fossilization. Retho suddenly remembered how his hands had trembled with excitement as he lasered the soft ash away from the skull. To his joy he found it joined to a string of neck vertebrae running back under the hill. He had stumbled back to Base Camp with, for once, a good excuse for being late to supper. "I've never seen anything like it," he told the others. "The whole animal could be there."

The next rotate's digging had uncovered a bonanza: Not only was the baby rhinoceros intact, but the articulated skeletons of three more rhinos, including a full-grown adult, also extended back in to the hill. There was a bone hunter's dream come true.  In river-deposited layers, such as the sandstone above and below the ash, whole skulls are a rarity and full skeletons almost unheard of. Further testing of the ash bed yielded twelve more skeletons from an area no larger than average living quarters.

Although the fossil mammals, which consisted of rhinos, equines, cameloids, and others, all apparently belonged to previously named species, the new skeletons were by far the most complete remains of those creatures ever unearthed. Rarely found parts such as tongue bones, cartilages, tendons, and tiny bones in the middle ear all survived in exquisite detail and in their correct positions. Such small and fragile parts, as the tendons of a turkey leg, only partly calcified in life, and survived primarily because no action of water, wind, or earth movement ever shifted them after burial. Fragments of fossil birds were rare in rocks of this age, so it was likely that the skeletons represented totally new forms from the ash bed.

Retho mused to himself as he drove through the small valley at the cardinal joy of paleontology being the thrill of discovery -- being the first to see a new fossil. He found it funny because of the irony -- being the first to tell whom? Still, he remembered how Moela, Capel, Dara, and he had savored that special moment. Relished the time finding fossil feather impressions, finding a bird skeleton complete with small polished pebbles in its gizzard, porous bones of an unborn calf inside an adult rhino skeleton, extracting fossil grass seeds from a rhino's throat cavity, and unearthing the giant tusk of an elephant-like Gomphotherium.

The fossil quarry had been abominably dusty. Whenever a slight breeze lifted the powdery volcanic ash, they had to put on dust masks. Ash permeated everything. It was prickly and irritating to the skin and it ruined scanning equipment and surveying instruments. Most of the rhino skeletons were crouched with legs either tucked under their bodies or lying on their sides. A few had the ribs scattered where the gases of decomposition had caused bloating and explosion. Yet the overall impression was of a large herd of animals peacefully at rest. 

So, what had caused this massive death? It had to have been something quite sudden and without notice. That was what frightened the Aidennians. This planet was known to excel in producing such phenomenon that ultimately led to being life-threatening. The first encounter with this bizarre, alien planet had been immediately after Retho's life had been shattered forever.

In the System Star Cycle of 6752 A.T., on planetary rotate .0719, the probeship Aidennian-System Transporter Saarien had been launched from Orbiter Spacedock Aidennia One bound for the Outer-System world of Mira-IV with orders to proceed with colonization. The Saarien ambushed less than ten rotates out by a Tauron Death Squad.

Retho and his family had been in stasis when the attack on the probeship had commenced. Awakened amid the Saarien's demise by the mission pilot Major Nicraan Matasire. Retho's eyes opened from suspended animation onto a surrealistic vision of hell. Even now, as he sped across the receding boundaries of the alien desert in the hovercar, Retho could still imagine seeing the Hibernation Center's air filled with smoke and hearing the cacophony of despair: the wails of klaxons, the crash of imploding sections, muffled weeping from his awakened family.

All that Retho recalled in those desperate moments of fleeing from the burning probeship's bowels in the Pioneer Pod Four were two thoughts that played across his sanity: Do not think, do not feel...

As Retho reviewed the memory, those two connected thoughts surfaced again; and, with some sadness, he found that he still could not think nor feel in reflection to his emotional status on the incident. To Retho it was meaningless. Irrelevant. All destroyed. Feelings were the most irrelevant of all; Retho was beyond emotion.  In his mind, he lay dead beside all of his comrades, especially the Elders. He missed them the most -- for, they raised the offspring, nurtured the offspring, trained the offspring, and passed on to the offspring the wisdom of their kind. It was in trying times like this that Retho thought about them. They would know what to do, and he wished that he could go to them for council now. 

The Elders were to have guided the Pioneer Pod colonists in their first cycles of their isolation away from The System. They had been familiar and loved figures, but now they were dead, killed in the Saarien explosion, and could offer their advice no more. The Elders and fellow Aidennians that had been massacred in the Tauron ambush, their bodies consumed by flame, still echoed hauntingly in Retho’s mind.

The bitter clarity of the Saarien's end filled his mind just then.  The mammoth supership had exploded module by module like a small sun. Retho remembered allowing himself to be blinded by the light.

That kind of blinding light filled Retho's vision again as the flatlands gave way to the buckled, cracked surface of a lava field. Sulfurous smoke and fumes boiled into the air as the lieutenant snapped back from his reverie. Bubbling pools simmered around him. Retho let the hot breezes blow his au-burn hair into a ragged mane around his aquiline face. His eyes stung reddened and smoke and grit stained his cheeks.

The ground shook as a distant geyser of scarlet lava shot up and looped back down like the mating plumage of a flamebird; to burble beneath the planet’s crust. As an air displacement shock wave bubbled out across the plain, a plume of smoke rose like a towering anvil into the sky. The volcanic soot powdered the speeder’s windshield and dulled the reflective alloy of the fuselage, reducing the energy-absorbing abilities; yet Retho pressed forward, stinging eyes intent, gritty brow furrowed. The ash and smoke would color the suns-sets with flaring oranges and reds. 

From his slightly elevated position in the hovering Getabout, he studied the mottled terrain with its black rocks freshly formed by cooling lava, orange-and-brown smears that indicated oozing sulfur compounds. He circled the raw blast crater and was amazed to note the extent of the destruction. The titanic explosion had knocked down countless monolithic rock formations, flattening them like crushed pebbles for a kiloretem around. 

The overall ecological impact was incalculable. 

Retho reduced the hovercraft’s speed and landed on a small patch of level ground outside the active lava area. Magma continued to percolate from beneath the scabs on the terrain, flowing out like hot pudding. Steam plumes rocketed into the sky whenever the viscous ooze encountered surrounded pools of standing water. 

In one swift movement, Retho climbed out of the convertible speeder and gathered his pack containing needed equipment. The chaos around him seemed to exhilarate the scientist within. 

The air was oven-hot on his face; each breath dried his mouth and seemed to sear his lungs. Drawing in pursed-lipped breaths, he trudged across the sharp rocks that were still hot; testing the resiliency of his boot soles. The sound envelope was a background roar around him. To one side, a bright splash of fresh lava flowed like spilled blood across the blackened earth. 

Undeterred, he reached the edge of the molten river. Staring directly into the fury for a long moment, mesmerized by the awesomeness before him before he got to work. Unshouldering his pack, Retho opened it and removed a piece of stowed equipment. The device was a probe that resembled a small toy rocket with miniaturized fins at its base that mimicked bent legs, sharpened to points; balanced atop its slender shaft was an elongated gold ellipsoid filled with technology.

He switched on the probe’s remote scanner and recording hardware. After activating its force-field generator, which projected a shimmering protective sheath around the mechanical device, he gently tossed the probe into the air. It arced up and then plunged into the hot, scarlet current; then it dove downward. 

From his pack, Retho removed a contact screen and activated it. Picking up the signal from the probe-device, he monitored its progress through magma as it proceeded deeper into molten chemical constituents. The probe’s integrated analyzers allowed it to follow the intense thermal currents even deeper. 

While he continued to track the probe’s progress, Retho could feel the ground beneath trembling. All around him, the barren environment seemed to be shivering. On the hand-held contact screen, alarming indications of rising pressures in the planet’s core flickered in graphic glyphs. Each display reading revealed an inexplicable radioactive shift was occurring far beneath the crust. Elements were converting, creating strange mineral instabilities. 

But, how? He had to know…

Another convulsive upheaval churned the lava river. Magma levels dropped, then bubbled up again in a fresh burst. Retho was astonished when the molten rock abruptly changed color, as if a vat of dye had spilled into it. Instead of an intense orange and scarlet, a gush of some new mineral compound appeared – a bright neon blue seeping into the flow like a spreading stain of pus. Retho was a novice geologist, but he knew he had never seen or learned of anything like it. Then the thermal currents swallowed up the blue, and the lava ran red again. 

The dutiful probe swam deeper and deeper, into hotter and hotter territory. On the contact screen, the readings became even more damning. The situation in the mantle was worse than he had feared. 

With determined touches, Retho gave the probe further instructions to extend its analyzers to their limits. Just as he had input the commands, the contact screen flashed with static as the signal vanished. The probe programmed to continue until the extreme temperatures terminated it. 

Retho had known he had sent it on a suicide mission.

There was a moment of remorse for the device’s sacrifice, but it had served well. The vital, yet baffling information it had gathered showed that something unimaginably powerful but inexplicable was shifting deep beneath his feet. The larger question was to determine whether this was a fascinating curiosity or an impending planetary disaster. 

Just from the preliminary glimpse of the probe’s transmitted data, Retho guessed that this problem was too large to ignore. He knew he more than likely would have to pull his sister, sire, and even the podship’s environmental specialist cybernaut into the effort of discovery beyond himself if the scale was as great as he imagined. Even though Retho was more of an environmental scientist than a geologist, more theoretician than engineer, his insights would be vital to the investigation. 

Fumaroles and geysers continued to hiss around him, blurring his vision. All served to remind him of the changing face of the area; all more reason for him to get on with the rotate’s itinerary and get back to Pioneer 4.

Storing the probe’s data into the contact screen’s memory core, Retho closed the tablet and returned it to his pack. Shouldering the bag, he turned quickly and retraced his steps back to the parked hovercraft. 

Once secured in the car’s driver seat, he powered up the levitation engines. It lifted into the lava field’s buffeting thermal currents. As the craft hovered away from the stark and dangerous plain, he saw another bright flash of blue; the new form of mineral magma burbling up from the planet’s depths.

It only took a few rote turns before he could see the dunes of the beach. Rounding over the beachhead’s crest, the sea spread to the farther horizon, cool and blue, with long gentle swells that steepened into surf as they ran up toward the land. Beyond the beach, the land was green here; shrubs and mossy-looking plants patchily sprinkled around. The primary yellow star and its twin rose high in the sky, flooding the ocean with reflective brightness. The red supergiant, companion star was low on the horizon behind Retho as it continued its course toward the ‘night’-side of the planet; the three suns gave the ebony-sanded beach a pinkish tint. 

The hills cliffing the beach descended only slightly into a rolling plateau that went on until they reached the bluffs that overlooked the sea. A few hundred retems down was a narrow strip of beach, with the breakers surging in, it was there that Retho immediately spotted Moela's makeshift camp. 

With a wince, Lieutenant Commander Moela Darasiress squinted her dark brown eyes, held her nose with a free hand, and gasped for air.  While the planet lost it oceans, it still maintained a sea. Stumbling over the kelp-strewn beach, she quickly undid her field kit; preparing to take biocoder readings for a liver and stomach scan.  Eight whales lay dead or stranded up ahead of her on the blackened sands.

Glancing at the biocoder's miniature screen as the small hand-held device's warble changed, Moela said, "One is still alive." It was almost a sigh of relief than mere observation. 

Having no fear, the scientist moved to the face of water mammal. Its eyes were cloudy, milky blue, enormous. According to Moela's biocoder readings, the mammal had all of a few nodes left. Sympathetically, she stroked the flesh, divining some meaning.  The animal breathed with a forced respiratory inflection, mucilaginous air grating through its blowhole. It was struggling against the gravity that was causing its asphyxiation. The creature's tens of thousands of kilograms not meant to languish on a rocky beach, crushing its internal organs.  Moela stood before the mute and winsome eye -- the size of her own hand -- trembling for lack of any remedies.

"Why...What happened to all of you?" Moela mumbled, straining for contact, touching the whale beneath its eye. She was trembling, in a frenzy of instant pain.  She emptied out her field kit, got to the tide pools, filled the case with water and rushed back to the only whale still breathing.  She poured the remaining two quarts-worth of ocean over the skyward-side of its face. The eye responded, closing, and then reopening.

"I'm so sorry...I don't understand..." she said, sitting down before the creature, openly in tears.  With genuine remorse, Moela stroke her melon-shaped abdomen that carried within its womb the seed of her race. It just seemed wickedly unfair the way life worked.  Before her lay a dying creature, while within her grew new life.

Suddenly, the whale's breathing became faint.  Its ribcage pressed against its flesh. Moela rose to stare at the forty-five-retem-long masterpiece. Checking her biocoder once again, she worked the controls by rote. As the tiny monitor lit up, automatically compensating for the coral-hue lighting of the suns-set and suns-rise, she played the device along much of its body.  Symbols and numbers flashed on the screen, which to a nonprofessional would have meant nothing.  Nevertheless, to her they meant a great deal. 

It confirmed her initial fears.  The mammal was dying, quickly and painfully, and it was beyond her power to save it. All she could do was watch; agonize with the creature through its suffering.

"You're starving!" Moela voiced softly. Wiping away tears that streaked her face, the Aidennian got hold of herself and studied the biocoder's screen as readings changed and new data presented itself. "Brevetoxin..."

The mammal went silent, jarring Moela's attention away from the instrument in her palm. The whale had died; its eyes remained open like its companions. Moela's free hand went into a fist as she reluctantly turned away from the huge corpse. A faint whine in the distance down the beach tickled her ears, and she looked up to see a familiar funnel cloud racing toward her small science camp. With anticipation, Moela swallowed her sorrow, packed up her gear, and jogged toward the reflective light fronting the sandy plume. 







  
 

CHAPTER TWO:
Beside Moela's bright orange mylarine tent were positioned various technical equipment, everything from optical range finders, data-lock compasses, to microwave transponders. As the hovercar approached, the gentle hum of its air propulsion jets stirred in Moela's ears and she stepped from inside the tent and gave Retho a welcoming wave.

"You've been busy," Retho called out friendly as he allowed his bitter recollections to fade; cutting the Getabout's motor, he slipped from the driver's seat. Standing tall and trim in his purple-black short-sleeved, cargo-pant fatigue, his long-limbed athletic form walked across the gap between vehicle and tent within moments.

Moela grinned and accepted her brother's hug, the bulge of her pregnant abdomen no longer making the gesture awkward.  Parting, she said, "Very busy. I spent the morning collecting plant samples. I found a few insects and grew more excited over them than about the shrubbery. Six whales beached themselves during the night just north of here. It seems their immune systems were shot."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm not sure. There were many dead algae in their gut. Could have been a plankton kill. There were some benzene, ethylbenzene, xylene, and toluene residues -- but that is typical in cases like this."

"Did you do a photobiological exam on that odd plankton?" 

"I will when we get back to the Pioneer. I've got all the readings right here in my biocoder," Moela said, giving the device clipped to her utility belt a reassuring hand pat. "They starved to death and were sick, Retho. Their systems screwed up and they had traveled a long way to die according the amounts of lactic acid built up in their muscles. They even took in food they normally would not touch. I have to confess, I've never seen anything like it."

"You're scaring me."

"Don't be, for now at least. The cause of death still needs investigation. I should have something a little more definite to report by the end of the rotate. Anyway, clues to the planet's behavior are in this region. I have found large quantities of iridium and other core material on the surface. I cannot wait to piece it all together back at the Pioneer. How about you?"

Nodding, Retho contained his excitement. "I've found some very interesting rock samples.  Their specific gravity is well below normal, and I will need labcomp to assist me as to finding out why. I would like to stop by the geologic station on the way back to the Pioneer."

"Well, then I guess we'd better head back.  I just have to finish packing these few things," she gestured at the equipment still opened around the tent.

"Happy to help," Retho said, moving to close a portable bioscanner assembly.

 

*  *  *

 

The geologic station was in a crater basin midway between Base Camp and the seashore and was little more than a prefabricated tent beside a portable drilling rig. The tent domed over a foldout table covered in scientific equipment, a few chairs, some storage lockers and crates, and some recording hardware. Retho Capelsire stared into a miniaturized viewing screen, trying not to let the geo-microreader slip out of his sweaty hands. Outside, the desert wind shook the tiny mobile lab. He would wait long for these precious dirt cores. The story they had to tell was urgent, maybe very urgent. And, now as last, he was looking back along the cycles, back past season after season, layer after layer of earth.

Laid out on the geo-microreader’s screen, images swept through time. Back through the eons telling a tale of the basin’s awesome birth. An impact had occurred about three and a half billion cycles before the present, when the planet’s lithosphere had been thinner, and its interior hotter. Energies released by the impact were hard to imagine. The total energy created by terrankind through all history was as nothing to it. Therefore, the resulting planetary volcanic activity had been considerable. Surrounding the geologic station site were several ancient volcanoes, which just postdated the impact, including the Pylon Crater to the southwest, the desert’s plateau region to the south, and two other major ranges to the northeast. Liquid water aquifers found near all these volcanic regions. For the marooned Aidennians, knowing where water reserves were could mean the difference between life and death, if an emergency should drain the podship’s cisterns.

The earthen sample was thick; the layer was complex, full of particles, irregular. To Retho’s expert eye, it told the story of a monster that had marched through the planet back then, a storm beyond the wildest limit of the imagination. He would read the fossil report, of course. He even knew the time of cycle the impact had taken place. It had happened in the planet’s summer. The northern pole’s temperatures had spiked to over eighty noches Heit. The fossil record revealed that a herd of pachyderms had been placidly feeding on daisies not far from a blooming apple tree when, literally as they chewed their food, they had been charred to ash and the world around them transformed into a roaring hell.

There was no earth in the desert deep enough or pure enough to confirm the fossil record – but the core sample Retho was examining was the touchstone he needed. He looked up from his observation and gazed out the transparent portal of the lab tent. As far as he could see, there stretched the amazing, twisted, sweeping dunes of the desert shelf, sand that had been drifting over the continent for thousands of cycles. Overhead, the deep blue desert sky spoke eloquently of profound, absolute heat. He laughed a little to himself. The truth was that it was not as hot as it could be. Not nearly according to the earth core sample.

“Find what you needed?” asked Moela, opening other core sample containment cylinders, preparing them for clean transfer to the tent’s storage locker.

“I think …”

At that moment, there was a sort of shudder. It was not much, but it should not have been there at all. 

“-- What the wraiths is happening?”

Then a high-pitched screaming sound came from outside. Followed by what sounded like a ragged, endless volley of weapons shots. Both disturbances shattered the profound desert silence.

“I didn’t do anything,” Moela screamed above the explosive cracking sounds as she gingerly placed the core cylinders in the storage locker.

Retho darted outside the tent to see what was happening. In the distance, he could see a zigzagging line in the ground. A gaping crack. It was rapidly approaching the geologic station. On the volcanic slopes, great rocks rumbled and tumbled down, piling up along the bottom of the basin’s rim.

“Come on!” Retho ran back inside the lab tent and gathered up the geo-microreader and other portable equipment into a specimen case. Bursting out of the tent, he began to sprint across the desert toward the parked Getabout. 

As Moela raced after her sibling, there was a crash just outside the tent and what felt like an earth temblor. The ground was giving way; the solid chunk of sandy continental shelf had just become a hole between the lab tent and the drilling rig. As she ran, she peered down into the black earth. The drill shifted, it swung toward the hole.

“Let’s go!” Retho called as he began stowing gear into the aerofoil.

Moela’s face peered back, eyes huge, skin as pale as the death that was clawing at her. Retho raced back and gripped his sister’s tunic. As the portable drilling rig fell away, he manhandled his terrified sister up onto the stable part of ground surrounding the fissure. It did not stay stable for long. An instant later, the two of them had to jump a widening gap just to prevent themselves from joining the lost rig. 

The hole yawned before them, easily a couple of hundred retems deep, sudden death waiting a handbreadth from the least slip. Then the weapons retorts changed to a deeper roar, crunching, and echoing booms. The entire desert shelf was disintegrating right under their feet. Retho watched as the lab tent started to move away from them, carrying all it contained with it. 

The gap was widening fast, pieces of its ledge crumbling away. Deep down in the newly formed chasm the two Aidennians saw the dark, shadowy presence of an aquifer. Retho stared, almost hypnotized by the impossible, unbelievable sight. 

The aquifer’s currents were already going haywire. Even as the two astounded Aidennians watched, the waters were welling up, chewing the fissure’s sides away as they rose quickly, steeply, threateningly. 

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Moela gasped.

Retho just shot her an obvious glare and bolted for the trembling Getabout. This time, Moela was not tardy and buckled herself firming into her seat as Retho brought the small aircar to life.

“What is happening?” Moela asked in ragged breaths.

Retho dropped a paternal hand down on hers. “The whole basin shelf is breaking off, that what’s happening. The continental plates are shifting.”

From behind the hurrying aircar, the aquifer burst onto the surface, leaving on the crater basin’s eastern slop sinuous water-carved valleys. Its waters ran down the long enclosed canyons, to outlets on the basin floor, creating big new watery additions to the habitable surface. In the distance, volcanoes roared and bellowed smoke and brimstone.







  
 

CHAPTER THREE:
The podship Pioneer 4 had crash-landed on a pockmarked and multiple peaked volcanic plateau boarding the planet’s small sea on the edge of a supercontinent. Most of the landscape was uplifted high well-defined pyramidal and eroded as well as old and crumbling rock pinnacles overlaid by glaciers and snow. Like two cupped hands of stone and ice, the podship lay cradled in an arid caldera depression of sand dunes and mega-lichen flora; a period between two parentheses drawn on worn sandpaper.

Housed securely within the podship’s apex blister technological array were three receiving dishes that continually turned their detector arrays toward the open sky. The faintest whispers from the empty heavens is what they were listening. Optical telescopes studied the stars at night, while longer-wavelength sensors combed the community of Space during the day. 

The streams of data shunted directly into the podship central computer’s main memory blades. The crew devoted their ‘off-duty’ time to studying the breathtaking new images of Space: pools of ionized gas coalescing into fresh stars, pseudo-hue plumes of cosmic jets squirting into the vacuum, globular clusters, the whirlpools of distant galaxies, the planet’s sister stars and their satellites. 

The most sensitive radio dish in the blister array picked up a constant stream of static punctuated by pops, brief whistles, and indecipherable clicks. Commander Capel always left the speakers on in the auxiliary control room, white noise in the background. Though the Aidennians knew that Space was peppered with inhabited solar groups and unusual civilizations, this benighted planet’s neighborhood seemed empty and quiet. 

Repair and replacement of the Pioneer 4’s vital hardware seemed to be an endless task; however, as the crew’s stint on their unnamed, uncharted platform in Space continued, slowly the ship’s operating systems, including those just for leisure and relaxation became operational. For the ship’s personnel, it was a welcome rotate when the computer files housing the holo-cinema were reclaimed. Utilized even though they had seen every one in the library a dozen times already.

As life relaxed, the daily routine became almost boring, and long weeks without incident slipped by. Social events began to re-assert their importance in the Aidennians’ personnel life. Traditional celebrations scheduled to help things along.

Moela joined Commander Dara Lidasiress in her stateroom in the afternoon. She replaced her purple-black regulation uniform by dressing in a shimmering rainbow-colored gown draped to the floor. Her hair was up in an elaborate baroque of curls and knots and tinted a rich ash brown.

“Tell me, Siress,” Moela asked as she swept through the door, “what do you think?”

Dara took in the magnificent effect. Evidently, the dress and hairstyle were in special preparations in honor of the dinner party held that evening. 

“You look marvelous. But why the rush? Kwanzaa doesn’t officially begin until sunsdown.”

Moela shrugged. “I guess it has been so long since we’ve actually paused in our repair routines to remember our traditions, that I feel giddy and like a child again. I want to start celebrating immediately.”

Dara laughed at the thought, and nodded in agreement, saying, “Plus it will be good to end the fast and begin the feast; and do self-examination.”

Moela remained silent and only nodded. Kwanzaa was one of her favorite celebrations of all the Systemite holidays. A time of the cycle that offered a pause in life for reflection and self-affirmation. The Nguzo Saba or Seven Principles guided the celebration of Kwanzaa. Each rotate of the weeklong festival was devoted to the celebration of one of those building blocks of self-awareness. This night focused and praised Unity. Moela enjoyed reaffirming family ties and community. The later made her frown for a moment as she reflected on the loss since the invasion of the Tauron Empire and the subsequent annihilation of her race. This Kwanzaa would have special meaning.

“May I help with the preparations?” the science officer found her voice.

Dara smiled once again as she turned casually for her stateroom’s door. “But of course. I was just about to fabricate the candles.”

Without pause or reply, Moela followed her parent into the main accessway of the Pod 4’s lower utility deck and toward the galley.

 

The Conestoga-class Pioneer Pod 4 internal distribution infrastructure included a number of related systems whose purpose was the distribution of vital commodities varying widely in the nature of distribution hardware, all requiring complex interconnections throughout the volume of the spacecraft, and nearly all were of sufficient criticality to require one or more redundant backup distribution networks.  One of the major utilities networks was located in the system of access tunnels and subcorridors that carried much of the various utilities conduits and waveguides located just beneath the Pod's lower utility deck; this network covered the entire volume of the ship, providing access to utilities trunks and circuitry.  Major Nicraan Matasire situated himself purposefully on his back within one of these tubes at a maintenance and testing point that allowed him to perform needed repairs to utilities’ networks primary junctional cluster.

Due to the forced landing of the Pioneer Pod 4, misalignment of one of the many microwave power waveguides’ transmitters compromised the onboard systems power transmission. Nicraan was now attempting to re-align the waveguides of the electro-plasmic transmitter exposed before him. Using a portable techcoder, the pilot activated the device's sensing mode and scanned its concealed diagnostic antenna over the 1 r x 1 r waveguide pallet. The display screen began showing real-time, stored, and computed imagery. At a touch, Nicraan selected an area of the present image and it enlarged to show the transmitter's encryption circuit assembly. Brushing a finger across the command transmission control's POOL contact point linked the techcoder immediately to the ship's network of data links employing multiple high-capacity channels to help compare pre-crash alignment to present situation status.  Seeing where the fault was, Nicraan instructed the library drive of the techcoder to load the previous settings into the device's main memory and transmit the appropriate alignment sequence at the pallet. 

A standard engineering equipment kit hung on his hip. Retracting an electronic circuit tester, Nicraan attempted to determine the direction of current, the type of flow, amperage, and voltage of the pallet. Feeding the information into the techcoder, Nicraan replaced the tester and took out a magnetic field resonator to give the techcoder data on the location, strength, field density, and pattern lines of the pallet's magnetic and electromagnetic fields. Adding this sensor sweep into the techcoder's library, Nicraan returned the resonator and withdrew an oscillation alignment sensor.  With the assistance of the techcoder, Nicraan began re-aligning the transmitter waveguides with the hand-held, deployable high-resolution sensor.

To say the task was boring was a little of an overstatement. A milk-run for the pilot; but, nonetheless a type of boredom that replaced others. The confines of the maintenance access tunnel for that of the ship at large, but any action to a male of his temperament was better than none. As the moments passed, he settled deeper into the fabric of the tunnel’s carpet upon which he laid, thinking, remembering.

His vision blurred from a scalp wound on his forehead, Nicraan gripped the arms of his command chair and endured another shattering energy punch on the Saarien’s shields. In his periphery he saw sparks blow forward from some unfortunate console behind him, but he did not turn to look. Uncontainable free-roaming energy fractured the deflectors again. Nicraan tried to stay centered on the solid targets that were the source of the concussions hammering hard against the waning shields: Taurons! Red Alert flashed relentlessly; the Saarien was in total electronic panic. Racing along through space while under siege, the sturdy probeship heaved itself forward on a spatial plane, spitting and clawing its way along while its shields sparkled in destruction’s grip.

FLASH!

Running through a burning ship. No more nice clean ship with tidy corridors and a healthy crew. No safe haven. The Saarien shook briefly, a shudder from taking a blunt energy wave. Another internal explosion. Nicraan tailed behind the others with Retho at his side trying desperately to get to the hangar bays before it was too late. The pilot felt his stomach constrict. Everything was falling apart. Beneath them, the ship trembled with a violent power drain. The power core was overloading! They had to get out of there!

FLASH!

As he watched, the Saarien raced away from the Pioneer Pod Four, rushing in a swept arc toward its own angel of death – a Tauron ‘Cruiser. It dragged interstellar matter with it for a few thousand kilomets, farther and farther, smaller and smaller, until it was only a point of light in the deep distance.

Bboooooooommmmmmm!

A wash of light broke, as if chalk dust had drawn itself across a blackboard. The tail of dust turned into sparks before blooming into a circular tidal wave of debris that came rushing toward him and the survivors onboard the Pioneer Pod Four at incredible speed.

Nicraan's commpin bleeped for attention. He snapped alert to the chime. Placing the adjustment sensor aside, he tabbed the collared device, saying, "Nicraan here. Go."

The metallic-toned voice of the ship's environmental BioType syntheform echoed hollowing within the confines of the small crawlspace. "Major, I am getting feedback. Power transmission oscillation is off by only one point forty-three milliwatts," it reported.

Nicraan grinned, replying, "Precision to a fault, BeeTee.  Thank you for the advice, I am making the fine-tuning at this moment."

"Standing-by."

Nicraan tabbed closed the circuit and picked up the tuning sensor. Activating its emitter, he returned to the waveguide pallet.  Using the techcoder as a gauge, Nicraan glanced at the portable device's display screen and saw the graphic representation of the transmitter's power frequencies.  Seeing the present readings match with stored data, Nicraan turned off the sensor and tabbed his commpin.

"BeeTee," he called. "What are the oscillation frequencies now?"

A moment.

"Re-alignment successful," it said. "Now reading uninterrupted power transmission to all utilities and auxiliary systems."

"Good. I will be with you in Engineering shortly. Nicraan, out."

Tabbing the commpin off, the pilot went about returning the transmitter's access panel. The cladding clicked into place just as Nicraan noticed a peculiar smell: like that of herbs. Reactivating the techcoder, he scanned the crawlspace for any leaks that might be emitting such a smell.  

"Nothing," he whispered to himself. "Then what..." he stopped himself and tabbed his commpin. “Computer, run a level four diagnostic on all networks; I am getting a strange smell down here."

"Requested diagnostic will be performed in thirty micronodes," the automated voice of the onboard computer said. "Please stand by."

"No need for that," came on the air.

Nicraan was startled and turned as best he could to look down at his feet where the voice had originated. "Retho."

The young male sat crouched just outside the maintenance tube with a grin on his fresh face and two steaming cups in his hands. "It's just armillaria tea," he said.

"What?"

The computer's voice came on the PA net, saying, "Level four diagnostic complete. All key operating systems and subsystems nil of malfunctions. The presence of heated armillaria venticosa herb detected in sublevel maintenance tube six. There is no toxic threat."

Retho just grinned broader and gestured for the pilot to join him in the access well. Obliging, Nicraan stood trim before the scientist and accepted the proffered cup of hot herbal tea.

"I thought you could use a break, and I know what a thrill you get from armillaria tea," Retho said. 

Nicraan raised his cup in toast-form, saying, "Here's to the thrill."

After swallowing a mouthful of the smooth, warm liquid, Retho reached his free hand toward the pilot's face and drew it toward his. They kissed tenderly and then parted. The pleasant taste of herbs had filled their mouths; and, Retho licked his lips, as he savored not only the traces of armillaria, but also Nicraan. Taking the pilot's unoccupied hand in his, Retho led him up from the access well and onto the Engineering section of the Pod.

The main engineering section was in the heart of the propulsion hull. It housed the ship's multi-phased plasma control center for drive engine’s propulsion system.  All around the duo, they spied independent modular stations that monitored the plasma extraction temperatures, power conversion and distribution, electrical power relays, deflector and shield control systems, and life-support systems.  

Adjacent to the main engineering room area were banks of visual, audio, and sensory control holographic screens for monitoring every system aboard the Pioneer Pod 4. The silvery form of BeeTee stood before these engineering operations station panels. The interfaces were alive with primary status displays that told the automaton the current condition of the plasma propulsion system and related subsystems. From these panels, the syntheform was able to gain an overall understanding of the health of the spacecraft.

Walking hand-in-hand the duo approached the pre-occupied environmental controller. "How are we doing, BeeTee?" Nicraan inquired.

Turning to face the two, the terran-fashioned android replied, "Currently, power transmission for onboard systems is accomplished. Data Optical Network transmissions are uninterrupted. All crew support systems such as atmosphere, water, solid waste disposal, domestic robotics, and food service conduits are functioning within expected parameters. There is still a twenty percent deficiency in the structural integrity fields, a ten percent deficiency in concussion damping field generators, a five percent deficiency in gravity generators. Cryogenic fluid transfer is optimal as is plasma fuel transfer."

"What about reserve utilities distribution and protected utilities distribution?" Retho asked.

BeeTee consulted the appropriate station interface, and then reported, "All low-capacity, independent systems for atmosphere, power, data, and food-water distribution networks are now presently functioning within acceptable parameters.  All protected distributions for critical areas of the ship are now on-line. I have run a level five diagnostic on all low-capacity super-conductive electrical power distribution cables for critical backup systems and have found no faults."

“Sounds good. Looks like I can disassemble the hydroponics’ garden after this next harvest.“ Retho glanced over at a duty station and commented, "The auxiliary fusion generators are down three percent from optimal efficiency. BeeTee, try looping the generators to the Electroplasmic System power taps system to increase energy output. Until the hyperatomic piles are regenerated, right now, the solar-powered generators are responsible for keeping the Pod functional."

"Aye," BeeTee said and began carrying out its orders. 

Hitting his commpin emblem, Nicraan said, “Matasire to Commander Capel.”

“Go ahead, Major,” Perezsire’s voice sang out on the air.

“Commander, all diagnostics have been completed here in Engineering and all primary systems are up to specs. We’re ready to commence the final phase in the ship’s refit.”

There was the briefest of pauses. “Understood,” came the commander’s reply. “Activate control regeneration program.”

“Confirmed, Commander. Engineering, Out.” Matasire then turned to his cybernetic comrade, and said, “You heard him, BeeTee. Let’s do it.”

The automaton’s slender, tapered fingers flashed out over a row of keys in front of it. Instantly, a high-pitched electronic beep signal came over the air. After bleeping three times, the onboard’s neutral, toneless voice sounded. 

“Ship control regeneration program activated. Minus forty-eight nodes to completion of tasks,” it told them emotionlessly.

"Pardon me, Master Retho ---"

"Yes, BeeTee, what is it?" Retho said automatically, a little distracted.

"I was wondering, Sir, if you could tell me -- do Syntheforms meet the conditions of the intelligence test?"

"Excuse me?" Retho questioned, taken aback.

"Am I sentient, like you and the Major, or simply another collection of conduits and computer components, like the Pioneer Four?"

Retho looked away from the synthetic lifeform's waiting faceplate as he groped for an answer. "Well -- BeeTee, you know, most Syntheforms are built to have self-aware artificial intelligence. Especially Bee-Nine types like you."

"But is that something different than sentience?" BeeTee asked.

"Yes, it is something different," Retho replied, as gently as he could. "Artificial intelligence is programming. If you wipe a Syntheform's memory, it disappears. You then can replace that memory with different programming and an astrological mechanical is turned into a diplomatic translator, or a habitat servant becomes a medical assistant."

"I understand, Sir," said BeeTee; it was silent for a long, uncomfortable moment. "Then can you tell me how it feels to be sentient? How is it different from what I feel?"

"I'm not sure that I can say," Retho replied slowly.

"Perhaps it is a thing that you just know," Nicraan chimed in. "Something that is born within when you are an organic and not a machine."

"Perhaps if I were sentient, I would not need to ask you these questions. I would know who I was," BeeTee surmised.

"What do you think, BeeTee?" Retho asked at last, after saying nothing for a time.

"I do not know, Master Retho," the Syntheform said. "But I have noticed that when someone speaks of memory wipes, I am overcome by an inexplicable heightened awareness similar to what you might call panic."

"I don't find that inexplicable," Retho commented with a winsome grin.

"Really, Sir?"

"Self-preservation is a fundamental part of self-awareness, BeeTee, even artificial self-awareness. It's the part of us that feels that awareness which matters to us," explained Retho. "I expect you would give up almost anything to keep your programming intact. As I would, to preserve my consciousness."

"I do not recall having these thought processes when I was assembled, Sir," BeeTee confessed. "Why now?"

Retho and Nicraan mused on their response for a while. "Perhaps out of curiosity, BeeTee," the pilot ventured. "Have you thought about asking other artificial intelligences what they think about all of this?"

"To whom would I propose such a question in our present marooned situation? I am the only BioType Nine Syntheform within the reaches of our present technology."

"What about the Main OnBoard Computer?" Retho volunteered.

"Yes, Master Retho," BeeTee said. "An excellent idea. One I have already tried. But the Main Computer seems not to understand the question."

Retho sighed. "I don't have any answers for you, BeeTee. All I can say is that the questions would seem to be worth revisiting when some time has passed. Perhaps you should re-evaluate your relationship with our computer system. You might try to program some of your personality into the mainframe's database for a sympathetic ear once and awhile."

"Thank you, Master Retho, Major Nicraan," said BeeTee. "I will do so."

Nicraan found himself marveling at Retho; found himself enjoying the sight of him trim in his duty regulation uniform of purple and black; savoring the scent of his being in such close proximity. In that instant, Nicraan had a rush of memory, catapulting himself back in time to when the two first had met back on Aidennia at the Spacecorps Academy. Retho had been so much younger then, so naive and innocent.  A tender youth bursting into adulthood, so eager to learn and grow. Those qualities still made up the scientist's demeanor without the freshness of youth. Yet, there was still a boyish quality. It sent a rush of passion to jet through him.

Moving Retho away from the engineering duty stations, Nicraan raised a chiseled eyebrow and fashioned one of his famous lopsided grins.

"What?" Retho blushed.

"You've been studying," Nicraan said.

Retho nodded, look suddenly saddened. "Yes. Since Lunon's gone, we all have to be able to compensate for the loss.  I am just trying to do my part. I am still trying to figure out how the plasma is extracted from ionized nuclei in electrons in the hafnium carbide reactor chamber." He paused and gave a weak grin.  Squaring his shoulders, Retho tried to look brave and said, "When we finally launch, someone's going to have to help with the engineering duties. BeeTee cannot do its job with environmental services while overseeing engineering.  My duties in agriculture won't be needed during our take off, so I figured I'd..."

Nicraan did not allow his lover to finish, placing his lips over the other's he kissed him passionately.

"You're a marvel," the pilot sighed as they parted.  "Did I ever tell you that?"

Retho blushed again and brushed the back of his cup-carrying hand across Nicraan's angular jaw; his eyes sparkling, the strong aroma of armillaria filled the pilot's nostrils.  Smiling, Retho said, "Let's finish our tea in the gymnasium. We could work on more sparring routines; it would help me refine my combat skills."

Nicraan replied by taking a firmer grip on Retho's held hand and led the way through the bulkhead. “Won’t your siress mind,” he inquired as they walked, “if you do not show up in the galley to help with the Kwanzaa preparations?”

“All the symbols needed for this week have been procured or fabricated. The mazao, the fruits and vegetables of the recent harvest are already on the celebration table, the mkeka, the placemat on which they are arranged, Moela made, and the kinara, the seven-branched candlestick that holds the red, black, and green candles, the mishumaa saba, Dara actually programmed the fabricator and artisan it herself.”

“What of the muhindi?”

Retho smiled. “The ears of corn that represents each child still remaining at home?”

“Yes.”

“They along with the communal chalice from which the ceremonial libation is poured and the zawadi, the gifts, are also ready. All that is left is for sunsdown for the celebration to commence.”

“Is your Sire reading the Seven Principles and leading the meditation on the principle of the rotate?”

Retho nodded, then frowned. “And since Lunon has passed on, that leaves me as the youngest child to light one of the candles.”

Nicraan sighed, then squeezed the hand of Retho’s that he held in his. “Remember, Kwanzaa is a joyous time of anticipation and festivity.”

Retho’s only reply was a weak grin and sorrowful nod.

“So, tell me about what happened at the geologic site.”

“The continental shelf split right where one of the planet’s biggest aquifers was located.”

“Was?”

Retho nodded, saying, “Yes. About three million cubic retems of water. It’s pumping itself out at a flow rate of about a hundred thousand cubic retems per node.”

“So, in thirty rotates, no more aquifer?”

“Right. Something is causing the continental plates suddenly to shift. Before long, the entire face of this planet will be rearranged.”

“When might this happen?”

“Maybe in a hundred cycles, maybe in a thousand. Maybe next week, for all I know.”

“How big of a shift did that basin shelf make?”

“Well,” Retho said calmly, “the chunk of desert that moved over that aquifer was about 1,214 square mets.”

“I’d say that was quite a sensational amount of real estate…”

The couple was half way to the workout facility when Nicraan's commpin bleeped for attention. Tabbing the small device pinned to his collar, the pilot acknowledged the call.

Moela's voice for the first time in a long time held a thrill of excitement tinged with controlled bewilderment. "Major, sensors are picking up fluctuations in the sensory droid at the Pylon Crater's post-blast distribution net."

Moving to auxiliary control located in the bow of the lower utility deck, Nicraan and Retho disposed of their cups and called up real-time data on the science station's holosets. The background speakers crackled with a burst of static, a whisper that seemed unnatural. Matasire discerned sounds that were indisputably beyond normal background radiation. Startled, he strained his ears. “What’s that?”

The static roared again, faded, and then cleared. Replaced by a deep, somber-sounding wavelength. Nicraan raced to the speaker command panels and sent instructions to pull together other signals from the apex blister’s observation array. By combining the outputs of the three dishes, he hoped to strengthen the faint signal, perhaps even find an optical counterpart. Retho and he both stared as a display formed on one of the holographic condensers, then sharpened to show a glyph of data. 

The Aidennian pilot rechecked the panels and reacted with frank amazement. "There appears to be an increase in the neutron count. As a matter of fact," Nicraan continued, with the authority of experience, "there are several changes going on in that crater. Tectonic for one."

Retho raised a brow and repressed a gasp. "Temblors?"

"Perhaps." Nicraan's voice became that of a young male again; he sat down at the console and keyed up more data.  Figures began scrolling on the 3-D screen.  "I've been able to confirm that at least five minor tremors have occurred within the last three rotates in the crater."

Retho sat down beside him and squinted at the monitor as the pilot worked the controls.

"There have also been twenty-nine reports of unusually severe neutrino and delta radiation disturbances in that area," Moela's voice echoed within the confines of the small cockpit.

Nicraan pressed another panel and more data wavered on the holoscreen; Retho interpreted for Nicraan faster than he could read it.  It all boiled down to the fact that something very odd was going on out on the desolate plain.

"I've been trying to correlate all these reports in one analysis grid," Moela said from her upper deck station.

Nicraan pressed another icon on the control panel.  Retho leaned forward to study the three-dimensional grid that appeared on the holoset, brightly delineating a small area of the planet near Base Camp.

"Tidal stresses?" Retho asked darkly.

Nicraan shrugged.  "It's worth a look." He stood up, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  Reaching over with the same hand, he tabbed his commpin and called, "Nicraan to Commander Capel..."







  
 

CHAPTER FOUR:
Half a node later, Nicraan was exiting the upper deck's observation-ready room. He headed directly for the hangar entry across the way. Moela met him half the distance as she exited the airlock from the mini-bay.

"Last checks are finished," she said, looking up from a portable data pad grasped purposefully in her right hand. "All systems are green, should be ready for a field run by morning after the onboard completes its diagnostic..."

"I can't wait until morning. I'm moving out now."

"You are? To where? But I thought we were field testing..."

"No time for that. I'm going right to the location of that neutron surge."

"You're not going to field test?" Moela said, with a worried look. "I think you better shake it down, Nicraan. We made some pretty complex modifications here, and ...”

"There's no time," Matasire said, moving on. "I have to go right away." He stopped and turned to Moela. "I'm very worried about these anomalous radiation influxes."

"Does my sire know about this...?”

"Yes, Moela. Now please, begin launching protocols."

"Nicraan, I still..."

"Just do it." And he turned and walked away.

"Fine." Moela said, not looking back as she headed for Ops. Tabbing her commpin she called out, "All senior personnel to the flight deck."

 

The major sat in the refurbished reconnaissance Passport-class shuttle's cockpit. The craft was a medium-sized vessel, sturdy, meant for orbit to planet or land-based survey missions. It sat patiently within the utilitarian designed shuttlebay – there had been little point in making the bay attractive or comfortable. The deck area had markings on it to establish where the shuttle could be safely stored and where it should line up when ready to launch. An operations control console situated before one of the bulkhead walls bay aft provided the ideal workstation location for the coordination of shuttlecraft’s take-off and landing.

Nicraan felt a strange mixture of excitement and regret, felt as if he were teetering on the brink of a great precipice: on one side lay security, his responsibility to Retho, complete with the long-awaited launch; on the other lay the unknown, adventure, meaning, and the hope that he could be an explorer on an alien planet filled with mystery. Moreover, the next few nodes would determine which way he fell, which way the entire crew would settle.

Standard operating procedure dictated that the Eland guided into or out of the bay by a low-powered tractor beam automatically. The emitter for this tractor beam was inserted into the outer perimeter of the bay doorframe and would guide the shuttle far more accurately and far more safely than any pilot.

Once Matasire had established that the shuttle was ready for take-off, he waited to obtain clearance from the ops station on the flight deck before initiating the tractor beam that would launch the Eland. “Confirmed,” he said to the audio-pickup of the shuttle’s pilot console. “All necessary preflight checks have been made. Shuttle Eland is ready to leave.”

Commander Capel Perezsire's voice filtered through the comm grid on the shuttle's control panel: "You're in business. All systems confirm with Pioneer as green.  It looks as if the shuttle's maiden voyage is a Go."

Nicraan grinned and ran his hand through his auburn mane, the waves of molten-metal hair neatly falling back into place after being momentarily disturbed. A tendril of nervousness found its way up the pilot's esophagus and he swallowed the phlegm that threatened to rise along with it.

Officially, it was true that the renovated shuttle had not been flown since its repairs following the crash landing of the Pioneer Pod. There was really no way of knowing that the spare parts salvaged from the wrecked System ships found at Pylon Crater, before the destruction of its station, would really work under flight conditions -- simulations were one thing, actual airborne maneuvers were another.  Nicraan refused to let himself think about that. 

"Recon shuttle Eland to Pioneer. Beginning launch sequence," Nicraan said evenly, ignoring the fact that his heart had begun to beat faster, trying hard to ignore the premonition of the shuttle careening into a hillock. Quickly, the pilot worked the navigation panel with a calming efficiency.

BeeTee's voice came on: "Cleared for departure, Eland."

Capel's followed. "Maintain visual. Set comm to secure channel three-five-zero."

"Acknowledged," Nicraan said, feeling better. "Course laid in."

He drew a breath as the shuttlebay doors split aside to allow egress. Without further pause, the craft rose and sailed away from the Pod, into the future.

 

Theorized, mapped, and plotted for millennium, the evolution of stars had been anticipated. The origin of stars lay in clouds of interstellar gas and dust.  Gravity pulled atoms together into protostellar nebulas, which then contracted and heated up and began to glow. The Dycoon and Boca Nebulas of The Outer System Frontier were such furnaces.  As these clouds shrank, their centers reached millions of noches Heit, hot enough for the nuclear fusion that make a star's energy.  Much of the surrounding gases then blown away and the star or stars settled down to the main part of evolving. Each star created was as individual as a thumbprint.  

Stars that are more massive are larger and hotter, and live shorter lives.  After millions to trillions of cycles, the star runs out of hydrogen fuel in its center and swells and cools to become a red giant. Sometimes more massive stars swell even more to become supergiants. Almost all stars eventually contract to become white dwarfs; a few explode as supernovas, leaving behind quickly rotating neutron stars called pulsars.

The supergiant sun that was creeping over the northern horizon was scarlet brilliance; its light was enough to shed crimson warmth across the planet's terminator.  As the sun's rays passed through the planet's atmosphere, some were scattered, and a play of colors resulted. Usually blue rays were scattered most -- giving a clear sky of typically blue; but, because of the enormity of the supergiant, its reddish rays came through in large numbers.  

The rose-hued light crawled across the jagged mountains of rock, fought to reach the amber-lit recesses of the stony gorges, and then finally came to rest on what at one time had been an alien race's global central command post -- now it resembled a gout, a cancerous impact crater.  The sky grew steadily brighter, seeming to force the yellow light of the two waning morning suns over the western horizon toward the opposite side of the planet. The pockmarked area revealed. A cindery, dusty depression with a surface marred by deep cracks and broken ridges that had bright streaks extending in all directions that resembled burn markings.

Something else had invaded the late afternoon air -- a medium-sized, snub-nosed craft, with dark cockpit windows and laser guns mounted on each side of its bow.  The phosphorescent-hue coming from the shuttle's concave anti-gravity circular projector added a bizarre tint to the light surrounding the bottom of the ship on its reconnaissance mission. It raced above the expansive hellish landscape and arced over the blackened contours of dunedrifts.

Designed for a four-person crew, the long-range shuttle's only occupant was Nicraan. He flew the craft westward away from Base Camp and over an area he had not seen from this view. The terrain below riddled with mensae like an archipelago of stack islands, dotting a sand sea. His eyes took in a panoramic scan of the desolate stretches below. He hoped that the neutron radiation readings picked up back at the Pioneer Pod were the result of a faulty sensor in the relay probe positioned here. Privately, Nicraan wished that he would find the cause of the increased neutron count before he went glare-blind.  Was it his imagination, or did the red supergiant seem to be getting brighter with each rotate?

Blushed sunslight washed across the pitch alkali flats.  The sky illuminated with intermittent streaks of light, flaming tails of meteorites; chunks of debris from an unknown astral source burning down through the thin atmosphere.

Presently Nicraan heard a low beeping signal and the piloting board’s holosets flickered.

"Pioneer Pod," he called nervously into his cockpit commlink, "I've got something. It is a little more than the original readings, but it could be a sign of concentration.  I am also getting increased delta radiation emissions in general. Main area affected is sector three-seven-zero by four-nine-zero. I'm closing in."

From the eastern side of the Pylon Crater there extended an array of parallel canyons. There were as many as forty of these fractures. Depending on how they were counted, as some of the indentations were canyons, others were only isolated ridges, deep cracks, or simply corrugations in the plain --- all running east. All cutting into a metallogenic province of great richness, a basalt mass rifted with all kinds of ore intrusions from below. It was from these deposits that the crew of the marooned Pioneer 4 had been able to mine essential repair materials. What had once captured the intrepid pioneers could now set them free. This thought flashed in Nicraan Matasire’s mind as he flew the Eland over the longest and deepest of the canyons. Its configuration was a strange sight – the relatively smooth plain was disrupted by what looked like a ramp that cut into the ground, making a trench about three kiloretems wide, and eventually about three hundred retems deep, running right over the horizon to the west in a perfectly straight line.

Matasire followed this landmark for it led directly to the Pylon Crater from whence it was born. Like all the fracture lines on the plain, the colossus of them all formed when the crater’s subterranean water reservoir had erupted and then sculpted across the desertscape half a cycle ago.

Quickly the striated plain gave way to a very large, blackened depression that resembled a cauterized wound in the skin of the planet. The Pylon Crater itself was the burned and crumpled remains of what once was a nested science station, surrounded now by battered and fried artifacts, the ruins of derelicts and construction materials alike. At its center, a rocky plain – rocky and round, as it lay at the bottom of an enormous crescent cliff, made so because of a collapsed eastern wall – extremely crescent, remarkably half-circular, in fact for a natural feature. It was some sixty kiloretems across the crater’s half-circle and five kiloretems to the floor. And all of it now completely empty, rocky, pockmarked with the remains of flooding, primordial – the volcanic rock as bare as if cooled the week before – nothing all of sentient in it – no sign of terraforming. So … alien. And big.

At its northern end an incredible cliff finally became less tall and less steep, and cut by a deep broad channel, which ran east through the surrounding rim, down onto a basin. A single glance from a high altitude and it was obvious that a very large flood had run down from the crater, until it reached a break in its eastern wall, a graben. The water had turned right down the valley and smashed through it with fantastic force, eroding the entrance until it was a smooth curve, slopping over the outside bank of the turn and ripping at joints in the rock until they were a complex gridwork of narrow canyons. A central ridge in the main valley shaped into a long lemniscate. Two canyons incised the inner bank of the watercourse; two meteor strikes on the highest part of the inner bank had completed the shaping of the terrain, leaving fresh steep craters.

From the ground level, flying just a few retems over the rise of the outer bank, Nicraan Matasire saw it was a rounded elbow of a valley, with the lemniscate ridge, and the round ramparts of the craters on the rise of the inner bank, the most prominent features. It was an attractive landscape in its spatial majesty; the great sweep of the main channel filled now with the running water of a shallow braided stream, coursing over pebbles and cutting new beds and islands. 

Outside the crater proper, the region was largely barren except for patches of low, thorny vegetation set in the banks of thin creeks and small rivers. All the way in any direction to wherever the next crater or topographical depression might be -- there were plenty of those, but there had been enough time for the crew to investigate them, all had evidence noting that they had all been inhabited once, unknown millennia ago. There was nothing uncommon concerning that -- the planet, and the known galaxy for that fact, strewn with ruins about which nobody knew anything, there were a hundred such worlds for every archeologist who could even dream of scratching such a surface.

The prevailing winds in the region were westerlies. When these hit the Pylon Crater’s cliffs, towering updrafts resulted. Frequently cyclonic systems came by, bringing winds from the east, and when that happened cold air ran over the plateau, scouring earth and becoming denser and colder, until the entire drainage area funneled out through notches in the great crater cliff’s edge, and the winds then fell like an avalanche.

The crew of the podship had studied these katabatic winds for some time. Moela Darasiress’ calculations had led her to believe that when conditions were right sharp temperature contrasts developed a storm track east to west across the plateau. Very slight interventions in certain places would cause the downdrafts to turn into vertical typhoons, smashing down into the crater and blasting north and south with immense power. 

All the same, this quadrant of the planet made Nicraan feel faintly edgy. Frantically working with the controls of the shuttle, he reduced its speed slightly and banked the craft over the crater's rim. He anticipated the sudden G-force pressing him against his seat and headed the recon shuttle in the direction of the faint signal.

As the watery, charred infinity of the terrain streaked under him, the Aidennian pilot switched the shuttle's sensors to a new frequency.  The signal bleeped, Nicraan pulled in a fine-tune fix on the indicators winking on his cockpit monitor holoscreens.  It was wrong to note that the caldera was untouched and primeval in its nature; an insignificant dot near a cliff-bottom talus, with some shiny pinpoints on it, was in fact the destination of his flight path. Then Matasire further reduced the speed of the shuttle, bringing it down close enough to the crater's floor so that he could see the small object standing out against the blast-burned plains.

The object appeared to be some form of alien organic life, its head a multi-orbed, skull-like dome, its dark-lensed blister eyes training their cold gaze across the barren reaches of the blast crater, its form showed it clearly to be a machine of some sort, possessing a large cylindrical trunk connected to a circular head, and equipped with cameras, sensors, and metal appendages, some of which terminated in crab-like grasping pincers.

The stationary machine was buried in the smoking crater and was the source of the signal being monitored from the hovering shuttle that floated across the dusty plain.  Its radio antenna was extended and humming.              

As Nicraan dipped the shuttle for a landing, he felt overwhelming dread as he saw that the probe appeared to be undamaged and was accurately accounting the ecological movements surrounding it. The once lifeless remains of the pylon station now showed signs of change -- magma was bubbling up and spilling over the crater floor's broken and cracked surface. 

The rancid odor of sulfur and magma assaulted Nicraan's olfactory senses the moment he opened the shuttle's exitportal's hatch.  Stifling a sneeze, the pilot unfolded a biocoder and activated its sensor array.  The hand-held device was the most versatile piece of System equipment.  Designed to be a portable sensing and computing workstation with multiple uplinks to main Pioneer Pod Four computer banks, the biocoder could be adapted either internally or with add-ons to suit almost any need. Presently, Nicraan was studying the device as it provided lifeform, radiation, electromagnetic, and ionic readings.  

Stepping from the shuttle's exitportal sill, the pilot's uniform boots crunched against the pulverized ash and gravel that at one time had been the building blocks for the quartz-like crystalline pylons and the alien alloys of spacers that had filled the crater before the explosion -- another memory Nicraan did not want to think about.  Making his way toward the sensory probe, Nicraan ranged the biocoder in front and to his sides.  The rectangular device's sensor emitted an on-going warble.  The intensity of the sound fluctuated as Nicraan modified the input from geologic to biologic to meteorological; accordingly, the sensor operation indicators illuminated in ever-changing intensities. One scan sensor light caught his eye more than the others -- it was the delta wave scan sensor.  

"Pioneer," Nicraan called at his commpin, "it's confirmed.  The readings are not originating from the crater, only being amplified because of the radical changes the rocks and minerals have undergone in this area due to the eruption of the Pylon Base."

"The area's become a huge receiver?" came Capel's voice.

"Affirmative, Commander," Nicraan said with a sigh.  "It looks like our problem is coming from Space."

There was a lull in the feedback from the Pioneer.

The ground began to quiver. Nicraan braced himself. The quake intensified, till the probe swayed and thumped within its hole with a low and hollow sound.

As the earthquake reached its peak, Nicraan heard a long and high-pitched hissing shriek, like nothing he had ever heard before.  He started toward the noise, striding across the rocking surface. Gnarled black slabs of broken stone projected from the ground loomed over him. The world about shook with controlled violence. Nicraan rounded a bend in the slabs as the quake ceased to see a pit of oozing lava.  The magma stretched out in all directions in a scarlet tangle that vaporized nearby rock outcrops in a crescendo that hissed and screamed. The volcanic crater rim was brooding, plumes of steam and ash vented high above the pilot's brunette head. Successive eruptions and earthquakes dirtied the crater’s crown and fractured its sides. The volcanoes that ringed the Pylon Crater seethed and trembled, their bruised northern flanks bulged morbidly. The great mountains were possessed by a seething ocean of magma and dissolved gas. Titanic pressures were beginning to test the mountain walls from within. Nicraan Matasire now stood beneath a time bomb filled with melted rock.

"Report, Nicraan," Capel called. "Readings here show that you're at the epicenter of that temblor."

"There is a lot of tectonic activity here, Commander.  Whatever is causing the increased radiation is also causing the temblors and the volcanic activity within this crater. Permission to investigate, Commander," Nicraan finally said.  "It's the only way to know for sure what is going on.  Since the shuttle is operational it is time for a space --"

"Permission granted," Capel cut the pilot off.  The male was right, and there was really no need to have him go on and on with an explanation -- it would have been inappropriate and unprofessional to do otherwise.







  
 

CHAPTER FIVE:
The shuttle glided at sublight out of orbit from the unnamed planet that held the Pioneer Pod 4 and the rest of its crew and into open Space. The unfamiliar galaxy was suddenly all there to be charted and rediscovered if possible.  Nicraan glanced up at the viewports, taking in the sight of stars, glittering behind swirls of blue and red dust, only long enough to register their beauty before checking his readouts.  There was so much data that needed to be collected, yet Nicraan had a specific mission and tuned his senses and the shuttle's controls on it.

"Approaching solar perimeter," Nicraan said, and hidden in his voice was heard an anticipation that matched those below on the planet's surface.  On a holoset, a grid of the solar system blinked at him, showing his location on the perimeter. "Slowing to one-quarter sublight." Leaning forward to check a sensor reading, he drew back in surprise. "Computer," he called out to the onboard's pick-up, "give me visual at bearing three-two, by two-seven-one, range thirty-five hundred kilomets."      

The display wavered and changed to the requested sector -- more space dust, a few errant asteroids, and the red supergiant. He frowned slightly at the data on the holosets.

"Pioneer, I'm picking up unusually high proton counts now. Setting a new course to those coordinates," Nicraan said, doing so without pausing to think or get confirmation from Capel; the shuttle veered, heading for the center of the disturbance.

Moela's voice crackled over the comm. "Major, in that asteroid belt, you could be looking at chondrite echoes. Be careful -- the radiation levels could increase to a dangerous level."

Nicraan's frown grew deeper as he worked his panel with both hands, checking multiple readouts. "Negative, Pioneer. That asteroid belt is without chondrite deposits. In fact, readings indicate that the majority of the rock composition is almost identical to the data we have on the planet itself. More like satellite rock.”

“A former moon?” Moela theorized.

“Could be as lost moon. That would explain the planet’s unstable rotational wobble; and the erratic meteorological patterns.” The shuttle’s command board signaled for the pilot’s attention; checking a scrolling holomonitor he reported. “The neutrino disturbances and delta emissions are getting stronger as I approach the coordinates.”  Checking more readouts, he added, “All abnormal readings are not coming from the asteroid belt; yet, the Class-M star. Whatever it is, it's not affecting the shuttle's systems."

Moela's voice seemed to widen with intensity and scientific awe, "Eland, I'm picking up your sensor readings...all external wave intensities are increasing exponentially!"

Nicraan looked at his sensor board, saying, "Confirmed, Pioneer. It appears that the Class-M star is becoming unstable --"

The shuttle lurched and the readout holoscreens went dark.  Instantly, Nicraan began fidgeting with the comm controls. "Sensors aren't functioning."

When there was no reply from the Pioneer, a realization hit him and he whispered with real fear, "I've lost contact with the ship."

 

At Ops, BeeTee studied its readouts and did its best not to react to the fact that the vessel bearing the pilot of the Pioneer had just gone silent. It seemed as if Space had simply filled with neutrinos, protons, delta rays, everything imaginable and the recon shuttle had sailed right into the maelstrom and been knocked unconscious.

Moela stared up from her station's holosets at the crew that circled her, lips parted, aghast.

"Scanners are reading a major spatial disruption at the Eland's coordinates," BeeTee said bleakly. "I have an energy wave from three-two by two-zero-one degrees   --”

"Visual!" Capel ordered.

The nearest holoset flared brightly as an enormous shock front approached the shuttle, carrying with it roiling superheated gases and flaming chunks of debris.

Retho gasped in horror.

Capel crossed to BeeTee's station, bent over its shoulder, and looked at the holoset as if he just might throttle it. "What the Tauron is happening out there?"

"I don't know, Commander," BeeTee seemed to draw a breath, raised its head, and met his gaze head on. "Major Nicraan Matasire is in the middle of some surge ... a tidal wave if you will. We'll have to wait until it passes."

 

In the trembling shuttle, Nicraan stared down at the dark, useless sensor screens and vainly tried to reactivate the controls.  He moved his hands steadily, surely over the navigation panel. The viewports revealed no stars, only a flickering rainbow light show that the pilot would have enjoyed if he had been in another mind-set other than controlled panic.

"Computer," Nicraan called out over the sounds of the ship shuddering, "I need assistance in recalibrating the navigational readings.  The ship's trajectory and vector are crazy..."

The shuttle lurched again. Nicraan gritted his teeth and clutched his panel, managing to stay in his seat. The viewport suddenly filled with banks of destructive cloud waves in a great widespread movement from Space.

"Increase shields!" he yelled.

The cockpit lights flickered, and then pulsed crimson -- enveloping Nicraan in deep-red illumination making the banks of functional instruments and electronic equipment glow green all around him.  The shuttle reeled, lurched, and gyrated both port and starboard.  Nicraan braced himself in his chair and knew he had to turn the craft into the wave before the shuttle was totally taken over by the energy front and cartwheeled away with it into deep, uncharted Space. He would be hopelessly lost forever.

Hands moving quickly, Nicraan fired thrusters and turned the battling shuttle into the wave while boosting the craft to a quarter sublight power.  The shuttle heaved for an instant, and then the strategy worked. Slowly, easily, the craft righted itself. The klaxons ceased, the scarlet glow faded and was replaced by normal lighting, and holosets flickered, dimmed, and then brightened ...  the viewport filled with stars.

For an instant the cockpit fell resoundingly still.  Not daring to draw breath, Nicraan waited; the shuttle remained stable. Abruptly, communication chatter resumed.

"Pioneer to Eland, respond," Capel's strained voice came billowing through the cockpit.  "Damage report."

Keying the response icon, Nicraan found it odd to speak in a normal tone. "Seem to be in one piece, Commander. I'm checking all systems."

"Don't tell me that was any meteorite shower," Capel said.

"Negative." Nicraan's tone carried a question. "The shock wave originated at bearing three-two, by two-three-two-three, the location of --" he paused as he rechecked the answer, lifting dark brows in puzzlement -- "A remote satellite orbiting this system's Class-M star."

"Any more data?"

The pilot leaned over his station and studied the readout.  "I have confirmed the location, sir, however..." His voice trailed off as he blinked, then frowned at the holoset.

"What is it?" Moela demanded.

Nicraan straightened and said, "I cannot confirm the existence of the satellite anymore. My scanners are focused on the correct coordinates."

"Can you relay visual?" Capel asked.

Nicraan Matasire went ahead and complied without a verbal response. Staring at his own holoset, he saw the image waver, then with more fine-tuning for enhancement; it enlarged to reveal only the red supergiant. A scalding hoop of magnetized gas on the stormy star's surface had bolted out into Space, licking 900,000 mets of darkness. It was a spectacular eruption. The onboard computer automatically calculated the total reaction of the event would have on the planet where the Pioneer Pod 4 was marooned. There would be a sixteen percent decrease in the world's ozone over its northern pole as a result of the solar turbulence and celestial eruption. It was also calculated that the planet's own sun would have its own solar convulsions because of the reverberating shock waves ringing through the solar group. But, more shocking to the shuttle's pilot was the data reporting on the small planetoid that companioned the red mammoth star.  "It's gone.  There's nothing left," Nicraan said.

"Yes," came Moela's dire voice, "but what is more frightening is what is in its place.  The star is growing!"

"Eland," Capel's voice filled the air with authority.  "Return to Pioneer, immediately."

Nicraan remained silent and turned the shuttle so it was oriented back toward the planet.  As the small ship sped earthward, its pilot got a full view of the world. Sensor and scanner holosets were filled edge to edge with planetary data. Nicraan made a mental note at one bizarre reading concerning elevated levels of chlorine in the planet's upper atmosphere. The ozone was disappearing in the northern polar colure. Despite the freakish solar storm on the supergiant, the northern pole's stratosphere was losing one percent of its ozone every rotate.

  The tectonic activity of the planet's surface had become so violent in certain areas, that even from this distance, Nicraan could see the great rifts in the planet's crust and the glowing fires of its interior. The planet’s star's blue-white disk grew larger as Nicraan watched.

A steady beep from his perimeter sensor array drew Nicraan’s attention away from the marbled planet rotating lazily outside the shuttle’s viewports.

“Now what?” he breathed.

“Eland,” came Moela’s voice as Nicraan squinted at his readouts. “Sensor relay picks up several more anomalous objects heading along your vector.”

“Confirmed, Pioneer Four,” Nicraan replied, tabbing contact points to give clarity as to what was heading toward the descending shuttle. “Hold on while I try to identify.” 

A deafening roar, the small craft pitched leeward. Nicraan worked on the controls and the shuttle climbed sharply, evading another brush with space debris. “Pioneer,” he called, “I am encountering more rogue fragments.”

The Major maneuvered the Eland wildly, too erratically for a logical computer to comprehend or predict and managed to evade the bulk of the scrap hailing from Space.

“Nic, evasive maneuvers,” Capel ordered. “We’re picking up an entire cloud of micro-mineral and rock oddments. It’s almost as if a web has surrounded the planet and you’ve got yourself caught in the middle of it all.”

“Preparing to enter the atmosphere,” Nicraan countered. “I’ll use the ionospheric boundary to lose the fragments.”

Abruptly, he piloted the shuttle into a straight dive down into the ionosphere of the planet’s day-time half; on the viewports, the dust clouds and debris of the debris field thinned. The darkness of Space paled, and the yellow-blue atmosphere of the sky below brightened. But the ride was a bumpy one; Nicraan worked furiously to keep the ship from shaking itself apart.

“Scanners off-line,” the onboard computer reported over the din of engines whining and hull-plates renting. 

A lightning-brilliant blast thundered in Nicraan’s ears and made the controls beneath his hands tremble. Then came another kettledrum roll. And then another. Another....

“Warning,” the onboard computer intoned, “Sensors detect a shower of micro-mineral gravel deposits within the upper atmosphere accompanying the Eland’s descent.”

“Doesn’t sound like gravel to me,” Nicraan snarled. “More like boulder-sized particles.”

Above his head, a conduit spewed green-tinged coolant gas; while still working the flight controls, Nicraan half-rose and worked to stop it. The shuttle began to rock from side to side – gently at first, then harder, until Nicraan was forced to leave the conduit repair and return fully to his piloting chair. There he clung to the console with one hand and manipulated the flight controls with the other.

“Warning,” came the onboard again, “inertial suppression and concussion dampeners are exceeding tolerance.”

“Evasive action, Nicraan ... evasive action!” Capel’s voice grated over the concealed speakers inside the Eland’s pilot section.

Nicraan wished he were giving them out instead of receiving them. He was young and he didn’t want to die yet. His hands moved dexterously over the control panel in front of him. Lights and numbers flashed wildly up on the holosets and flat screens of the shuttle. He swallowed, trying to control his feeling. He tried to remember his training and tried to lose himself in his work. The onboard computer worked calmly and logically aiding him at his task. The shuttle’s engines revved, and its body bucked and heaved as it underwent evasive contortions. 

“Come on, Nicraan! Come on!” Capel’s voice crackled distantly to him across the distance between land and air. Base to shuttle.

“Nic... Nic...” Retho whispered to him, sobbing gently. His voice sounded loud, as though in the shuttle command section.

Nicraan clenched his jaw and muttered to himself, “I’ll have to keep trying.”

Even as the Aidennian pilot re-routed systems to give him more control of the damaged Eland, through the viewports, he could see the planet surface spiraling dizzily toward him. Nicraan’s heart banged heavily, and his body shook visibly with the shock.

“Warning,” the onboard computer calmly intoned. “Impact with planetary surface in sixty micronodes.”

The Major’s thoughts pounded into action as his mind instinctively snapped into action. He was a physically big male and his mind was far from weak, but he had gone through enough lately to test his powers of piloting to the limit. He had trained as a space pilot in the early moments of the Miran IV Project before the Saarien had launched and then been blasted by the invading Taurons. He had been one of the first astronauts to sign up and test to fly the siress-ship beyond the Frontier, and now he felt strongly for the terrors he was facing.

“Computer,” Nicraan commanded, “re-route secondary power to inertial suppressors.”

“Dampening sequencer damaged by debris impact.”

“Transferring control to manual,” Nicraan punched the command panel furiously while the computer went on to remind him:

“Warning. Impact with planetary surface in thirty micronodes.”

Nicraan finished the transfer just as the concerned voice of his commander echoed hollowly over the screaming din inside the Eland, “Nicraan, report your situation!”

The pilot ignored the order for the moment and earnestly punched at the control membrane and watched readout holosets and dials. He smiled as the onboard computer reported, “Dampening field established.”

“Computer, maximum power! Now!” Nicraan cried out with joy.

The shuttle responded once again to the controls; Nicraan pressed hard on the flight contact points as if his will alone were enough to create a cushion between him and death. The Eland went into a hard arc parallel to the planet’s surface, only a dozen or so retems away before soaring to a respectable distance.

“Shuttle Eland!” Capel’s urgent call came again. “Report! Nicraan, what is happening?”

As he tabbed the communication transmitter, suddenly Nicraan realized that he and his comrades were living on a large bomb. And at the rate things were going... 







  
 

CHAPTER SIX:
With the Eland back in commission, it was quickly sent to work. Taking it on a trek across the crash site’s immediate vicinity, it was set down on the dusty surface of the shrinking desertscape and with some of the Pioneer 4 crew began drilling, excavating, stamping, sorting, conveying. A portable nuclear reactor power generator switched on, and fuel rods moved into position. The shuttle’s payload bay opened, and automaton mechanisms spidered out onto the surface and anchored themselves to the irregular planes of sand and rock. Tunnelers bored in. Dust flew off into the air and fell back down against the dunes. The robotic landers extended pipes and tubes into each other. The planet’s bedrock was a good percentage of water ice that shot through it in veins and bubbles. The linked collection of worksite landers began to produce a variety of carbon-based materials and some composites. Heavy water, one part in every six thousand of the water ices in the planet’s crust, was separated out. Deuterium was made from the heavy water. Parts were made from the carbon composites, and other parts, brought along in another payload, were brought together with the new ones in Pioneer 4’s laboratory and Engineering sections. 

New robots appeared, made mostly of the planet’s ore itself. And so the number of automated machines grew, as computers on the Eland and Pioneer 4 directed the creation of an entire industrial operation. After that the process was quite simple, for many weeks. 

 

Lunon's Ka, if it still roamed the decks and compartments of the Pioneer Four, might well have raised a chiseled eyebrow at how well his family was getting along after his untimely death over a cycle ago.  A week of data examination intermixed with Kwanzaa celebration hadn’t caused the morale to dampen since the latest spatial occurrence nor it’s affects on the planet, nor the thought of doom both might have on the crew of Pod Four. 

As scheduled, the celebrations of Kwanzaa continued each rotate of the weeklong festival. Each evening devoted to the recognition of one of each building blocks of self-awareness. From Umoja (unity) to Kujichagulia (self-determination) then to Ujima (collective work and responsibility) through Ujamaa (cooperative economics), Nia (purpose), Kuumba (creativity), and finishing with Imani (faith). The mystical number seven was at the core of the celebration; there were seven rotates, seven principles, and even seven symbols of the festival. Kwanzaa was essentially a clan holiday. Each evening of the holiday, the Aidennians gathered around the celebration table within Pod 4's galley to read the Seven Principles and meditate on the principle of the rotate while the youngest child, Retho, lit one of the candles. Nicraan technically was a visitor to the clan and was asked to participate as the brief nightly ceremony was held, the candles lit, and libation poured from the communal cup.

For all its serious principles, though, Kwanzaa was also a time of feasting, of rejoicing, of savoring friendships and ties with a clan, or renewing commitments. Part of that communion of clanship and friends took place around the table, and the communion of the table was a good part of the warmth of the holiday. Systemites for generations had communed in kitchens, food-preparation areas, and galleys. Systemites for generations had gathered around scarred wooden tables shelling peas and picking at pieces of cloned-soymeat. They had come together at millions of unity banquets, child-naming ceremonies, christening feasts, and clan reunions. They had shared sorrows and mourned over passing-ceremonies meals. They had danced with friends, mourned lost loves, advised offspring, and planned futures around eating tables. During the holiday of Kwanzaa, the stranded Aidennian crew again came together in Pod 4's galley communion, using the table as a locus for reaffirming their clan values and ethics, their personhood, and their principles as sentient beings.

Since the destruction of the Systemite way of life, there were no griots or Masters of the Word, to oversee the communion; and so, Commander Capel served as emcee. Each night savoring each nuance of language and meaning with a delight that was contagious amongst the crew.  In the past, griots were unknown bards, troubadours armed with koras or harps, drums and cymbals recalling the deeds of heroes in Systemite history. But in modern times, the griot ephemeral words were captured from the air by historians and placed on milli-disks to be used in data-optical readers and hand-held data pads. 

Aside from communion and holiday celebrations, leisure games were strictly three-dimensional jigsaws that had become a drug.  Even Commander Capel Perezsire found it a useful exercise to take his mind off the eternal responsibilities of his command.  Alone in the upper deck’s observatory-ready room, with the lights dimmed and a drink at his elbow, he allowed himself to become completely absorbed in a huge jigsaw of Aidennia. 

The evening faded to night.  Pioneer Four ticked over quietly around him.  He instructed the computer to shove half a dozen generated pieces with simple pleasure, straightened from the desk slab and checked the time. 

The node was at hand for slumber and he opted for the personal approach to bid salutations to his consort as the duty shifts were changing. He finished his drink, turned out the desk slab light and opened the door to the cabin. After taking the glide tube down, the lower utility deck faced him. 

Retho, his surviving son, and Dara, his consort, looked over their shoulders from the lab cubby as he appeared behind them. 

Capel said, "I'm turning in now, Dara." 

 "Lucky for some." 

 "Good luck on your experiment, and good night." 

Dara rose from her stool, laced her fingers around the back of Capel's neck and kissed him lovingly.  Withdrawing herself, she said with a smile, "Good night." 

Retho's "Good night, Sire" chimed out as Capel moved towards the living quarters area. They watched as he entered Dara’s and his stateroom and close the door before they returned their attention to the petroscope. Beneath its scanning eye laid a fossil from the menagerie out on the flatlands. 

"As we identify them, it is difficult not to think of these fossils as individuals," Retho commented as Dara's attention refocused toward the work at hand.

"What have you discovered?"

"It appears that these rhinos -- a short-limbed genus Computer identifies as Teleoceras -- were much more social animals than modern Systemite varieties."

"Really? In what way?" Dara's eyes took on the same gleam as her offspring's.

"Teleoceras formed stable herds of adult females and their calves accompanied by single adult bulls. The presence of lots of calves and young adults suggests a healthy, vigorous herd struck down in its prime. A study of tooth wear revealed well-defined age groups among the calves, almost one cycle, two cycles, three cycles, and so on. The ages showed that all were born at the same time each cycle, suggesting a tighter breeding schedule than that of modern Systemite rhinos, which may mate and give birth at any season.

"Of about a hundred skeletons scanned, seven are adult males. Adult females, mostly far younger than the bulls, outnumber males by more than six to one. This age-sex ratio closely parallels that of some modern savanna antelope and zebra herds."

"Have you come up with any theories as to the cause of death and burial?" Dara inquired.

"Moela, Sire, and I have theorized the animals were overcome in a curved, shallow depression by some ancient catastrophe on an otherwise flat floodplain. Excavating the ashy filling of a prehistoric water hole, we have scanned the skeletons of several hundred victims of a dusty cataclysm. The skeletons, some intertwined and piled on top of one another, have lain buried, mostly in undisturbed death poses, for millions of cycles since the animals were overwhelmed."

"Overwhelmed by what?"

"An ashfall from a volcanic eruption. Our work has provided a detailed glimpse of the subtropical savanna habitat -- so different from the look of this planet's modern appearance -- that flourished during its Miocene epoch."

"How vast was the devastation?" Dara asked, looking absent-mindedly at the fossil's data floating on the petroscope's holoset.

"We don't know the extent of the ash at our site, but its overall shape, three retems thick in the middle, a third of a retem at the edges, resembles a boomerang. The skeletons are concentrated along the midline of the deposit.

"We found smaller skeletons -- birds, horses, camels -- at the bottom of the ash bed; nearly all the rhinos, in contrast, are lying above them. Smaller creatures frequently show partial crushing, as if trampled by the rhinos before the latter finally succumbed. Signs that scavengers tore at and dismembered some of the carcasses strengthen the case that the animals were not filled and covered instantaneously. I believe that most of the ash fell within a few rotates, that wind kept it stirred up like drifting snow, and that as much as a month may have gone by before the last rhino died at the water hole."

"Water hole?"

"Yes, it is clear from the presence of numerous aquatic turtles and microscopic diatoms that water stood in the depression when the rhinos died. The water was probably very shallow and stagnant."

"What, actually, was the cause of death?"

"Since the bones are entombed in volcanic ash, the circumstantial evidence is strong that the ash was responsible."

"But how?"

"Unlike most victims of a volcanic eruption, who met death instantly from hot cinders and pumice raining down from the sky, these plain's rhinos were killed and eventually buried by ash from an eruption many hundreds of, perhaps more than a thousand, mets away. Unlike typical eruption deposits, this ash fell far from its source and was surely cool, with no lethal gases. But like typical eruptions, it halted life in mid-course, revealing details of a locale and its inhabitants that otherwise might have been lost to time.

"I suspect, but cannot yet prove, that the animals died slowly of suffocation as their lungs filled with the highly abrasive volcanic dust. Look here under the petroscope's magnification," Retho turned the doctor's train of thought to the device's holoset. It revealed fragments of ash with sharp, jagged edges. 

"Such material undoubtedly would severely damage delicate lung tissue," Dara replied, concurring with her son's theory.

"This region ten million cycles ago was cooler than now. The rhinos probably never saw snow, though. Near our ash bed, in the same geologic level, I dug up land tortoises -- hot-country dwellers -- and alligators, which could not survive extended chill. I tried to imagine the late Miocene landscape in the country, which today has a rolling, sandy rumpled surface cut by draws and creek beds. Certainly the dominant impression would be of flatness -- a horizon so level that a saber-toothed cat could watch the suns rise between the legs of a distant camel. An ocean of grass would reach as far as the eye could see, interrupted by shallow stream valleys and clumps of forest. Animal life would be present in stunning numbers and diversity. Dozens of hoofed species, comparable in variety to those on the savannas of modern Systemite worlds, lived on Aidennia's plains. Numerous grazers -- rhinos, horses, camels, prongbucks -- cropped the grass, while those with other feeding strategies -- huge gomphotheres, tapirs, three-horned deer, browsing horses -- frequented the wooded area. Meat-eaters ranging in size from weasels to great lumbering bear canines ranged over the landscape."

Dara's eyes were wide with fantasy, caught up in the vivid picture Retho spun with his words. He was truly a wordsmith, a poet. A small, whimsical smile betrayed her joy as she marveled at her son. 

"Makes you kind of want to be there," she said, her voice barely a whisper of desire.

Under the observation instrument, now lay a sample of ore on an assay dish. It was intermixed with a tetragonal crystal colored yellow, brown, and red. The holoset next to the petroscope was beginning to detect metallic chemical element qualities when the set went suddenly dark. Retho rechecked the plugged petroscope cables that were hooked into the computer inputs on the wall against the counter on which they worked.  After getting a rash of green lights across the board, Retho attempted to analyze the specimen once again, looking for a response on the holo-viewer.  This time a wavering line ran across the 3-D oscilloscope holo-viewer.  There was no registration at all. 

"Computer negative..." Dara remarked in disbelief, snapping out of her vision. "That's impossible... every rock has at least some form of response." 

 "I don't buy it," Retho shook his head, looking absolutely stumped. 

  They were still wondering about the phenomenon when a low chatter of jabberwocky had them looking at the oscilloscope set.  A single, continuous line was crossing the holoset, indicating that the sensor was being blocked. 

"Here's our answer," Retho reported, somewhat annoyed. "The petroscope is being jammed." 

He reached out to tab the recalibration control when the viewer filled from edge to edge with a three-dimensional running frieze of hieroglyphs. 

"What the...?" Dara began, moving for a Comm-set. Tabbing its call control, the holoset filled with the same kind of figures that were racing over the oscilloscope.  She hit the contact point again, and called, "Capel? Capel?" There was no response.  She tried a third time, "Capel, do you read me?" 

Dara studied both viewers.  It was an odd malfunction, she thought.  Even if the computers had somehow crossed the channels, the three-dimensional images zooming across them were totally unrecognizable as anything that could have entered the memory banks.  She tabbed opened her commpin to make the call and found that it too was taking the same program. 

The static-like sound grew louder. Dara and Retho swung round to see that it was widespread throughout the deck. 

"Computer," Dara called out to the intraship short-range pick-up net. "Identify current program over-running all visual hardware."

Silence.

"Computer, respond," she called out again, her voice more annoyed than concerned.

Both Retho and she exchanged puzzled glances.

 

Moela, entertaining herself with a data pad reviewing Nicraan's recent shuttle flight in her bedset, sat at her stateroom's desk with a puzzled look on her angelic face. The information presented by the data pad pieced together a picture of dire ecological disruption. Animals had died. Plant life was wilting. There were intense retinal disorders, over ninety known cases of blindness. The suns were melting what little polar cap the planet had. There were floods. And to top it all off, mosquito larvae were maturing early and swarming across a region stretching south in an erratic swathe from the arctic panhandle. 

Tabbing several control icons on the pad's interface, Moela enlarged a sphere that represented the planet on the flat instrument's screen. It was in full color. She then began plotting her points and taking measurements: A hundred thirty kilomets from end to end. The shape varied, warped, wafting, and changing dimensions. Thin, translucent blobs, moving like a blimp through the planet's ozone. A hole.

Moela tried to imagine it. A cannibalized, arid void, drifting like an iceberg, caught in the currents of wind that carried it but not being able to penetrate. Moela's fingers tensed on the keypad as chemical residues presented themselves for study. The ozone molecule O3, by-product of chemistry four billion cycles old, precursor of all life on this planet, was being wiped out at the rate of over 100,000 ozone molecules for every alien chlorine molecule that got it; that rose from the surface of tectonic activities five, six, seven mets below.

Absent-mindedly she gently stroked her protruding abdomen.  The science-officer was in the 40th week of her 52-week pregnancy. She had begun to look noticeably pregnant as her uterus enlarged. The motion seemed to ease her naturally accelerated heart rate -- a result of circulatory changes. Already, Moela was aware of the echelon-hybrid fetus moving around. She smiled as the sensations tickled her inwardly.

Without warning the data pad's screen fuzzed with static and then framed unrecognizable hieroglyphics, Moela looked over her shoulder to call for the intraship communication pickup when she saw it also on her Comm holoset. 

Nicraan was in Engineering, intently going over repairs needed in the mechanical grappling system when the noise reached into his private world.  Following his ear, he could make nothing of it. 

"What in Space is that?" he whispered to himself. 

 The same question was being asked shipwide.  Holo-viewers in every area of Pioneer Four had gone over to the unintelligible signal.  Capel, just enjoying his sleep stint, heard the electronic mutter and, leaving the dream he was involved with, looked over at his cabin's Comm panel.  The gibberish on its holosets had him going over to them to trouble shoot.  Nothing. The fault remained even after his insistent callings. He would have to go on foot. After redressing from his pajamas into his regulation gold-black uniform, he tabbed aside the door. 

Hurrying along the deck, Capel met Nicraan and Moela looking like a surprised primate.  "What's happening, Nicraan?" he questioned. "More disturbance from the red sun?" 

"Either a malfunction, or something very interesting." 

  Dara and Retho had already reached the upper deck, where BeeTee was surrounded by holo-viewers all bearing the same legend. No tuning ploy the bipedal cybernetic could think of was having the slightest effect.  The strange communiqué had overridden every piece of switchgear and would not go away. 

Dara said, "Track it, BeeTee." 

 "It's coming in on every channel." 

 There was always the old-fashioned direct vision and Dara raced across the deck to look through the large bow viewport. The well-stocked Galaxy was all there.  Stars by the trillions crowning the twilight of the setting red supergiant and the dawn of the planet's primary sun. All seemingly minding their own business as they lined the mountain-topped horizon and above. 

The upper deck was filling up as the full staff reported for duty.  Moela, Nicraan, and Capel topped the stairladder and ran, stopping short to stare at the holosets. Dara called from across the floor, "Someone or something is talking to us, Capel." 

The commander spun round to track the voice, "What's to see?" 

 "Nothing unusual.  This one is for you.  You'd better get to work on it." 

Retho said suddenly from the computer wall interface, "It's coming from somewhere along planetary sector line three-eight-six, Sire. We can rule out any involvement from the Class-M star.  This one is definitely planet-based." 

Capel turned to speak to the cybernetic, "What do you make of this?" 

 "A continuous relay of data is being received." 

 "Analysis?" 

 "No analysis, yet. Still receiving. Attempting to decrypt --" 

  Suddenly all viewers cleared.  The electronic chatter reached a climax and cut. There was silence aboard the grounded Pioneer 4. Dara, amazed and bewildered, came over to join the others. "What's going on?" she asked barely audible. 

Moela's face was asking the same question.  She looked away from the communications wall, where she had been observing the hieroglyphs, to the syntheform. 

"Can you explain?" she questioned. 

 "Transmission was being broadcasted on a wide-band carrier wave to compensate for solar interference”

 “That explains why our antennae were picking it up and it over-ran the entire communications net of the ship,” Moela exasperatedly breathed out.

 “It was being relayed by an unknown source.” BeeTee continued its report, “I estimate the origin is between land references three-five-zero and four-zero-zero." 

"The last reported reference point for the signal was three-eight-six.  It is possible that is the source location, unless it is non-stationary," Retho summed up. 

"Logical," BeeTee concurred. 

"Where is the transmission's destination?" Capel queried.

"Specifics unknown.  Deep space estimated," BeeTee replied. "Due to our present navigational status, I am unable to track the transmission to its destination. All stellar cartography files are still off-line."

"So what do we do now?" Moela asked. 

 "The only thing we can do," Nicraan told her.  "We go and investigate.  Right, Commander?" 

"Exactly." Capel turned to face his mate.  "We'll go and reconnoiter that area for any signs of life. It's near the first well we dug two seasons ago.  It's not that bad," he went on, doing a quick estimate. It wasn't that bad, but it was bad enough. "One rotate drive, tops. Maybe a couple more if we run into trouble." 

"Let's get to it," Nicraan said.  Suddenly it was critical that they make tracks, the pilot's sixth sense was tingling. Something caught his attention on the outer rim of his consciousness.  Something more than a little disturbing...                             

"Keep in touch and make it quick," Dara reminded Capel, her inner self picked up on the same sensation that vibrated ever so subtly between the group.

"Don't worry," he smiled, "you won't lose us!" 

 "Who'll be on the away team?"  Retho asked, his fresh youthful eyes flashing with the zest for adventure. He left the computer wall by the airlock's Inner Door and joined the others. 

Capel and Nicraan exchanged glances. The pilot grinned and nodded, his reasons stemming beyond professional.  Capel appreciated his Number One's opinion. 

"It has to be small," the commander said evenly. "So, I'll be in command, Nicraan as navigator, for scientific analysis, BeeTee, and geological assessment, you, Retho. Affirmed?  Any questions?" 

There was silence from the group. Capel studied them warmly. They had been through a lot and the bond they shared went far beyond the biological link woven between each. Pride filled his heart, and his eyes smiled even if his lips remained stoic. Moela, his eldest offspring, grinned back at him.  Her beautiful features haloed in the dimness of the dusk lighting held by the upper deck's illumination fixtures. Her features were highlighted by the small distension of her impregnated abdomen. 

Moela understood Capel's reasons for selecting BeeTee over her for the scientific assignment.  In her present condition, it was best that she rest and continue with her physical fitness routine uninterrupted.  She now carried the last seed of Aidennia within her womb, and her condition was of the utmost priority amongst the Pioneer Four's staff. 

Subconsciously, she ran her hands over her lower quarters, seemingly stroking the unborn fetus affectionately ... and, perhaps mentally she did just that. 

Retho glanced over at his sister. The hurt over the deception, which led to the creation of Moela’s child, passed. He no longer allowed the pain and the feelings of betrayal to bombard him...it would do the group no good, nor himself. Nicraan was his again, never to be manipulated into going against the natural order of The Echelon. Their bonding was secured with Capel's and Dara's oath. The fear had past as well, and now Retho could only look at Moela with anticipation on the birth of what grew within the science officer's womb. 

"Good. Dara, you mind the store. Moela, see if you can get me more facts on what's going on with this planet and that Class-M star by the time we return," Capel announced, smiling at both disarmingly. Turning he addressed his pilot, "Nicraan, get the Landrover out of the garage, it's already prepped. Please bring it around to the side hatch. We're leaving as soon as possible. Retho and BeeTee get your short-range gear." 

Nicraan nodded and headed for the elevator. Retho nodded his departure and moved aft for the supply cabin with the syntheform to organize their gear. 

"Do you think you'll find anything?" Moela asked. 

 Capel moved across the polished deck for the sealed airlock as he said, "We won't know until we go and investigate.  Our scans here are inadequate." 

 

In the Maintenance Section, the all-terrain Landrover had been parked on its heavily reinforced, magnetic-lock resting slab. With purpose, Nicraan marched passed the slab’s hydraulic ingress/egress stanchions and over to the treaded vehicle; its fifty-four-retemed long, thirty-one-retemed wide, ten-retemed high structure gleamed beneath the ceiling lights. 

Inside, the transport was fitted out with gray upholstery and banks of electronic equipment. It was divided into sections, for different functions. The main passenger area was primarily a lab, with assay trays, assessment pans, and computer tie-ins for specimen analysis. The "lab" also included biochemistry equipment, micro-spectrometers, and a series of automatic sample-analyzers for geologic, botanical, and chemical study. Next to it there was an extensive computer section, a bank of processors, a communications section, and a mini-infirmary; across the aisle were squabs for passenger transit. On both sides of the cabin were polythermal reinforced-paned rectangular viewports about five retems up from the baseboards, six totally in all -- three on each wall. All the lab equipment was miniaturized and built into a console that slid into the starboard wall, and then bolted down. The back of the transporter was occupied with a homey little living module, complete with a compact kitchen, a toilet with walk-in shower, and four retractable bunk beds; storage compartments above and below the beds. 

From there, the end module was mostly utility storage: spare parts, portable lab equipment, shelves, and cabinets. All the extra supplies that meant the Landrover was equipped for expeditions to far-off places. The aerofoil car was secured within its small cargo hold.

  Matasire entered the transport through the passenger module's starboard airlock and went directly forward into the drivepit. Sitting himself in the driver's contour seat, he activated the garage compartment's hatch opening mechanism. The command console before him was a complex of glowing LED displays and lots of icons, resembling a complicated thermostat. A person could do everything from this station -- all the transport's systems, all of its equipment. 

Instantaneously, the lower baseboard portion of the grey-cladded wall facing the ATV’s bow and the magnetic flooring holding the ‘Rover slid down as one to form a ramp to solidity; to reveal a slope of dirt and loose gravel. The bus was only in its present tilted state for a moment before Matasire turned on the engine and deactivated the garage portal's magnetic-holding field. After putting the drive unit into forward gear, the Major purposefully activated the acceleration control. Steadily and with practiced expertise, Nicraan maneuvered the Landrover out of its hold and down the hatch ramp. The hatch sealed as the conveyance maneuvered up the incline into the twilight night. 

Capel had opened the upper deck airlock's outer hatch just as Nicraan pulled the transport round from the port side of the saucer. Dara and Moela accompanied Capel down the small rocky ramp to stand expectantly beside the amphibious vehicle. 

Retho left the supply-equipment lockers and joined the ship's cybernetic on a trek to join the others; together they exited the opened airlock and proceeded into the transport beyond. Capel bid farewell to his mate and daughter before he entered the vehicle. 

As the exitportal to the 'Rover sealed, Dara touched her daughter on the shoulder, saying, "Come, Moela, let's get some rest." 

The science officer nodded, stifling a yawn.  She took her gaze away from the transport as it pulled out of the base camp, its taillights becoming tiny waning glowers in the dark. 

"You're right, Siress," she replied, moving toward the airlock. 







  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN:
The Landrover probed on away from Base Camp throughout the night. Now, by the wan light of an approaching dawn, and inside the Pioneer 4, Dara was awake and listening to the night sounds. She could not sleep, and after several unsuccessful attempts at rest, she went uptop to the main communicator in the command-apse. Still in her pajamas, she now sat in the pilot's acceleration chair with a trimline earpiece donned, searching the whole spectrum of electromagnetic radiation for sounds or signals or voices of life.  She heard nothing alien.  The primitive inhabitants of this planet did not use the radio.  In fact, they did not even know what a radio was, since the planet's population were primitive animals. 

Suddenly she remembered the pylons that were discovered shortly after the saucer had crashed.  An alien intelligence had built them, constructed them to fuel a force shield that had surrounded the planet, the same field that had caused the Pioneer Four to crash, to manipulate the weather patterns, and control the very life forms that were left after the civilization that had once reigned supreme had died out.  She wondered if any survivors of that dynasty were behind the bizarre transmission that had caused Capel, Nicraan, Retho, and BeeTee to venture towards its source.  She shivered with the possibility. 

Dara found herself thinking rather than concentrating on the board.  If there were only beasts on this weird, hostile orb, Dara asked herself, then who could have sent those signals?  There were no readings of alien landings or alien approaches, nothing to indicate that the hieroglyphs came from any place other than this planet.  Yet, she reminded herself, with all the meteorite activity in the planet's atmosphere, it was difficult to detect any kind of metallic approach from Space. 

The Pioneer 4 lay half buried on fertile ground in the planet's early morning darkness.  It was built to fly at hyperplasma speed and was meant to land on a distant planet orbiting the star Mira. Now it was aground under unnamed stars and on unnamed flatlands on a fair but alien world.  All around the desertscape was a lush and verdant jungle populated with this world's citizens.  The local inhabitants did not fully understand the enormous saucer-shaped ship they had discovered after leaving their hibernations.  They were only primitive creatures from various evolutional eras who wouldn't care to know many facts about it or the hundreds of other spaceships that had been forced to land via the now terminated atmospheric force field.  The Pioneer Pod Four's folk knew little more about this world and what they had learned was not pleasing. 

Dara returned to watching the communications board and occasionally glanced out the forward viewport.  A shadow crossed over the dimly-lit deck and she turned to see Moela exiting the elevator cage dressed in regulation pajamas. Dara smiled at her, and then resumed monitoring the spectrum of radio frequencies, from microwaves through short waves to the kilo-long oscillations of ancient radio and wireless telegraphy.  Presently, she snapped off the communicator on the Systems Control Panel and removed her earpiece. 

"Anything?" Moela asked as she passed the circular astrogator and prepared to enter the apse. 

Dara returned the earpiece to its slot on the communication panel and said dourly, "There's nothing on the air between microwaves and ultra-long frequencies. Nothing!" 

Moela was about to say that if Lunon, the ship's engineering and communications expert, were there then something surely would be picked up.  But, she decided against it -- the pain over the untimely death of their kin still too real.  Instead, she said, "That's reasonable.  Why don't you call the 'Rover and see how they are doing?" 

Dara shook her head and frowned. "No.  They're already reporting everything they can.  We should be asleep. The Main Computer is handling everything as is...” she sighed, then smiled as she touched her daughter's nearest hand. "Go back to bed, dear.  There's nothing you can do. There'll be plenty of information from them by dawn’s light, I am sure." 

Moela grinned and nodded her agreement with her siress; the science officer's own concern for their loved ones out on the prairie showed as she reluctantly headed for the elevator.  Dara remained in the command-apse and waved at Moela as the circular platform of the lift descended within its tube. 

Letting out another sigh, Dara looked at the board before her once again. As she went to lift the earpiece, she suddenly retracted her reach and relenting to the weariness in her eyes and head, cut the overhead lights and moved aft. 

 

The Landrover came to rest hidden in a grotto at the end of uneventful exploration. The small depression was pitch black and dripping with moisture. The 'Rover's crew turned down its motor until no sound at all emitted from the vehicle. 

Inside the driver's compartment, Capel and Nicraan were just completing the transport's electronic system shutdown procedure.  As they did so, the service lights dimmed, and the interior of the vehicle became nearly as dark as its sheltering cliff recess. 

Capel glanced over at Nicraan and flashed him a quick grin as he stifled a yawn, saying, "We'll take a break here. I'll take the first watch.  You and Retho get some rest. There's nothing more we can do until we're all back to top form." 

"Sure.  See you in two nodes, then."  Nicraan moved out of his seat and toward the safety door now opening behind him. 

Positioning himself comfortably in his chair, Capel glanced at the only operating electronic device in the drivepit, the radar holoscanner and saw that it displayed nothing foreign. 

Retho was preparing the bunk beds in the Slumber Narthex when Nicraan joined him.  He was struggling to pull one of the beds from its wall coaming when the handsome pilot entered the compact compartment. As Nicraan moved to help him, Retho turned his back and continued his private battle with the slab. "I can do it myself," he grunted. 

"Easy, Retho," Nicraan responded. "Only trying to help." 

 Still wrestling with the handle, Retho said, "I can do it myself.  I don't always need you to come rushing to my side." 

Nicraan was surprised at the male's simple tone.  The odd node of the night and the prolonged duty stint had set everyone on edge.  Nicraan had expected a stinging tone, or, at best, a cold silence from Retho.  But the young male's words were missing the mocking tone that he was accustomed to hearing whenever Retho was stressed out.  "Sure," Nicraan said gently. 

"You make my independence and maturation difficult sometimes, Nicraan," Retho said as he shyly glanced at the pilot, leaving the wall slab panel. 

The pilot had to agree; it was part of his masculine nature to protect his mate.  A trait that at times could be smothering. "I know I do. You could be a little more understanding of why I do what I do, too." He grinned, and added, "Come on, admit it, sometimes you enjoy the attention." 

Rubbing his sore fingers, Retho responded equally with a grin, "Sometimes, maybe...occasionally, when you aren't acting like the hetero hero-of-the-rotate." 

"Hetero?!" Nicraan laughed, finding Retho's idiom loving. “How Un-Enlightened of you.”

 "Perhaps. I like the sound of it ... in an odd way.”

“Heterogenders were at one time considered to be heroes." Without a word, Nicraan reached for Retho's hand and began to massage his fingers. 

"Perhaps in ancient history," Retho huffed. 

 Nicraan continued to hold his hand.  "Am I still a hero in your eyes, though?" he asked tenderly. 

Retho felt flustered, confused, embarrassed -- a hundred things at that instant. 

Nicraan smiled at Retho's off-centered moment, holding on to his hand and looking into his eyes. "Am I?" 

"Yes," Retho returned the pilot's direct gaze. 

 "Why are you trembling?" Nicraan suddenly asked.  He could see that Retho was affected by his closeness and by his touch, and his expression softened.  Whereupon, Nicraan reached out and took Retho's other hand. 

"I am not trembling," Retho softly insisted, looking so innocent and helpless. His declaration was very unconvincing. The affection he had for the handsome pilot was alive. 

"Yes, yes you are," Nicraan said.  "And, it's because you're tired and need some attention." As he spoke he slowly drew Retho near. 

Retho didn't resist the gentle pull.  Now, as he looked at Nicraan, he thought he had never seemed more handsome. Before he could think another thought, Nicraan drew Retho to him and felt his body tremble as he pressed his lips to his. 

It seemed forever; it seemed an eternity to share between them, as Nicraan gently bent Retho's body back.  This time Retho didn't resist at all. When they parted, Retho needed a moment to catch his breath.  He tried to regain his composure and work up a measure of strength, but he found it difficult to talk. 

Nicraan held Retho in his arms and looked genuinely into his eyes. For a long moment, there was a peaceful kind of emotion between them.  Then Retho began to unfasten Nicraan's light-weight uniform and slipped it off him. 

Taking the one lowered bunk, Nicraan guided Retho to lie beside him.  Holding him close, Nicraan closed his eyes and cooed into Retho's shell-like ear. 







  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT:
The indicator lights on the scientific analysis/sensor console panel cast an eerie glow through the quiet passenger compartment of the Landrover. They softly lit Retho's face as he sat in the cushioned swivel chair, thinking about Nicraan. Deep in thought, he ran his hand along the control panel in front of him. He knew something was churning up within him; but, wasn't certain that he was willing to admit it.  And then, could he deny it? 

His attention span was attracted by a flurry of movement outside the viewport above the console.  The ports of the 'Rover were rectangular with thick glass.  There was one port beside each of the three couples of passenger divans on the port side, and three over the starboard control boards.  He now stared curiously out the middle window on his side. 

Then something dark and horrible outside the bus moved toward the spot where the tiny winking lights of the console blinked on and off through the port. 

The Thing that the operations lights disclosed could have come straight from Hell.  It moved closer.  It pressed against the glass of his viewport, not a retem from the lights and not two retems from Retho's ashen and fiercely defiant face.  The Thing's eyes were madness. Its bared fangs were monstrous.  It was gray; it was grisly; it was demonic hatred incarnate. It was slavering ferocity and ravenous murder and drooling horror all at once.  It glared at the blinking lights.   Hideous palpus writhed and scratched at the glass of the viewport. 

Retho had been leaning forward but stumbled backward into the console's seat startled in shock at seeing the Thing. As he tried to compose himself, he heard an interran screech.  He made an angry gesture. He pushed the control to close the outside shutters. He pressed hard, as if that would make them close more quickly.  The shutter closing above the console caught the monstrous Thing outside -- but not quite soon or strong enough. The Thing fought the shutter that almost captured it. The noise of the struggle was somehow sickening. Eventually, it dragged itself clear, and the shutter plate fitted itself primly back in its proper place. 

Retho made inarticulate noises. Considering the matter calmly, he had reason for horror, but not for fear. There was thick glass in the port.  It couldn't be broken. And, anyhow, Retho discovered, keying in the lifeform algorithms and reading the sensor report floating on the holo-viewer, it was only a Hyaenodon. It was the size of a small tiger across its furry legs, to be sure. But its presence was perfectly normal, on this world.  If BeeTee hadn't been shut down for the night stint, it wouldn't even have alarmed the crew. Grinning, embarrassed at himself, Retho shook off his tension, and sat up. 

Stretching, he discovered how tired he really was and returned to the Slumber Narthex to finish out his sleep with Nicraan.








  
 




“Fury”







  
 

CHAPTER NINE:
Dawn came. There was gray light. There was pinkish light. Eventually, the grotto entrance glowed in normal yellow sunshine from a dazzling double-sun morning.  The viewports were open again, and the team could see all there was to be seen. They did not see much that was informative. Rogue damp walls of rock of unknown mineral composition surrounded the bus, in the background steamed mudflats and steam vents plumed in quiet fury. 

 Retho awoke stiff from spending his guard stint in one of the drivepit's contour chairs.  His usually crisp purple-black fatigue was now crumbled and looked “worn”. He glanced out the forward viewshield to see only a row of gray stalagmites surrounding the vehicle. 

 Settling back in the comfortable chair, Retho noticed the small evaporating droplets of rain on the bow glass.  It must have rained during the night, a phenomenon that occurred regularly.  Nocturnal showers were frequent, leaving the day filled with sunshine and little cloud cover. 

 The safety door to the Slumber Narthex slid aside and Nicraan appeared rubbing the sleepers from his eyes. 

 "Retho," he called. 

  "In here," the other responded, extending an arm over the side of the chair.  It was clearly seen through the opened hatch of the drivepit through and into the passenger compartment where the beckoning pilot stood. 

 Nicraan smiled.  He was a lean, solidly well-built male in the latter years of fleeting youth, with a smooth handsome face. He still wore his regulation form-fitting boxer-styled shorts and a pair of rubber-soled thongs. Wearily, he rubbed a hand across the large expanse of his bare chest as he collected his thoughts. Finally, he stepped from the antechamber's vestibule and fully into the passenger compartment. Closing the portal behind him, he treaded across the floor and past an active BeeTee installed at the computer spread on his way towards the bow module. 

 "What's going on?" Nicraan asked, stepping through the supply vestibule and into the drivepit. 

 Retho looked up at him from his seat, saying, "Nothing. No more communication signals, no registration of alien life forms...nothing.  It would appear that whatever caused the communication disturbance has vanished." 

 Nicraan pulled a face.  "Quite odd, wouldn't you say?"  he asked. 

 Retho nodded.  "Then again, our scans could be blocked or reflected off by some undetected shield." 

  "Any on record that has that capability?" 

 Retho was silent for a moment, and then nodded. 

 "Well?" 

 "On file, there is such a shield." 

 "Yes?" Nicraan pressed, almost annoyed. 

  "It's a primary defense used on all deep space probes sent out by the Tauron Empire." 

 A knot formed in the pilot's stomach, and he visibly flinched at the possibility.  "Tauron?" he gasped. 

 Retho nodded. 

 "Has BeeTee run a check on it?" 

 "It's been rechecking data since 0400 nodes," Retho reported, estimating that it must have been around that same time he had drifted off into his irresponsible nap. 

 Nicraan turned and threw his question back into the passenger compartment.  "BeeTee," he called. 

 "Yes, Major Nicraan?" 

  "Report on the possibility of a shield blocking our scans on the communication disturbance's origin." 

 A moment, then the cybernetic appeared in the vestibule, its light grid flashing as it said, "Possibility is very likely, Major." 

  "Do you have anything else on the area?" 

  "Affirmative.  There is a small energy influx within the sector where the communication disturbance was detected.  We are still too far to be accurate on exactly what this kind of influx could be. I cannot ascertain a specific energy signature." 

 Nicraan turned to face Retho. "I think we best get moving." 

 Retho nodded, leaving the chair and going through the vestibule.  As he went, he said, "I'll inform the Pioneer Four of our plans, and waken Capel." 

 Nicraan nodded, and then faced the cybernetic once again, "BeeTee, plot course and ready the Landrover. I'll be showering." 

  "Affirmed, Major." 

 Nicraan was crossing the passenger compartment when he noticed that the Slumber Narthex's door was a jar and saw Capel leaning over the computer spread controls with Retho. He looked fresh and awake. 

 Perezsire immediately noticed his Number One's attire… "Best get cleaned up, Nicraan. Retho's given me a synopsis on what's been going on," the commander acknowledged. "I'll get us moving while you shower." 

  "BeeTee has some information I think you'll find interesting. In the meantime, it's already plotting a new course," the pilot said. Heading for the aft modules, he called, "I'll join you shortly." 

 Capel nodded and passed by, into the drivepit beyond where he joined BeeTee. 

 Retho finished his communication with the Pioneer. Swiveling the chair to face Nicraan, he said, "I'll get you something from the galley while you shower." 

 "Much appreciated," Nicraan said, taking the botanist in his arms as he left the console and headed for the aft galley. "You are the best." 

 Retho grinned and flushed slightly.  "I'm just a mirror reflection of what I'm surrounded by." 

 They kissed, and then Nicraan pulled away and entered the small sanitary facility inside the Slumber Narthex. 

 Unlike the washroom he had in the Pioneer 4, the bathing cubby wasn't cramped with bright lights.  Nicraan took two bath towels off the linen fabricator niche and placed them next to the shower stall, then slide aside the syntheglass door and tabbed on the recycled water to HOT. He smiled, remembering his recent encounter with Retho, and stepped closer to the spray of water, closing the door securely behind him. 

 A tube of cleansing gel hung from the showerhead and Nicraan lifted it off and lathered his body, ducking his head in and out of the concentrated spray.  The hot water steamed and fogged up the closed stall, making his lithe form become silhouette.  A gentle lurch reassured him they were on the move again. 

 Retho was licking his fingers as the miniature galley's Comm holoset bleeped the attention signal. Tabbing the featureless answering control, Capel's face filled the apparatus. 

 "Yes?" 

  "Retho, when you're finished, commence scans of the area for new developments concerning the communication disturbance." 

  "Affirmed.  Retho, Out." 

 The quarter-sized, three-dimensional representation of Capel's head faded from the viewer. Retho turned his attention back to placing foodstuff on a nearby tray from the food dispenser. 

 The low hiss of the shower had stopped, and Retho headed for the passenger cabin.  He was half-way through the Narthex when Nicraan stepped from the bathing facility with a towel wrapped loosely around his waist.  His attention was drawn immediately towards Retho.  His approaching walk was both graceful and determined; and, somehow seemed incongruous with his taunt black and purple-color coded regulation uniform.  Even at the distance that was between them, Nicraan could tell Retho was in a hurry. 

 "First Meal?" Nicraan asked, cheerful. 

 "None other," Retho replied, his mind on other matters; and, the smile he offered distant and not sincere.  The idea that a Tauron probe landing on this remote rock in Space disturbed the male, and Nicraan sensed the imbalance in Retho's mental stability.  Stress factors were mounting within his intimate, and he followed him into the passenger compartment concerned. 

 Retho placed the tray on the closest divan's sideboard and went to head for the computer console.  He stopped as Nicraan placed his hands meaningfully on his shoulders. 

 "Calm down, Retho," Nicraan cooed.  "Perhaps it isn't a Tauron probe." 

 "Perhaps it is," Retho turned and accepted the pilot's embrace.  "Then what will we do?" 

  "What we must." 

 "Which is?" 

 "Launch and try to find asylum." 

 "Where?" Retho huffed, squeezing the male tightly.  "By now the entire System has succumbed to the Empire's influence. With Aidennia gone, what will our allies do..?” 

 "Don't be of little faith," Nicraan whispered, gently stroking the other's soft auburn hair. "The System's inhabitants are much more resourceful than you may think. Remember, Retho, each ally was an independent solar group before joining The System.  I doubt each has lost their ability to be on their own." 

 Retho considered his intimate's advice, and it sounded strong in his ear.  Nodding, Retho withdrew from Nicraan feeling better.  "You are right.  Let's deal with what we know." Smiling, Retho continued toward the computer array across the aisle. 

 

 Back at Base Camp, Moela tended to the last cropping of the hydroponics’ garden. She was young, lovely in her short-sleeved regulation fatigue, and her smoothly rounded face held an elfin beauty. Moving over the soil mats positioned to float over the holding tank stands, her angelic face held an enigmatic mystery.  In the glow of the noon suns, her hair shone with the gleam of polished wood. 

Moela lowered an instrument she was carrying to a dirt mat, thrust the tip into the loam and triggered a switch on the handle. Satisfied with the low hum that the hand-held device oscillated, she cleared the plant from the agri-scanner's inventory program and then she tested another pre-determined spot; triggered the results to register on its tiny screen, then moved on. Below each point she tested rested a seed, their positions marked by a red tab. Above her, the alien suns glowed with a warmth she remembered when, as a young girl, she had stolen time from orientation to go swimming in the local pool of the Academy and then to bask in the rays from Aidennia's sun. Closing her eyes, she still could smell the rich scent of grass and trees, bushes and wildflowers that lined the thoroughfares and passageways of the Academy and, with a little more imagination, she could almost hear the hum of bees. 

They would come, she thought, opening her eyes and looking at the neat plots, some covered with the fuzz of green now; others still waiting to support the crops soon to take root.  It would be the last harvest for the garden with the ship’s internal food-water distribution systems back on-line.

 Even though Retho was the ship's agriculturist, Moela, like the others, held several science degrees and knew enough about plant growth to help needed maintenance, and to know the situation of the hydroponics garden. 

She was about to continue on to the next stand when she thought she heard a weak beeping coming from inside the opened Pioneer Four. 

"It's a signal from the Landrover!" she cried out; because she had to think a moment to recall what the distinctively short and drawn-in bleeping tone meant, since she had not heard the particular communication sound for so long. Touching the scanner's "HOLD" contact point, Moela returned the device to her utility belt, and then ran inside and over to the Comm Wall in time to hear Capel's disembodied voice calling them. 

"'Rover to Pioneer. Come in Pioneer." 

 Dara was already at the Commpanel and tabbed a key interface control.  "Hello, Capel." 

Capel's holographic image appeared on a small holoviewer. "Dara? Report, please." 

"Status supplemental...other than being lonely, we're fine, Capel." Dara looked relaxed, a little snug.  "What have you to report?" 

"We've discovered more drinkable water, and some fruits with the oddest collection of flavors." 

"Anything else?" Dara's sixth sense tingling as she put forth her question. 

"Retho's taken botanical specimens and I've taken samples of rock.  The rocks seem to have high mineral content. There are traces of elements we may need for soldering alloys and electrical contacts; also elements with magnetic properties that could be alloyed in many of our structural materials." 

"The transmission?" Moela pressed urgently. 

 "BeeTee has been scanning the source and has found some kind of energy influx.  We're en route to investigate." 

 "Be careful," Dara cautioned. 

 "Always," Capel smiled, then looked at his daughter. "How are you doing?" 

 "Fine, Sire. Thank you for your concern.  The fetus is in excellent health according to MediComp’s 0600 node’s scan." 

 Capel grinned and nodded as he said, "Good. I will report back at 1500 nodes." 

 "Affirmed. Pioneer, out." 

 Dara sighed with anticipation for the next transmission, giving Moela a cheerful sidelong look, she said, "Everything's going to be just fine."

"I know, Siress. I just wish..."

"What?"

Moela smiled as Dara placed a concerned hand on her arm. Shaking her head, she said, "Nothing."

"Are you sure?"

Moela nodded and it was enough for Dara; her head swimming with her own fears and doubts.  She needed to meditate. Collecting herself, she returned to the lower utility deck to finish her duties. Moela watched her go, yet she did not follow. Instead, the young science officer went to the bowport in the command-apse and looked out at the wilderness of not-so-distant vegetation.  It was the same. 

The tropical trees had over the period of seven to eight months grown to the size of sequoias; and, like every other kind of flora that had sprouted up, they too consisted of an unexplainable phenomenal cell. It was a cell that could duplicate at an incredible rate that was a thousand times as rapid as anything Moela had known as normal.  Retho as well was baffled to come up with any concrete explanation; he could only put cause on the firestorm that had brushed the planet from Space more than half a cycle ago.  All living things on the surface had absorbed the bizarre radiation that had emitted from the fiery cloud. And, since then, all indigenous life had sprung from their hibernations beneath the ground and grown to giant scale. 

 A weird feeling was bugging Moela, and it wasn't that of her ignorance of how the jungle about had almost grown over night to such intensity. Yet, it was the ignorance she had to Nicraan's unborn seed held safely within her womb. Her worry was based on her sexual confidence. She knew from orientation conditioning and from her not-to-distant Ka-tela phase that it had less to do with a female's looks than how she felt about herself, and how she felt may depend on coming to terms with that often-elusive first mate in her life. But, Nicraan wasn't the first possible mate in her life; in fact, he was the third, and none of the others had ever made her feel this way.  She had once loved Nicraan, but now...did she still love him? Or was its mere obligation for carrying a shared fetus?  As far as feeling about how she felt about herself, Moela knew that it couldn't cause the apathy Nicraan seemed to generate toward her, she felt wonderful about herself. Looks were no question... she had them, and they couldn't be put to blame, no matter what faults she tried to find. Then what was it? she asked herself.  For one thing, she knew it had to do with her sexual confidence, she was certain about that.  It was one of the more paradoxical facts of Aidennian life; how often the most sexually self-confident female turned out 'not' to be the most beautiful, glamorous, or charming.  Was she too perfect? 

In the long run, Moela knew exactly how Nicraan felt about her didn't matter. She had her child and could contend to raise it on her own without any male counterpart. If they truly were the only survivors of the sundered planet Aidennia; then there was never any hope of a male replacement, and she would be the child's only parent.  But, what if Nicraan wished for Retho and himself to raise the child?! She hadn't even thought of that being a possibility!  She stifled a gasp, shook her head. Merciful Ancients! her mind screamed in frustration. 

Life was never to have been this complicated! Millennium of planning and cultural conditioning had eliminated such problems as divorce, child custody, infidelity, unplanned pregnancy, and sexual confusion for modern System life. Yet, something had gone wrong and now she stood on the deck of a grounded spacecraft on an alien world, pregnant with the child of an Echelon wondering what else could go wrong. 

The agri-scanner in her utility belt hummed as a reminder of unfinished work in the hydroponics garden. Squaring her slumped shoulders, Moela turned on her heels and faced the opened airlock. 

 

Clouds piled up like bales of fleece and, by mid-afternoon, smothered the tops of the mountains. The suns had long ago begun to paint the mountain walls as the Landrover away team arrived in the quadrant's central highlands. The jungle was wet and hot, thickly covered with ferns, mosses, and giant horse-tail trees. The jungle contained many small streams, lakes, and thinning riverbeds that lead into a gulf.  Gnarled, mature trees cloaked in mantles of green leaves and heavy with fruits and bloom stood as they must have for months past in the sylvan forest. Lush bushes and strange, beautiful plants obscured the lower boughs. There were more shades of green and more breathtaking colors than Retho or Nicraan could remember seeing in the plasticrete built population areas on Aidennia. 

They walked through the vegetation upriver, their stimulus-starved bodies touching the cool leaves and inhaling the heady fragrance, birds erupting from the forest canopy -- kingfishers darting from the riverbanks, flocks of hornbills skimming above the treetops, their wings sounding like runners panting for breath. The banks of the tea-colored water sprouted wild breadfruits, bananas, and a host of palm and fern trees, all tangled up with hanging vines. As the heat of the rotate intensified, the river's green walls vibrated with the ringing of cicadas.

Then the river grew shallower, forcing them over rocks. Retho surmised that it was the dry season, something hard to fathom in a place drenched with more than two hundred milliretems of rain so far that cycle.  As they journeyed deeper through the trees in search of the transmitter, they left the clearing and the Landrover far behind and a feeling of malice steadily increased. 

Tangled swamps and cloud-veiled mountains locked away much of the land that stretched before the two Aidennians. Pensively, Nicraan pulled out a portable environmental sensor and began studying it.  Retho wandered off ahead, sampling berries and flowers, and noting down details of botanical interest. 

Nicraan's field communicator beeped and Capel flashed upon its tiny screen.  "Any variations in readings?" he asked. 

 "No hostile elements in the environment. Temperature's dropping, though.  About fifty noches Heit." Then Matasire added, "Life forms reported in the area.  Non-hostile and not harmful to our mission." 

 "Keep checking with Rover on nodely intervals," Capel told him.  "BeeTee and I are still busy probing that energy field. It could be the cause in the temperature change.  You could be nearing it, we can't be sure of its exact location." 

"Any clues?" 

  "Some, but nothing conclusive." 

  "Tauron?" 

 "Could be; if it is, there's variations." 

 "Understood.  Nicraan, out." 

 The communicator went silent, and the pilot returned it to his utility belt.  He was about to tell Retho to wait up for him when the bushes and trees suddenly thinned out. A clearing loomed ahead of them. Beautiful bird-wing butterflies fluttered on the air currents as they darted from one delicious burgeon to another.

Nicraan's techcoder blipped wildly for attention. 

 Studying the screen, he called for Retho to rejoin him.  The screen flashed as it cleared and new data captioned a small computer diagram of some mechanical object ahead. 

"What is it?" Retho questioned the pilot as he came to stand beside the worried male.  "The transmitter?" 

Nicraan nodded, made an adjustment on his portable scanner and watched the screen.  Information filled the small screen, and Nicraan grabbed for his communicator. 

"Yes, Nicraan?" Capel responded to the call the pilot had placed. 

"Capel, I have some data I think you should know about. It's not good." 

"Report." 

 "That transmitter is just ahead.  Techcoder scans it be an unmanned probe." 

"Origin?" 

 "Tauron," Nicraan breathed, the word almost lost in his choking throat. 

Retho gasped and turned pale. 

Capel was quiet for a moment, thinking as he read the data being relayed to the Rover as it displayed itself on the drivepit's holoset.  Eventually, he said, "Negate the threat, then report in." 

"Understood.  Command received and affirmed. Nicraan, out."  Clicking off the communicator, Nicraan returned both it and the techcoder to his belt.  His hand came back with a laser sidearm. 

Retho eyed the gun and moved to grab the pilot's arm, saying desperately, "How are we supposed to destroy a Tauron probe?!" 

Nicraan held up the weapon with confidence, replying with equal strength in his tone, "With everything we've got. Arm yourself." 

Reluctantly, Retho closed up his specimen cases and withdrew his lasergun.  Thumbing the selector to KILL mode, he trekked after his intimate toward where the techcoder had detected the Tauron transmitter. 







  
 

CHAPTER TEN:
Dara stood with Moela on the flight deck, both with mouths agape as they listened to Capel's report.  The one-quarter-size holographic figure of the commander floated in free-flight over the hologram jutter disc of the communication viewer. Even though quarter-sized holos didn't show a lot of detail, the two females clearly saw the commander's image's expression was grim and the tone of voice coming over the holoset's concealed speakers was desperate. 

"I hate to add to your dire report, Sire," Moela said, glancing at a science station's relay holoset on the command panel.

"What have you got?" the commander asked.

"The Class-M star's growth rate is fluctuating.  The planet is like a chronometer ticking..."

"How long?" Capel breathed heavily.  He thought that if they must die, sooner would be less painful than later.  But though he accepted the logic of that conclusion, he was not yet ready to stop fighting for every instant of life left to them.

"Rotates...maybe nodes," Moela said.  "It's a chaotic system, Commander.  Which variable will pass the energy threshold and cause everything to disintegrate..." She shook her head. "It's completely unpredictable." 

"Best start close-down procedures immediately," Capel was saying.  "We'll finish up here as soon as we can, and then head back and help you." 

"What of the outer perimeter equipment?" Dara asked. 

 "Have to pick up what we can on the return route," Capel replied.  "Keep all scans on top priority watch for any advancement from Space, Moela." 

"It'll be difficult with all the solar particle and meteorite activity in this sector -- that red supergiant is sure causing a lot of hypospace interference; but, I'll run a double check on anything that is heading our way," the science officer said, trying to smile. 

Capel appreciated the effort, and returned a weak grin as he signed off, "Do what you can. We'll be back as soon as possible.  'Rover, out." 

The holoviewer went out and the two females faced each other.  Both held fright in their eyes, but both knew that this was not a time for raw emotion.  Professional organization was in order if they were going to escape. 

"I'll handle the outside operations," Dara told her daughter, heading for the Inner Door of the airlock.  "Have on-board computer assist you with pre-flight checks. BeeTee has programmed it for emergency lift-off procedures." 

Moela smiled again, this time more convincingly.  "Terran Ancients be with us," she whispered, and then turned to face the flight console set-up.  "Computer," she called. 

"Request?" 

 "Begin all pre-flight checks and begin ground-status close-down procedures. This is not a drill. Activate emergency lift-off programs." 

"Affirmed." 

A moment later the ground began to tremble.     

 

 Nicraan's communicator bleeped quietly for attention, and with annoyance, the pilot answered the call.  His face softening as Capel's image filled the small screen. 

"...I am taking the 'Rover and BeeTee to the outer perimeter outposts to begin collection of equipment.  I'll leave Retho and you the Getabout at this location for return to Pioneer Four," Capel said, after Nicraan acknowledged the call. 

"Understood." 

 "I don't want to take any chances," Capel went on to explain, despite the fact that it was unnecessary. "Ancients know how long that Tauron probe has been monitoring us and been relaying back to the Empire.  I want to get off this rock as quickly as we can." 

"Understood, Commander," Nicraan replied patiently. "We will rendezvous at Pioneer Four." 

"'Rover, out." 

 The screen darkened and Nicraan returned the small hand-held communicator to his belt.  Beside him, Retho had taken out his techcoder and was tracking the probe.  A beep emitted from the device, and Nicraan looked at his intimate with puzzlement. 

"The probe is mobile," Retho reported, almost telepathic to Nicraan's thoughts. 

"Heading?" 

 "Directly at us!" 

 "Prepare," Nicraan ordered, squatting down in the brush with sidearm poised for firing. His green-black regulation fatigue almost seemed to blend into the environs.

Retho joined him, eyes glued to the portable device clutched tightly in his grip.  The small screen that faced the techcoder held a sonar graph with a yellow dot.  The glowing speck was moving from the outer sectors toward the center with frightening speed.

“I think it's detected us," Retho breathed, poising his weapon through the weeds in the general direction of where the probe should burst through the dense undergrowth. "Heading three-five point seven mark," he reported tense. "And, Nicraan, I'm picking up a planetary relay signal --" Retho recalibrated the techcoder to try and get a fix on the new signal. "Give me a moment..."

 Sweaty palms nervously moved around the butt of Nicraan's sidearm in anticipation.  The pilot licked his lips with anxiousness for battle.  Even though Nicraan was never trained to be a warrior, his orientation seminars on combat back at the Academy suddenly rushed into his consciousness, and old drills became reality. The anxious Matasire was tall, dark, and inoffensively handsome. It was times like these, when there was insurmountable stress, that Retho noticed just how breathtaking Nicraan was, how strong and masculine, how sharp-minded and confident -- how much he loved the male. It was times like these that Retho understood why ancient armies were mostly same-gendered and coupled-off -- making the legions stronger in battle by the tie of love and brotherhood.

Retho's techcoder's beeping [which indicated the probe's progress through the jungle] increased steadily into a crescendo and the foliage around suddenly began to rustle with unseen activity. Abandoning the second signal's source, Retho returned his full attention to the scene at hand. 

Their breath quickened and guns wavered to try to find a target. 

"It's on us!" Retho cried as a figure moved within the shadows. At the periphery of his vision a patch of gray like a watery, blurred barrel darted from the light. Retho snapped around. The muzzle of his sidearm leaped up, sweeping from left to right, ready to meet an attack. 

"What is it, Retho?" Nicraan's head jerked to the left. The pilot's eyes narrowed as he stared at his young companion. Questioning creases furrowed his highbrow.  "Can you see it?" 

"Thought I saw it move over there."  Retho tilted his head toward the muted glow of the overhead suns coming through the dense upper-storey fronds some fifty micromets to the south. 

The techcoder had gone silent; its sensor was being jammed.  Retho tabbed the reset control three times before giving up. "Nothing," he whispered. 

"It has to be here somewhere..." Nicraan stopped without warning, his sixth sense swelled with alarm. 

Retho as well was wide-eyed as his breast brimmed with alert. A split micronode later he caught the same image out of the corner of his eye. 

Chaos reigned! 

 The instant it took Retho's mind to accept what his eyes saw and comprehend the trap they had blindly walked into, the probe opened fire. Sizzling beams of blue-white energy seared the day. 

Retho shouted a warning. From the corner of his eye, Retho saw an actinic burst sliced into the trunk of a near-by tree. Flames flared on the rough exterior bark as the tree crumpled and tumbled to the jungle floor. Retho reacted rather than thought.  His finger pressed down on his sidearm’s' firing button. Yellow and blue lances bulleted in quick bursts from the weapon's muzzle.  A deadly accurate spray of laser flak spat out at knee level cut into the probe charging from the jungle. 

"Back!" Retho shouted at Nicraan while he re-aimed his weapon.  "Move out of here!" 

Nicraan did not protest.  Pressing off short bursts of cover fire from his own weapon, he retreated into the protective shadows of the vegetation. 

The staccato barking of laser pistols drowned the hissing whine of the probe’s energy blasts when Retho's eyes lifted to the solo advance of the Tauron transmitter again. 

A humorless smile lifted the corners of Retho's mouth when he unleashed another twenty-round burst into the probe. The trap the alien machine sought to spring had a bottleneck -- a thicket of dense thorn bushes. The probe couldn't get around it quickly enough to evenly disperse and attack effectively. 

The barrel-shaped, multi-limbed probe whirled around aimlessly as it tried to rescan the area to attack.  Small spot fires formed a rash across its front as Retho's latest parade of pulsed laser fire bombarded the trim-lined machine.  Its anti-grav boosters fired to help stabilize itself, but only caused the probe to gyrate to one side and collide with a massive tree trunk. 

Nicraan took aim from his hiding place and fired.  Retho joined him, and together the concentrated firepower penetrated the tough outer shell of the probe. 

Glass shattered and, for an instant, fire flared. Then clarity returned and small fading wisps of smoke clung to the air. 







  
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN:
The everglades lay wreathed in silvery haze. Great primordial fern-trees reached into the air then drooped down again with the weight of their own leaves.  The fronds captured miniature pools of glittering dew-water.

"Looks like rain," Capel said to BeeTee, glancing up at the sky.

The lights of the Landrover pierced the grayness of the bog.  The vehicle had come to rest beside scummy waters and gigantic trees that blocked out the burning overhead light of the planet's three suns.

Capel took his biocoder from his belt and turned it on. The bio readings were what he had expected; like the long-range scans. The animate life signals matched nothing he had ever seen before, but they existed. Evolution was running wild. Each species was growing and changing and aiming for its own extinction, without creating any diversity, any new forms, to take over when the old died out. Not that it much mattered. If Moela's estimates were right, the evolutionary process would be only about half done when the more violent geological processes tore the whole planet apart. Soon after that, the sub-atomic attractions would break down, and the entire mass of the star system would generate into a gaseous blob, a fiery formless plasma: a super nova.

The area had become cocooned into a white blanket of mists. Capel couldn't see a thing.  His vision was entirely obstructed by the dense whiteness pressing against his and BeeTee's bodies. His only choice in breaking down the weather station and stowing it inside the 'Rover was to go solely by BeeTee's instrumental intuition. He eyes weren't registering anything, even as Capel walked from 'Rover to station and back again and again. 

Capel's eyes eventually, gradually began to grow accustomed to the gloom all around him so that he could just barely see the twisted trunks and roots of grotesque-looking trees. The enormous gray trees had gnarled and intertwining roots that rose far above Capel before they joined formed trunks. He tilted back his head and could see the branches, high above, that seemed to form a canopy with the low-hanging clouds. Just months ago, this area had been a clear, thriving forest...now it resembled something from a piece of horror fiction.  

Leaving BeeTee in the aft compartment, Capel cautiously stepped out of the Landrover's exitportal and walked along a fog-shrouded trail back to the station's position mostly by memory, a little by sight.

The pathway was sided by a small body of water. The black waters were serene, the surface foggy and almost opaque. The afternoon was quickly burning away; Capel shivered in the thickening fog that closed in on him like something alive. Shadows loomed ominously all around him as he trekked farther away from the security of the Landrover. Distant cries that were definitely interran emanated from the distant forest and Capel shuddered as he imagined the beasts that might be making them.

In the distance, the commander heard the rumble of thunder and suddenly the air was filled with the mist of premature rain.

The fog was so thick that Capel could scarcely see in front of him as he walked. Out in the dense forest he heard a sharp snapping noise and felt a chill run through him. The nape of his neck prickled as tiny droplets of rain drizzled down from the concealed sky. The ground underneath Capel's boots began to squirm with moisture with each footfall as the commander made his way.

Within moments, the fog began to disperse, to snake around the swamp in diaphanous swirls as a torrent of rain showered down upon the bog. This damned storm, Capel thought, it might ruin everything. Something dashed across the path, a white flash in the rain.  It looked like a large rat.  It scurried into the underbrush, dragging a fat tail. Capel began panting, nearly out of breath as he quickened his pace through the dense, wet growth. He was drenched and miserable.

Making a turn in the small path he had been following, Capel saw a huge, tangled tree, its blackened bark soaked with water and crumbling. Raindrops slapped on its leaves.  Small ponds of water, where the gigantic roots had grown to form a natural archway, surrounded the base of the tree. As he moved forward, slimy, dripping things brushed against his face and the moisture from the soggy surroundings began to seep in to his uniform and boots. A shiny beetle the size of his hand scurried in front of him and up the slimy tree trunk to join a cluster of its mates.

Capel caught his breath and stepped back, seeking another route.  The rain continued to plunk down upon the commander without any sign of ceasing as he trudged through the muddy puddles of the bog around the archway. The heavy raindrops spattered his head, so hard that it hurt. As he neared the site, he felt relief that at last he would be able to pick up the last piece of equipment and return to the 'Rover -- thus, getting out of this annoying, persistent downpour.

Capel came out of the foliage and felt his feet sink into soft earth. He stopped at seeing the small fusion generator and began to wonder how he was going to carry the power pack for the weather station back the Landrover without ripping his back muscles.  He could probably heave it onto his shoulders -- if he could get a grip on it; its sides were slick with rain.  He circled the generator thoughtfully --- one foot skidded onto the edge of a sand pit -- skidded and slipped -- he was tumbling.  A sinkhole had formed as a result of the deluge and the sand had turned to mud and was like grease under his feet. He skidded a short way into the pit.  He tried to climb out, but this only triggered new waves of sand and muck shimmering down the sides. He redoubled his efforts, falling to his hands and knees and scrambling --

Rain thrummed all around, sheets of water streamed down over the sides of the depression making it hard for Capel to see. Lightning flashed suddenly white and it was then that he noticed the scattering of bones, small skulls and shells around the edge of the pit. 

"Uh oh ..." 

 The sand at the center of the pit was beginning to stir. 

 "Oh, Ancients."  The fear came rising up in Capel like a cork released at fifty fathoms. His hands were shaking and trembling.  He flattened himself on the sand and began to breaststroke upward and outward.  It almost worked.  It would have worked -- if the thing at the bottom of the pit hadn't started pulling sand out from under Capel's feet.  He started sliding backward --

Suddenly, Capel knew what lay beneath the center of the pit.  It was the same type of creature that had taken the life of his youngest.  It was a crivit.  A creature that lived underground and tunneled its way towards its victims. 

This one must be an immature one, for it still was a nomad. The adults, Capel had learned via the death of his son, took permanent homes in caves and grottos. 

A long, pink vine came sliding up from the center of the sand pit, waving gently. The limestone crater came alive, a sudden heaving of rippling membranes, thrashing layers of fleshy, carnivorous mold. The crivit's oral tentacle resembled a white viper, like a heaving flower or a mass of writhing tripe, slowly turning pink, a color that spread among the membranes to the edges of the pit. 

"Ohhh, noooo ----" Capel froze.  Maybe if he held perfectly still, it couldn't locate him. 

The vine hesitated.  Then it began wavering again. 

It might work, for a while.  But sooner or later, the thing would find him.  Capel jabbed at his commpin and began to scream, "BeeeeTeeee!!!" 

The vine trembled, aroused.  It began poking the sand and mud, blindly.  It moved as if it were searching. 

"BeeeTeee!!! HHeeeellllpppp!!!" 

The pink vine poked, poked again.  It rose up, hesitating.  It had never encountered anything like this before.  It rested one end on the sand. Lightning flashed again, momentarily silhouetting the huge black shape against the white-flaring sky.

Capel, looking back blinked to recover his vision, held absolutely still.  The tentacle was tracking the vibrations -- movement or screaming, it didn't matter. The rain and lightning and thunder seemed to be confusing it.  The vine lifted ---

"BeeTeeee!!! Heeelllppp!!!  Heeelllppp Meeee!!", the sound lost in a thunderclap. 

 The tentacle vibrated angrily, rain dripped from its pointed end.  It swayed and circled and dropped within milliretems of Capel's horrified face.  He froze.  The tentacle hesitated --- the crater filled with the carnivorous pit-mold, which rippled furiously and reached for the commander's feet.  Through the curtains of rain and the trunks of trees, Capel could see something moving ---BeeTee!  The cybernetic was searching for him.  It was starting to turn away --- "BeeTeee!! Over here!" 

 The cybernetic turned ---Capel threw himself sideways --- and the pink tentacle snapped whip-like around his leg.  It constricted and started pulling ---the pain in his leg was fiery.  The sand around him started sliding.  Capel flailed --- a metallic hand grabbed his. 

The cybernetic was lying flat on the sand, using its own weight to oppose the tugging of the tentacle. Rain pouring down its silvery, smooth arm making the grip slick. With its other hand it steadied its rifle.  Capel was screaming with the pain now.

 BeeTee fired its weapon. 

 The ground shook and roared --- and then a pink, hairless head came thrusting up through the sand and mire at the center of the pit.  It was a long head with a mouth full of jagged teeth. The rain ran in rivulets down the pebbled skin of the muscular neck. The pink tentacle --- now half blown away ---was the creature's tongue, still protruding from its gigantic mouth, now flailing back and forth in burning agony. Capel was dizzy with fear, his heart pounding inside his chest as his body tensed, awaiting the inevitable.

The big head slid past him, in a wide arc back skyward. Capel felt the animal's startling hot breath on his face.  With the crivit so close, he could smell the rotten flesh in the mouth, the sweetish blood-smell, and the sickening stench that belonged to a carnivore. High on the creature's head, two crimson eyes probed at them. In the glare of lightning, they saw those beady, expressionless crivit eyes moving in their sockets.

It was looking at them!

Capel's breath came in ragged, frightened gasps. His mouth was warm with the taste of blood intermixed with mud.

BeeTee fired again, the illumination scarcely seen as the darkness of the storm quickly absorbed the flaring bullet as it bore into the crivit; the fleshy part of the monster's head splattered away.  A long sighing noise came issuing from its throat --- its smell was terrible --- and then the creature began sinking slowly back into its hole; it thumped down with a muddy splash. 

The cybernetic held the rifle steady for a moment longer. Only after it was certain that the creature was truly dead did it begin pulling Capel out of the sand to firmer ground. 

For a moment, the two of them just lay in the mud, feeling the vibrations of the disintegrating planet. The world around was wet and cold and filled with thunder and lightning strikes; and, they allowed their environment to close in on them -- giving them a sense of survival.

 Capel gasped and looked at the cybernetic grateful.  Catching his breath, Capel managed a quiet, "Thank you, BeeTee. Thank you for saving my life." 

BeeTee's light grid flashed, but before its audio response circuits could activate, a series of tentacles suddenly ejaculated from the muddy pit and cracked around the cybernetic.  It had been closer to the depression than Capel and instantly became the captor of the dozen or so pink tentacles. 

In abject horror, Capel stumbled to his feet; his feet kicking desperately for footing as he slipped in the slick mud.  In the process, one of his struggling feet booted the rifle out and over the sand pit's edge. 

"Dear Ancients of Terra..." Capel stuttered as the tentacles began to retract with the cybernetic trapped helpless with their grip. 

"Flee, Commander!" BeeTee managed to warn. "We have happened upon a nest of them!" 

"A nest!" Capel screamed. 

 There was no time for reaction. The cybernetic disappeared as it toppled over the sand pit's edge. Capel stood frozen, horror-struck, as he continued to stare at the pit, still as death itself.  All around, a hundred paces in all directions, iron-gray trees reached into the air, then twisted down, twinning around each other like gigantic vines.  They formed a wide circle around an area of clear trees but choked with tangled, spiny bushes. His heart began to pound in fear as he realized he was standing too near the depression. Before he could move, the ground shook and vibrated as the occupants of the nest tried to digest their most recent meal. 

BeeTee was sent flying in thirty directions around the pit.  Its silvery arms and legs crashed against the nearby trees and settled in a smoldering heap with the rest of its mechanical body. Smoke funneled from the center of the pit, accompanied by a series of explosions, which ripped sections of the pit apart and fountained several of the infant Things into the air. 

 Capel found himself suddenly standing amid the scattered pieces of metal and tangled wire that at one time had been linked together to form the beloved syntheform. Accompanying the rain of silvery bits and pieces, there were several of the adolescent crivits; a few landed near Capel, life still within their hideous bodies.  They squirmed after the stunned commander, mouths agape shrieking from hairy, scarred, madness twisted faces -- tentacle tongues probing for him. They were the size of large house pets with ferocious front claws and worm-like torsos. Their eyes were crazed blanks.

Like fish out-of-water, they flopped in his general direction.  They were coming fast. Quickly coming to his senses, Capel began to run -- darting off toward the Landrover. Thorns ripped into his clothing and hooked into his hands.  The scratches burned as if they had been touched with salt.  His sole hope was to reach the end of the glade and get into the bus.  Sucking in a deep breath, he focused on that thought.  His long legs pumped out in quick sprinter strides, carrying him toward his goal. 

Pain! 

 A lash of fiery agony slashed across his right calf. The skin of his lower leg was starting to tingle and burn. It was almost like he had been touched with acid.  The parent crivit's tentacle must have been poisonous. 

 Groaning, he fought against a wave of torturous pain that swelled to engulf him.  He staggered and stumbled over tree roots in the darkness, clawing his way past dripping branches. Up ahead he caught a glimpse of lights shining through the vertical wall of rain.  His right shoulder slammed onto solid metal. A familiar whine filled his ears and then the cool currents of air-conditioning. 

The 'Rover's exitportal! His brain managed to recognize that he had fallen against the starboard exitportal's outer control panel.  The hatch swung gull-wing upward and the landing stair touched solidity to allow him access. 

As a wave of nausea and dizziness swept over him, Capel clutched his leg with his right hand and dragged himself through the swirling pain and the 'Rover's interior dimness; and walked straight into a barrier of cold, hard metal. This time his brain took what seemed like nodes to focus and recognize the fact that he had collided with the drivepit's safety door.  Capel gritted his teeth to fight back the searing agony consuming his right leg, leaned against the padded bulkhead, and used his left hand to tab the door's opening mechanism. 

The triangular hatch slid open. 

Amid curses and groans, Capel hauled himself through the threshold and into the compact drivepit.  He felt rather than saw the contoured seats on either side of the aisle where he staggered.  He pulled himself into one, and then laid on his back with his eyes trying to focus on the winking indicator lights before him. 

Capel paused, listening to the rhythmic thrump of rain falling in drenching sheets.  He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  

Rain drummed loudly on the roof of the Landrover, but even so Capel could hear the rumble of the approaching crivits as they tunneled their way from their tainted nest in search of him. 

They were coming closer.

Capel grimaced as he reached out with his right hand and found a handhold on the controls.  Subconscious memory had his fingers of his left hand tabbing appropriate controls to seal the bus and activate the motor. 

Lightning flashed and the holoscreens flickered. 

His right calf brushed the soft upholstery of the acceleration seat.  Waves of fresh agony swelled, washing over him, dragging him down into a churning maelstrom of blackness. 

"No!" he cursed aloud. "Must reach the Pioneer Four!" 

 A weak finger probed and found a dark weight-sensitive control. It illuminated as Capel's finger brushed over it. Unconsciousness swallowed him just as the on-board computer confirmed that the auto-drive was activated. 







  
 

CHAPTER TWELEVE:
The prairie whipped underneath the hull of the hurrying aerofoil as Retho and Nicraan locked onto the Pioneer 4's tracking beacon. The steel sky above bore the ever-present blistering suns and a few spotted clouds. In the distance, along the horizon they could see the hazy outlines of a herd of native animal life on a trek south. 

"Sensor report?" Nicraan requested of his co-driver. "Any sign of that relay signal? 

 Retho was situated in the passenger seat and studied the series of captions floating on the dashboard's holoviewer. "Nothing.  It's just disappeared from the scope.  But, look at that herd ahead. Thousands of them," he said in awe. "Diverse alien life forms.  Mainly vegetarian, docile indigenous animal life." 

"Heading?" Nicraan was curious. 

"South." Retho nodded toward the moving masses just beyond the aerofoil.  "Looks like migration.  But, why?" He raised a thoughtful eyebrow as he observed the moving animal life quickly passing by, then said, "It can't be. There are too many species moving together. Something up North must be scaring them." 

 Nicraan shrugged.  "It is getting cooler and rainfall has risen.  Perhaps the local animal life returns South where it is warmer and has a lower water table." 

"Highly unlikely. It seems we've one more mystery to investigate, after we solve the other six we're already working on."

"Minor in zoology?" Nicraan chuckled. 

 "Yes, as a matter of fact," Retho grinned, and cocked his head slightly in the pilot's general direction. 

Nicraan laughed and tapped Retho gently on the shoulder, quipping, "You liar." 

 "I'm not a liar," Retho guffawed in retort. 

 The levity of the moment quickly was quashed by the sudden appearance of the Tauron coded transmission.  It filled the holoset on the dash and it's unintelligible chatter filled the immediate air. 

"That other signal!" Retho gasped. "It's back!"

 "Track it!" 

 "I am," Retho said, tabbing the scanner control and desperately trying to get an answer to materialize on the occupied holoviewer.  "I can't get a fix!" 

"Estimate!" 

 "Trying!" Retho retorted tense. Tabbing the controls franticly, the lieutenant finally got an answer on the viewer.  A small caption rolled forth from the holoset in front of him. Retho scanned it for information. "Estimation is back near the irrigation well!" 

"Coordinates?" Nicraan requested, fingers poised over the navigation keyboard. Instantly, he had them and tabbed the direction into the small board. 

 As the aerofoil zoomed in on the hostile signal, Retho thumbed the communication control and tried to reach the Pioneer 4. 

 

Dara stared puzzled at the upper deck's communication wall, which held a series of holoviewers.  At that moment, each was occupied with the familiar hieroglyphics.  As an accompaniment to the scrambled chatter of the transmission, she could hear the broken parts of an incoming message from Retho. 

"...going to...investigate trans... Located in Area Quad... -seven point two..." he was going on hoping that Dara was receiving something, "...will report...if possi...Repeat, Getabout... Pioneer Four...Retho calling...am on course to investi... mission.... Quadrant Bee Four ninety-... report back if.... ble..." 

Static from the Tauron scramble overrode the hardware and Retho's voice flailed and was lost in the noise. 

Moela was suddenly beside her whispering in her ear, "I've got the Main Computer doing a complete systems check and cleansing program. We should have a full report shortly. Then we'll have a clearer idea of where we stand as far as a launch point." 

Dara nodded, then said, "Retho's message is lost.  But I think he and Nicraan have found the source of this new transmission and are going to investigate." 

Moela nodded. 

 "Any word from Capel?" 

 Moela shook her head worried.  "Nothing." 

 Dara crossed her arms and subconsciously rubbed her hand up her triceps as if warming a chill.  A furrow coursed her forehead, and she looked at the tracking viewer.  A moving blip indicated the 'Rover and its advance toward the ship. 

"The Landrover is within range.  Do a scan." 

 Moela moved to the life science control console and tabbed the appropriate controls to commence a survey of the approaching vehicle.  The information was channeled through to the printer, and the readout flowed from the labeled slot. 

"All mechanical functions are green," Moela reported as she walked. "Yet," her face went pale, "and, yet-t..." 

"What is it?!" 

 "BeeTee is missing, and MediComp reports Capel to be unconscious! The Landrover is on Auto-Drive!" 

 

Retho paused to take readings as Nicraan drove, the aerofoil's on-board techcoder showed strange and fluctuating electro-signs.  Retho flipped the setting quickly from electro to microwave and got the same disturbing readings of instability.

Submissive to his inner sixth sense, Retho changed the sensor again. The techcoder's warble remained the same, its frequency band indicator lights flashed wildly as the sensors they reported on seemed to be seized with excitement.

A metallic mass Retho remembered as a derelict spaceship lay very near.  He glanced in the direction of the reading. 

Before them the trees thinned out into a blaze of suns.  The air was very warm and very humid.  Retho could not see beyond the suns' dazzle in the steamy haze. He directed Nicraan toward the source of the readings.  Before them, just out of sight, lay a crumpled hull that held the remains of an alien crew Retho and BeeTee had discovered some months prior during a water recon mission.  A chill ran up Retho's spine as he remembered suddenly the horror of the incident that had led the cybernetic and himself to stumble across the spaceship.  One of the local carnivorous predators had hunted them and trapped them within the wreck.  The chase eventually ended with the death of the reptilian beast.  It hadn't been a pleasant experience, and Retho suddenly found himself listening for cries from the creatures noted to inhabit this sector. 

There was silence.  And, it was eerie.  Retho looked at the Getabout's biocoder and discovered that most animal life was moving away from the area; heading south.  Retho raised a puzzled brow as he looked back at the techcoder as Nicraan settled the hovercar’s progress to a gentle halt.

Nicraan exited the Getabout and pushed his way through the thick fronds of the 'fernish' trees and into a clearing beyond. The sunslight burst upon him and he stood still, blinking. Retho followed and moved more slowly out of the green shade, giving his eyes the few moments they needed to adapt. 

"It's the alien spaceship BeeTee and you discovered during the irrigation mission!" Nicraan said.  He squinted at it, trying to screen out the light. 

"Nicraan..." Retho pointed to the bow of the derelict. 

A small beeping emitted from the concealed cockpit. 

"The source?" 

 Retho nodded.  "That ship had a computer system very similar to that of The System's planet of Venita," he said, probing his memory for pieces connected with the derelict's discovery.  Facts, which now, could prove vital in solving the mystery. "The Taurons have always been thought to be an exiled race, or an off-shoot of one of The System's races! Perhaps they are Venitans by ancestry!"

 "That would be a clever connection, and explain a lot of unanswered questions," Nicraan said.  "But, right now we've got to stop that transmission.  For all we know, it could be sending for reinforcements!" 

Retho nodded and unholstered his sidearm. 

 Nicraan followed suit. His unclipped techcoder bleated and clicked, registering the increased intensity of the transmission flux and confirming the derelict spaceship was the source. He grimaced, and then forged ahead with Retho. 







  
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN:
Darkness swirled about Capel Perezsire, then shattered into splintered fragments when he jerked his eyes open. He lay in the drivepit, his cheek pressed against the side control spread, and he felt the roll of the 'Rover in motion. He drifted slowly back to consciousness; he wanted only to sleep.  He shifted his position and felt the pain in his right leg where it lay on the contoured seat leg rest. His whole body ached, his arms and his legs and most of all his head -- there was a terrible pounding pain over his eyebrows.  All the pain made him want to go back to sleep. 

Pushing himself up on one elbow, he stared out the front windshield of the drivepit. He blinked at the brightness -- the familiar environs of Base Camp came insight. The Landrover was approaching the aft section of the Pioneer Four; the lowered garage ramp was a welcomed sight. His right hand lifted testing the solid, unyielding surface of the bow console. 

Capel's brow knitted as reality set back into place in his confused mind. He felt sick and closed his eyes until the nausea passed.  

He rolled to the right in an attempt to sit straight in the contour seat that held him as the 'Rover tilted forward and then backward in its trek down the stony embankment and then up the Pod's garage ramp. Pain burned through his leg, and then he remembered! 

The windshield darkened as the transport came to rest inside the Pioneer's maintenance section. The purr of the hyperatomic engine warbled into silence as the auto-drive shut off all propulsion systems.

Capel groaned as he slouched back into the seat: The crivit encounter at the weather station site, the tentacle assaulting his leg, BeeTee's sacrifice and the 'Rover in which he had taken refuge -- all came rushing back into his mind. At that very instant the starboard exitportal hissed open.  The Landrover shivered as someone entered the passenger compartment. 

He groaned again, this time in realization that he apparently had survived the crivit attack and was somehow back at the Pioneer Four.  Didn't he touch the Auto-Drive before he blacked out?  He tried to remember. 

Ignoring the fiery pain awakened with each twist of his body, his arms groped around him, hands searching for solidity to help him rise to his feet. 

He fumbled and fell back again. 

 "Capel!  Are you all right?!" Dara said, noticing that Capel was soaking wet and there were streaks of mud and blood on his face and uniform. 

 The commander's head twisted around. Dara hovered over him like a tall, statuesque, auburn-haired angel. Her ivory smile moved across her chiseled face lightly dusted with a sprinkle of fading freckles. Her dark eyes flashing an impish sparkle met his.                

"Fine." The word slipped from his lips as though a male in shock had uttered it. 

"MediComp reports you're suffering from venom shock! What happened out there?!" she insisted, slipping a medical kit off her shoulder and kneeling beside Capel. She wiped away the swamp muck that covered the male's face and uniform. As she worked, she went on, "Computer reports you have a casualty!  BeeTee is missing from your complement. What happened?  Look at you ...”

Capel continued to stare like a male in a trance. He felt dizzy and an overwhelming sense of vertigo pushed its way up his throat. He tasted sour bile and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Capel's nose was swollen and painful, his right shoulder was badly scarred, bruised, and swollen from what Dara could see through his torn and tattered gold-black uniform. The whole side of his head was covered in dried blood and mud. Both of which were splattered throughout the transport from the exitportal through the vestibule module and into the drivepit.

Capel began to moan deliriously. "BeeTee, watch out!" he raved. "...crivits.  Run...crivits...find the 'Rover...only hope."

Dara had not the slightest idea what her mate was raving about. "Capel, you're not making any sense to me," she said, her voice holding a soothing quality. "Did you run into something?"

The silky strands of Dara's present shoulder-length hair swayed gently when she tilted her head to one side as she eyed Capel's wounded leg. Running her hands over his limbs, Dara squeezed the arms and legs briefly. She noticed that the commander's hands had short slashing cuts on both palms, and bruises on the wrists and forearms. She felt a chill but continued to inspect her mate's body. Capel groaned as the doctor brushed her manicured fingers over his lacerated right calf.

Reaching for her first-aid kit, Dara retracted a medical bioscanner.  Its function was similar to a standard biocoder in that in provided readouts on life forms within an area, but it also acted as a diagnostic tool to help determine the physical state of crewmembers or other subjects. Activating the device, she keyed several icons and instantly had detection and analysis on Capel's electromagnetic brain-waves. The scanner's warble changed in pitch and intensity as Dara ranged the concealed ultrasonic imaging sensors over the commander's body; they provided detailed displays of his internal organs and neurological systems. Vital life-sign sensors provided readouts of heartbeat, respiration, circulatory pressure, and so on.  Touching the stimulus icons had the bioscanner's small screen clearing to show the level of pain Capel may be experiencing. Simultaneously while the bioscanner was sensing and recording this data for analysis, it provided automatic communication links with the Pioneer Pod's diagnostic computers to help Dara determine the type of treatment required.  

Within moments, Dara discovered that the severity of the laceration was no more than a bad sunburn. The venom level ingested by Capel's system wasn't enough to bring about death, just delirium and a nasty headache; vomiting would occur if immediate medical attention wasn't commenced. The ship's diagnostic computer recommended combination drug therapy to alleviate Capel's discomfort. The specific homeopathic formulas displayed themselves in order of administration on the bioscanner's small screen complete with molecular representations, tincture potencies, and dispensing forms.

Dara closed the bioscanner and returned it to the medical support kit. Quickly she withdrew an ultrasonic hyposyringe, filled it with an ampoule of 20 cc cantharissiliceane pain suppressant, and placed the slender, hand-held device against the commander's neck and depressed the aerosuspension stream's activation icon. There was a small hiss as the low-viscosity medication was administered through the epidermis. 

Capel's breathing returned to a normal rhythm almost instantly; yet, he still looked unconscious. Discharging the emptied vial into the medical kit, Dara then placed an ampoule of 2 cc kali phosphoricumine into the firing chamber.  Once again she placed the muzzle against Capel's neck and delivered the stimulant painlessly through the skin layers into his bloodstream. She then gingerly lifted a scorched flap of Capel's uniform and studied the wound beneath.  She extracted a laser scalpel from the support kit and widened the rent in his pants an additional milliretem. 

Perezsire was coming around and grimaced when he glimpsed the wound the crivit's tentacle had left.  To him, it looked far nastier than sunburn. 

Expertly, Dara refilled the hyposyringe with an ampoule of an antiseptic with an apis mellifica-base and placed the muzzle of the device just above the wound. Once more the ultrasonic hyposyringe administered a high-pressured, painless insertion of the medicine directly into the bloodstream. There was a high-pitched sound that emitted from the syringe while it emptied the contents of its vial chamber. As the laceration's redness and swelling began to disappear, Dara returned the hyposyringe and produced a self-adhesive pad from the support kit and lightly covered the blotched area.  

The effect of the combined medicine was almost instantaneous, and it showed on Capel's face and in his body language.  To be sure that the effect was real and not psychological on the commander's part, Dara had the bioscanner confirm what she witnessed. Satisfied with the therapy's results, the doctor closed the scanner and returned it to its place inside the support kit.

"All your systems are returning to normal. You should feel the full effect within a node.  Now let's see if we can get you on your feet," she said, closing up the medical kit and shouldering its strap. 

"My feet?" Capel made no attempt to hide his doubt when Dara stood and held out a helping hand.  "You sure about this?" 

"I want to get you to the Infirmary and have a look at your nose and shoulder." She snapped her fingers and impatiently straightened her arm. "Besides, you will be curious about the series of events that have occurred since you blacked-out. And, I need a report on what happened to BeeTee." 

Capel accepted Dara's hand, her fingers closed around his with surprising strength. 

"I'll pull on three," she said.  "One...two...three!" 

With Dara tugging and Capel pushing, they managed to get him on his feet with a minimum of groans and curses.  He took a tentative step with his right leg, winced as pain flared anew through the calf and thigh, and stood there swaying. 

Dara wrapped an arm around his waist.  "Lean on me until you get your legs back." 

Without protest Capel slipped an arm around the doctor's waist.  He grimaced and cursed when he placed his weight on the wounded leg.  Dara ignored the protest and edged him forward through the drivepit's bulkhead.  By the sixth step Capel walked on his own with his auburn-headed doctor standing beside him with open arms to catch him should he falter. 

"A little stiff," he commented after another six steps.  "The pain seems to be dulling." 

 Slowly, cautiously, with Dara ever ready in case he fell, they managed to make their way between the lockers and storage shelves of the passenger section's entry vestibule from the drivepit, before reaching the unsealed exitportal. 

Directly across from them was the opened lower utility deck hatch.  Unaided, Perezsire stepped off the 'Rover's gull-winged door's sill and moved toward and through the hatchway.  Dara stopped as she exited, turned, and called, "On-board Computer." 

Along the right-hand side of the exitportal's entry wall a blackened surfaced computer interface glowed.  The on-board's mellow voice intoned, "Request." 

"Please have Maintenance robotics unload cargo." 

"Command received and acknowledged," the computer replied. 

Dara stepped away from the hatch and turned confidently, entering the lower utility deck. 

Inside the Infirmary, Moela had already assisted Capel onto the diagnostic biobed. Dara returned the medical support kit to the storage wall, but not before she removed the kit's bioscanner.  Approaching her patient, Dara activated the biobed's multi-functional sensor web woven into the compression cushions lining the length of the bed.  Instantly the display screens of the folding support platform that Moela had positioned over Capel's torso illuminated. Stepping alongside the support frame, Dara consulted the battery of biofunction sensors; supplementing those provided by the biobed and by the overhead medical equipment array.

Locating a bioscanner receptacle on the clamshell-fashioned support platform, Dara opened the bio-device she held and placed it inside the slot. The data exchange between the two pieces of hardware was immediate.

Capel noticed the cabin's CommWall's holosets. They were illuminated by the Tauron scrambled transmission that thus far the galactic translator program of the Main Computer was unable to decode.  It left Capel feeling puzzled and vulnerable... what were Tauron mechanicals doing here? Hadn't they been marooned on an uncharted planet?  It was all so unnerving! 

"Now what happened to you out there?" Dara insisted as she worked on the commander's shoulder with a hand-held anabolic protolaser.  It was a portable wound healer used on minor injuries like Capel's lacerated deltoid area.  

"BeeTee and I were at our last pick-up point when we encountered a crivit nest.  We were assaulted, and I managed to escape." Capel's response was curt and direct, and recall was obviously quite painful. "Although if you ask me for details, I'm afraid I don't remember much. Between the storm and the attack..."

There was a moment in which Dara and Moela exchanged troubled glances and digested what was bluntly presented to them. Was it possible? BeeTee gone? The cybernetic had become so much more than just hardware, almost considered a member of their family. Another lost to this damned world!  Dara bitterly thought, turning off the treatment wand she had been using to strengthen Capel's shoulder. 

"How?" the doctor almost whispered moving to look at her patient's bruised and swollen nose, ignoring the fact that Capel appeared visibly upset. 

"Ouch!" Capel complained as Dara re-activated the small, hand-held protolaser and waved it slowly over his nose. As the scratches and redden lacerations faded beneath the protolaser's DNA match synthesization unit's ray, Dara picked up a tissue regenerator and turned it on. Tendrils of pain needled their way throughout his nasal cavity once again. The commander winced in protest.              

"Sorry.  I'll just be another macronode..." Dara concentrated on her task at hand. Seeing the swelling in Capel's nose dissipating, she discontinued using the tissue regenerating stimulator. "Now, what happened out there?"

An outside communication was trying to get through the Tauron chatter. The bell or the tone saved the commander from responding. 

"...Retho calling...trying to negate trans-....am at source with Nic-..." The holoset refused to bring the youth's image up for viewing, and the disembodied voice was broken by interference.  "...having difficulty in... but, will cont-... to try to relay infor-...as much as pos-..." The communication roared with static.                

"Trying computer booster override," Moela said as she leaned forward and touched the appropriate control contact point.  

The clipped, soothing voice of the Main Computer said, "Attempting to assist."

The static dimmed and Retho's image flickered to life on a holoset.  His voice was dulled by the background transmission noise; he was going on.  "Pioneer Four, do you copy?  Nicraan and I have traced new transmission source.  We are at site now and are attempting to negate. Our coordinates are..." 

Instantly the audio and visual were cut out, and Retho's report was lost.  Moela automatically hit the communication contact point again, and the computer responded, "Attempting to override present communication malfunction." A moment, then, "Negative."

Moela jabbed the control again and got the computer's "Negative" once again.  "Computer!  Please verify science analysis on what is jamming our communications?" 

The computer checked its systems, and then reported its readings.  "Mechanical probe.  Possible sensory or artificially telepathic in nature." 

Moela looked back from the CommWall's Ops panel. "Sensors confirm we are being scanned." 







  
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN:
The sleekly elongated prominence of the Imperial Strikecruiser Shincarick dominated its Outer Rim position as it glided like some aquatic monstrosity through deep space. Along with its five sister wedge-shaped cruisers, it surveyed the furthermost reaches of known space for Systemite refugees.  Its bridge was like all others in the armada, busy and full of activity.

"I think we've discovered something, Ba’al Sirdar," Sub-sirdar Pacoima-le announced nervously to his superior standing beside him.

"Report, Sub-sirdar."  Ba’al Sirdar Cabbon-le was a supremely confident Tauron who felt relaxed enough with himself and his ability to command not to be tyrannical.

"We are receiving a broad-band transmission report from an Outer Rim probe droidship's mechanical. It's one of the Rue Saxer's probes, Sire. There is a lot of solar radiation interference, so it is only a fragment, coming from one of the Thilen Group's planetary systems. It's quite unusual."

"How so?"

Sub-sirdar Pacoima-le respectively gestured toward a control console next to them. Images of starships, droidships, battleships, and several smaller fighter ships squadrons whirled through simulated space like flies of fire around the Outer Rim. The holographic map of the quadrant showed the locations of all vessels in range and plotted approved approach or departure orbits on a spherical grid. Data holoterminals spewed information on vessels’ sizes and docking or disembarkation requirements, keeping track of anyone reporting impaired control. A scattering of red danger zones marked debris clouds of wrecked ships that had not yet been removed from recent battles with the System's rebellion force.

"The ninth solar group is ternary with two Class-G stars," Pacoima-le touched a contact point on the holograph's control spread and a section of the star grid magnified. "The second Class-G star is now showing a planet that was undetected prior to this report. The solar grouping's third star is Class-M with high levels of delta radiation. It could go nova soon; a major source of the solar radiation interference." The Tauron paused, tabbing at a dark icon on the control panel. It illuminated and a neighboring holoset displayed the hologram of an ovoid-shaped probe. Below its 3-D representation were listings on its class, sensor types, power, and performance ratings. The officer went on, "The Deep-Space probe droidship was deployed to collect and return planetary and astrophysical data far beyond the range of the armada's sensors. It was mounted with a specially modified miniature deflector control system, allowing the probe to operate in stealth mode, relaying data without fear of detection by hostile forces."

"What seems to be the problem?" the Ba’al Sirdar asked, picking up on the other's apprehension.

"The probe was destroyed just under two nodes ago by an external force, Ba’al Sirdar."

"Reason?"

"Last sensor reports confirm it was tracking a heat source in its vicinity, and warmth is a good indication of life, Sire. However, the entire Thilen Group is supposed to be devoid of life..."

"Visual," Cabbon-le boomed without further deliberation.

Without delay, an adjacent holoset conjured up a quarter-sized image of an all-terrain vehicle streaking across alien flatlands.

"Terran colonist?" the lord commander questioned the data captioned below the image. "From..." he said reading further, then his face and neck clenched closed.  "They're Aidennians!" Cabbon-le looked toward an officer wearing a crimson uniform with matching cape. "Sirdar Taanach-le," he addressed him, "contact Ba’al Sirdar Eyer-le on-board the Rue Saxer.  Confirm this report." As the officer consented to do the Tauron's bidding, Cabbon-le faced his second-in-command, "Sub-sirdar Pacoima-le, as soon as you get confirmation from the Rue Saxer, lock into that probe's last reported position and prepare your troops."              

"Ba’al?" Pacoima-le said.

"Yes?"

Motioning toward the astrophysical display set again, the sub-sirdar fingered several controls and conjured up the schematic of an unfamiliar spaceship design. A scrolling list captioned itself below the hologram showing its hull number, name, model designation, date entering service, and current disposition. Cabbon-le knew that the disposition was represented by the letter codes given and was followed by the date of occurrence, if known. The Tauron letter for B meant Built and the corresponding letter for L meant Lost, whereabouts unknown. The Lord Sirdar raised the crested ridge above his eyes seeing that the latter accompanied the construction date.

"What does a B'Menga—class rescue ship have to do with all of this, Pacoima-le?" the Tauron's voice was etched and his reptilian tail twitched with annoyance. Along his head the pair of V-shaped crests threatened to fan out with a fierce display of rage.

"With the expansion of the Empire's borders, Central Command had recognized the need for long-range rescue craft that could provide emergency medical support to distant colonies and to vessels in deep space," the sub-sirdar said, pointing a gloved finger at the scrolling data that denoted the craft's construction, hull, equipment, engine and power, shields and combat efficiency. "The B'Menga could carry a host of specialized laboratories and specialists in areas such as microbiology, immunology, xenobiology, and pathology.  As you can see, Ba’al Sirdar, this B'Menga-class also had numerous surgical, quarantine, low-gravity surgical, and intensive care units as well as enough medical and pharmacological stores for a medium-sized colony of our species."

"Your point, Sub-sirdar, and quickly!" Cabbon-le's patience was worn thin, the ecru hue of his scales darkened.  Even though it was Tauron policy that officers report everything pertinent to a subject in question, the lord commander was beginning to find his second-in-command a bit long-winded.

"Ba’al, this B'Menga—class rescue ship was lost 2/3008. That was over two hundred cycles ago. It was on a long-range mission to the Empire's frontier colony of Antoro when it vanished." 

"Antoro is a quarantined planet, Sub-sirdar," Cabbon-le reminded his first officer.

"Yes, Ba’al, with the Tetanus Plague. Two hundred cycles ago, this B'Menga—class rescue ship might have made a difference for the Antoro colony." Touching a communications icon caused a steady beep to come over the operations pit's airwaves. "We're picking up a relay signal from it, Sire."

"From?" 

"The Thilen Group. The same exact location of the silenced probe!"
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN:
The corridor felt oppressive despite its size. The smooth, shining walls gleamed in the soft light of the setting suns that shafted through great gashes in the hull. There was a pungent odor of dampness and of things old. Particle clouds of dust washed over the two Aidennians as periodic drafts coursed through the relic. 

Cycles of disuse and lack of maintenance had taken their toll. The passageway had sheets of cladding leaning out askew, partly blocking the way ahead. However, there had been a time when this derelict had been an idea image of style and design -- at least that was how it had been when Retho had first stumbled on it months ago.  He closed his eyes when memories rushed to his consciousness as Nicraan and he made their way through the gigantic spacer. The young scientist did not want to go down that corridor. Did not want to do what was expected of him -- not this time. Not this time... He remembered the sound of the reptilian predator indigenous to this region roaring, tilting the deck as it crashed through the hull, the sound of himself shouting hysterically. 

The young lieutenant hoped that the carnivorous exotherms never left the warm sulfuric mountain expanse of the volcanic ranges since the region had reached a homeostasis.

Overwhelmed, Retho began to lean against the bulkhead, but pulled back swiftly as he collected himself. Turning away from Nicraan he activated his field communicator to make contact with the Pioneer 4.  

Nicraan was closely examining the techcoder he held in his left hand. "What a ship. It's an incredibly big and complex structure inside here," he whispered in awe at reading the data being presented to him via the device's small screen. "It could carry a crew of one hundred and thirty with additional space for one hundred and seventy more.  Has four shuttlecrafts. It has forty total power units available. Of which some are operating, but some way off.” The techcoder's warble changed and the screen cleared with one listing to be replaced by another. "Did you know that this vessel has seventeen superstructure points with nine hundred cargo units and a cargo capacity of forty-five thousand?!"

The question was rhetorical, and Retho kept on trying to re-establish contact with the Pioneer Four.  He had been steadily calling the grounded siressship on every frequency his field communicator offered. He turned to Nicraan, somewhat perplexed. "Something is shielding our communicators." 

Gesturing ahead, Nicraan said, “It's coming from in there."

The two moved on, quickly hidden by leaning panels. Progress was easier than they expected. On the whole, the deck area was free, and the damage was more a side-affect of structural damage rather than failure. 

Retho remembered that the corridor had once been a smooth tube and there was evidence of a monorail transport system that had once been used to ferry a crew about the superstructure. Where lighting ports were broken there was a mass of charred circuitry behind the translucent panel -- remnants of a crazed predator’s attack.

They had reached a bend in the corridor and Nicraan stopped. Ahead, the way was clearer, and they could travel on through an exercise in perspective to a far distant pinpoint. "We're in for a long walk," he breathed.

"True, Nicraan, but a ship like this is a small city. It's a technical marvel that ranks with the Ancient Tombs on Aidennia. Trust me it will be worth the trouble, especially if we can locate that transmitter source."

Without pause they moved on until they approached an intersection in the long service corridor. There was evidence that here at least the ship was in better repair, yet the air was still stale and reeked of moss and peat. Lichen could be seen taking claim with their root-like and stem-like parts at cladding junctures and along seam lines. 

With amazing skill, Nicraan's hands moved over the techcoder with a sure, delicate touch. The small, hand-held computer clattered once again and delivered a report on its small diagnostic screen. 

The pilot studied the account. Retho asked, "Well?"

"Behind that hatch," the major pointed and his companion had recollection. The doorway was dented but sealed and bore a pasted legend of authority.

"Okay," Retho said grimly. "Let's go find it."

Both of them freed the hatch clips, Retho more from memory. A dusty panel glowed on the hatch's threshold. The planners had assumed that visitors using the entry might have language problems and an animated cartoon strip of an anthropoid stylized figure gave a clear mine of how to open the hatch.

Retho noticed the familiar outlines which made up the cockpit area of the derelict's bridge. It was here that the Pioneer 4's cybernetic and he had tried to hold firm ground while under attack by a reptilian carnivore. The scars of that battle still marred the walls, covered ways, and consoles of the room and its immediate vicinity. A chill ran a shivering course up his spine as he shook off a flash back. Retho braved entrance into the smashed bridge with Nicraan. 

"There!"  the pilot fingered toward a console in the rear of the room. 

As they approached the shadowed desk, Retho's stomach tightened.  Another bitter memory of his encounter here surfaced. A stench of rotting flesh filled his nostrils, and he recoiled.  Nicraan's puzzlement to his intimate's action was answered, as he too smelled the acrid scent. 

"It's the ship's captain," Retho told him, answering the pilot's telepathic question.  "BeeTee and I found him when we first came upon this vessel.  The cruiser was sealed at that time, so his remains were preserved; but, with the hull breached, I assume..." 

There was no need to continue, for they could see the remnants of the Tauron's body decaying in the light penetrating through the jagged openings in the hull. Fallen leaves drifted across the rotten alien's corpse where it lay on the deck. It was little more than a skeleton, its eyeless skull sockets staring up at them. Covered in a tattered shroud that shone scarlet and gold when the columns of sunslight broke through the overhead ruptures in the ceiling; a cloth of autumn leaves, from a world that had barely experienced its spring.

 For a moment Nicraan stood in shocked silence, wondering at the grisly drama that must have unfolded … how long ago? Then, pulling himself together, he tore himself away from the sight and began scanning the skeletal remains with his biocoder. Since he had never seen a Tauron, and very little was recorded on the species, he figured it would be scientifically correct to log his findings. Eyeing his biocoder's miniature screen, Nicraan saw a computer reconstruction of the withered Tauron physique. The Taurons were obviously amphibious by origin, having aquatic-like characteristics concerning their skin-type and various internal organs.  

The deceased captain's physique had at one time been optimal, at least by System standards, with a powerful countenance that bore wide jowls spiked with pincher tusks on their perimeter, and an inner set of incisors. A blunt pair of crests topped and fanned alongside his compact cranium, which at one time bore hateful, crimson serpentine eyes.  The very essence of a hunter burned from the core of what had been the Tauron. At one time, he would have stood over ten-retems-tall; his scaly dermis had been yellow with black spots tapering into a powerfully muscular gavial tail.

The biocoder bleeped to signal its completion of data-taking.  Nicraan clicked it off and then Retho unholstered his techcoder and began scanning. Nicraan looked curious at him. 

"If we're going to destroy the transmitter source, I think Capel would enjoy studying its operations," Retho explained, tabbing off the device as it signaled. 

"May I?" Nicraan mockingly gesturing with is drawn sidearm at the active console. 

"Please, do," Retho smirked in reply. 

 Nicraan grinned, took aim, and depressed the firing button.  A quick burst of energy sliced into the glowing hardware. A second burst blossomed inside the bridge. When it faded, the entire corner that had housed the transmitter was gone.  Nothing but a ragged opening in the wall remained. 

Silence filled the air. 

Retho quickly activated his commpin and addressed its concealed microphone, "Retho to Pioneer Four.  Retho to Pioneer Four.  Come in." 

"Finally," Capel’s voice sharply cut in over the cleared communications line.  "Retho, where are you?"

"With Nicraan, on the edge of the irrigation site, Sire.  The transmitter was a Tauron probe, it's been scanning the area and then relaying information into deep space via the irrigation derelict." 

"So I hear.  Retho, get out of there as soon as you can. There's a nest of crivits in that area. We've had a fatality, now move." 

"Sir?" 

 "No time to discuss..." 

 "Who?" 

 A moment, then Capel relented to telling Retho the situation.  When he had finished, Capel stressed his first order, "Now, move! Return to Base Camp! We're starting Operation Evacuation immediately!"               

"Countdown now a Tee-minus Forty-Eight Nodes, Twenty-One," Moela came on the line. 

"Understood. Retho, Out."  The youth's voice held remorse, but Capel could tell that the emotion would be dealt with at the appropriate time.  Canceling the link, Capel diverted his attention by looking at the upper deck's bowport. 

A distant flash, and then accompanying rumble of thunder intruded into the gentle sunny sky that was blushing into a warm dusk. The supergiant swathed a crimson disc on the eastern horizon as it began its nocturnal ascent. 

Nicraan led the way across the corridor's deck and poked his field wrist-mounted luminator into what looked like a demolished assembly point. One of the bulkheads had been ripped out, probably as a result of some internal explosion. 

Overturned supply crates and construction debris were strewn everywhere. The hole in the bulkhead led to a much larger space of a cargo bay beyond. Pointing their luminators through the hole, Retho and Nicraan saw a confused clumping of rounded objects. Curiosity got the best of Retho and he walked past Matasire to investigate and confirm what his biocoder had been hypothesizing.

"Retho, we need to get back," Nicraan urged his colleague. "The launch time is nearing. We don't have time to go on a wild chase because your biocoder has suddenly developed a hiccup."

The scientist ignored the pilot and flashed his wrist-mounted light forward. The beacon danced nervously up and down something enormous and textured with a sticky brown surface. In fact, there were three exteriors, some eight to nine retems tall. Changing the bandwidth of the biocoder's sensors, Retho intensified the hand-held diagnostic’s investigation. 

"Um, Nicraan," Retho said, gulping, "maybe you should look at these."

Matasire followed a path through the rubble until he was standing at Retho's side. The lieutenant was intensely studying a collection of some rather large ovoid objects. Their surfaces where somewhat smooth, spotted in appearance with a uniform color of a rich brown highlighted with many streaks of ivory. The air within the chamber smelled of things old, stale, and musk. The pilot wrinkled his nose in protest to the heady smells. He became mute and moved closer to investigate the dull sheen underneath glistening sheets of membrane, which clung to the objects, connecting them to the deck plates and each other. 

"What are they?" the major whispered, too in awe to speak much louder.

Retho paused for a moment as he re-confirmed his biocoder's findings. Then he said, simply, "Reptilian eggs."

"What?"

Lost in fascination, Retho ignored the exclamation and circled around one of the nine-retemed structures until he was on the far side of it. It was easily wide enough to hide the lieutenant's form.

"Biocoder records that they are nine retems by fourteen retems..." Retho stopped as he noticed that Nicraan's flashlight held on the opposite side of the egg was penetrating the partially translucent shell walls, illuminating a bulky embryo within. It was not idle. "Dear Oversoul...."

"Something else?" Nicraan asked as he moved around the egg to join Retho. "What?"

With a simple gesture, the scientist drew Matasire's attention to the silhouette of an adult male-sized fetus twitching and wriggling behind the brittle egg wall. "Shit!" he muttered, and grimaced as he eyed Retho's active biocoder.

"Well, I have good news and bad news," Retho told him. "The bad news is that these eggs are about to hatch. The good news is there are only three of them. Some species of reptiles are capable of laying up to a dozen or more eggs at once. We can be grateful that there aren't any more."

Nicraan sighed. "If these eggs are the offspring of that same species of reptiles that attacked BeeTee and you several months ago, I recommend we high-tail it out of here. We've got more important things to concentrate on."

Retho nodded and was about to close down his biocoder when it's continuous warble changed in pitch as he moved slightly to one side. "Oh, that doesn't sound good," he shivered.

"Now what?" Nicraan sighed. "More bad news?"

Retho re-calibrated the biocoder's sensors for the fourth time before he left the trio of eggs undisturbed wordlessly for the moment and ventured through a short pathway of more debris with the biocoder before him into the main arena of the cargo bay. 

"Retho?" the pilot called out, following the silent lieutenant. "We don't have time for this! You heard your sire! We have to get back to the ship, now!"

They could only see a tiny portion of the cargo bay, but they knew the place was wrecked. Many of the supply and transport crates and barrels around them were crushed flat or torn out of their storage bins. Overhead, a chunk of the observation/operations balcony had broken loose; it dangled above them, suspended by thin strands of plastisteel bar. In Retho's wrist-light's immediate vicinity alone, he could see at least another dozen eggs.

"Impossible," Nicraan said in utter disbelief. "There has to be over ten eggs!"

"Believe it," Retho swallowed nervously. His biocoder was screaming with more collected data. On its holo-screen, it was all plan to see:

 

Family: Iguanodontidae  Suborder: Ornithopoda  Order: Ornithischia  Length: 33 Retems                Height: 18.15 Kiloretems  Weight: 4.5 kilons  Diet: Carnivorous 

 

Yet, Retho summarized aloud anyway, "The DNA-RNA scan confirms that these are similar to Systemite predatory water iguanodon lizards. There could be hundreds of eggs scattered within the cargo bay and throughout the derelict."

"Hundreds?!" the major breathed out.

Then suddenly the dimness of the cargo bay seemed to brighten as the pilot played his wrist-luminator across the arena, and the two saw them. They were everywhere -- in the areas between storage bins, in the observatory balconies, in the airlocks -- all of them nine retems tall and slathered with the same ivory-streaked mucus. From the overhead operations and maintenance bays to the deck on which they stood, the ruined cargo arena was teeming with eggs. 

"Let's get out of here," Retho said suddenly as the biocoder's humming changed its pitch once again.

"Good idea. After all, none of these will ever hatch before the planet blows..." Nicraan was saying as he turned to find the way out. Before he could finish his sentence, an odd sound diverted his attention. 

Both of their ears perked up and suddenly they instinctively froze where they stood in silence to see if the noise would repeat itself. It did. It was a slow, gut-wrenching, heart-stopping crack! The source was an egg no more than twenty retems from where they were standing. Unable to move, whether from fright or sheer disbelief, they watched in horror as a jagged fracture line opened down the belly of the eggshell. Their feet seemed nailed to the deck -- standing there limp-limbed and wide-eyed, watching the structure break apart while the biocoder wailed for attention.

It was that high-pitched warble that eventually snapped the two out of their frozen stands and they slowly backed away. They never took their eyes off the egg, not even when the top of it shattered and a glistening gray-green snout pushed into the air and sniffed hungrily at the odors within the cargo bay. For Retho it was a sudden and sickening deja 'vu.

"I think we should leave now," the lieutenant said over Matasire's shoulder.

"Good idea," Nicraan gulped.

Without preamble, the pilot backed slowly through the deckway as a thin, leathery mouth pulled back to reveal a set of perfectly formed, raggedly arranged incisors. As the two made their way back through the debris they had traversed on their way through the bay, they noticed that other eggshells were cracked as well and were being kicked apart from within. 

Retho and Nicraan were immediately scared half out of their wits and they began to pick up their pace back toward the sighted cargo bay's double-door hatchway. The biocoder that Retho still held open and active was pitching up another octave.

"Will you shut that thing up before it draws attention to us?!" Nicraan whispered harshly. And then noticed their portable light beams. Turning his off, he advised his partner, "And turn off your light, it'll act like a beacon."

Immediately, Retho turned off his luminator and closed down the biocoder and returned it his utility belt.  But the air was suddenly filled with another high-pitched noise, that of a screech. It shocked the two to quickly look over their shoulders at its source. The hairs on the back of their necks stood up.

Even though its source was feeble and infantile, it looked plenty strong enough to tear both of them limb from limb. And at six-retems-tall the leathery gray-green skinned baby reptile looked hungry enough to do just that. Again, it threw back its head and screeched, with a bit more volume this time. The call acted as if it were a towncrier for its siblings. All around the cargo bay eggshells began to gurgle and crack open. Within the space of a few moments, they were surrounded. Not waiting for the eventual outcome, Retho and Nicraan continued to stumble backward toward their exit without once taking their eyes off the fiendish newborns quickly appearing around them.

 One thought quickly dominated both Aidennians' minds, which was of saving themselves, getting out of the cargo bay before those hungry reptiles mistook them for edibles. However, the inquisitive hatchlings quickly began to investigate their nest and all those who occupied, both kin and foreign. The only grace was that being new to the world, they were clumsily at times, stumbling over their own feet or crashing to the deck as they learned to step over debris. Although for the moment, Retho and Nicraan seemed to be hemmed in, the newborns seemed to be in no hurry. For the moment they were more interested in each other. 

It was when the two Aidennians began to slip quietly out the double-doored hatchway and into the corridor that one of the little monsters came trotting toward them as if to follow. Nicraan grabbed hold of one of the half-closed doors and slammed it across till it closed with its twin, effectively locking them shut. The lizard that had followed them eyeballed the Aidennians' through the smallish window inserted in the doors seal. Nicraan reached onto his utility belt and unclipped his lasergun. 

"Outside! Now!" he shouted, pushing Retho along the corridor away from the cargo bay's sealed hatchway. 

Both made a mad dash down the hallway toward the nearest airlock promising salvation. Both were fast. They sprinted down toward a foyer to the next set of sectional doors. Retho let Nicraan lead the way, since he was the trained Spacecorps military officer. Pressed against a wall, he advanced them a few retems, and then peeked around the curved corner behind the barrel of his lasergun. He let out a low pained moan that signaled bad news. Retho peeked around the corner before them. 

Infant lizards were everywhere; hundreds of them teeming out of their reptilian nursery through the ripped hole in the corridor wall that they had originally used to enter the cargo bay. It seemed as if as soon as they could walk, they learned to run. And run they were doing, almost for the sheer physical pleasure of doing so. Gradually forming themselves into packs.

"Our exit is blocked," Retho whispered into his beloved's nearest ear.

There appeared to be a slight hope that they could still escape, for the reptiles seemed preoccupied with establishing a kinship hierarchy -- jogging around the main concourse, circling the assembly point. But it was only a moment of glee for one of the nearest groups had a straggler that noticed them and stopped short, only a few paces away. Its long neck twisted in their direction and its slit-like nostrils sniffed at them. Nicraan stepped around the corner and fired at an emergency bulkhead's release control panel on the wall across from them. Just as the animal charged toward them, the overhead corridor-width door slammed down from its ceiling holder and along its track; the lizard was heard crashing into the metal cladding, making a rather impressive imprint at its contact point. 

The lizard slammed against the door again with a loud Bang! as the monster threw its body weight against the obstacle.  Crash! Crash! Crash! permeated the tense air and they suddenly realized that the newborn killers behind the emergency door were anxious attacking the hatch en masse; their pack instincts in full swing. The once smooth surface of the hatch became quickly misshapen and rough with reptilian impressions.

"Okay, fun's over," Nicraan announced. "Now it's time to leave."

"This way," Retho shouted, his techcoder opened this time and it's small screen alive with a library file. "Last time I was here, BeeTee and I cataloged and mapped this derelict. Main Computer has plotted an alternative route."

"When did you have time to pull that thing out?" Nicraan huffed.

"Quick hands.... and don't go there!" Retho quipped as he set off at an easy jog. 

Together, the two began to run; leaving behind the predatory lizards and their efforts to give chase behind a solid alloyed door. But it wasn't a few moments of their escape that they heard the dreadful sound behind them of renting metal and then the clickety-clack noise of long claws on the deck darting unnerving on their heels. The stampede of saurians heading their way caused Retho to narrow his focus on the tracking techcoder in his one hand; with the other he instinctively withdrew his holstered gun. 

"Through here," he quickly shouted leading the way down a dim corridor, through more sections, over and around structural debris, and down travellator tubes until they were within eyesight of a painful shaft of light framed by an opened airlock. But the blood-lust aroused within the packs of lizard infants had them determined to hunt down their prey. They easily tracked the two fleeing hominoids through the confines of the rotting and rusting hulk their parent had chosen as their nursery. They surged as one body through the derelict in constant pursuit of their meal.

Retho and Nicraan were just as determined not to become an edible for the pursuing wall of razor-sharp teeth and claws at their backs. They darted without apprehension through the outer hatchway and turned as they gripped the askew door semi-wedged on its track to close off their exit. To end the pursuit. From deep within the black abyss came the sound of claws and the snap of teeth getting closer and closer. 

With combined effort, Retho and Nicraan managed to complete the door panel's journey along its track and seal the outer airlock's hatchway. It came at the precise moment that the pack of lizards surged against the door, pushing with ever-greater force. The lizards began head-butting the inside of the panel, forcing it to buckle and rip each time. And they did not stop with the door panel, some of the pack began attacking the actual internal hull frame, doing likewise with it as some continued to do to the airlock hatch. Eventually there was success as a section of the fuselage broke and a razor-tooth monster poked its head outside. The jaws opened and that horrible screech filled the air once again. The rusting hull metal wasn't strong enough to hold back the tide of rambunctious hatchlings. 

Nicraan, with feet spread wide, had his lasergun blazing from his aiming hand. The laser retorts sliced through bone and sinew -- in a blur of flesh, the first wave of reptilian hatchlings shattered with a violent phuf! Almost as quickly as the shards of lizard bodies exploded outward, the secondary shoulder-to-shoulder line of lizards became startled and darted back into the derelict's bowels. While he held them back, Retho dashed over to the parked aerofoil and set about activating its portable atomic motor.

The pilot was drenched in sweat and reptilian blood and his legs began to feel like rubber as he began to follow Retho while he still fired away at the breach in the derelict's hull. The mangled corpses of baby lizards lay in the hull breach and on the ground just outside the gaping maw, strewn around the gigantic fuselage. He had used every ounce of his strength to fight his way out of the nest. He was sure he couldn't run another step. As he saw Retho bolt inside the parked aerofoil, he overcame his urge to rest and catch his breath and surged toward the humming Getabout.

"Run!" Retho was shouting from the driver’s seat as he assumed his position behind the acceleration controls. His lasergun was out and blazing at the breach to cover the Major's escape into the Getabout. The monstrosities quickly recovered from their initial fright and began rushing toward them in another ferocious wave.

"I am!" Nicraan yelled back in a breathless, all-out sprint. He ran across the short distance of waist-high grasses and dove through the opened passenger seat’s door. 

As the aerofoil moved on a course away from the hulk, Retho took specific aim at the derelict's fuel pods on the fuselage's aft module. They were halfway across the distance that would take the aerofoil out of the forest when the wrecked spacer blew apart by the force of blinding flares of light.  The Getabout's back was away from the expanding mountain of flame coming from the derelict that had, a moment before, been the reptilian hatchlings nest.  As the remaining chunks of hull crumbled and collapsed, a gruesome noise filled the air -- the painful screams of infant lizards broiling alive. Their tortured cries echoed through the empty jungle like the shrieking of condemned souls. The sound slowly died away as the aerofoil banked on a new course out of the vicinity of the red-orange calderas that was once a trans-galactic spacer and back to its berth. 







  
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN:
Lightning walked across the twilight sky. Twisted legs of living light, actinic arcs danced on the northern horizon. As though in chain reaction, new bolts shot southward, giving life in turn to another volley of sizzling energy until the unbridled electricity disappeared on the southern horizon. A grinding rumble, like the sound of mountains colliding in midair, barely reached Retho's ears before another barrage of spidery bolts lit the sky. 

"Mercy!" Nicraan tugged the collar of his bloodstained flight jacket high around his neck as a moist gush of wind ripped across the plain. 

Thunder rolled and the sky went blue-white again, lightning illuminating a churning front of clouds that approached from the northwest.  Retho squinted to find the tops of the massive monsters.  He couldn't. Even though the aerofoil was now many mets from the burning hulk that had served as a nest for those carnivorous lizards, Retho still shivered over the experience. He sat in the Getabout's driver’s squab rubbing his head as if the cranial massage would rub away the memory of what had just transpired only bitter moments ago. His emotions were mixed when he realized that it was all over. He was glad that the nestlings had been destroyed before they had a chance to eat Nicraan or himself; but at the same time, he was sorry that those members of such a spectacular species just might have been sent into extinction -- even though it might have been rotates before the natural progress of this solar group's demise. If only there was more time, a better understanding of what was happening beyond the atmosphere of this planet, then perhaps this species (like others on this world) could be saved.  

"Are you okay?" Matasire asked him. Like the lieutenant, he had bruises all over after that long tumble with the lizards.

"I'm fine. Just a little shaken up, but not injured."

The pilot noticed that the lieutenant was staring at him with an expression he didn't recognize.  "You look a little funny. Are you sure you are all right?"

"No, I'm fine," he assured him, trying to wipe dried reptilian blood from his uniform. To no avail. "It's just that ... somehow I never imagined my life would be this exciting, this dangerous."

Another skyward fiery display provided just enough light to ignite Retho's imagination.  The thunderheads loomed upward to the very boundary of the upper atmosphere.  Another gush of wind sent a shudder quaking through the aerofoil.  He shivered with the realization that the storm wasn't that far off. 

"Merciful Ancients!"  Nicraan cursed again. He shook his head when another series of lightning bolts raced from horizon to horizon. "We've got to stop and get the top up." 

The car settled gently on its landing gear into the shoulder-high grass of the flatlands as Retho halted the aerofoil. Nicraan activated the automatic mechanism that unbundled the metaline canvas top and stretched the accordion of pseudo-metal fabric over the aerofoil.  Once the roof was in place, it automatically secured itself with a series of snaps and the mini-motor shut off. 

Retho activated the windows' closing control. 

"One thing I can tell you: that storm isn't going to help us one bit.  It's going to be rough enough navigating over this terrain without having rain and wind to contend with," Nicraan lifted a brow and gave his intimate a clever wink.

Retho touched the aerofoil's engine control. As the Getabout elevated itself via its air propulsion unit, he eased the driving throttle forward. The aerofoil responded and they were rushing toward the flaring furnace of vapor. 

Subconsciously, Retho slipped his free hand into Nicraan's. The pilot took notice and gave a reassuring pressure to the grasp. 

Nicraan understated their progress over the plains, Retho thought.  Rough didn't begin to describe the slow pace at which the aerofoil was forced to hover over the endless gullies and ravines that time, wind, and water cut into the land.  The Getabout's almost-solid metaline fabric covering obscured most of the haggish forks of lightning that danced downward to touch the prairie with their fiery touch.  Had it not been for rain held in the thunderheads, Retho was certain flames rather than water would be the problem confronting them. 

There was no warning; no mist, no preliminary drops of tentative rain.  A solid sheet of water struck the aerofoil, sending a quake through the vehicle's frame. 

Retho's left hand found the windshield-wiper contact point and tabbed it to high speed.  The soft-tipped blades raking against the syntheglass did little.  The instant they swept away a sheet of water, another deluge washed over the windshield. Retho eased the acceleration control and lowered the aerofoil's altitude. 

Retho pressed his forehead against his door's syntheglass window to increase his visibility. All he saw was rain. 

"We could stop and wait till it passes," he suggested. 

"That could be nodes!" Nicraan's voice came like a low growl.  "If we stop here, then we could be at risk of delaying Pioneer Four's launch." 

"Better than driving blind into a gully."  The youth's tone attempted to soothe the pilot's frustration. "I don't want us getting killed. Our sensors and scanners are having a hard time with all this interference, visibility is near nil; and, I'm losing the Pioneer Four's homing beacon." 

Nicraan nodded, giving in without further protest.  

Retho eased the altitude throttle forward and the aerofoil settled to a stop, its purring engine cooed off at his touch. 

"I'll give it half a node or so," he said. 

 Retho studied the fighter pilot as he sat there, shoulders slumped, and eyes focused on the torrents that washed down the windshield. The world about was milky gray. For a beat, Retho studied the aerofoil's passenger, and then he cleared his throat. "Nic, there is something I don't understand." 

"What's that?" Nicraan asked quietly, his chiseled features illuminated momentarily with the clarity brought on by lightning.

"If the Elders were in harmony with the Matrix of the Universe, then how could they not have seen this future time-line coming?"

"You nor I can understand. Not completely, anyway. But we can begin to. And a beginning grasp is all is needed here."

"What do you mean?"

"Time is not a continuum. It is an element of relativity that exists vertically, not horizontally. Don't think of it as a "left to right" thing -- a so-called time line that runs from birth to death for each individual, and from some finite point to some finite point for the universe. Rather, ‘time’ is and an ‘up and down’ thing. Think of it as a spindle, representing the Now."

Retho was staring as though transfixed at Matasire. His expression was an odd mixture of fear and fascination. If it was possible, it appeared that he was being hypnotized. 

Nicraan was going on, "It is right now that everything is happening --."

"You mean time travel?"

"Indeed -- and many of the Echelon Elders have. In our philosophy, all of us have, in fact -- and we do it routinely, usually in what we call our dream state. Most of the non-echelon are not aware of it. They cannot retain the awareness, unlike we Echelon."

"You still haven't answered my question."

Nicraan looked out the forward viewshield, back to the grayness that lie beyond and then back to Retho who was watching him narrowly. He said, "Since we have always been, are now, and always will be, there has never been a time when we were not -- nor will there ever be such a time. The Elders embodied this belief as are we Echelon -- perhaps..." 

"Yes---?"

Nicraan's tentative response and darting nervous glances around the aerofoil cumulated into a whisper, "Perhaps that is why the Mira Probe Mission was allowed to commence and each of us were selected as we were..."

Retho said, "That's impossible, Nic."

Matasire nodded with a winsome grin, "Our ancestors were enterprising enough to leave Terra before it's destruction and found the first planets that eventually formed The System."

There was a gasp from Retho and Nicraan's eyes tracked round to him. The lieutenant was tense, quivering with a curious emotion. He said, "This whole war, the annihilation was foreseen, and the Elder's solution was to send us to Mira Four? What makes you say that?"

Nicraan was looking at him enrapt as though seeing him for the first time. He nodded in confidence. He was inspired as he explained. "You've heard the Codes of Echelon, read the Ancients' inscriptions. The Terran Elders took the seed with them to Thessaly. They found a new world. Then others followed as the seeds spread and grew. All was foreseen and came true. How could our present day Elders do any different seeing the inevitable?"

Out and about, echoing round the quiet Getabout, Matasire's words had the ring of revelation. Retho said, "Spread the seeds of life into the Unknown." 

Nicraan hesitated before answering with a simple nod.      

For the first time since the young scientist had been with the male, Retho felt genuine, unconditional love. 







  
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:
After the storm struck, the clouds abruptly vanished; leaving a sky sprinkled with the brightest stars Retho had ever seen stretching overhead. The cold, harsh gleam of the planet's distant red supergiant star was a baleful, oppressive illumination -- casting jagged, ominous scarlet-hued shadows as it barely rose just on the horizon a short distance above the tips of remote mountain peaks. The warm yellow light of the twin suns had faded without witness during the thunderstorm; they now offered comfort half a world away. The rocky, ravine-hidden terrain that had slowed the aerofoil's pace gradually flattened to rolling prairie once again.

The Getabout soared over the damp desert at full throttle; etching itself on the unfolding horizon, they could see the familiar dome and the welcoming blink of the landing lights of the Pioneer Four. Anticipation of the return had Retho pressing the aerofoil to maximum velocity. 

 

        *

 

Moela studied the computer report once again to be sure of her findings.  "Computer," she called. 

"Request?" 

 "Recheck latest weather bulletin and hypothesis, please," she calmly replied, tapping her manicured nail nervously on the lab's observation console's countertop. 

"Rechecked," the computer announced. 

 "Report, please." 

 "Reporting." 

 The holoset located in front of Moela glowed to life and a three-dimensional computer representation of a cloud pattern shimmered into view. Instantly, the cloud pattern began to change, roll across the holoset, and twist into a sphincter-shaped formation.               

The computer's neutral voice accompanied the film, narrating what was being played out for the scientist, "Nionized solar energy waves are presently bombarding planet. Atmosphere is becoming unstable and neutro-ionized. There is unusual cloud density in atmosphere. Sector Twenty-Four: cloud cover ninety-five percent; rain frozen to sleet. Sector Twenty-Three: cloud cover ninety-seven percent; rain becoming icy snow.  Sector Twenty-Two: cloud cover one hundred percent; temperature too severely low for precipitation. One such large pattern is collecting itself and heading toward the Pioneer Pod Four.  Recent rainfall is from the outer most spiral of the main cloud.  More rainfall is anticipated, weather advisory is in effect immediately." 

"Hypothesis?" Moela requested, observing the hologram.  Below it scrolled data that confirmed that all over the globe the temperature was dropping rapidly, and the three-D curve kept growing steeper, with no indication of any plateau.

 "Based on present data collected, analysis made on current wind velocity and of land weathering, dissolution, abrasion, corrosion, and transportation of soil material over this region, the present storm heading in Pioneer Pod Four's direction is a seasonal process of flooding generated by the increased solar activity of this star system's Class-M sun." 

"Severity of flooding?" 

 The holoset changed from a graphic display to a printed paragraph of data. The computer went on, "Craters will fill and become circular lakes." 

 “How long will it take?”

 “Estimated: forty-eight nodes.”

“The craters will make wonderful looking lakes," Moela breathed frightened, "But, at the bottom one of this planet’s craters, Computer, will be Pod 4 like a surrealist folly!" 

"Correct." There was a moment, and then the computer went on, "Warning. With current planetary core status and instability with this solar group's Class-M star, these conditions are now a hazard to the safety of the Pioneer Pod Four's crew. ETA to storm contact: One rotate point six nodes, at present speed. ETA to Class-M star nova: One rotate point six point seven nodes, at present rate of growth."

"Computer," Moela asked, "current rate of Class-M star's growth?"

The holoset flared with the brilliance of a hologram -- of the star in question. Even Moela had to admit how dramatic the representation was. "Growth is rapid. At current rate, Class-M star will have increased its brilliance-factor up to one hundred thousand times in more than a rotate," the emotionless-voice came back at her. 

Glancing over the data the computer presented below the hologram, Moela saw that the star's other variables had changed less than a magnitude.  Some variables had changed regularly while others varied irregularly; however, the varying was from four to ten magnitudes over the time period since the Pioneer had crashed.       

Moela paused to collect her thoughts.  The launch point was so close to the flooding table and the collapse of the neighboring Class-M star.  Yet, the launching fell short, and the entire survival of the crew depended on the success of that launch.  Facing the holoset, she said, "Computer, please transfer this data to the ready room and alert the crew to an all-staff meeting there. Science Officer, Lieutenant Commander Moela Darasiress, Assignment: AST Conestoga-class Pioneer Pod Four, Origin Planet: Aidennia. Clearance security code: Priority Alpha One Omega 0001.1" 

"Voice-print identification verified. Previous command acknowledged and computer compliance commencing." 

 

* * *

 

 Facts crowded Capel's mind as he sat behind the ready room's desk, re-reading the data glowing crimson-lettered on the holoset before him and the others.  Just when he thought this planet could offer no other obstacle that endangered his life or the lives of his crew, he was unfortunately surprised.  His heart felt heavy in its cavity, his head throbbed with tension, and sweat beaded his usually calm brow. Collecting his thoughts, the commander glanced once more at the holoset. Floating above the scrolling paragraphs of information, a three-D representation of ambient space of this planet. The red supergiant's perimeter moved toward that center at amazing speed. It left in its wake a scattering of motionless, dimming planetary, meteoroid and asteroid belt representation sensor points.

Suddenly, all the pieces of the puzzle were placed together. The past cycle and a half of their existence on the planet and all the nightmarish ordeals they had survived instantly made sense: the planet's sun's erratic mood, the magnetic storms, meteoroid bombardments, the plasma firestorm, the condition of the world when they crashed.  Even the once mighty planetary shield and the Pylon Crater were logical.  Everything from the volcanic eruptions to the initial absence of anaerobic bacteria in the soil was as they should be when dealing with a star that was preparing to go nova.

Moela moved away from the others and approached the computer control panel on the room's desk.  Brushing her fingers over several holographic controls, she conjured from the computer files all her research's raw data. 

"I believe that something as simple as an asteroid collision with this planet some nine-hundred thousand cycles ago was the first clue as to our present rotate situation," she said, pointing at the hologram centered on the desk's holoset. It showed a nondescript image of a grayish lump of rock in free-fall surrounded by Space. "As we all know, solar group formation comes from a solar nebula, which is a large cloud of dust and gas, from which such ternary stars like in this solar group form. This solar group's nebula had a lot of material left over and that material finally evolved into a disk-like plate around these three suns. Now within that, certain gravitational and magnetic eddies developed and began to attract matter that eventually formed the planets. Now between this planet's sun and its sister stars are a large astral zone of rocks and dust that make up an asteroid belt."

The desk's holoset changed to show a ring of dust, sand, boulders, and mountain-size chunks in bands spread out in a concentrated edge-on view. Data that accompanied the three-D asteroid belt revealed that the strong gravity interaction between the three suns prevented a planet from growing from the material that made the solar group.    

 "From rock samples taken by Retho, Capel, BeeTee, and myself, I have found high concentrations of planetary core elements in both the astral fragments collected and ground specimens. I believe that an asteroid collision with this planet laid down those elements found on this planet's surface."

"Are you saying that this collision brought about the age of intelligent life on this planet to an end?" Nicraan asked, he ran a hand subconsciously over his fresh uniform's tunic -- as if trying to smooth out wrinkles that were obviously not there. Maybe it was his way to be sure that there weren't any blood spots left -- of which his previous uniform had been splattered with.

"Yes." 

"Such an impact is very possible," Capel said, examining the asteroid hologram and the data that captioned it.  "The force of even a medium-sized meteor, say one that is approximately three macroretems wide would produce the natural equivalent of a full-scale nuclear war and scatter a dust cloud that would cover the entire planet. Such a cloud would put the planet in near twilight darkness levels, it would produce acid rainfall a thousand times worse than any recorded in ancient industrial history. Such catastrophic events could go on for cycles. However, before I would believe in such a theory, I would need to see the impact crater."

"Correct, Commander," Moela voiced, tabbing more computer controls on the desk's interface control.  "An asteroid large enough to wipe out all intelligent life would smash out a hole on the planet's surface one hundred kiloretems in diameter or more."

The holographic display dissolved and then reformed to that of an overview of a planetary section magnified. As the landmasses panned beneath a sensor target-sightline, a caption typed itself to identify its category:

 

LANDSTAT TOPOGRAPHIC IMPACT SEARCH

 

"My first review of pre-crash sensor topography scans revealed no impact crater that large, certainly not one large enough to kill off over ninety-percent of all life on the planet," Moela narrated. "Even though massive volcanic activity would have dredged up large amounts of core material and spread a dust cloud that would have blocked out the suns for cycles, causing mass extinction, I knew that my theory was correct. Within the K-T soil I found small balls of fused glass called tektites. These tektites are formed when a large body such as an asteroid impacts the earth at such a high velocity that rock is melted at high temperature and pressure.  So, my search for a crater intensified."

"Finding a crater that old would be not easy," Retho said. "Since rain and wind wipe out most evidence of a crater quickly. And, there is also the chance that this asteroid struck the seas, where water would cover the wound."

"For the past several months I have proposed and discarded several suspected crater sites," Moela said, manipulating the holographic controls to show several schematic overview shots of the planet. "Analysis of the K-T boundary layer material shows that it is made up of a mixture of rock from the continent and from the sea floor. I then made a worldwide inspection of islands and continental shorelines and have turned up a likely location."

"Where is this location?" Dara inquired.

Moela pointed to the global three-D representation floating before the assembled crew. It showed a magnified view of a coastline. "Here. Just off the shore of this continent's peninsula. This is where I found two craters, the main one is over one hundred and fifteen kiloretems in diameter and it has fractured rock whose cracks descend a kiloretem deep. The size of the asteroid that made this crater must have been spectacular."

"If such a large asteroid were to hit again in the near future, it would certainly spell the end of us," Capel said, glancing over the hologram's captioned data. Looking away from the magnified coastline, the commander went on, "Well, it looks as if we have an explanation of why the intelligent beings of the planet, who according to this data ruled over this world for some one hundred and fifty million cycles, disappeared suddenly over nine-hundred thousand cycles ago."

"Yes," Moela said, and then retrieved more data from the science computer banks.  This time a bar graph replaced the beach scene.  It was broken down into percentages of life forms verses millions of cycles ago, ranging from 10 to 100 percent and from 400 to zero cycles. At regular intervals the bars rose and dipped, looking like jagged peaks and valleys along a horizon. "However, the story doesn't end there. Recently, I uncovered evidence that mass extinctions, like the one which wiped out the intelligent species of this world, occur at regular intervals in the history of this planet."

"This graph shows that the period between these extinctions averages about thirty-eight million cycles," Nicraan observed with a frown, tucking a loose lock of hair behind an ear -- it was a characteristic gesture he made when under stress. "So, that begs the question, what is happening every thirty-eight million cycles to this planet that kills off so much of the life that inhabits it?"

"The answer could well be a simple one," Moela replied.

"Asteroids," Dara breathed, toying with her manicured cuticles nervously. Shifting nervously where she sat, she made prim adjustments to her long-sleeved, blue-black uniform.

"The more immediate problem that faces us, is not asteroids," Capel said.  He activated the holoset's clearing circuit and tabbed forth information pertaining to the solar system's red supergiant. "Moela, why don't you inform the rest on what your research has told you about our neighbor here."

"From stars we see immense heat and light," the pregnant science officer said as she faced her colleagues. "Each star releases the energy equal to thousands of hydrogen eruptions per micronode. Fortunately, a lot of energy comes from very little mass so there is plenty of hydrogen to keep some stars shining for billions of cycles."

Moving once again over to the holoset's control interface, she began keying instructions into the device's computer as she continued to explain what was happening around them.  As she spoke, various holograms depicting the Class-M star's plight punctuated her message with frightening clarity. "...but no matter what mass a star has, its supply of hydrogen fuel eventually runs low. When that happens, the star begins to die. The death stage or the last stage in the life cycle of a star is governed principally by the amount of mass that that star has to deal with. If a star is a very massive star, like the one that this planet's star orbits, it will collapse to form a neutron star."              

"Are you saying that this group's red star is dying?" Dara asked, her face suddenly went pale. "I mean, with the increased neutron count that Nicraan investigated and from what you've been reporting on...is it the end for us, Moela?"

"Not yet," the science officer reassured her. "However, my observations and sensor readings from this solar group's red supergiant have shown that its supply of hydrogen and helium have run out."

"Then how can it continue to shine?" Retho asked.

"Large stars can burn more kinds of fuels," Capel interjected. "The immense gravitational crunch of a very large star can continue to fuse heavy elements long after its supply of hydrogen and helium have run out. It begins to burn in layers like an allium cepa bulb; the outer layer fuses whatever hydrogen is left into helium. The next layer fuses helium into carbon, and then the next carbon into oxygen and so on.  Each layer fusing heavier and heavier elements until at the core, silicon and sulfur begin to fuse."

"Meaning?" Retho urged.

"The product of the silicon and sulfur fusion is iron," Capel explained, finally getting where Moela was eventually trying to take this briefing. "Iron is the end of the road for the star. Iron cannot be fused to produce more energy; therefore, no more energy is produced from fusion in the core. For this star, the end comes quickly and catastrophically."

Moela captured everyone's attention by having the red supergiant's holographic representation immediately demonstrate what Capel and she were explaining; she narrated what everyone saw.

"The iron core falls in upon itself; its diameter shrinks from thousands of kiloretems to a hundred kiloretems in a tenth of a micronode. The falling material crashes into itself at the center, generating a rebounding shock wave. The star is about to become a supernova."

Like a flaring ember of molten rock, the holographic star's surface cracked, shrunk away from its debris, and then explosively expanded outward until it resembled a fractured rainbow with a glowing white center. The compression and shock wave demonstrated by the holographic supernova added to the awesome event in a miniature Big Bang. Even during the mock collapse, the computer-generated light was enough to cause the watchers to raise their arms to shield off the brilliance.

When the glare faded away, the computer displayed the results of such an unequaled force. It would be as if a billion stars had switched on for a single instant inside that exploding star, blowing away all of its outer layers. As the shock wave passed up through the layers of the star it would cause nuclear fusion of all the known elements. The material closest to the center would become the heaviest elements, such as plutonium and uranium. The remnants further out would form lead, gold, silver, and platinum.

"All the complex elements present in the universe," Dara observed as she read over the scrolling captions, "and in our own bodies, are created in the heart of an exploding star."   

Even though the commander loved a good mystery, this was one he wished he had not been made to participate in.  The conclusion of this planet's scenario was not that promising. Capel found himself split -- one side of him was glad to know the particulars of world's alien and bizarre idiosyncrasies; the other half was frightened at the glimpse of what was about to unfold.

"At the rate the Class-M star is growing there may not be much time to prepare for a launch. The irregularity of its gravitational and magnetic fields could cause more space debris to be deflected towards this planet, like an asteroid. I said before that asteroids were not an immediate problem; however, at the rate this star is changing anything is possible. Any suggestions?" he finally breathed exasperatedly. 

 Nicraan moved forward from the assembled crew, running his hands through his tousled mane.  The crew were all due for some grooming, a marooned life on an uncivilized planet left little room for social niceties such as regularly scheduled hair-cuts, Capel reminded himself, watching the pilot forming his reply mentally.  Eventually, the pilot said, "Well, the obvious is moving up the launch." 

"Can it be done?" Dara asked genuinely. She looked up from where she sat, her expression grim.  "Besides, we don't know what the real side effects are from this Class-M star going supernova.  It's over eight million mets from us. As far as the flooding of the entire flatlands, we can't be certain..."

Moela glanced down at her, saying, "Siress, when that red supergiant goes, it will take most of this solar group with it ... including this planet and its sun. For the past cycle and a half, we all have witnessed the side effects the red supergiant has had on this planet's star. Now we know why there has been such radical sunspot and prominence activity, even why the inhabitants that once reigned over this world built the planetary shield. That red giant has been building up for this moment for at least a million cycles."

 Dara stopped grasping at spider-silk hopes that dissolved in the air as quickly as she said them.

"There's more," Moela said, punching in commands on the holographic controls. The three-D orb of the planet focused into view, but this time it showed an enlarged area of the northern hemisphere. There appeared to be odd shading in a circular manner just below the arctic circle. The 3-D graphics display simulated the ellipsoid formation of the ozone hole atop a rather precise outline of the planet's northern pole -- a computer image signaling a world of unchecked chemical waves and eddies, gigantic trenches of heterogeneous gas. She had written the program to define instability in the upper atmosphere, a tsunami of turbulence around which swirled a shadow of numeric coefficients. Would the shadow come south toward the crashsite's continent? Yet, even as Moela examined the data just in front of her and the others, she saw that her calculations had proved to be correct.  "What you're seeing here is a hole in the planet's ozone. And," she added, coding in several library files close up shots including those of the dead marine mammals she had discovered on the beach, "here are some of its results."

Aerial shots showed the ocean clogged with coho, perch, largemouth fish, and desiccated kelps, burned sea grasses, upended and lifeless squid. It was a trail of gangrene, rotting flesh for mets -- in a mid-rotate setting, a luminescence unlike any the ocean had probably known for literally billions of cycles, a reflection like that off scintillating steel. Hell.

Everyone stared in horror.

"What in The Mystics' name did that to them?" Dara inquired.

"The suns, Siress. The suns. I spent rotates examining cultures under an electron microscope. The fish and marine life died of an oncogenic viral infection, triggered in whole populations of cells by the ultraviolet light. Genetic recombinations were occurring at a massive and rapid rate.  All along the beachfront, thousands of fish from bream to halibut are vying to get out of the ocean, throwing themselves on the sand from wind-swept waters." Moela paused to clear her throat, and then went on, "I've known about the ozone hole over the Arctic for some time now. A hole that's bigger than this entire continent we're stranded on. It moves. Parts of it have covered the tip of the Northern Continent. It spins off into little minibubbles."

"I never heard of that --”

Moela cut her siress off, saying, "It throws off smaller replicas of itself, and we've got a big problem here in this valley. What we've got is a hole on its way. I figure ninety -- maybe a hundred, hundred-fifty kilomets across, fifty, sixty thousand mets up. One of those minibubbles, those replicas. And it's coming, coming in fast."

"What's a worst-case scenario when it does get here?" Nicraan asked.

"Skin cancer," Moela replied.

"Try the equivalent," Dara interjected, the global representation was back on the plinth and she was looking intently at the data scrolling alongside the holograph, "within ten macronodes, of an all-out nuclear exchange -- but without any of the noise or smoke, or obvious damage.  Try overnight skin cancers, fatal melanomas, blindness, the destruction of all plant life, the interruption of all animal and plant and insect behavior." The doctor tabbed hologram controls and got some of the animal pictorials to insert along with the globe. "I've seen every kind of optic ulcer, ophthalmia, keratitis, massive overnight pinguecula, destroyed conjunctiva, excruciating corneal ulcers that can blind a patient. Yet, these pictures..."

"In Contemporary," Pereszsire waged, combating the harried informant.

"I'm sorry. The eyes are burnt up in these animals. Just look," she said, indicating the milky pupils and the shriveled irises indicated in the animal headshots. "And from this data, it's only the beginning. There are new viruses showing up, perhaps spread by the dead animals all over the area. These creatures have got systemic lupus erythematosus, skin eruptions, and renal failure … rampant herpes on the genitals, face, tongue, and in the throat. They had to contend with infectious hepatitis, more parasites than it looks like you could analyze, Moela.  Serious skin cancer, throat cancer, nasty bacterial-like meningococcus and streptococcus. Here, look at this." The doctor called up more specific data and pointed to several captions underlying the grotesque close-ups. "Tabes dorsalis," Dara stated.

"What is it?" Moela inquired.

"Syphilis of the nervous system. Destroys the whole host. Some of those poor beasts must have had internal temperatures of a hundred five. What you've discovered, Moela, is not an epidemic -- it's multiple epidemics. Immune systems seem to be cracking."

"The real hell-and-brimstone stuff..." Retho sighed.

"And, what do we have to attribute this ozone bubble too?" Capel inquired. "Was it the fire storm?"

Moela shook her head, saying, "More like the global shield. That and the volcanic activity. It seems that the upper gray-blue stratosphere is getting a steady gaseous stream from the eruptions and an unprecedented burden of chlorine compounds has spread out over the far north."

"Chlorine?" Nicraan’s memory was stirring, even if he wasn't getting it.

"Yes, the high-altitude atom is the purest expression of the life force," Moela replied. "Coaxed into being by elemental processes forged during the creation of the Universe, brought to fruition in the thin cirrus surrounding this planet, these uncountable trillions of particles exited in a realm akin to spirit."

Capel nodded, the picture formed crystal clear in his calculating mind. The computer's monitoring of chlorine monoxide and dioxide registered so mammoth a molecular cannibalism was taking place as to wipe any existing ozone off the map. Moreover, the depletion was occurring in both the troposphere and stratosphere. The commander knew the data was correct. He realized, though could not quite imagine, what it meant: catastrophic ultraviolet, fatal exposure. "Sixty, seventy, eight thousand retems above the planet, chlorine attacks the ozone molecule. There is chemical lust at work in this reaction, which results in a so-called mating syndrome and the depletion of ozone. The volcanoes have thrown up a massive amount of chlorine."

"That means real trouble," Retho said, his eyes shining -- not because of enthusiasm, yet realization. "Sunshine now can kill us -- good Ancients! Is that for real?" He was looking at the three-D printout of data before him. 

"UV levels are all over the place," Moela stated. "In some sections of the upper atmosphere just north of here I read no ozone. I've also read a wavelength of 250 nanoretems."

"That's into the UV-C band!" Nicraan gasped. "That's not possible." He cleared his throat of fear.

"Well it's true. Just don't look at the suns during take-off," Moela said, pointing a finger at a specific section of the holographic printout.

Nicraan Matasire had known since Astrophysics 101 that biologically active ultraviolet radiation reached a planet in the 290-to-320-nanoretem band. It was called UV-B and it could cause extreme damage if unmitigated. That is to say, if sentient beings didn't wear protective sun screens, visors, or have proper shielding in their spacecraft's hulls and viewports.  To most, UV-B was simply UV, ultraviolet radiation. The B part was an esoteric add-on banded about by ancient experts. The simple fact was that UV was biologically active, harmful, was what made of an alleged ozone crisis from the very beginning of its discovery.

There were wavelengths longer than the 290-nanoretem band that were used in every rotate activities -- even as a backup for showering facilities. These were controlled and harmless to a sentient being. UV-B was bad. Like Dara had reported, it could induce skin cancers, eye cataracts, and other ills. And even Nicraan knew that nucleic acids -- the basic material not only of terran gene, but the genes of all living organisms -- had no chance whatsoever against ultraviolet radiation in wavelengths even lower than UV-B, against the suns' intensities as they would have shone on the planet's surface some four billion cycles ago, before the evolution of an ozone layer to block it out.

"How do you know this bubble isn't already here?" the pilot inquired.

"I don't, for sure. But everything I know about it theoretically indicates you couldn't go outside. We would all die. Everything would die."

"How fast is it moving toward us then?"

"I don't know. Ten macronodes. A node. A rotate. You have to understand, I've been working on a computer program, not on the prairie."

"Is there anything we can do to stop or slow down the progress of this ozone bubble?" Dara asked.

"Well there is the old cloud-seeding idea," Capel voiced.

"How does that work?" 

"Jettison a cloud-seeding missile into the center of the hole, loaded with oxides of nitrogen. The idea is to disperse large masses of the stuff in concentrated gaseous form at both low and high altitudes to trigger a conversion of the ozone-depleting chlorine monoxide into the relatively benign chlorine nitrate molecule," the commander quickly explained. 

"Sounds great," Nicraan said. “But do we have the time or even the inclination to try? After all, this planet isn't going to be here in the next few rotates. I vote we pack up our woes and head for the stars."              

 "I agree. The launch will have to be moved up," Retho countered. "We've no other choice. Either we drown when the deluge comes or fry in the ozone hole or are vaporized when the red star goes supernova. Even the indigenous animal life forms have migrated from here. The area is totally without animal habitation. If we need a hint as to how catastrophic this is going to be, I'd say there's one for us." 

Moela nodded in compliance with her sibling. "The figures and facts do not lie.  A deluge with the magnitude of all the water-falls on this planet flowing continuously for over a hundred nodes can't even come close to what will commence within one rotate from now. I don't think I have to give you any more hints on what this planet is going to be like after that red star explodes." She put her hands on the back of Dara's chair.  Nicraan observed the trembling of her hands before she clenched her fingers and regained her control. "The studies and all the tests have been run through Main Computer and confirmed.  This planet and its star group are locked into a process that has been going on for millions of cycles. We have no other alternative ... we must launch before then!" 

Retho cleared his throat and it served its purpose of getting everyone’s attention. “Have you even considered a more immediate problem that endangers us?”

“Such as?” Moela asked, an eyebrow poised.

Retho moved to the central desk’s holographic controls built into the slab’s top. After sequencing a few commands into its processors, the main display coalesced into a new image. It was one of mountain ranges and smoking capped volcanoes.

“What is this?” Capel inquired.

“The perimeter that besets our crash site,” Retho commented.

“Why show us this?” Moela probed.

Retho smiled ironically, saying, “Volcanoes are not randomly distributed over this planet’s surface. Most are concentrated on the edges of continents, along island chains, or beneath the sea forming long mountain ranges. More than half of this world’s active volcanoes above sea level encircle our crash site.”

“This isn’t sounding too good,” Dara commented, shifting her weight nervously as she listened intently.

“This planet’s surface is made up of a patchwork of about a dozen large plates that move relative to one another at speeds of less than one centiretem to about ten centiretems per cycle,” Retho went on as he tabbed in additional commands to the holographic display systems. 

“Sounds about the same rate at which fingernails grow,” Dara mused.

Retho nodded and then continued to narrate the drama unfolding holographically before them all. A series of rigid plates were before all their curious eyes. “These plates, whose average thickness is about eighty kiloretems, are spreading apart, sliding past each other, or colliding with each other in slow motion on top of this planet’s hot, pliable interior. Volcanoes tend to form where plates collide or spread apart, but they can also grow in the middle of a plate, as for example some of this continent’s central cones.”

Capel leaned forward and studied the three-dimensional diorama, paying particular attention to the running captions of data offered up as subtitles to the swirl of force fields and energy that solidified to form Retho’s presentation. “The volcanoes that surround us stretch two thousand, five hundred kiloretems across the north of this continent and become progressively older to the northwest.”

“Yes, Sire. They were formed initially above a relatively stationary hot spot in this planet’s interior, each volcano was rafted away from the hot spot as this continental plate moved northwestward at about nine centiretems per cycle,” Retho confirmed.

Moela’s patience was wearing thin. “I don’t mean to be rude. But why this lesson in planetary tectonics? How does this put this ship and its crew in danger?”

Retho grinned and winsomely rubbed a hand across an obviously stressed neck as he considered his sibling’s statement. “The great majority of this world’s earthquakes and active volcanoes occur near the boundaries of this planet’s shifting plates; or, lithosphere. Most volcanoes are products of lithosphere-plate motions.”

“Retho, you are taking in riddles,” Dara remarked. “Please be more direct.”

The young scientist pressed the patience envelope a little more as he primly tabbed more computer commands across the holographic control membrane. This time, a closer view of the crash site’s immediate volcanoes danced into reality. “Some of this planet’s grandest mountains are composite volcanoes – sometimes called stratovolcanoes. They are typically steep-sided, symmetrical cones of large dimension built of alternating layers of lava flows, volcanic ash, cinders, blocks, and bombs and may rise as much as eight thousand retems above their bases.”

“Looks like the volcanoes that are only a few kiloretems from here,” Nicraan observed.

“Very observant of you,” Retho nodded. 

“Retho, what are you trying to tell us?” Capel asked urgently.

“The largest and most explosive volcanic eruptions eject tens to hundreds of cubic kiloretems of magma onto this planet’s surface. When such a large volume of magma is removed from beneath a volcano, the ground subsides or collapses into the emptied space, to form a huge depression called a caldera. Some calderas are more than twenty-five kiloretems in diameter and several kiloretems deep.”

“You’ve just described the depression of which the Pioneer crashed into,” Moela said.

“Calderas are among the most spectacular and active volcanic features on a planet’s surface. Earthquakes, ground cracks, uplift or subsidence of the ground, and thermal activity such as hot springs, geysers, and boiling mud pots are common at many calderas,” Retho went on.

“Wow!” Nicraan breathed. “Talk about an accurate topographic narration. We are smack in the middle of a caldera, aren’t we?”

“Yes.” Retho replied. His face went dark and his expression suddenly serious. “The danger I spoke of is this ring of volcanoes that chain around this caldera we are buried in.” With his arms crossed over his chest, he went on, saying, “During many volcanic eruptions, fragments of lava or rock are blasted into the air by explosions or carried upward by a convectioning column of hot gases. These fragments fall back to earth on and downwind from their source vent to form a pyroclastic-fall or ash deposit. Pyroclastic-fall deposits, referred to as tephra, consist of combinations of pumice, scoria, dense-rock material, and crystals, which range in size from ash through lapilli to blocks. Eruptions that produce tephra range from short-lived weak ones that eject debris only a few retems into the air which we have seen periodically since we crash here, to cataclysmic explosions that throw debris to heights of several tens of kiloretems which will occur as the planet begins to break apart.”

“And this is what endangers us?” Dara asked. “This tephra?”

“Explosive eruptions that produce voluminous tephra deposits also commonly produce pyroclastic flows.”

Moela nodded, as she finally understood. “And if we are in the direct line of one of those, this ship will never see Space again.” With defeat, she placed her weary head into her hands and almost wept.

“Close to an erupting vent, the main hazards to the ship posed by eruptions of tephra include high temperatures, burial, and impact of falling fragments; large falling blocks can kill or injure.”

“What is our safety margin?” Capel asked.

“Even five centiretems of ash will stop the movement of most vehicles and disrupt transportation, communication, and utility systems,” Retho said heavily. “An explosive eruption blasts molten and solid rock fragments into the air with tremendous force, Sire. The largest fragments fall back to the ground near the vent, usually within two kiloretems. The smallest rock fragments continue rising into the air, forming a huge, billowing eruption column. Volcanic ash is composed of fragments of rock, minerals, and glass that are less the two milliretems in diameter.”

“Eruption columns can be enormous in size and grow rapidly,” Moela added. “Reaching more than twelve kiloretems above a volcano in less than thirty macronodes. Once in the air, the volcanic ash and gas form an eruption cloud.”

“Eruption clouds will pose a serious hazard to aviation,” Retho mentioned.

Nicraan sighed in realization. “More obstacles …”

“There’s one thing more,” Retho said, calling up a graphic representation of the surrounding crash site and its relationship to the surrounding volcanic chain. “The area affected by a blast from our neighboring volcanoes can be subdivided into three roughly concentric zones.” Pointing at the hologram before them, Retho finished up his report. “They are: Direct Blast Zone, Channelized Blast Zone, and Seared Zone.”

“What determines each?” Dara asked.

“The first zone is the innermost zone, averaged about eight kiloretems in radius, an area in which virtually everything, natural or sentient-made, is obliterated or carried away. The second zone is an intermediate zone, extended out to distances as far as nineteen kiloretems from the volcano. The last zone, also called the “standing dead” zone, the outermost fringe of the impact area, a zone in which foliage remain standing but are singed brown by the hot gases of a blast.”

“Let me guess,” Capel breathed pessimistically, “we’re not in the last zone.”

“Nor the second,” Retho replied. “We are in the Direct Blast Zone of at least three volcanoes along this area’s chain.”

“Any indications of any of those three blowing their tops soon?” Nicraan had to ask.

“In all honesty, once the planet begins to feel the affects of the breakdown of this solar group’s suns, any and/or all volcanoes could begin to erupt,” Retho sighed. “We are in immediate danger even as we have this discussion. And, of course, there’s still the matter of that ancient, abandoned deep-bore well some 125-kiloretems down in the planet’s crust. A global fissure has been forming around the planet’s circumference for some time now. I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole world just ‘cracked’ in half when everything starts to happen.”

“We must leave this place as soon as possible, without delay,” Dara urged.

“Yes,” Retho agreed. “I’ve already begun a pre-emptive harvest of the hydroponics garden; placing whatever hasn’t matured into the ship’s reclamation network.”

Capel agreed. Things would have to be done ahead of schedule; sleep stints would be the first sacrifice.  His soar body bitterly reminded him of the sacrifice it would personally be. 

"Fine," he said, after a moment to collect himself.  "We start immediately.  I want Operation Evac concluded... Now!" 







  
 

CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN: 
Capel Perezsire looked out on the horizon from his vantage point in the Pioneer Pod 4's upper deck's command-apse. He saw a sickly-looking primary sun following its distant twin star along their trek across the alien sky. The planet's parental star was impaled in a mirage of fumes engulfing the horizon. The valley seemed to be disappearing beneath a cavity of light; light permeated with pall, air-borne dust, and a new darkness at dusk. The croplands had been wiped out, food was in short supply, and water reserves were contaminated. As the primary sun touched the jagged mountains that formed the valley's crater-like rim, it seemed to be overtaken by a huge ring of vomitus corona-like substance from steam-blast eruptions as superheated water flashed and fanned out over the horizon. 

Quickly, darkness set on the valley.

The air was cold and damp and heavy with twilight. Stars pricked the limpid royal blue with points of light. This system contained only a single planet and no moon. All its sky's stars should be fixed, never changing their relationship to one another.

Retho helped Nicraan move the packed away components of Base Camp's backlot up the aft strut and into the ship's hold.  He was about to hand the pilot the last supply crate when the night rumbled; the ground shook.  In the distance, the planet echoed the quake.  Beyond the perimeter of the crash site, a fault split the plain into halves, and then rammed the halves one against the other. One edge rose like a tidal wave, overwhelming and crushing the other, which subsided beneath it.  The sheer faces of stone ground against each other with the power to form continents.

A wash of illumination flooded ground and sky. A brilliant aurora echoed the earthquake lights, and ozone sharpened the air as the red giant's incandescent surface washed the planet's upper atmosphere with lethal radiation.

The planet was dying, as the Saarien had died, as every person Retho and Nicraan and the others had cared about had died, as they expected, soon, to die. They turned away to gaze into the looming, sparkling curtains of the aurora.  Even above the rumblings of the quake, Retho and Nicraan could hear the electric sizzle of the aurora discharge. They watched and marveled even though their mental undertones revealed fear.

Instead of fading, the quake intensified. Fissures shot like lightning bolts through and across the earthscape. The massive gourd trees that lined the desert's outer sector rocked. The loud snap! of breaking stilt branches reverberated across the plain. Retho and Nicraan looked around, realizing that the world about was no longer safe.

The ground heaved. It flung a massive gourd tree completely free, ripping it up by its stilted roots and propelling it from the promontory onto the bare desert below. The basaltic spires that had stood for millennia like sentinels across the landscape now filled with fissures and broke and fell under their own weight, sending a rain of razor-sharp fragments to pepper the vibrating, rippling sands. Eventually the huge blocks of vulcanized stone fell and shattered with an explosive impact.              

Several of the ancient lava beds crumbled and fell inward like trapdoors. A zigzag split appeared across the center of the crashsite’s backlot perimeter, widening until it swallowed both halves of a fallen rock monolith. The naturally-carved stone faces slid over the edge and vanished into the depths of the dying planet. 

The two echelon stood huddle together, terrified as they stared about at the abyss that had formed behind the grounded Pod. Collecting their wits, they picked their way across the ragged, trembling surface toward the aft strut. They gasped for breath. The heavily ionized air burned in their throats.

With a powerful seismic shift, one towering perimeter rock edifice shuddered, looking like the spire of an enormous sky scraping belfry. Letting out a chorus of groans, one of its sides buckled. A stony façade gave way, pulling in hundreds of rectangular facets to collapse in a roar of geologic thunder. 

In the distance, another wide, dark fissure tore the surface of the desert and swallowed more and more dirt and collapsed rock into the depths. Sulfurous steam blasted upward from the hot, exposed wound. With a shrieking cry of distressed stone, more and more of the giant craggy pinnacles collapsed, slumping over next to each other resembling tossed game blocks. 

A line of yellow-tinged lava gushed from a newly opened crack just outside the podship’s grounds. As the quake increased in its violence, giant sinkholes opened. More and more of the giant obelisk stones slid down into the ever-widening sink craters; all the while, liquid fire sprayed higher and higher. Hot winds laden with ash and dust tore at Retho and Nicraan like a hurricane from hell. The desert plains were on fire from the eruptions; in the remote distance, whole mountains were being swallowed up.

The auroras blazed overhead and lit the clearing with a ghastly glow. Retho looked up involuntarily to see the shimmering bright display, but then realized his mistake and looked away before the light could blind him. The light he could look away from, but the sound, the overwhelming sound -- there was nothing he could do to shut that out. The noise redoubled, louder than ever, and the ground bucked harder, nearly knocking Retho over. 

The Pioneer 4 was bouncing on its aft landing jack, riding its shock absorbers. Unseen by the two echelon, their crewmates inside the saucer were knocked around from their duties as if they had been standing on a shaken rug. Within no time they lay amidst chaos like fallen dolls.

Outside the podship, the sky and the earth continued to rumble. Retho moaned as he tried to stay gripped to Nicraan, the distant gourd trees groaned and cracked, and in the background the aurora rustled, soft and eerie. The two echelon held each other tightly; Nicraan caressed Retho’s face, his amber hair so beautiful as it danced around his eyes, his cheeks. Matasire’s eyes were clear, and even with all of the desert in uproar around, he saw only Retho, only his face. The lieutenant seemed to glow in the red lava-light filtered through the sheen of ash. In some ways, they wanted this moment to last forever. 

Matasire leaned forward to kiss Retho, shutting out even the catastrophe with their love. They closed their eyes, and the world seemed to settle around them. Separating from each other, Retho staggered with Nicraan around to the far side of the ship and got to the rear support's ingress ladder.

As the duo reached the strut, the earthquake dissipated away into a whimper. Pausing to collect themselves, Retho and Nicraan had their attentions drawn upward. The sky was a luminous backdrop, a curtain of wavering aurora light pierced intermittently by stars.

"This world is lucky if it sees another sunsrise," Nicraan sighed, helping Retho with the fallen crate and then up into the ship.

Once inside and the supplies were neatly stowed away, Retho tugged gently on Matasire’s nearest arm. “Come,” he said simply. “There is something I want to show you.”

Inside the laboratory, beside its computer bank, there was a sealed unit. Efficiently, Retho operated an unlocking mechanism. As the panel slid away, the glowing interior dominated the clinical surroundings. Glistening clusters of fibrous material were coiled in the familiar pattern of a double helix, the structure of the genetic code of the life principle. This feature poised itself on top of a flat, oblong casket that held glowing nuclei. It was a gene bank.

Retho said, “Our mission is to survive this voyage, but I felt it should not just be for our sake, yet but also for this -- this planet’s gene bank. It contains the undamaged genetic material of this planet’s many species.”

Nicraan replied, “The Double Helix. It is also the basic genetic brick of our species.”

“Then you will understand how important this is to me. I have kept it screened from the radiation that irreparably damaged this planet’s plants and animals. With it I figure we can build up any planet we may settle on. Pure, healthy life forms. This way their deaths will not have been in vain.”

“How noble of you,” Nicraan responded, accompanied by a gentle kiss to Retho’s unblemished forehead.

“It was a project Lunon and I had started together, several months ago.  Neither one of us wanted this planet to be forgotten. We somehow wanted to save its remaining inhabitants from extinction.”

“Well, this will definitely guarantee their survival and perhaps our future.” Then Nicraan’s tone changed from one of compassion to complete frankness, “However, it will be all in vain if we do not get this ship spaceworthy. Next stop is Engineering.”

Retho nodded and closed the gene bank unit, turning he said, “Point the way, and I shall follow.”

Nicraan’s quick look to Retho was his first unguarded act. It did everything to reassure Retho. Both spun on their heels and stalked out of the laboratory.

 

Capel made his way along the upper deck, steadying himself after the earth tremor had faded away from its subway roar to complete silence. It was a sweltering night and looking out the unshuttered bowport’s view he could see that there was a low ground cover of mist developing, no more than thirty retems high.

The night was also alive suddenly with a mass of flying insects. At first Capel thought they were cotton balls, or gossamer cobwebs drifting in the breeze, but then he recognized in the dim lighting that had diffused through the viewshield to the outside the migratory flurry of wax wings and hairy tibia, a grotesque diversity of claws, antennae, and the telltale mosaic of spattered parts against the syntheglass. For Capel, who was not fond of insects, this was a bad dream.

The remnants of Base Camp were faint and mussy behind the locust-like swarms. There was an odd odor in the air, Capel noticed. A medicinal-like odor, of an antiseptic. The outside air was thick with the continuing flight of organisms. And, Capel, thought, the whole ship sounded different. 

"Dara," he called, taking his spouse in his arms when he got to the lower utility deck. "Where is everyone?"

"About the ship. Doing pre-flight checks and packing. Why?" she asked, her voice taking on a thickness to its tone. She left the Infirmary's storage shelving and its inventory pad to study Capel's face fully.

"Have you seen what's going on outside?" he asked, leaning against a nearby wall.

"What's going on outside?"

"Insects. Lots of'em. You haven't seen it? Stand by the rear strut's egress. Look."

She had been preoccupied for nodes. She walked to the aft exit, opened the hatch, and saw what he was talking about.

"Good Ancients!"

Dara stared briefly, and then activated the closing mechanism, making sure the door shut tight. She returned to her mate. 

"Maybe the insects are also leaving," she mused.

 

Moela was closing the maintenance bay when she suddenly saw a large pair of eyes staring at her from the edge of the workbench. Fascination and horror choked her reaction and she simply watched it, eye against eye, as it slowly approached her. 

"An arachnid," she whispered to herself in amazement. "The most humongous thing I've ever seen..."

She was now glued to the thing's advance and slowly returned an inventory data pad to its wall-positioned niche. Just as her hand stayed on the cladding for an added micronode of determining time, she felt something, flung her hand away, jettisoning the data pad, only to see her hand covered in minute bugs she'd never seen before. They stung.

Screaming, shaking in paroxysms, Moela hurled herself toward the inner hatch.

 

Dara was just reaching down to refasten a medical storage wall panel when she heard her daughter in the garage. Capel lunged from the auxiliary control room, racing toward the screams. 

He carried Moela into the Infirmary, yelling for his son and spouse. Dara was there, but Retho -- who was with Nicraan in the engineering compartment down the deck from them -- heard nothing above the din of the test-drive simulators that the ship's pilot had programmed for a pre-flight run-through.

Capel placed Moela on the exam-bed. Her face and arms were red and peppered with sudden blisters.  Then he noticed hundreds, thousands of little midge-like creatures swarming over the floor. Capel stomped the deck in a futile rampage.  Tears welled in his eyes where the creatures were sucking him dry.

Inside the engine room, a flood of organisms, each harboring a stinging proboscis, attacked Retho and Nicraan. The two threw up their arms, drowning in pain, crashed into the bulkhead, and escaped to the outer deck, where they collided with the others in their desperate hurdles into the lift and up the stairladder. Retho was breathing rapidly, clinging to the stair rungs, clawing at himself, then tumbled onto the upper deck in panic.

The bugs were storming, biting at everything in sight. Beyond the thick transparency of the bow viewport, the crew saw a wave of hysterical furry bats in a fulminate with insects. Their ship was under siege.

"The shuttle. It's been sealed!" Nicraan screamed.

They all dashed across the polished deck for the mini-hangar's bulkhead, ignoring the river of worms, ants, roaches, and other creatures pouring onto the deck from the ventilator ducts.

The crew ran desperately, the deck seemed to be a surface that was in motion, an imperceptible spleen, in the form of things swarming with an equal fervor on the plasticrete. 

The hangar hatch slid aside and beckoned welcome to the panicked fivesome. What seemed like an eternity past before the last of them were secured inside the safety of the Recon Shuttle.

"What are we going to do?" breathed Moela, trying to relax as Dara administered triage treatment to her wounds.

"Those insects will overwhelm the ship, we'll never be able to take-off!" cursed Nicraan, wiping the sweat that beaded his stung forehead.

Retho thought a moment, and then grinned with satisfaction. "There is a way!"

The others stared at him with a mixture of hope and doubt.

"A beryline radiation shock burst," he said, moving to the shuttle's science station.

"What? The only source of beryline radiation on this ship is from the engine core," Nicraan reminded Retho, closely following him toward the interface panel. "To achieve a shock burst, the engine core pressure would have to be raised to almost critical. Do you realize a beryline radiation shock pulse of that magnitude would create a subatomic particle shower all over this ship?"

"A beryline subatomic particle shower is fatal to organic tissue!" Dara interjected, stepping beside her son.

Retho nodded, saying in response even as he began programming commands into the interface, "Yes, if unshielded!" Finishing his task, the young scientist looked to his superior asking, "Sire?"

Capel did not hesitate to give his endorsement with a simple, yet meaningful, nod.

"Thank you." Retho then called out to the automatic voice pick-up to the ship's brain, "Computer?"

The genderless voice came immediately. "Request?"

"Computer, seal the Pioneer Pod Four, then create a level five containment field around the Recon Shuttle Eland, and then activate a beryline burst sweep of the Pioneer Pod Four. Expose all areas of the ship except the interior of the Eland. Clearance security code: Lieutenant Retho Capelsire, Authorization, Alpha One Omega zero one point two." 

"Voice-print identification verified. Command received and acknowledge. Requested beryline shock pulse sweep will take approximately forty-five macronodes. Commencing in Tee-minus one macronode, mark."              

Instantly a humming rose from outside the protective shell of the shuttle's hull, a shimmering appeared in the space around the Eland. Moments later it settled down into a hazy, thin blue blur that cocooned the shuttle -- forming a hemisphere of light-reflecting sapphire glitter. 

A warning pinger sounded on the tense air and the computer's asexual voice sung up from unseen speakers, "Shipwide systems' auto-shutdown sequence now in progress. Defensive systems off-line. Beryline shock pulse in eight micronodes."

The crew attuned their hearing to the PA net at the computer's continued narration of the shock pulse countdown.

"Primary power feeds off-line. Hyperplasmic matrix stable. Plasma/anti-matter reactor at eighty percent of critical. Engine core pressure is at forty-six mega-sorans and rising. At fifty-three mega-sorans beryline shock pulse will engage. Forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine..."

Unseen to the crew, all ingress/egress hatches secured themselves. A throbbing hum rose within Engineering as the core sprang to life. Light hued bluish green formed an expanding balloon of color starting from the engine room and moved like a watery curtain from wall to wall. As it moved forward, from engineering and throughout the entire length, width, and depth of the Podship, the tiny invaders vaporized into puffs of smoke without a trace.

 

The long night's insect attack had had no obvious provocation, making the twilight of morning's relative calm more suspicious. The crew emerged from their haven inside the Eland, they stopped on the upper deck and stared stunned at the slum that surrounded them, from the piles of ash on the dusty deck to the gutted remains of the valley beyond the command-apse's bowport.

The grassy hillocks that lined the depression looked like sauerkraut, dark and scavenged, beds of orchids and other flowers charred and denuded, whole stalks frayed and consumed. The leaves on the trees as well were devastated, gobbled up, withered. Ferns were reduced to wiry shadows, bark like impetigo. 

"I don't believe this!" Nicraan winced stoically, turning his head away from what had been a rolling carpet of botanical life. 

The wave of insects had washed back from whence it had come. 

Robotic work parties were already on-deck clearing the remaining cinders. The domestic disk-shaped appliances would scurry about vacuuming the ship’s decks, thoroughfares, and ductwork until all were polished and sterilized.

Capel moved across the littered floor, avoiding the automated residential apparatuses on their aseptic courses. He stopped at the upper deck's airlock and unsealed the starboard hatch. The moment was unreal for him -- all of them. As a family, the others joined the commander at the airlock's outer hatch sill and could sense the violation all around them, an intangible aftertaste of penicillin or uric acid, perhaps sulfur, a wash of cannibalistic pheromones that had scoured the grasses and moved like the wind in previous nodes. All was eerily still now, save the jagged edges of the distant trees and schizophrenia in the air.

As the Aidennians watched, the primary star and its companion red supergiant exploded over the horizon and daylight brightened. Their eccentric elliptical orbits had changed phase, to orbits nearly circular. The red supergiant drew the yellow primary sun closer. As the planet's dominant star spun around the red supergiant, a stream of glowing plasma ripped from its surface. The dying sun whirled around the red supergiant, plasma surging from it as it spun. The two stars formed a double whirlpool of light.

As the binary rose higher in the sky, the strange harsh light blasted the second dawn out of the sky coming from the system's third star. A bizarre mottled hue was cast over the sky and the ground. Nicraan blinked, wishing for a clearer, softer, more ordinary light. He did not even want to know the strength of the X-ray flux.







  
 

CHAPTER NINETEEN:
Lunon Capelsire's memorial grave was beneath the shadow of a naked tree, the insects had left the trees along the eastern perimeter all chewed and rotted, so that limbs pointed up out of the sandy soil like crooked fingers, in shades of ebony and brown. The only beauty lay in the spot having a view of the crash site and the sky. Dara pushed through a tangle of creepers under the cover of approaching darkness and repositioned a rock that represented a makeshift headstone with endearment. 

Memories rushed the physician's thoughts. Suddenly she wasn't standing alone on the plateau it was a cycle earlier...

"We need to pray," Retho said that afternoon which, according to the old Aidennian calendar, would have been the rotate of Healing The Whole festival. A moment in the Aidennian culture when its citizenry remembered a time in its history when there was great imbalance on Aidennia when its inhabitants felt themselves torn between the priorities of healing themselves -- resolving their own inner spiritual or psychological problems -- and attempting to cure the social and economic ills that had beset their culture. Since all healing involved making whole again -- resolving the contradictions that exist between self and other, body and spirit, mind and nature -- it was befitting the holiday's title and the reason for the Aidennian survivors as they remembered their dead and moved on from the pain and loss.  

Everyone stood silent. Retho cleared his throat from the burning irritation of sorrow, and then said, "We call upon the spirit of evolution, the miraculous force that inspires rocks and dust to weave themselves in to biology. You have stood by us for millions and billions of cycles -- do not forsake us now..."

Pray? What did that mean to us? Dara thought. Systemites had long since wandered from the traditions of their early orthodox teachings. While Systemites meditated regularly and valued times of silence and contemplation, the notion of prayer awakened in Dara a new desire -- the desire for a communal liturgy directed toward healing Mortal-Spirit relations. Systemites wanted to link their personal spiritual life with that of the entire biosphere in which they dwelled. 

Perhaps everything prays, Dara contemplated -- not only terrans. 

That was when they had planted the small tree as a symbol of Lunon's young life...as if, as the tree grew, somehow Lunon was still alive. 

Now that symbolic tree was dead, as the planet was dying, as Lunon was gone ... Night approached, a dark border overwhelming the short daylight. The land below the promontory grew dark quickly as the planet's chaotic orbit threw the normal rhythms of day and night out of sync.

The sky that domed over the plateau reddened and deepened to purplish twilight; against the mountain-studded horizon, the flaming tri-suns slipped low, their streaming rays painting the grave's white marker stone tiger-lily orange. The words etched on its facing from a fine-tuned laser beam darkened hauntingly:

 

Do not stand at my grave and weep

I am not there. I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glint on snow.

I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

I am the gentle autumn rain.

When you wake in the morning hush

I am the swift, uplifting rush

Of quiet birds in circling flight.

I am the soft starlight at night.

Do not stand at my grave and weep.

I am not there.  I do not sleep.

 

Dara retrieved Lunon's rank insignia pin from her uniform pant pocket. It was one of the last mementos she still possessed of her dead offspring. Reverently, she set it at the head of the grave on top of the marker stone. As the alloy contacted the mineral, Dara had Lunon's death rushing back into her thoughts. 

She bitterly remembered she had felt almost unbearable guilt; it was she who had urged Nicraan to mate with Moela, causing the betrayal of Retho. Dara closed her eyes, tried to forget Lunon's stiff and skeletal remains, the husk left behind after the crivit had digested his body. Yet the yawning horror of it all could not be closed out. Somewhere, she could hear a female shrieking in horror. Then she remembered, that female had been her.

Suddenly Dara winced -- and not because she'd scratched herself on the headstone. I wish I could take you with us. And, for as long as this ugly hunk of rock stays intact, you'll have a marker. Some tribute to signify your physical existence -- to testify your significance to the bitter end, my son.

Even to this moment, Dara could not accept what she had witnessed; she could not believe the fact that Lunon was dead. Swallowing her agony whole, Dara sank down to a crouch, gritted her teeth, and crammed her eyes shut to lock inside what she was feeling. She boiled and seethed, fighting for control. The shafts of dusk shined on her hair and turned it copper. Her features looked harsh in that light, skeletal, as if having been lit from under her chin. 

Breathing like an animal, she began to quake with misery and rage; she slammed her knuckles on the verdant soil. Not even a damned body left to mourn over, she bitterly thought to herself, fighting against her internal grief. Nothing physical, not even remains, to bid farewell too!

Dara's own thoughts lay hard around her until she could feel the weight on her legs and her heart. She tapped her chest with the flat of her hand, as though to borrow a bit of her heartbeat to swear an oath that Lunon's memory would never fade.

Slowly she got up, looking stricken and put some space between herself and the mound. She touched her breast, her face. She still felt weak. Her head spun from more than fatigue. Gnarled black trees with twisting exposed roots loomed over her, and great broken slabs of stone projected from the ground.

Standing at attention, Dara stayed motionless several moments in the cooling air, reflecting on the loss of her cheerful, carefree child. Tears began to sting her moist eyes as she turned her attention skyward toward the brilliant suns-set above the darkening landscape. Although any observer might have thought her tears were from eyestrain, Dara knew otherwise. It was her heart that was under duress and not her eyes.

Oh, Great Oversoul of the Collective, Dara spoke to herself, I pray for myself in order that I may be healed. I pray for my cleansing and the renewal of my spirit...

The trill of her commpin captured and diverted her attention away from her mournful reverie. Using her right hand's index and middle fingers, she applied a gentle pressure on the insignia.

"D-Dara, here. Go," she responded, after clearing her throat of emotion.

"Eland en route to retrieve you," Capel's voice echoed solemnly off the brisk air.

Capel had left Dara to pay her last respects to their son while he went on to retrieve the last of the remaining outer perimeter gear. His voice held a trace of regret for not having the psychological strength to touch and deal with his emotions concerning the death of their youngest. Dara understood, she always seemed to understand.

"Understood." Dara tabbed off the pin, then lifted her gaze overhead at the sound of a droning antigrav engine.

The Pioneer Pod 4's shuttlecraft streaked through the brackish sky blinking its running lights as it moved to settle gracefully, softly in the clearing, with only a minor stirring of dust as its three-point landing gear made earthen contact. As the whine of the compact shuttle engine signaled stand-by mode, in the background, there came a sound that could have been from some great cannon. The gentle quake that followed the shock wave left the ridge undisturbed, but the entire region suddenly erupted with startled life in response. In flocking waves, flying wildlife took flight and darted with all urgency through the sky. On the valley floor, ruminating herds stampeded with a maddened fury. A series of roars, squawks, hoots, whistles, caws, honks, and screeches filled the air as the multitudes of congregating animals either quickly flew overhead or ran away from the suddenly unstable caldera.

Dara hesitated, thinking one more time of her son. 

"Good-bye, my love, may you be at peace within the Collective," she whispered, and then suddenly the only thing she wanted was to return to the ship, and get off this damned planet.







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY:
The planet had become a world of silvery, roiling sky. Land masses on the planet’s night side had been dominated by countless fires as continental plates collided under the duress of unimaginable tidal forces, buckling in a massive molten hemorrhage. The entire three-quarters of planetscape occupied by land were outlined by a blaze of cracked mantle flame resembling a burning patchwork quilt. The one-quarter ribbon of water boiled and percolated under the influence of erupting undersea volcano chains going apocalyptic. Columns of smoke rose like soiled pillars in the spreading daylight as the terminator passed into the harsh glare of the ternary solar group’s primary, a yellow-white F-type star.

This world only had isolated pockets of gigantic inland seas; but now there were oceans on the horizon, roiling and heaving under the shining clouds that were slowly edging themselves over the ragged mountainscape that encompassed the valley floor. With terrifying rapidity, clouds gathered over the surface of the planet; rain scattered, pelted, and scoured the land. 

If the Aidennians could have peered down on the planet at the thunderstorms, they would have sent a shiver of fear through each. Over the northern hemisphere’s western inland sea, the gathering clouds were some thirty mets high, the top twenty mets. And, then they were have seen another one, farther south. 

Clashing together into the supercontinent’s gulf coast, the thunderstorms rolled, one piling on another, colliding like an avalanche in the sky. Gourd-like trees were tossed on their stilted roots, the shore awash with runoff. Thunder boomed and lighting stalked the desert landmarks, striking the plateaus. Wind poured in, wet and dank, the kind of wind that flails and leaps around at the base of a big storm, the wind that worries between the gusts that crush.  

From the Pioneer Pod 4 crew's point-of-view, there seemed only to be sky. Even the mammoth flatlands that covered hundreds of mets of acreage seem dwarfed by the sudden attention the sky now demanded. There was a peculiar atmospheric aura now to the sky, a kind of shimmer in the stratosphere that rippled and flowed with strange effects before the forefront of the first thunderheads’ crowning the distant bluffs. The red supergiant's influence on the expanse of the planet's seas increased enough to cause submarine volcanoes to erupt, distorting the purple-tint of the seawater into a fierce red and yellow, an enormous orange wave burst upward and exploded into steam; tremendous volumes of tangerine-hued water vaporizing. The effluvium darkened as it continued to rise into the atmosphere and collect with the already present adumbrated cloud cover. Coupled together the two brume formations rapidly thickened and spread, obscuring the surface of the world. 

Enormous cactus-like trees stretched bulbous fingers to the smoky sky. On the sandy, rocky surface, gray, leathery succulents spread their thick leaves like wounded wings, soaking up what little sun shone. The ground quivered gently, like a caress – an illusion as desert gravel crunched as it slid into ancient rounded, weatherworn stones. 

The rumble of the temblor surrounded the crash site caldera. On the horizon, it began to rain as the quake faded into a temporary calm.

Capel Perezsire finished his glass of reconstituted fruit juice and studied the image out the bay viewport before him. Working the tactical panel on the command spread below the panoramic bowport, he pulled up enhanced images of the planet’s surface, displaying them as inserts in holosets corners, superimposing them over the view of the planet as seen from the podship’s atmospheric-orbital refractory scans. 

The commander’s efforts yielded a dispiriting montage of burning landscapes, panicked, fleeing herbivore herds that resembled hives of insects, massive winged migratory jams, funnel clouds, floods, and other extreme weather phenomena. Yet the strangest sights were the intermittent, multicolored flashes – the angry reds and bilious greens of energy discharges – released by the relentless unraveling of ever-larger volumes of planetary crust. He touched a contact point on the command panel and leaned over to look closely at another flickering holoset. The countdown to launch glowed hauntingly before him... nearly thirty nodes had passed since Operation Evacuation had started. Would there be enough time? Capel asked himself. 

The planetary sensors had been reacting to the world since the moment the countdown had been initiated, but the commander barely heard it. Now the indicator forced itself on his attention. The planet’s core readings were extremely unstable, and changing rapidly --. He rubbed his brow and scrunched his eyes shut. He could feel a truly brutal headache coming on. Opening his eyes, he turned to look over his shoulder at approaching footsteps. 

“I’ve been tracking a severe and unnatural age curve for the planet,” he said without any salutation. “The harmonic motion of the core is increasing in amplitude at a rate that is making me very nervous.”

Data pad in hand, Nicraan Matasire moved toward Capel from the quarterdeck computer wall. The pilot scrolled down at the hand-held tablet before him, "I've run a full diagnostic on all the ship's systems, Commander," Nicraan reported, handing the data pad to the alerted Capel. "Even though we’ve attuned the navigation system, still looks like we're going to have to hand inspect some of the navigational equipment as well as the gravitational hardware. Other than that, most of the main systems are on line."

"Where do you suggest we begin at this stage of the countdown?" Capel sounded frustrated.

Giving his commander a sympathetic grin, Nicraan said, "I've already alerted each of the crew on what system to investigate within their area of expertise. For you and I, all that remains is the astrogator and its support hardware and the unitectic gravity field projector."

"The field projector? On the undercarriage?" Capel sighed.   

Nicraan understood the commander's reaction.  A by-product of the antigravity drive technology permitted a normal gravitational field to be maintained within the spaceship during interstellar flight. This was all made possible via an eighty kilowatt inverse gravity field projector located directly below the antigravity drive situated on the Pioneer's underside. At present, the Pod was primarily buried in a landfill and this circular concave track projector on the lower region of the spacecraft was almost inaccessible except for two approaches: one was aft from down the sloped grade to the 'Rover's garage and the other was through the access utility panels’ mid-deck on the lower level. "Computer reports that the energy radiating fins need adjusting," he said. “But, not to fret, the field projector’s iris is closed so we can use the utility panels’ access mid-deck, lower level.”

"Lead on," Capel gestured toward the lift’s glide tube with the data pad.  His features had softened in respect to appreciating Nicraan's point-of-view on the situation. 

The two were in the midst of their repairs when a loud hum caught their attention. Looking up from a nest of cables and hardware components, they spied on a communication holoset the magnetic field induced phosphorescent glow surrounding the ship's shuttle as it approached Base Camp.

"They're back from the outer perimeter," Capel said.

Nicraan nodded, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his right hand.  "Hope Retho and Moela were able to retrieve all that equipment that comprised the sensory array."

The recon shuttle skimmed over the flatlands on the thermals rising from chasms between the tall basalt columns that lined Base Camp. Retho piloted the shuttle himself, holding the controls in his articulated hands as he watched the skies with his set eyes.  Beside him, strapped into her co-pilot seat, rode Moela.  The gloomy light penetrating through the overcast spread long shadows across the desert.

Moela leaned forward to the communications panel.

"Eland to Pioneer," Moela's singsong voice played across the air. 

Capel tabbed his uniform's commpin. "Go ahead, Moela."

"Mission accomplished. We're preparing to dock."

"Excellent," Capel called back. "Have the bay's robotics unload and stow the sensory array. Retho, you supervise."

"Understood. Tee-Minus ten micronodes to shuttle bay," the baritone voice of the scientist came back.  For Nicraan, it was a smooth resonance that played across the membranes of his ears.  

Retho cocked his head to peer through the curved viewplate. With learned precision, he then brought the recon shuttle in a parallel parking course, aligning it with the gap alongside the Pioneer's upper deck's port hull that denoted the hangar bay.              

Nicraan and Capel stole a few more moments and watched out the upper deck’s bowport as the ovoid-shaped shuttle banked to the Pod's port; its antigravity engines' characteristic hum filled the flight deck as the small ship docked primly within the ship's upper deck-positioned hangar. The clang of moorings and intership robotics disembarking cargo, further reassured the two senior officers that the science team's mission had been successful. Plus, the stream of paragraphs that captioned a manifest on Nicraan's data pad helped ease some anxiety.

"Back to work," Capel said, eyeing the hand-held pad.

The commander was referring to the exposed maintenance access crawlspaces of the podship’s Mid-Deck. Ingress to this service deck came in two avenues; one was through the ceiling planks of the lower utility deck, the other through the floor panels of the flight deck. Here between the Upper and Lower decks lay the Pioneer 4’s environmental control systems as well as conduits for defensive weapons including all deflector-defensive shield grids and sensor-scanner arrays, navigational guidance system relays, RCS thruster quads for the podship’s nine conventional yaw-pitch-retro and braking control field generators, computer and communications components, artificial gravity trajectors, water and food recycling units, fuel refinement processors that extracted and refined spatial hydrogen ion from the podship’s nacelles before delivery to Engineering. 

Under the astrogator, a spatial theodolite computed the angular direction of an incoming signal thus pinpointing the location of its source. Within the port deck’s framing, maintenance AI operating systems for the lower deck’s garage and for the shuttle bay, stowed robotics awaited instructions before emerging from their compartments and rendering service when needed -- as the Eland hovered in for a landing, circuits were activated and appendages quivered.

As Commander Capel and Major Nicraan finished with the upper level’s maintenance, they moved on to their next objective: the lower deck. With data pads in hand, the two knelt to pull back the service crawlspaces’ plates of the Sub-Deck, thus gaining access to the Pioneer 4’s drive systems including its antigravity drive. It didn’t take long for the males to find entry to the ship’s deutronium annihilation drivers where photons of energy were created through deutronium annihilation in Pioneer 4’s hafnium carbide reactor chamber located in the center of the lower region of the craft. The generated energy photons would radiate through the antigravity drive’s concave projector’s fins.

While Perezsire and Nicraan worked, the lights flickered weakly, then came on and stayed on brightly. Satisfied, Matasire finished reconnecting waveguides.

Moela stepped through the shuttle bay airlock, onto the flight deck, climbed down the rung ladder and on to the lower utility deck.  The scene was pure chaos: dismantled instrumentation deck panels were strewn everywhere in an uncharacteristic manner while Nicraan and Capel examined each component for flaws and then hurriedly pieced them all back together. She sighed as she cautiously navigated over exposed cables.  The sight was more than a little depressing. The countdown continued to tick away, and the ship's appearance gave little doubt that it would make a launch. Well, she told herself, at least her science station was fully operational.

She gingerly passed by Capel, who was reclining prone on the deck beside Nicraan, his weight resting on one elbow, scowling down at a panel of bared circuitry beside BeeTee’s circular regeneration platform.  Since the outside camp had been packed up, Moela's next duty lay with checking on the overall ‘health’ of the podship.  The gray and white padded threshold of Engineering framed a hatch; it slid obediently aside at her quick approach.

"Should I reset the breaker now?" Capel asked.

"Not yet," replied Nicraan, a bit absent-mindedly. "I just have one more graviton inverter transcapacitor to stick in." He was lying on his abdomen, propped up on one elbow, leaning over the opened underdeck access panel. He stared down into the morass of wires and cables and circuit boards for a moment or two, then reached in and pulled another of the fist-sized power-shunt transcapacitors.  It took a good solid yank to pull the device out of its socket. He held it up and scanned his techcoder over it for a moment, then read the results. "Ancients, did this get melted inside." He set it to one side. "Commander, please hand me a spare."

Capel handed him the last of the transcapacitors BeeTee had gotten by cannibalizing one of the Pylon Crater's faster-than-light drive derelicts. Nicraan plugged it into the socket, and then reconnected the power shunt board to the main EmDrive sublight engine circuit. "All right, Commander," he said to Capel. "Activate the re-set."

Perezsire stood with his data pad in hand and activated its circuit breaker interface link-up with the ship’s Main Computer. He held his breath and brushed a thumb across the ON contact point. There was the slightest of pauses, and then a green status light came on. Capel breathed a sigh of relief and then turned to his colleague. "It worked, Nicraan. We have antigrav and EmDrive engines back on-line."

Getting to his feet, Nicraan began setting a floor panel back in place over a breaker box. Fastidious to the last, the pilot dusted off the fabric of his duty uniform as he smoothed out its wrinkled fabric. It was a small thing, but it got Capel’s attention.

Perezsire moved into the lower level’s auxiliary control cabin to complete his work at a command console’s control panel. “Everything checks out here,” he said to Matasire as he joined him. “I am getting positive feedback from the power supply subsystem.” 

Looking over the panel’s SitRep screens, he went on with an elation in his voice, “Two power inputs confirmed from telemetry and communications and data encoder subsystems, also twenty-two inputs from sensor arrays.” Another screen proffered an additional report, he continued, “Confirm thirty digital inputs from the podship’s computer command subsystem, fourteen inputs from navigational guidance subsystem, four power inputs registering from cabin pressure subsystems. Two inputs from engine command sequencers as well as attitude control subsystem.” 

An attention signal grabbed the commander’s focus and Perezsire said aloud as new data floated from a holoset, “Four power inputs for temperature control subsystem and two power inputs for pyrotechnic stabilizers register.” Satisfied, he smiled and cocked his head toward his second-in-command, “If I may say so, I believe that should do it for launch systems.”

Over the ship’s PA system came the electronic beep of the onboard computer. 

“Control regeneration program complete. All systems’ diagnostics report no faults,” the computer announced uncaringly. “Minus two nodes to lift-off.”

They had two nodes in which to regain total launch readiness -- before the planet would become too hostile to exist on and the stars in which it orbited detonated and made their escape out of range for Pod 4’s drive capability.







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:
As ordered, the crew had assembled outside the podship. Curious expressions were held by all as Perezsire joined them.

 “No one goes any closer to the ship than where they are now…” he instructed, “until you get a clearance from the flight deck. Is that understood?”

 Everyone nodded in unison.

 “First we’ll test the ascent and retro-field projectors, then the main antigravity drive.”

 “Full power?” asked Retho.

 “I’m afraid not,” Capel smiled. “Just enough to lift the ship into launch position on its landing gear.”

 He got smiles all around. Turning, he made his way up the airlock ramp and into the main part of the flight deck in a few determined strides. In the command apse he found Nicraan already prepping for the lift off test. 

 “All systems go?” Capel asked.

 Matasire turned away from the flight board with his traditional lopsided grin, saying, “Your wishful thinking is showing. The power systems are Go.”

 Perezsire nodded and followed the pilot into taking their respective contoured acceleration chairs. His muscles ached for release from the agony they suffered, keeping him upright. With all his mind and body he longed to rest, to drift once again in weightless Space, away from the hellish world they had been marooned on. 

Without pause, Nicraan made deft touches to his control board. “Power on,” he reported. 

 “Phase cycle four thousand and steady,” Perezsire chimed in, reading holographic gauges. He continued to test the controls. They were back to normal. All, at last, was as it should be.

 “Check,” Matasire smiled. “We’ll hold it there.”

 An almost forgotten whirring could be heard in the background sound envelop building. Both pilots were smiling. 

 “How does it sound to you?” asked Capel.

 “Music!” Nicraan almost laughed with joy. An indicator on the piloting board illuminated and he announced, “Flickfire on starboard coming up.”

 “Hold your breath.”

 “We’ll try a two-micronode thrust on ascent now.”

 Controls were touched and activated. The whirring grew in intensity as the podship pilot began activating the antigravity engines. A cool white light began to form around the Pioneer 4 that brightened the bowport.

 “Advancing phase cycle to one million,” Nicraan reported, looking over his shoulder at his commander. “Ready?” 

 “And waiting,” Capel’s smile broadened.

 The gauge holograms showed the increase in power surging through the Pioneer 4’s propulsion system. With each advancement on the indicator, the whir magnified; the outside light became phosphorescent. 

 “Systems are working!” Nicraan exclaimed. 

 “Seal the ship and take it into position.”

 Matasire nodded and ran his right hand’s digits over the appropriate controls. Instantly, the upper deck airlock sealed, the landing ramp retracted, and the hull vents released any internal residual atmosphere. He punched more weight-sensitive controls and the section holosets around and above their heads glowed to life. Collectively, they showed the massive antigravity bulb filling nearly the entire view of the 3-D screens. 

 Outside the podship, the watching crew moved instinctively backward, away from the Pioneer 4’s antigravity engines’ periphery that might at any moment erupt into life. The magnetic field had the potential to burn them to ash. As anticipated, they watched the podship’s mighty antigravity field belch forth its concentric ring of power. 

 “It’s working!” gasped Moela.

 Rising to task and resembling the proverbial phoenix emerging from fire, the podship ascended like a free-standing elevator from its earthen prison. Dust and debris swirled in an air displacement ellipse around the climbing Pioneer 4. The watching crew raised their arms to protect their eyes as they stepped further backward to avoid the churn; yet, every face held a gleeful expression. 

 “Extending all landing struts!” Perezsire called out, touching his flight board.

 A new sound filtered in with the ever-present hum of the antigravity engines. Having been in various stages of descent at the time of the emergency slideout, the three-point landing struts seemed to stretch out for solidity in one accord. There was a definite ‘clunk’ as their latching mechanisms engaged.

 “Struts locked in place.”

 Matasire nodded and then reach both hands to commence the next phase of the test. He narrated as he moved his hands over the control membrane. 

 “Activating retro fields, decreasing ascent thrust,” he said. “Phase cycle nine thousand… eight … seven … six …”

 The podship seemed to freeze in time and space, its landing gear fully extended. The decline of the sound envelope’s drone matched the pilot’s countdown, with each diminishing phase the acoustics adjusted. A background bone-vibrating cacophony went to a purring to a resonating hum to a hiss… and, then, to a barely perceptible murmur. 

 Following suit, the podship descended back earthward. Ever so slowly at first, the radiance from the antigravity drive’s magnetic force fields obscured a clear view. The watching crew stood stoic as the podship grew larger.

 “It’s coming down!” Dara spoke slowly in exaltation. 

 Retho and Moela gathered around her, their faces shining with fresh hope. Unexpectedly, it seemed as though they had won another round in the struggle of survival between them and the dying world they had crashed on. 

 “…five … four … three… two … one thousand,” Matasire called out. “Steady phasing into powering off.”

 Almost as if an echo, the podship drifted down like a feather, settled neatly on its struts’ jacks just as the audible revolving swirl faded, the drive’s glare dimmed as its motors cut off. Pioneer 4’s landing had dropped into the oval of scorched sand and earth, blasted clear of all debris by the flare of its unitectic antigravity projector.  Clouds of dust and stones that were sent up into the air dissipated.

 Dara raised her field communicator to her lips and spoke into it. “What’s happening in there?”

 Matasire looked sharply at his co-pilot.  “We did it!” he exclaimed. 

 Perezsire glanced at the pilot, his face set in a new expression of determination. “Minus one node, forty-five till launch,” he simply said. “All crew return to stations.”

 The bowport showed an elevated view of the horizon and landscape. On the control board a strut airlock indicator winked on with a monitor revealing an anxious crew filing through. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO :

 

The cabin was small, with a single free-formed table dominating the center.  Holographic portraits of various alien landscapes decorated the walls, along with a framed copy of The System charter, and there was a musical rain sculpture shifting and chiming softly in one corner. Subtle perfumed scents subliminally caressed the airways with hints of cinnamon, apple, peach, and spicy herbs.  

The seats were also free-formed, lush and comfortable, but they could do little to ease the tenseness of the two Aidennians who now sat in them.  At one time, this cubicle had belonged to the youngest member of the expedition -- Lunon.  Months since gone, taken prematurely by death on this planet, the personal articles that were not buried in memorial to the youth surrounded Retho and Nicraan.  Another bitter reminder of what reality had given to them for tests to pass or fail. Moreover, the recent destruction of the ship's astromech syntheform had cast a dire cosh over the entire launch proceedings. 

The stateroom had the demeanor of a meditation suite; it proved useful as a diversion from the harshness this planet served up when the small, compact gymnasium came up short for recreation.  The two had snuck away from duties for a few moments of privacy.  The need to rest and be with each other somehow took priority over the impending doom looming visibly on the horizon.

Nicraan took his hand and placed Retho's within it, squeezing gently to get a response from the tired partner.  "Things will be just fine," he smiled. 

 Retho nodded, and grinned weakly in response.  "So much has happened, so much has changed. Lunon should be here, and now with BeeTee gone..." he sighed, both from mental and physical exhaustion.  His eyes were half-opened, and his head bobbled forward. 

"You're not falling asleep on me, are you?" 

Retho opened his eyes fully and contained a chuckle that tried to push from his   throat.  "I could never fall asleep on you," he cooed. 

Nicraan smiled and turned to the young scientist just in time to see his head slowly roll to the right until it came to rest against his shoulder.  Throaty purring sounds accompanied the nestling nudges of Retho's head, and then there was only the steady, deep rhythmic breathing of sleep. 

Careful not to disturb Retho, Nicraan lifted his arm and wrapped it about Retho's shoulder, protectively drawing him to his side.  The warmth of his body suffused the layers of fabric separating them.  He closed his eyes, a smile playing on his lips.  This had become a feeling that he had easily grown accustomed to. 

When he was sure that Retho was deeply asleep, Nicraan slowly removed himself from their embrace and made a reluctant exit. 

Outside, on the lower utility deck, Nicraan caught sight of the computer-checked schedule of repairs report on the annex command console.  They were behind, and the telltale bulletin pointed a finger at Moela. 

He found her in Main Engineering. 

"What's holding up repairs?" he asked her. 

 She glared at her chronometer, did some quick figuring. "They ought to be pretty well finished by now.  Shouldn't have to do more than fine-check." 

"Computer disagrees," Nicraan said, his tone soft as he empathized with the science officer.  She had been on duty for nearly forty-eight nodes. The pilot could see the slump in her posture, the weight of her pregnancy slowing her down. Dark circles had begun to crescent under her tired eyes.

 "There are still some things left to do, I know.  But, after I'm finished in here, we'll back on schedule." 

"What's been done and what's left to do?" 

 She ran a fast request through her portable reference board.  "Well, it's been a small miracle, considering what I found under the access panels. When I built back up the damaged systems, I properly tagged and bundled all cables, shock-mounted all mechanicals, all the electricals are grounded and pulse-shielded. The tractor beam generator has been upgraded to a Mark Nine, and the hyperplasmic motivator to a Series Eight thanks to BeeTee's little scavenger run during the Pylon Crater survey.

"All sensor lenses have been replaced, have a duplicated Cassif-class battery regulator ... We're still blind on starboard leeward and aft section B and C. Scanners are blown and need to be completely replaced there," Moela frowned, her gaze quickly settling on the pilot's point of concern.

"I don't give a damn about seeing the aft sections B and C, or starboard leeward.  I know what those areas look like. Anything else?" 

"Reserve power systems.  Remember the trouble with the secondaries?" Moela reminded, her free hand clenched around the railing of the section's small command platform, tense with strain.

"But the main drivers are fixed?"  Nicraan asked. She nodded.  "Then that stuff about the reserves will have to wait.  We can take off without them, and do those kind of repairs once spaceborne." 

"Is that a good idea?  About taking off without having the secondaries fixed, I mean." 

"Perhaps not.  But I want out of here, and I want out now. We've very little time left, it’s time we got off the ground." 

The computer's professionally neutral toned voice came on the intership to remind them that Nicraan was correct about Time.  "Tee-minus One Node to Launch and counting. Tee-minus point Ninety-Seven Nodes to Storm Contact and counting. Tee-minus One Node point Forty-Four to Class-M Star collapse and counting. Range critical." 

"We'll just make it," Nicraan said dryly, and then headed topside. 

 

        *

 

A hemisphere away from Pioneer 4, twilight was waxing into existence over a verdant valleyscape. From the dying world’s core, a superplume of magma filled every crevasse and catacomb as it surged towards the planetary crust. Two hundred cubic retems of searing liquid rock warped and evanesced the very earth from below; the spark to send the entire planet into a death spiral. 

The superplume pressure came to a head, building beneath the lush evergreen forest filled with refreshing streams and exotic life. The elongated depression between uplands began to unzip as the basin’s land was roused to melt. Unseen by the hurrying Aidennians, a series of successive massive earthen eruptions punched skyward spewing lava in the form of gargantuan fountains over thousands of square mets across the buckling landscape in a zigzagged fiery line; causing destruction and devastation. 

The wail of fearful animals filled the air. The wind was instantly foul, noxious and lethal; reeking of rotten eggs. Indigenous mammal-like reptilian wildlife was systematically eradicated either incinerated in a flash like paper in a flame or, by a poisonous brew of sulfuric acid and carbon dioxide, in suffocating smog that swept outward from the hemorrhaging ground. Extinction ruled the land.

The planet rang like a hammered bell…then it began to split apart.

Seen from Space, the planet’s continents were arranged from the southern pole up to a series of splintered tropical peninsulas in an endless inland sea around the equator and toward the archipelagoes of the northern pole. Plants covered the land for the first time since the demise of the world’s intellectual beings that had first detected the onset of the solar group’s red giant’s march toward supernova. In the vast inland sea, marine life flourished. A cornucopia of movement, color, and shape swirled around endless coral reefs. 

Without provocation, the inland sea’s floor rumbled. Roaring jets of superheated gas raged from below as fissures cracked the abyssal bedrock. Plumes of boiling water raced upward at high velocity. For millions of sea animals, death was inescapable. Both mighty predator and timid prey were helpless... both scalded in a vertical rush of heated bubbles. Underwater rockslides destroyed reefs in a matter of heartbeats. Then the magma spewed from the bedrock fissures. What followed was cataclysmic; a thriving animal kingdom was reduced to rubble. The only clue from above was the fallen armies of fish rotting in a percolating watery surface. More fatalities caught in the crossfire of a world soon to end. 

Armageddon had arrived…the crack encircling the world was nearly complete. The bore-well installation near the crash site bubbled with activity. 

A series of foreboding earthquakes occurred throughout the Pioneer 4’s prep for launch, affecting the entire region of its crash site. Off in the distance, along the volcanic ridge western horizon, smoke was pouring skyward with great intensity and purpose. The desert’s ground quaked once again gently at first while some distance away from the podship, ice on glacier-covered mountains shuddered, squealed, and ruptured. The mudflats began burping. 

With the erratic orbit of the planet taking it further and further out of homeostatic rotation, the circadian rhythms of dawn and dusk gave little reference to real-time. A single blast in the early nodes of a then “morning” from the smoldering horizontal line accompanied a small earth temblor that rattled the bowport and the podship’s bulkheads. 

The event didn’t faze the focused crew. Not until the explosion deep inside one of the ranges prominent volcanoes disgorged a dark column of ash in the strengthening light of the sunrise did the Aidennians take check of the situation. The column climbed upward above the ridgeline to a height of almost two kiloretems. It created a billowing cloud that began to fall as fine ash on the east side of the volcanic mountain range. The ash did not come from fresh hot magma rock but was caused by the hot magma rising deep inside the volcano and turning the water-filled rock inside the volcano to superheated steam. The effect created a cloud of condensed steam mixed with ash, which would linger until the main eruption that would occur some nodes later.








  
 




“Divided We Fall”







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE:
The disruption of the planet's atmosphere caused by the supergiant was affected from poles to equator. The planet lay enshrouded in clouds; great thunderstorms whacked the world. Where the land was not flooded, lightning seared the surface -- setting fires that added soot and ash and gases to the roiling clouds. The globe's temperature began to fluctuate because of the carbon dioxide accumulating in the atmosphere, causing the world to rapidly warm.

The Pylon Crater's volcanic rim's north face was swelling; it had already bulged laterally by some three hundred retems and was still distending at a rate of five retems a rotate. It was obvious the volcanoes that made-up the mountainous rim would not remain on "hold" much longer. Still, the third-of-a-met-wide rim looked drowsy enough in the bright sunslight. Its appearance did not change much even as successive earthquakes approaching 5.0 on the ancient Richter scale rocked the region. Hundreds of retems below, wispy steam breathed gently from the crater's throat. 

 

The planet was starting to break up.

Unseen by the podship’s sensor/scanner pallet or the Aidennians, the planet’s north and south polar caps towering peaks, some five hundred retems above and capped by disintegrating glaciers, constantly whispered and rattled with cascading ice and rock. A high wind blew steadily across the remote stretch of arctic ice that had the appearance it had existed just as it was for centuries.

Spread out in all directions was a pale vista of ice, snow, slopes of raw rock, scudding dark clouds, and a lowering sky that loomed over a landscape that was anything but benign? There was little variety in any direction. Ice and snow gave way to ice and rock, which occasionally was supplanted by ice and gravel. The monotony in the terrain was vast and numbing. 

Something was traveling beneath the ice and snow. It was unseen, silent, and quite large. Without preamble, the ice began to crack like an eggshell, then it ruptured and finally erupted as billows of white and black smoke began to pour east in the high wind. At the bottom of each column of smoke there was suddenly a line of flame, burning brilliant white rather than yellow or orange – it looked molten.

Everything the magma fire touched it burned furiously, like torches of pitch. Craters on the inner and outer banks of the ice sea looked like beach firepits, spurting white flame into the air. Clearly there were strong winds funneling through the polar chasms, fanning the volcanic flames. 

The land become warmer from the under-ice volcanoes; the ice at the bottom of the poles had begun to melt a bit. The water mixed with sediments from the volcanoes and formed a till – having the consistency like that of sludge-paste. Where the ice was riding over the till, it moved faster than usual, so ice sheets were now ice streams, like fast glaciers with their banks made of slower ice; becoming a river running off about half a dozen other ice streams into the polar shelves. 

Interglacial temperatures sent a thermal pulse down through the polar ice sheets and had raised sea levels. Now seawater was running between the ice sheets and the polar bedrock, right into active volcanic eruptions. The ice sheets were breaking up, lifting, sliding out into the planet’s little sea, and being carried away by currents.

The climatological triggers were instantaneous as glaciers went to interglacial in nodes. The polar caps were suddenly brilliantly colored and articulated: the cobalt blue of the sea, the daisy chain of cyclonic cloud systems spinning away to the north or south respectively, the textured sheen of the suns on the choppy water, the great gleaming masses of ice, and the flotillas of icebergs, so white in the blue. Seething funnels of orange-tongued laced eruption columns now strangely mottled the comma-shaped polar continents, causing gaping blue-black cracks in the white. The polar seas were even more fractured, by long sea-blue fjords, and a radial pattern of turquoise-blue cracks. Offshore, floating tabular icebergs that had been pieces of the polar continents sailed away. The biggest ones resembled a chain of small islands, or even bigger.

Within the few weeks since the planet’s slippage countdown, the sea levels had raised about six retems. The catastrophic breakup of the polar caps would continue to raise water levels additionally two to three retems, in a matter of nodes. When all was said and done, the failing world’s sea levels would rise sixty retems. Just in time to see the planet’s last sunset.

 

A bolt of lightning flashed across the desertscape and the viewports shivered and rattled in the rumble of thunder. For Retho Capelsire it was a harbinger of what was yet to come. 

By definition, the scientist knew what caldera meant: A large, roughly circular crater left after a volcanic explosion or the collapse of a volcanic cone. Calderas were typically much wider in diameter than the openings of the vents from which they were formed. It also was the cap to a magma chamber that surged below the caldera crust feeding lava into the vents that surrounded it. 

All was relevant information, the podship was partially buried in a caldera whose magma was channeled into three volcanic ranges, one east by the inland sea, two west – the crescent range that surrounded the desert plateau and its sister concentric range around the coined Pylon Crater. Recent temblors could only mean magma was on the move and once-dormant summits were resurrecting while active peaks became more kinetic.

It was not the earthquakes themselves that drew the crew of the podship from their personal reveres out onto the flight deck. It was the realization that whatever was causing the ground to shake was more than just a normal seismic tremor. The environs rolled, heaved in the manner of a natural disturbance then mounted to a certain level and held there, steady and unvarying. Ignoring toppling plateaus, trembling gourd-trees, and the cracks that widened the caldera floor, the Aidennians hurried to their stations. 

Across the desert landscape rocks were tumbling and bouncing down hillsides of brown and ochre. Cliffs cracked away as pinnacles and spires began to crumble like columns of dehydrated powder. As the planet went to blazes, the crew of the Pioneer settled into their roles. The storm and its dangers were forgotten. Everything was forgotten, except liftoff procedure. They were a unit now. Personal animosities and opinions were submerged in the long awaited desire to get the Pioneer Pod 4 off the ground and back into clean, open Space. 

Nicraan Matasire was already positioned at the flight board in the command apse. Running through a rehearsed sequence, the major activated the Pioneer 4’s drive systems. “Diverting all podship controls to main computer,” he called out as he finished a control series, moving on to another. “Navigational holographic online,” he said. Then went on, touching a third set of controls, reporting, “Course confirmed for a slingshot exit of the solar group.”

As if in response to his declarations, the pop-up computers on the command console’s bowport sills arose like cobra hoods from their respective console’s housing. The primary function of these computers was to analyze all navigational data and control the propulsion systems according to the preprogrammed mission plan. In addition to flight details, the central dash computer’s subsystems monitored all medical, environmental, control, and food storage. Collectively, the three computers also interfaced with the podship’s scanners and spectrometer. 

"Status reports, please," Capel Perezsire said, settling into the angled ergonomic contours (formed by a seat, leg rest, a headrest, a backrest and armrests) of the co-pilot chair. His jaw muscles were bunching and relaxing in a rhythm as the seat slid into position under the flight console spread.

Across the flight deck, computer walls came alive. Each computer featured over one hundred gigabytes of core memory which were fully protected via hard disk blades housed in the lower deck’s auxiliary control subdeck-positioned main computer tower. At the heart of each computer was a microprocessor capable of handling over one billion commands per micronode. All at once, with each computer activated, up to two thousand separate data channels multiplexed. Even though sapient interface was all but unnecessary due to the computers’ advanced design, for convenience and for situation and update purposes, data displays, and graphics could be viewed on holographic screens located strategically around the ship, especially on the flight deck. 

Moela called out from the quarterdeck’s science station, her voice not quite steady. "The supergiant sun's influence is increasing. Visible light output from this planet's primary star has increased ten percent in the last five macronodes. The heating is starting to move some serious air. No sign of cloud dissipation.  Estimate total cloud cover within point seven macronodes. And, Sir, the planet's core readings are extremely unstable, and they're changing rapidly --”

The science officer stopped talking as a strange sound dominated the airwaves. The noise drew every eye to look out the bowport.

“Look,” Retho said with wonder.

Out the curved sectional transparency the world spread out around the vantage point. It was a beautiful world that was strange and growing stranger. It was destroying itself. Far away, a glacier lapped at the foot of a westerly mountain, surging up in slow-motion waves. As the Aidennians watched, the ice crept forward, piling and folding and crushing itself against immovable stone, squealing and cracking and shrieking. The ice had completely engulfed the western half of the desert, inundating it like a silver flood.

Eventually the begetter of the icy avalanche reached the crash site caldera. The ground began to quiver and the Aidennians froze where they were, grabbing onto anything that hinted of being stationary. 

The quake intensified, till the leather plants on the desertscape all swayed and thumped together with a low and hollow sound, like bamboo. As the earth temblor reached its peak, a long and high-pitched hissing shriek, like nothing ever heard before, reverberated across the rocking surface. Broken slabs of stone suddenly projected up from the desert’s crust as a fault sundered the plain, splitting it into crumbling sections, then jammed them against one another. 

A brilliant aurora splashed like an ocean wave as one edge subsided beneath another; an omen that the planet was dying.  

Not waiting for the quake to fade, Capel said suddenly, "Notify all stations. Switch power immediately to launch status. Moela, assume engineering position and bring antigrav thrusters online. Conn, place concussion dampeners on flight configuration and place EmDrive on standby."

Obediently, Moela closed her science station and made the swift move to the sunken operations area of the flight deck and over to the engineering console just on the perimeter of the command apse.

“Life support systems are online,” Dara reported from her quarterdeck console, touching activation controls. “All environmental systems ready for ascent sequence initiation and transition into Space.”

"All stations confirm," Nicraan called back, checking a holoset on his command panel. "Verified, all EVA/ingress/egress hatches secured."

Both males studied the environs out the command-apse’s viewport. During their momentary observation, the clouds increased in amplitude and the rain on the horizon rushed toward them with all its intensity. Dust devils were spinning up everywhere, miniature tornadoes, and funnel clouds spewing dust and debris up into the air. Huge drops of rain hit with perceptible force and streaked down the polytherma panes as if to score their shining surfaces.

"There is a significant temperature rise ---" Moela began but was cut off by her superior.

"There's nothing we can do about it, continue with launch check," Capel said. He held the palm of his hand flat over the interior wall next to his station, and then, very gingerly, touched it with just the tip of his index finger. The skin of the ship was getting warmer as the heat percolated through the many thermal protection insulation layers. Already the sweat was streaming out of their bodies, dripping down their brows, getting into eyes, making it that much harder to see.

 "Hyperplasmic piles charged. Plasma start-up sequence activated," Moela reported from the engineering station’s computer wall. Moving back to the console’s instrumentation, she continued, "Primary antigrav drive reading at ‘Go’ status. All fields prepped for Space entry. Projector iris hatch reads ‘Open’. "

 "Check." This from Retho. 

"Read confirm on all plasma parameters," Nicraan called out from the command section. "Read confirm on all soliton propagators."

"Confirmed," came Moela, glancing at the engineering indicators.

"Confirm stabilized shielding clouds."

Moela looked at another control, and then reported, "Confirmed. Activating Debye-Dirac delta functions."

Nicraan tabbed icons on his control spread that denoted engine functions, calling out as he read a holoset's report, "Net harmonic oscillation established."

"Confirmed adequate electron plasma frequency." Moela checked other indicators and called, "Reading all curvature drifts and polarization drifts within functional parameters. Magnetic and Electromagnetic containment fields established and holding. Registering sustained magnetic moments and adiabatic invariants. No change in gyroperiods."

On Nicraan's holoset there appeared a hologram of the sinusoidal motion of the charged particles in the plasma fields’ high-frequency electric and magnetic fields; they resembled shimmering rain-effect spirals by the billions. "Reading confirmed pondermotive force from oscillation center. Have standby status on dimensional velocity distribution," he called to Moela.

"All plasma functions now on full standby. All wave forms and dielectric functions on standby," Moela said, nodding as she looked over the engineering board. "Reading confirm from all reaction control system thruster assemblies. Secondaries still not functioning," Moela frowned at the crimson readout on her console’s overhead assembly. She took a deep breath, wincing as her unborn child kicked her from inside.

"Affirmed. Orbital re-entry computed and programmed. Am matching up positions with available pre-crash and shuttle recon star chart data now," said Nicraan hitting a series of contact points in sequence. 

Digits flashed above Capel's head. "Good enough. We'll correct when we're up, if necessary." he looked confident at the male who occupied the flight seat beside him and gave the pilot a thumbs-up for ‘Good Luck’. 

Nicraan Matasire returned the gesture and said, "Standby for liftoff." 

Waves of sleet and then rain pounded against the bow viewport. Lightning burst continuously, turning the false night's darkness brighter than the planet's three suns combined. The winds were blowing more and more fiercely as the primary sun dumped more and more energy at the planet. The ambient heat was incredible, filled with noxious gases that could eat into skin, into eyes.

Capel Perezsire felt hot. Sweating, he gazed through the bowport. Torrential rain whipped across the valley floor and beat against the syntheglass. The overhead clouds darkened, and lightning seemed to illuminate each individual raindrop into a billion tiny glowing spheres. Simultaneous thunder shook the deck plates, the ship, and the planet.

Out the bowport the prepping crew had a framed virtual reality postcard of smoldering volcanic peaks in a one hundred and eighty degree view. The uplifted jagged eastern and western horizons were suddenly smoking as stone began to liquefy. 

Beside Capel, Nicraan Matasire began computing flight characteristics based on anticipated friction force, vibration of ascent, and wind shear. Out the bowport, the volcanic horizon was active again; large clouds were rising and gathering in the mushrooming shape of banyan trees. The two pilots were looking at molten ash and pumice being ejected from the smoking peaks at almost the speed of sound. Snow that had begun to fall on the volcanic eastern slopes to became sleet as the world's temperature shifted upward. The sleet was driven by fierce winds across the valley floor. Some of it burst upon the bowport, stuck and then flowed in wet, slushy droplets streaking the syntheglass.

The amount of ash and pumice being emitted was incredible according to incoming reports, about 10,000 tonnes every micronode, equivalent to 300 juggernauts.  Some of the material, the white pumice, started to fall on the area to the south of the volcanoes. The larger pieces were as big as a small melon. In the following moments, the columns of material had climbed nine mets into the sky and were visible from the podship’s distance some thirty kiloretems away, across the desert where it was raring to launch. 

The pumice was less dense than water and so it floated in the small inland sea and the regions small ponds, rivers, and receding pools. Mixed with it, however, were lithics, volcanic rock fragments, dense chunks of dark gray rock torn from the inside of the volcanoes by the pressure of the erupting magma. These landed with great force, breaking through forest canopies, smashing vegetation, and causing serious injury to any fauna trying to escape.

Nothing landed on Pioneer 4 or the surrounding desert, the wind blew toward the northeast, taking the falling volcanic material out over the sea and away from inland regions. The anxious Aidennians had a clear view of the volcanoes, the gray eruption columns were posed almost directly above them, and they felt the continuous tremors of the volcanoes as they shook the podship’s bulkheads and brought down the desert plain’s rocky weatherworn vertical stony sediment features that had stood undisturbed for millennia. 

"All antennas are retracted and confirmed all TPI hull shutters closed; switching system over to NGS scanner assembly," Moela called from the engineering console, her voice almost lost in the din of the ship's antigrav whine that began to resonate through the Pod. "Electromagnetic flux of planet's sun increasing in reaction to supergiant's magnitude. Primary star output has now increased its brightness by thirty-five percent. And, I'm picking up another earthquake at the Pylon Crater."

 

That quake did it. 

Crack!

Huge vents opened across the desert planetscape’s stress points. Fissure lines met. Light flared in multiple locations as previously inert summits were transformed into active volcanoes. Sierras began to crumple in upon themselves as if made from burnt paper. The threatening red-yellow glow of fresh lava appeared as syrupy magma boiled to the crimpled surface. 

Some sixty mets from the podship crash site, the entire disposed pylon crater's side fell as gases exploded out with a roar heard even by the podship crew. The whole top of the snow-coned mountainous rim was gone. Where volcanoes had towered lofty, nearly-symmetrical, there now squatted an ugly, flat-topped, truncated abomination. From its center rose a broad unremitting explosion of ash, turning blue-gray in the overspreading shadow of its ever-widening cloud. In the far deepening gloom, orange lightning flashed like the flicking of serpents' tongues. From the foot of the awesome mountains there spread a ground-veiling pall. 

The incredible blast rolled north, northwest, and northeast at aircraft speeds. Tobogganing on a cushion of hot gases, the disintegrating north wall and cascades of rock swept down over the region and its riverways, burying them under as much as two hundred retems of new fill, which spread downstream in a 15-met-long debris flow. In one continuous thunderous sweep, it scythed down giants of forest, clear-cutting two hundred square mets in all. Within three mets of the summit, the landscape simply vanished -- everything transported through the air for unknown distances. Then came the ash -- fiery, hot, blanketing, suffocating -- and a hail of boulders and ice. In those first few micronodes of the eruption, the collapsing north face of the Pylon Crater volcanoes sent juggernauts of ice tumbling down into hot ash. Quickly the ice melted, and some forty-six billion gallons of water gave birth to floods. Gooey, smelly, unstoppable debris obliterated rivers, downed trees, and landscape. Like a monster, floods of a special kind -- mudflows -- swept a million logs to churn on the flood crest.

The air-tsunami blast fanned out its hurricane wave of scalding gases and fire-hot debris traveling at two hundred mets a node. The multi-chrome, three-dimensional world of trees, hills, and sky became a monotone of powdery gray ash, heating downed logs till they smoldered and blazed. Roiling in the wake, the abrasive, searing dust in mere macronodes clouded over the same two hundred square mets and beyond, falling on the earth by milliretems and then by retems.

The failed north wall of the volcanic crater rim had become a massive sled of earth, crashing irresistibly downslope until it banked up against the steep opposite far wall. This was the moment of burial. The eruption's main force then nozzled upward, and a light-eating pillar of ash quickly carried to thirty thousand retems, to forty thousand, to fifty, to sixty... The top curled over and anviled out and flared and streamed broadly eastward on the winds.

The day turned forebodingly gray and to a blackness in which an appendage could not be seen in front of any eye. In the eerie gray and black, relieved only jabs of lightning, filled with thunder and abrading winds, the unsuspecting Pioneer Pod 4 continued with its liftoff.







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR:
Unbeknownst to the Aidennians, the polar volcanic mountain ranges were a shimmering, smoldering spectrum of grays; powder light when dry, almost black when water-soaked, with many shades between. In the vast debris flow that flooded the choppy inland sea, laid chunks of ice from glaciers of uplifted ice sheets from the polar bedrock, a few as small as ground transport vehicles. They were melting and creating wet circles like grief-darkened eyes across their facets. Swirls of evaporating mists steamed in and around the icebergs; the waters looked as if ghosts were bathing. Other ice, already melted on the volcanic slopes, had left moon-like craters. The drying mud lay arrested in a million heavings and writhings of recent furies.

From time to time the grumbling air was punctuated by the high-pitch cleaving of glaciers as skyscraper-sized vertical ice bluffs cracked in free-fall, tumbling into the icy bays with more and more rapidity. Ejecta were cannoned out of the polar peaks as if shot by flamethrowers, molten cinders fell back down onto the ice sheet in a hissing rain; melting the permafrost and floes as if hit by a corrosive acid. Ice missiles ejected from magma eruptions had also bombarded the surviving mountains above the polar seas. Wherever frozen chunks had landed along the mountain bases, dark vertical streaks of melt now stained the ash slopes like the bleeding of wounds. 

The tortured planetary atmosphere raged in telltale sounds of raging storms across the collapsing polar caps. Sky and sea and ice and soot were a uniform black mass under the sheeting, wind-whipped rain. Each time there was a flash of lightning, a split-moment glimpse of erupting polar volcanoes broke through the howling pitch as illuminated veins of flame.

The planet had become primordial. 

 

Fifteen thousand square mets of sky was now consumed by a monstrous veil of ash, created by the release of gas of hemorrhaging molten rock. The cloud was alive with a blizzard of pin-sized fragments of volcanic glass. It suddenly seemed as if it was snowing. Visibility was falling by the heartbeat. 

By now the sky even over the desert plain had darkened as if it were dusk, obscured by the gray eruption clouds of the horizon and of the Pylon Crater region and the volume of ash and falling pumice. To the south and west a line of light could be seen on the horizon, just like sunrise or sunset, but it was almost the middle of the daytime. 

Pioneer 4 was shaking from the constant earth tremors, bouncing on its strut jacks. The desert plateau crescent range volcanoes seemed to unify and were now ejecting magma at an even greater rate as if the very planet was hemorrhaging, and the columns of material over the volcanoes had grown to ten mets. Climbing into the stratosphere – twice the height at which the podship would be flying on its initial escape vector – the millions of volcanic particles rubbing together triggered spectacular lightning strikes. The area onto which the material that had already been ejected was falling was 50 centiretems deep in ash and pumice. As the rate of ash fall increased, so did the size of the pumice particles; some had doubled in size and were large enough to be fatal on impact. Ash accumulated at 13 centiretems per node.

Then the wind shifted and came from the west, taking the Pylon Crater range fallout directly over the desert plain to mix with the crescent ring of fire’s vertical debris. As the mushroom-shaped ash columns continued to rise steadily to 27 kiloretems, the thrown out ash spread inexorably over the much larger arid area. The vibrations were now continuous, with rumbling and occasional large shocks. 

When the unified eruption cloud reached 30 kiloretems into the sky, the eruption pattern changed: the magma was now coming from much deeper inside the volcanic chambers. It was hotter, heavier, and not so rich in gas. As the columns became denser, they also became less stable and were more likely to collapse. From the bowport, the anxious crew saw a red jet rising from the summit of the highest volcano, it was almost 3 kiloretems high, but the dark billowing clouds of ash obscured most of it. The ash clouds also had a lot of lightning, some of the flashes extending to the height of the clouds. 

Above the podship was an amazing light show; around it tremors through the ground made everything vibrate. A crescendo was reached as the first of six pyroclastic surges occurred. A huge glowing red fountain shape emerged from the columns of ash and cascaded down the sides of the volcanoes in quick succession as each surge followed the next. The fuming mountain’s mouths had collapsed, and the amount of material being ejected increased. The ash clouds had reached their peak, 33 kiloretems above the ridgeline. The main column was so dense that it did not mix properly with the air carrying it upwards and it began to collapse.

Collectively, the ash columns and the ruddy main cloud flowed down the slopes of the volcanic mountain range towards the desert. This avalanche of dry, hot ash, rock fragments and gas traveled at a speed of 100 kiloretems per node with a temperature in excess of fifteen hundred noches Heit. Within heartbeats the billowing, glowing, hot, dry, surge cloud would be rushing down the dunes of the desert plain. It would split over the sandy walls and rocky mesas like dry ice. In three to four macronodes the surge would overrun the desert. It would sweep over rocks, up the surrounding hills and across the extended plain. The surge would be impossible to outrun, but perhaps outfly.

Swathed in roiling mud, sand, and water, the Pioneer 4 began to vibrate of its own accord. A roaring rose over the howl of the surge storm that had invaded the crash site. Now a mechanical-made thunder echoed across the hillocks and shattered basalt columns that composed the flatlands. It mutated as its intensity increased, altered its frequency; some parts of the sound envelope were enhanced, while others were suppressed by the surging pyroclastic storm.

"Standing by to launch," said Retho. 

The surging blanket of pyroclastic ash began to dissipate as a tectonic convulsion wracked the area. Rivers of lava, pushed up from a magma chamber began to bleed from the side vents of the valley’s grotto volcano. Its pewter tuft suddenly glowed orange as an explosion ripped from its column, sending a hail of marble-sized debris mets into the sky. 

 Lightning ricocheted from one ashy cloud rim to the next, thunder crackled at sonic velocity over vibrating lowlands. It seemed the end of all rotates. A new pulse from the grotto’s volcanic apex sent air-filled volcanic cinders to rocket out of its fiery throat only to plummet with comet-like tails back down and onto the changing low-landscape below. This was the first area to feel their sting. This barrage of boulder-sized lava bombs bombarded whatever flora was still remaining, igniting it. 

 Moela stared at her instrumentation in disbelief. She did not want to accept the readouts and she especially did not want to report them to her commander, but she had no choice.

 “Sire, gravitational sensors have gone off the scale. The physics that have been set in motion have caused a disruption to the planet’s primary sun’s core that will consume the star, causing it to collapse in on itself.” She swallowed with difficulty. “Once initiated, such a reaction cannot possible be stopped. Depending on the rapidity of collapse, it will consume all matter in its vicinity. Including us, if we remain too long in orbit...”

 Silence followed the lieutenant commander’s evaluation. Everyone tried not to look at each other; everyone failed. On all available holosets condensed versions of available astrophysical information materialized.  

 “How long?” Perezsire asked simply.

 Moela fought back tears that threatened. “Macronodes --- Commander.”

 Weakened by the actions of magma and acidic gas, only a few hundred retems away from the saucer, a whole hillock that had served as an ancestral rookery for a flock of flying reptiles with wings like those of bats, collapsed and suddenly split open with a great roar of tortured rock. 

 There hadn’t been enough warning for the pterosaurians, the succession of blasts that desecrated the ledges was rapid enough to pulverize the hatchery and flash-roast the chicks and their guardians before either were the wiser of what was happening. Smoldering ash was all that was left of the generational breeding ground in a matter of moments as scarlet light and intense heat fanned out of the fissure. 

The glowing magma thrust upward though the breach in the planet's crust. The waterfalls that tumble down the remnants of the hillside flowed into the crack and over the liquidities of rock, and along with the torrents of the deluge, exploding into superheated steam. The crew shifted their attentions to the bowport, where they could see the jagged horizon-line in the distance. Fires could be seen blazing along it. The sudden burst of blinding light had blown the buttes apart, disintegrating them into thousands of molten pieces. 

Activity on the flight deck came to a halt, as the crew looked on in stunned silence as the blazing light left retinal images which blurred and flashed to blur and fade. It was then that they noticed the glare had been severe enough to activate the bowport’s reactive photochromic polarization, giving an even greyer pallor to the dying desertscape.

Perezsire glanced across at Nicraan. "How's it holding?" 

 The pilot studied his digital gauges. "Everything's working.  For how long, I can't say." 

 "Just long enough to get us up." Capel looked over his shoulder. "Moela, how do we look from over there?  Can we make it out without engaging the deep drive?" 

The science officer's reply was hopeful, if not exactly encouraging. "Okay. But remember, this is just a patch job. Need shipyard equipment to make proper repairs." 

"Will it hold together?' 

 "Computer thinks so, unless we hit too much turbulence going up. That might blow the new cells ... and that's it. No way could we fix them again. So, Nicraan, take it easy." 

"I hear you. We'll watch it. All we must do is reach zero-gee and we can go hyper all the way. Until we're up, try and keep the cells intact if you have to hold them steady with your bare hands." 

 "Just remember, Nicraan, I'm a scientist. I'm used to dealing with hypotheses, not syntheplast and such. I'll do my best," Moela replied, trying to add a bit of levity to the tense air. 

"Check." Nicraan turned to face the Pioneer's environmental scientist. Retho was presently doubling duty for the deceased Lunon. "I'll take us up a hundred retems and then bring in the exposed landing gear." He turned his attention to his own console. "I'll keep it steady." 

"Up a hundred," Retho said as he touched astrogator controls. "Increasing main power for the antigrav engines and magnetic field regulators.” He touched more specific icons, saying, “Activating unitectic gravity field projector."

An ugly black cloud suddenly swept in from the west. The occupants of the Pioneer 4 braced for another thunderstorm. What fell instead resembled soft sand. Within micronodes, more than half a centiretem blanketed the saucer, precipitating anxiety and bewilderment. Largely composed of fine volcanic glass particles, the cloud was itself a mass of cutting edges. If any life had survived, the fatalities would be quick and numerous, the edges would have quickly abraded insects wax coatings and allow vital body fluids to escape -- dehydration and death. Some small creatures would have quickly choked; some birds might lose bearings and vision and fall. Larger creatures might avoid suffocation but would be disoriented; either huddled in fields or wander crazily in the maelstrom.

The planet heaved and pitched beneath the Pod. While the temblors were considerably varied in strength, the quakes that were shaking the surface to pieces were continuous now. Floating atop the planet’s upper mantle, the continents were temporarily buffered from the complete destruction that had commenced further below.  

As they sought to shut out the chaos rising in intensity around them, the Aidennians focused on the task at hand, survival. 

“Sire!” Moela called out, tilting her head back from her console’s readouts. “The planet is no longer safe. The sun’s singularity has ignited the planet’s core. There may be only micronodes left.”

Looking up at her and meeting her gaze, Capel nodded. 

“Commander!” Matasire yelled as displays before him lit up, all with the same message. “All stations report ready!”

“Lift off!”

 "Here we go!" Nicraan called out and jabbed at the command console's flight control. "Initiating liftoff sequence, main drive systems to on line status."

 An eerie glow cocooned the Pioneer Pod in chorus with the antigravity drive's thunder as the nuclear drive at the base of the saucer exploded; the giant craft trembled, straining towards the sky. The loud hum intensified outside as the saucer lifted from the lightning-blasted surface that had held it captive, rising in a bolus of phosphoric light. The wail of the ascent fields cried out strangely tantalizing. Vibrations from the antigrav drive engaging overwhelmed the quaking of the ground. 

 “We have lift off!” Nicraan almost screamed in both delight and relief. “Retracting struts!”

 On the command apse’s central console, the main presentation jutter showed a graphic of the Pioneer’s trajectory as the podship prepared to arc toward the outer edge of the atmosphere. Both Matasire and Capel fought the controls as the podship labored seemingly futilely to throw off the weight of eight mets of sky and escape the planet’s failing surface. Yet, eventually, fighting the impossible odds, the saucer-shaped podship wrenched free of the crumbling caldera floor and began to rise. 

The podship hovered high above the ground, debris racing confused beneath it; swirls of rain funneled in reaction to the antigrav field projected from the underside of the large saucer. Below the concave negative field projector, the land rolled and billowed, vomiting sparklers of magma, torn by glaring explosions. 

Each crewmember felt the change in intraship gravity and tried to stifle the giddy feeling that tickled their guts. It was a good feeling; the planet’s chains that had held the podship prisoner for far too long were breaking. 

Massive metal leg-like struts lifted neatly into the ship's curved belly. A slight thump sounded on the flight deck, confirming computer telltales. 

"Struts retracted,” Retho announced. 

The re-enforced metal plated skids stowed tightly shut over the strut housings wells, sealing out debris particles and alien atmosphere. 

"Standing by," Moela declared. 

“Continue with ascent,” ordered Perezsire, his knuckles bone-white in their grip of his flight chair’s armrest. 

Outside the unshuttered bowport, the crew could see the volcanic storm from a different angle. It was a sight none could have envisioned in their wildest nightmares. In all directions, as far as any of them could see, mountains and bluffs and ridges and sea and desert were breaking apart. The planet was folding. Solid rock resembled plastic giving violent birth to mountains that were as suddenly swallowed down again into the planet’s core. 

 Beyond the transparency of the bowport, the obsidian mountains rained fire upon the desert; rivers of lava embraced the land. The caldera floor was turning from a set of spider’s web fracture lines into a lake of fire. Subsurface magma no longer held back by the caldera’s ancient volcanic cap, chewed away the surface where once the podship had crash-landed, and the whole massive groundscape broke loose, sending chunks of earth skidding, scrabbling as they floated out on lava, sinking slowly as they melted and burned away.

 A vertical tidal wave of stone heaved up directly in the podship’s path, towering over the saucer, and its pilots could only stare, their minds empty, as it began to break. Giant slabs of bedrock split off from the stony curtain’s crest, falling back in an avalanche that smashed down onto a different landscape that had given rise to it. 

 On what caldera surface area that was left intact, the frantic bodies of fleeing animals could be seen. It was a lesson in futility. There were no safe places to run, to hide, to escape the inevitable. The distinctions between predator and prey dissolved, a strange truce had evolved as the urge to survive surged forth in each beast’s frantically beating heart. It was soul-wrenching to watch the palliative attempts as herds and individuals dashed hither and near attempting to avoid the colonnades of fire and gaping cracks on the very ground they ran across; some leapt in wide arcs over the lava’s boil. Pockets of gas percolated to the gouting flame surface like arms reaching to gather them in. 

On the islands of cracked soil, diverse wildlife sought temporary safety as the riverlets of lava arced over the disappearing landscape; only to be lost as the floating earthen-berg was overwhelmed by an oncoming tide of surging magma. Desperate cries, screeches, and squawks lost in the din of the apocalypse. Birds took flight as the very gourd-tree woodlands they had sought refuge violently fell as they ignited, most flocks being overwhelmed by the very flames that uprooted their sanctuaries and falling in a rain of burnt flesh and ash.  

At the abandoned bore-well, a chasm split open in the desert’s contorting crust. It was so vast and wide the planet seemed to be swallowing itself, as if one could see clear down to the molten core. As the fresh chasm opened, a new roar began to overtake the already overburdened sound envelope. The rivers of lava suddenly dropped away in a vertical sheet of fire that vanished into boiling clouds of smoke and gases. The newly-formed coulee lake was being carried, inexorably, out over a vast lava-fall destined for the planet’s very core. 

The sky was pitch as black could ever be imagined. Only the frequent blast of explosive lightning allowed any type of clarity. It brought a new fear into the thoughts of the Aidennians as the mighty thunderheads were exposed in those brief moments of light. An immense cloud of glassy powder, spewed from the crescent range grotto, desert perimeter, and Pylon Crater volcanoes, drifted downward over the plains. The prodigious ashfall blanketed hundreds of square mets. Herds of indigenous mammals such as three-toed horses, cameloids, and tiny saber-toothed deer, confused and choking, perished in the blizzard of abrasive dust. 

The outcroppings of rock on which the saucer rose from shattered and flung the crew forward. A blast-furnace wall of heat rushed around the podship, pulling a stream of noxious dust and smoke and soot with it. The full force of the corrosive gale blasted straight into the Pioneer 4 hitting its defector shields full on, utterly blinding sensors, forcing the crew to recalibrate frequencies. The wind carried fine-grained sand, and that slammed into the ship as well, reacting to force field auto-control, setting the shimmering orb that had coalesced to intensify.

Pioneer 4 edged itself onward. As the melting ground peeled away beneath its glowing hull, a great canyon was in the process of ripping itself open some fifty kiloretems from the rising podship; chunks of stone rained down like ashy talcum. The head-on collision of tectonic plates heaped up stratospheric mountain ranges resembling crumpled fenders while at the same time gargantuan pits were forged in the shredded crust. The ponderous folds of bedrock poured toward the lips of the gaping splits as if skidding on an oil-slick surface instead of magma. The noise alone was excruciatingly loud. Each time the earth split, it was if an impossibly colossal fist was smashing into an infinite quantity of drums and cymbals. Great jets of combustible gas shot up from smaller cracks radiating out of the canyon, some igniting when they were struck by one of the bolts of multicolored lightning. There was smoke everywhere, and above them, the sky, once again, seemed to burn.

 The saucer podship continued to rise from the burning cauldron where once it had been marooned upon. Geysers of flame persisted to rise from the broken ground like liquiform pillars, resembling a fiery fountain; ever threatening to burn the podship to an alloyed ember. Nicraan Matasire deftly avoided a sudden burst of flaming gas, the clouds of dust rising from the upheaval below, coupled with the smoke from the burning earth, made targeting an ascent vector impossible. 

 “Status?” Perezsire asked desperately.

 A tremendous crash outside the hull gave him his answer.

 “It’s going to get bumpy,” Nicraan groaned as he set the Pioneer 4 in a wide, upward-looping arc.

 Capel’s expression held a mixture of exasperation and profound empathy. “Just get us spaceborne.”

 The bowport continued to frame the pilot’s efforts. The violently morphing environs looked less and less like a landscape as the podship continued to rise. For a heartbeat, panic seized Nicraan’s throat. Then his Spacecorps’ training kicked in and his mind turned cold and metallic, and filtered through every fact he had on emergency maneuvers. He had to think or die.

 He risked a glance to the left and right of the sectional bowport. The one hundred thousand hectares of forest that ringed the monotonous desert terrain was now being devoured by walls of flame. Coils of heat and thick black smoke spiraled into the sky. 

 Oblivious to the Pioneer 4’s plight, the crumbling surface imploded with another deafening roar. There was a harrowing moment when a black plume of smoke from one of the burning geysers enveloped the podship, completely stealing the view of the world outside. To his credit, Matasire only grunted and altered the ascent trajectory by a few points. The podship emerged from the black fog almost instantly and farther away to the trouble below, projected deflector shields aglow. 

 “Retho,” came the deliberate call from Dara. “Don’t forget to close the ship’s atmospheric intakes. If that volcanic gas gets into our recycling system, our air will become lethal!”

 Battered and exhausted from what had been a very long morning indeed, Retho still managed to grin. “Do you mind handling that yourself? I’m kind of busy with navigation.” He nodded toward the chaotic command apse and the scene aflame beyond the bowport.

  “Got it!” the medical commander said without offense. 

In a true athletic fashion, she dashed from her quarterdeck console and sprinted the distance into the ops pit and over to the EVS station. Once there, Dara quickly instructed the environmental computers on what task needed to be accomplished before heading quickly back to resume her position. 

“I see where I get my athletic prowess,” Retho regarded her, smiling.

“Who?” Dara sniggered. She grew more serious as her console readouts changed. “Speaking of prowess, the need for it is on the way.”

Retho raised his eyebrows. “Oh? In what form, may I inquire?”

 After almost twenty-four nodes of continuous eruption, the supercontinent’s volcanoes delivered their final blows. A sudden increase of material ejected into the unstable mushroom columns set off the collapse of their whole lower halves, which spread lethally in all directions. This final surge was enormous. It reached many kiloretems further than the previous flows, particularly to the south of the central desert region. The surge went right across the agitated inland sea in both directions, walking on water the edge of the cloud just reaching its opposite shoreline. 

 The tiny podship resembled a mote of dust in the prevailing winds as it struggled for atmospheric purchase. 

 “What next!” Retho’s amusement replaced itself with a look of mock resignation. 

 In seeming retaliation, the subcontinent that the surge cloud had overwhelmed responded with its own salvo of destruction. The small islandesque landmass belched forth cavalcades of brimstone and fire in waves of vertical thursts. A resounding shock wave shivered out-and-downward manifesting into a powerful seaquake that churned the inland sea until it resembled a boiling pot.

 Breakers. Waves. Tsunami. Rising out of the sea, huge continuous waves surrounded the supercontinent. Half-met-high walls of water about to strike every coastline of the planet’s massive landmass; they would destroy everything in their paths for mets and mets inland. All the by-product of the energy venting as the world was jostled about by buffeting solar and gravitation forces like a shaken waterglobe.

 “You know, you might want to relay all environmental controls to your station,” Retho frowned, studying his readings.

 “Already done,” Dara said, her eyes flashing, from behind him at her quarterdeck-positioned console. 

 Retho nodded. He looked grim as the astrogator’s holographics morphed yet again into something more sinister. Hidden from view of the podship crew by the ring of the desert caldera’s volcanic amphitheater, but made visible on the circular console’s display plinth, a twenty-five hundred retem high wall of water was ready to come crashing down on the supercontinent’s eastern seashore, ready to destroy – for the moment dwarfing all the other works of Nature.

 Perezsire allowed these moments of camaraderie and even happiness, because he knew more battles lay ahead, with the threat of a new, even stronger foe rising out of the ashes of the dying planet, a destruct force that was causing the board in front of him a red rash. 

Capel smiled more to himself that to those he addressed, “It’s always nice to see clan-bonding.” The smile vanished, the eyes went steely. “But, can we stay focused on our task?”

 The flight deck instantly became a nexus of concentrated activity. Nicraan fed the antigravity engines all the power the podship had to offer, causing the deck to buck and shudder. Partnering with Moela and Retho, he fought to stabilize the podship’s pitch and yaw, to maintain enough altitude to survive and still achieve the speed and momentum needed for escape velocity. 

 All the while, Perezsire kept his eyes glued to the gravity well indicator before him on his command console’s angled surface. His expression betrayed the protest frozen in his throat. 

 All along the eastern shore, pyroclastic flows and tsunami collided in a clash of titans, convulsing up an impossibly high seven-met-high wall of rock, fire, and spindrift. The sonic boom was a deafening sound, a plaintive, screeching wail that sounded at once both otherworldly and distinctly familiar. Howling shock waves rippled across the beachline and over the bluffs onto the main desertscape in wrinkles of sand, flora, fauna, and stone like expanding transmitter source rings.

 There was no longer any solid rock on the planet. It was all crumbling, contracting, collapsing in upon itself. What planetary life had remained was quickly consumed as the ground beneath rushing hooves, paws, claws, splayed feet, and even wings and flippers vanished as the last of the planet’s corporeal beings began to fall, to drop away into pyre chasms of brimstone and combustion.

 

Great whirlpools had formed in the surrounding storm clouds as ground and atmospheric temperatures joined and tried to establish equilibrium. Many of these spirals had transformed into gigantic funnels that fingered down from the sky to the erupting surface. Nicraan Matasire spotted four tornados whirling across the approaching flatlands as another burst of lightning cut across the Pioneer's path. It was hard to believe that by the planet's rotation, this side of the world was noon. The wind began to howl as the saucer moved higher and higher into the nightmare, dust storms popping up everywhere.

In the podship’s wake, from the saber ridges of the calderas’ volcanoes, came Retho’s prophecy of doom and destruction. The entire eastern volcanic ring of mountain ranges suddenly reached out vertically and laterally toward the racing Pioneer 4. An explosive eruption blasted molten and solid rock fragments into the air with tremendous force resembling solar flares. The eruption columns were enormous in size and grew rapidly, reaching more than twelve kiloretems above the volcanoes in less the thirty micronodes. A gray, choking blizzard enveloped the saucer from the spewed rain of ash.

As Pod 4 struggled for air space, moving along the rotating planetary surface, high-speed avalanches of hot ash, rock fragments, and gas moved down the sides of the disintegrating plateau volcanoes as the steep edges of their domes broke apart and collapsed. 

Where once the crew had made history on this planet, now only dissolving topography reigned: the bluffs where Nicraan eased Retho through the last throes of his Ka-tela resembled yielded waxworks, Lunon’s gravesite was nothing more than lenient mounds of oozing basalt, the everglades where BeeTee had sacrificed its life for Capel now steamed with slag, the conifer forest well-site where a territorial theropod tyrannosaurid had stalked a water-hunting away team now pooled with scoria…all gone, now nothing more than smelted refuse.

Major Nicraan banked the podship through great, columnar roils of smoke and increasingly frequent bright energy discharges. Pitching the saucer sharply upward, Matasire narrowly avoid a spectacular airborne conflagration, then angled back obliquely away from the collapsing southwestern gulf’s coastline.

“Warning,” the onboard’s ever-present heralding chimed in. “Perimeter alert. Approaching surge of pyroclastic phenomenon temperature registers one thousand, five hundred noches Heit and is moving at one hundred to one hundred, fifty kiloretems per node.”

In the parabolic presentation bowl of the astrogator the area of concern was up for inspection. Retho instructed the topographic display to zoom in on the image and tapped the ledge-mounted keyboard, calling up a blur of mathematical calculations. 

“Got something,” he called out. 

Moela asked, “Using spherical trigonometry?”               

Retho nodded and kept his concentration on the holographic display as spherical triangles coalesced, captioned by a set of coordinates that began to blink steadily. “Scans show a relative safe ascension area to the north side, four point two kiloretems away,” he said, gripping the astrogator for support as the podship pitched.

On the central command console projected a three-dimensional holograph of the planet, a globe. A series of spherical triangles flashed in a flight path. 

“Punch it with everything we’ve got!” Capel screamed through gritted teeth at Nicraan, feeling every breath he took hurt his chest. “Activate all shields!”

“Got it!” Matasire said, his fingers clicking on the interface controls before him.

 As the crescent-shaped beachline of the supercontinent’s gulf spun under the podship’s prow, an energetic wall of a dilute mixture of searing gas, rock fragments, and gritty dust stretched toward the podship. The wind peppered the Pod with thousands of small impacts that clicked and clattered on its exterior shields, cutting off the view.

"Okay, everyone! Let's get going," Nicraan chimed out as he nudged a double touch-sensitive keypad control on the exec console. 

In the dusky light, the podship rocketed through the orange-ebon skies and smashed through the sound barrier with an ear-tingling sonic boom. In its wake, it left, momentarily, concentric ribbons of vapor that displaced the ever-rising plumes of disturbed obsidian smoke. 

There were suddenly a series of large latitudinal earthquakes across the breadth of the giant continent. The ground swelled, being uplifted. One earthquake finally broke the layer of rock that held the super volcanoes’ magma in. The sandy plain below the rising Pioneer was disintegrating beneath its ascending hull like stale bread. The never-ending desertscape shuddered and split apart, tumbling bits and pieces of itself into a yawning pit -- and all the pressure the planet could build up in 640,000 cycles was unleashed in a cataclysmic event. Magma was flung 50 kiloretems into the atmosphere. Volcanic ash began to coat places as far away as the supercontinent’s western shore. One thousand cubic kiloretems of lava poured out of the volcanic magma chamber like ascending fingers of fire that formed rising stalks of incandescent rushing light resembling columns that supported a roiling faux roof of ash, molten stone, and pulverized ore, enough to coat the whole of the supercontinent with a layer 5 centiretems thick. The explosion’s force was 2,500 times that of anything experienced on the planet before. It was the loudest noise ever heard by the Aidennians.

The livid glow of magma haloed the circular science vessel as the viscous lava surged from beneath, rocks fell, clattering hollowly as the earth cracked and breached open further. Great hexagonal columns of basalt split away from the ground and collapsed in massive chunks into cleaving bedrock. The slab on which the Pioneer Pod had rested for a cycle and a half fractured further and began to sink; the rising magma swallowed its base. 

Fierce heat of the lava gusted up around the escaping saucer. Other hemorrhaging cracks opened like aged parchment lines, engulfing twisted, stilted gourd-like warty trees that exploded into flame and smoke, swallowing the area's streams, gushing more superheated steam skyward. The roaring outside was deafening now. Inclined slightly upward, the pearlescent Pioneer 4 began to move steadily forward. The speed of the desperate podship was increasing exponentially as the antigravity’s negative effect on the planet’s gravity spat it away from the planet’s core. Matasire tried to tune out the ear-splitting cacophony as he used the podship’s sensors to navigate through the ash-filled mid-day skies. 

It’s all a matter of simple, applied aerial physics, Matasire told himself as he leaned forward in his flight seat to stare at the flight displays. A rushing shadow fell across his peripheral vision, he glanced over and out, his eyes widening.

Knotted black clouds converged ahead. The approaching inland sea’s bedrock bucked and lurched, and the watery bay became stormy, stirred from deep below. Waves crashed into one another, building higher and higher and stampeding toward the coastline. 

Below and ahead, the entire western inland sea poured down through a fissure in its shattered bed, falling at inconceivable depths toward the planet’s core like a primal flood; fire meeting water with devastating affects -- geological power meeting hydro power. An endless battalion of cannons fired shot after shot as hot noxious fumes broiled up from the fractured seabed trench and the disappearing water. An estimated thirty-six hundred retems down, the inland sea’s alpelagic zone was exposed. 

More aquatic eruptions vomited plumes of neon blue lava, strangely altered minerals from the unstable core, as the core pressure was released. A gargantuan wave crashed over the top of the jagged mountainous cliffs that separated the shoreline from the leeward mainland, sending up spume and mist all around. Ironically, Nicraan saw a rainbow cast by the suns’ bright light through the brobdingnagian spindrift.

Whirlpools, some being two hundred retems wide, appeared without warning in the rushing water, churning out extreme tides … like serial killers emerging from the depths. The vortices sucked down the epipelagic zone in classic hydrodynamic form as falling dense salt water dragged into light fresh water creating centrifugal forces. The power of the funnels grew stronger as the maelstroms navigated over deeper water; displaying hungry throats that roared with vengeances. At one hundred and fifty mets per node, disturbed concentric waves were sent out to crash as kiloretem-high tidal waves on what seashores remained, sowing more death and destruction on land. 

Waterspouts, giant pillars of silvery foam, whirled about, careening toward the beachline. The spouts circled like predators searching for anything to devour. An assault of tsunami waves obliterated the small gooseneck of land connecting the barrier peninsula to the mainland, turning it into a temporary island before it disappeared into a watery grave. 

The catastrophe continued.

An archipelago of coral ridged basaltic islands rose on the rushing watery horizon. Placid in appearance, this islet arc contained over 130 active volcanoes. Plumes of smoke could be seen rising over the coned peaks until suddenly the volcanic chimneys culminated in colossal sequential explosions that blew the island chain apart. Like earthen engines, they vomited forth molten sulfuric acid-laced chyme aimed skyward.

While the podship aerially skidded to avoid the disintegrating isles’ lava bombs, half of the main island’s erupting volcano slid into the ocean. The impact of pyroclastic flows coming off the flanks of the island displaced large volumes of water and generated a massive tsunami. An indicator icon on the flight board brought Nicraan back to task and he flipped the ship and hit the thrusters, sending the podship arcing through a high-gee parabola, up and away from the plummeting slabs of more colliding tectonic plates, detonating chain of islands, and away from the colossal waterfall of the falling sea. 

Retho was never idle. Calling up a tactical display as a side image on the active astrogator, he bent closer for a better view of the readout. It was happening, the volcanic updrafts plowed into the coiled sphincters of marine and terrestrial cyclones, and the integration was not smooth. The heavens had become a site of mass destruction… a vaporous cataclysm that rivaled any mythological clash of gods. 

The sonic barrage was enough to give the frantic crew pause. The bowport could have been framing any geotic battlefield. 

“Retho!” Matasire called out. “Talk to me!”

On the astrogator display, atmospheric displacements blinked and retreated in random blossoms all over the parabolic bowl, with the glowing, jagged line of the podship’s course dancing back and forth through it. The navigational computer had inserted a black marker at the podship’s current position, and a dotted line showing how far the ship’s sensors had tracked a projected escape course. 

The lieutenant touched the projection diodes controls, and the image on the display flickered and rebuilt itself, flickered and re-grew again. “Are you reading tornadic storms ahead?” he asked Matasire.

Nicraan nodded once, shortly. “Adjusting our course,” he said.

The Pioneer responded to the major’s commands. Out the bowport a configuration of vaporous ribbons and flashes of cloud anger lashed and flared against the blackness like so much wildfire. It gave a chill in the pit of each Aidennian stomach. Before the hurrying podship unfolded the most magnificent yet most terrifying thing ever seen; the cloud bottoms bulged down like teats. Circulation formed in each one, probed downward, snaking right and left – then swept this way and then that way, moving across mets of air in rapid heartbeats. 

As the podship dropped down and starboard, a surge of unseen wind energy splashed against the hull like a careless wave. The funnel cloud had a strange, gliding motion, as if it were a sinister, questing appendage. 

“Storm density increasing by twenty percent …” Retho’s dark eyes were riveted to the astrogator’s sensors. “… twenty-five … “

Neither pilot needed the lieutenant’s recitation to feel the growing fury in the tropospheric distortion. “Hold on!” Perezsire called out.

The crash of a storm swallowing the podship whole competed with any blast from the thunderclouds or volcanic eruption, but it was a welcome, familiar violence that lifted the crushing dread from the Aidennians’ hearts even as it battered their tiny craft. As it chewed at the podship’s shields, it made a continuous series of dull thuds, like automatic artillery pieces pounding away in the distance. Thrashing flares of lightning fire writhed across the bowport, whipping their taxed shields like living tentacles as electro-plasma rocked and shook and pitched the Pioneer 4 in warning of what they would face should they stray too close to the heart of that fury. It was a power Matasire already respected well, and one he didn’t plan to abuse. Weaving carefully between the grasping tendrils, he counted the heartbeats since the podship’s insertion, and smiled. 

Then the opportunity he knew would appear, did. Nicraan aimed the podship neatly through a tear in the funnel cloud hardly large enough to take it. “I’m feeling daring,” he shrugged, enjoying the luxury.

Retho inserted the real-time visual feed from the astrogator’s sensors to the command consoles; it granted both pilots the privilege of watching without interrupting their work. It was worth having the chance to sneak a look, Perezsire admitted. It helped Nicraan wrench the podship sideways – to avoid the skirt of electrical fire biting at the Pioneer 4’s belly. It also deflected a hungry tentacle that swelled all too quickly into a searing blast of light and spinning debris aimed for the podship’s upflung nacelles.

“Course plotted through these tornadoes,” Retho announced. “The storm activity is widespread in this vicinity; therefore, our course will be an indirect route.”

Matasire waited for the telltales on his panel to blink acceptance of the computer’s control, then touched their confirmation icons in acceptance of the navigational data. Despite constant punishment, tough ole Pioneer 4 was still standing up to the torture of atmospheric attack time after time. 

Commander Capel gripped the arms of his flight chair and endured another shattering energy punch on his podship’s shields. In his periphery he saw sparks blow forward from the environmental console behind him, but he didn’t turn to look at the vacant station. BeeTee …

"Prepare for G's," Nicraan said, hitting several additional stabilizer contact points. "And, here we really go." As he pushed the podship upward, a tremendous clamor filled the air as the tornadoes were left far behind.

Moving sharply skyward and accelerating steadily, the Pioneer 4 left behind the patchwork supercontinent’s desert caldera’s gouty fluidic abscess. The glowing saucer once again leapt away from the scabbed and uninviting face of the planet. Magma geysers resembling stellar coronas burned an intense blue-white light burst from the incandescent surface, reaching out to capture anything within their grasp. From the western edge of the fractured landscape, a roaring wall of fine-grained pyroclastic material composed of tiny particles of explosively disintegrated old volcanic rock, new magma, dust and cinders reached for the saucer as powerful winds clutched at its tough alloyed skin, neither slowing the podship nor altering its course. 

Capel murmured an encouragement to the podship as it raced along at high mach speed while under siege; the sturdy science vessel heaved itself forward while its shields sparkled in destruction’s grip. Something large and dark resembling a planetary crust fragment smashed into the shields of the desperate podship from portside. Sparks shot out of the upper command apse’s panels, alighting on the pilots’ shoulders. A quick glance at the command consoles’ displays confirmed what the sparks had announced.

“Shields are down by thirty-seven percent,” Perezsire said. 

“Life support and main power systems are showing extreme duress,” Dara warned, her console’s boards alive with yellow telltales. “We’ve got to get out of here; we can’t take this unstable atmospheric pressure much longer.”

Matasire remained silent as he pushed his controls. Everyone onboard felt the saucer craft shudder slightly as it continued to rise through the crushing weight of atmosphere. 

Capel's attention was fixed on one gauge. He scanned the co-pilot instrument panels, ignoring the murk-filled bowport in favor of the images on the holoset monitors set into the panel below it. "Fifty kiloretems and ascending.  On course.  Orbital insertion in five point three micronodes. Antigrav now at two hundred and fifty megawatts and delivering ten gees of acceleration." 

"Sounding good," Nicraan murmured, watching the holoset before him.  Two sine lines overlapped pleasingly on the viewer. "Crossing the stratopause, entering stratosphere. Boost antigrav toroid by point seven-three. Engage artificial gravity in five point three micronodes. We should be at 1/20th of planetary gravity and through the mesosphere by then." 

"Elevating antigrav by point seven-three," Retho announced and then brushed his fingertips over his control interface. He then tabbed several timer contact points. A series of countdown bleeps became a background din on the haute air of the flight deck, and then the ship seemed to stumble and then lurch forward. 

Capel Perezsire's stomach protested as the gravity of the little world receding behind them gave a full, unforgiving pull. Nicraan vectored wildly as he aimed the podship at a spinning funnel of smoke, not caring what it was, because at the other end of the tunnel he could see the stars.

It was when the Pioneer 4 shot upward through the conduit of vapor that he realized he had taken everyone inside a crumbling cyclone. He let the adrenaline rush sweep him as he weaved and pirouetted the podship through the windy vacuole toward the lights at the end of the tunnel, a starry sky.

Retho's gaze danced from one readout to another. A slight discrepancy appeared, and he hurried to correct for it. "Unequal thrust reading. Vector alteration needed." 

Obligingly, Nicraan nudged a RCS contact control, watched his viewer with satisfaction as a digital needle crawled back to where it belonged. 

"Compensation affected," Retho reported. "Holding steady now. We're set. Ten retems to terminal atmosphere. Looks like we’ll soon be in the clear.”

Capel was beginning to believe they'd make it without any trouble when a violent tremor ran through the flight deck. It sent unfastened articles and the frantic thoughts of the crew flying. The tremor lasted only an instant and wasn't repeated. 

"What was that?" Capel Perezsire wondered aloud. "Report, Moela." 

"Having some trouble down in Engineering. Computer is assisting, but I need help." 

Retho asked, "What's the trouble?" 

"Starboard quad's overheating." 

“Warning,” called out the inboard computer. “Podship velocity decelerating four retems per micronode. Orbital insertion delayed by one macronode and increasing…”

 Suddenly everyone’s stomach was in his or her respective throat. The podship began to plummet planetward, its phosphorous glow dimmed. Not too far below, magma throats yawned open eager to swallow the desperate saucer.

 “We’re falling!” Dara screamed, her grip on her console board tightened as she fought g-forces to slam her into the overhead ceiling works. 

Nicraan shot a quick look over his shoulder, his face straining, "Moela, Retho, get down there and see what you can do, I'll compensate again for unequal thrust.” Turning back to his board, he manipulated its instruments. As the free-fall affect lessened, he went on, “I’m maintaining cruise altitude, but I don’t know how much longer I can …" 

"Just hold us together until we're beyond double zero," Retho said, leaving the astrogator console and moving with Moela quickly for the rear of the flight deck. 

 A slight change in the roaring of the antigravity engines became audible on the flight deck.  No one looked at their neighbor, for fear of seeing their own worries reflected there. Sweat beaded their foreheads and upper lips, more from nervous tension rather than internal temperature increases. 

Moving a little more slowly but still slicing effortlessly through six mets of boiling clouds and atmosphere, the Pioneer 4 continued to power spaceward, on course to meet with an unknown destination. The compact antigravity engines' circular track on the undercarriage of the Pod gave off visible light as a by-product of each revolution of the generated field. With the engine at full throttle, the revolving light resembled a continuous ring of illumination. 

 

In contrast to the comparative calm of the flight deck, the engine room was the scene of frenzied activity. Both Moela and Retho stood beside the plasmatic reactor core assembly. Its usual calmness that it displayed when not in use was gone, replaced by a chaotic flurry of electronic and biological kinetic energy. It was a dais that supported the hyperplasmic injector core; it also housed a colorful, futuristic array of tubes and luminglass gas regulation displays. Inside the cylinders meniscuses of liquids rose and fell, each emanating a colored light. The liquids bubbled, bathing Moela and Retho in a warm psychedelic glow. Each tube housed biological material that floated in these multi-hued liquid nutrients and pulsating with energy. Conduits filled with rushing fluids connected up and ran off into a massed array of nutrient banks.  The luminglass displays where composed of three syntheglass plates that were sealed and had rarefied gases, electrons, and crystalline beads fused together at power junctions within the conduit arrays. They now sizzled with bolts of neon-blue energy that raced and twisted in a symphony of light that resembled a seductive door to another realm, exciting the imagination. Retho rechecked the computer wall once again, sweating and wishing he were back topside. 

"Got it figured?" Moela asked, coming up from behind him; focusing on the sense of the fetus she carried within her. So potentially strong and yet so utterly helpless.

 "Yes, I think so.  Debris and water vapor from the storm and the volcanic eruptions are clogging the intakes.  Number two is overheating now." 

"I thought we shut that debris out." 

 "So did I.  Some must have slipped a screen again. Damn engines are too sensitive." 

"They weren't designed to fly through typhoons," Moela reminded her associate brother. "Flush it two more times and we'll be clear."

Retho turned his attention to the tubes of colored, bubbling liquids that radiated their precious, life-giving rays and the luminglass junction boxes with their fiery visual maelstrom hues into the room. These tubes and luminglass displays were what mattered. The support that they held outshone everything else. Without them, the drive system failed utterly. He leaned over the adjacent computer and activated the appropriate controls to catalyze the healing energy require to compensate the wounded engine sections. The changing, swirling bars of light flashed and became more vibrant. Fluids within the core's support tubes rose expectantly inside the thousand cylinders, their atoms pregnant with stored electro-biologic mechanical energy. The luminglass plates zapped with controlled Nature in concert with the rise and fall of the billions of particles quivering along with a whirring sound vibrating throughout the engine room.

The fluids inside the core's tubes began to boil at a fierce rate. Their meniscuses shot up and down like pistons in their glass cases. A white swarm of bubbles and foam formed in the pressurized liquids and streamed to the surfaces. In their nutrient tanks, the biological masses began to glow and then they pulsated madly. Waves of harsh light flowed over the luminglass plates' unbroken surfaces, transforming from seductive cool blue-greens to hot yellows and reds and back again. 

 

A second tremor rattled the flight deck. Everyone's attention stayed glued to their respective consoles. Capel thought of querying engineering, then thought better of it and decided not to. If Moela or Retho had anything to report, they'd do so. 

“Podship ascent reestablished,” informed the onboard computer. “Orbital insertion in three macronodes. Artificial gravity activation timer synchronically reset.”

A gauge on the commander’s board showed that the planetary gravitational pull was fading rapidly. They were almost through, almost. Outside the viewport, the ugly gray clouds that swirled dementedly about the ship could be seen. Fiery lightning strikes blasted forth from the hellish vapor, threatening to convert the hurling craft into molecular scrap. 

 

The engine room's main core assembly seemed to ejaculate a hideous scream of pain and terror. It became an almost unbearable electronic oscillation. In desperation, Retho's eyes swept over the colorful, bubbling tubes on the core dais in front of him and Moela. The lieutenant's heart banged heavily, and his body shook visibly with the shock of what was going on around him. 

As the podship fought its way through six mets of atmosphere, its heart, the engine core, was challenged almost to its limits of endurance. Any moment, both Moela and Retho expected the cluster of conduits to shatter and release a billowing sheet of electronic energy into the room. They knew that such a release of pure force would twist and buck outward, shaking and smashing more of the room's equipment until the rushing fireball consumed terran and machine alike.

 

Turbulence suddenly blasted through the podship. The Pioneer trembled and shook. Only the warble of the antigrav engines seemed real and solid. Dara was thrown from her station and to the tilting quarterdeck as a series of strong vibrations shook the Pod 4. Nicraan gritted his teeth and clenched his hands on the flight controls. Suddenly he felt a response. Though he did not know where they were or what lay ahead as the turbulence continued to buffet the ship. 

Dara shivered as she scrambled to her feet. She ran across the quarterdeck, resumed her station and supported herself weakly against the hardware.

"Continuing to ascend from planetary surface, approaching terminal velocity," the pilot called out, trying to give the crew some morale support as stressed metal shrieked and groaned.

Capel flinched at the horrible high-frequency squeal of metal on a rend threshold. A tongue of flame leapt out in front of the podship’s prow from the diminishing volcanic ground below. Looking out the bowport he saw choking wreaths of smoke pouring into the upper atmosphere, the flight deck was alight with the external roar of planetary flames. 

Perezsire was fully aware of the crew members rushing from station to station, covered with grime, frayed to the last nerve ending, every one of them doing double duty every moment.  He sniffed, hoping for a molecule of fresh air. Staying in his flight chair, Capel resisted the urge to help his crew in the same manner. They didn’t need to feel more helpless than they already were.

The onboard computer’s alert didn’t help morale, “Warning! Shields at twenty-nine per cent!”

By now it was evident to see that the whole of the planet combusted with lava streaming from volcanoes of glittering obsidian. Fissure eruptions radiating from regional summits’ active volcanoes and generating at several contemporaneous sites along linear fractures, revealed the planet’s tectonic plates’ outlines; fiery jigsaw pieces cracking apart. The crumbling planet crust was broken and being pulled apart by underlain reservoirs of basaltic magma tensional forces. The area where the podship had once been marooned now produced a 25-kiloretem-long fissure that was producing 12 cubic kiloretems of rhyolitic lava, filling two deep river valleys and covering an area greater than 500 square kiloretems instantaneously obliterating everything in its path.

Dancing curtains of fire and the hail of rocks and cinders, ejected into the fading atmosphere from the continuous rivers of burning stone, tried to envelope the Conestoga-class vessel. The energy bulb that surrounded the rushing craft was fractured with blue and white demolition as debris ricocheted. Yet, the podship still moved steadfastly upward leaving behind exploding banks of violent eruptions of energy and from the sound of crackling flames and the rumbling of earth. At its present altitude, the podship presented a view to its crew that made the planet resemble a luminescent fragmentary orb covered in festering cystic acne.

Finally, the Pioneer 4 zoomed out from the crown of dirty clouds, breaking an atmospheric barrier surface and pushed upward, away from the dusky, smoke-clogged skies of a dying planet to enter the peaceful, star-dotted silence of deep space. The podship had finally entered the exosphere. 

The nameless planet fell away behind along with its dissipating atmosphere, crumbling in on its fiery self as the podship escaped into the silent depths of Space. Nicraan Matasire sighed, joyful that they were at last off the deadly surface -- but eager to leave the star group far behind.

 The three suns rose quickly over the ruptured horizon. Their progress was so fast the watching crew could feel their ascent. Their rays grew hotter as their angle changed, and the planet's rotation increased as the world began to tear itself apart. The planet's orbit around its sun was decaying rapidly, the star's yellow disk swelled as the crew monitored. They knew that before the planet destroyed itself, its surface conditions would be lethal.

The background timer signaled, and the computer reported, "Antigravity field intensity now at two hundred kilograms of thrust. Field strength now ineffective. Antigravity drive throttled back. Artificial gravity now engaged."  Shortly thereafter, the surface-gravity indicator on Capel's console fell to zero. “Shields recharged to full strength. All flight fields ready and standing by. All systems now read green and go.”

"Deactivating antigrav fields," the commander announced, touching the appropriate control on his flight board. "Plasma engines now on-line. All spaceborne fields active. Now at sublight velocity, concussion dampeners active. Just expect high frequency waves to come across the indicators -- ignore the ion motion."

That was the signal for some unprofessional but well-needed cheering shipwide.

"We did it," Nicraan lay exhausted against the padded back of his flight seat.  "Damn. We made it." 

"Didn't think we were when we started that velocity slide," Capel husked.  "All I could imagine was us splattering ourselves all over the nearest hillock." 

"Nothing to worry about," Nicraan Matasire smiled. Thumbing his intercom contact point, he knew the engineering team was at least entitled to some verbal commendation.  He addressed the 'com. "Nice work, you two. How's it holding?" 

"Now that we're out of that storm, the ship's purring like it ought to," Retho replied. 

"Sure is.  A good job," Nicraan assured him. "Take a break. You've both earned it." 

 "Thank you, Major," Moela came online. 

 "You're most welcomed, Lieutenant Commander." 

 Beyond the bowport, the instability of the planet affected its orbit in an accelerating manner. The planet's sun contracted and brightened in the wake of its bloated sister star; surrounded by sheets of expelled hydrogen and eructating vast jets of plasma. They both were moments, no more, from nova.  

Without pausing for confirmation, Matasire swept a hand over glowing controls. “Maximum sublight speed – engaging emergency power!” he warned. 

As the podship bolted in the general direction out-system, its rear-facing sensors recorded and displayed a disruption that was insignificant on a galactic scale but terrifying in sapient terms. What followed happened in agonizing slow motion. The benighted planet the crew had taken a forced refuge on now resembled a boiling mass of smoke and erupting rock. A vast cloud of ejecta, larger than the globe that born it, spewed into Space at an angle; eruptions being on the bias, throwing up the gouged out planetary crust, and leaving red-hot molten land. Outward from the eruption streak, a shock wave expanded visibly through the remaining atmosphere, shoving shredded clouds and disheveled weather systems aside, leaving dust and ash and flame in its wake. The inland sea was swept away, vaporized into steam, leaving bare cracked seabed. A fireball roiled, blasting backward out through the swath of vacuum punched in the air by the volcanic mass. In that moment, this world had ended. The shock wave propagated around the planet at hypersonic speed, blasting everything in its backwash, scalding it with hyperheated steam. Nothing at all would remain alive on this world. 

As the planetary path decayed further, the world spiraled toward its parent star, becoming a mass of white fingers, like a splodge of paint against the starmap. Soundlessly, crumpling in upon itself like a cellophane wrapper, the planet imploded under unimaginable gravitational forces. Deserts, atmosphere, oceans – all the now-familiar geological features that combined to give the surface of a world its character – vanished, along with the remnants of ancient cities and infrastructure and the artifacts of the people who had built them. Secondary eruptions punched more devastation, catching whatever may remain alive between expanding shock waves of destruction. Slowly the fingers expanded into Space as more of the planet erupted. Soon it resembled a massive, burning star itself. The last glow of the planet’s molten core; then it, too, was gone. 

Without regret, the podship sped out into lifeless, but hospitable Space.

A warning pinger sounded on the helm board and it escalated into a whine. Everyone flinched as the sound wavered, then tensed as it steadied and strengthened. Dara whirled around to stare at the astrogator's parabolic display. Alien objects sparkled like metallic sequins scattered through Space.

"Perimeter alert!" Nicraan gasped. "Sensors put objects at a good eighty times our size and mass."

The circular astrogator’s presentation bowl flashed as it miniaturized the three-kiloretem-long-UFOs that had been tripped the lateral sensors in the blink of an eye. The holographic representation displayed gun turrets straining to track the podship’s approach. The alien crafts had sleek lines, relatively flat top to bottom, but each curved from their respective stem to stern into three distinct bulb sections. Along their hulls ran glowing blue conduits of superheated plasma; surrounding each ship was a faint shimmer of silver energy shields. 

"Sensors are picking three Tauron Strikecruisers off the starboard bow!" Dara screamed interpreting the astrogator’s holograms.  "It's an ambush!"

"Full power to lateral thrusters! Red alert!" Capel ordered, reading the statistics on his co-pilot's command panel. He wasted no time, as the flight deck became a busy clamor. "Arm all defensive systems! Bring weapon systems on-line! Shields and deflectors up! Get us out of here, Nicraan!"

 

The Taurons had entered the dying star group.

Three ominous shapes appeared in the black space of the Thilen Nine group and loomed like vast demons of destruction, ready to unleash the furies of their Imperial weaponry. 

Each of the Imperial armada's snub-nosed Strikecruisers hovered like a mechanized man-of-war in the sea of stars inside the Thilen Nine group. As the colossal ships began to move closer to the flaming world, the planet became clearly visible through the viewports that stretched over and across the huge bridges of each warship.

Elyon Ba’al Sirdar Tyne-le gazed out a main port as the afterimages of hyperspace faded, looking at the star group when an operative came up to him. "Report," Tyne-le said. 

"Elyon Ba’al, Aidennian galleon-ship coming into our sector. Its size makes it impossible for our baseship’s armaments to accurately track and eliminate it. Pterosoar-to-ship combat is recommended.  And, Elyon Ba’al, this solar group is about to go double-nova. A quantum implosion is occurring within two of three group’s stars. All nuclear fusion is breaking down!"

"We're not leaving until we have our catch of the rotate! Return to your station!" Turning, the supreme lord quashed the fear that rose within him and faced the crew in which he commanded. "Armada Condition: Red! Fire at incoming ship!"

Each ship’s engines rumbled. The acceleration played with the crews’ inner ears. For a 0.8 of a heartbeat, each wasn’t certain which way was up.

 

The central command console’s holoset zoomed in on a massive weapon integrated into a niche on the nearest hostile ship’s hull, to which Dara reared back. “What is that?” she gasped. 

“Would appear to be,” Matasire said thoughtfully as he glanced over sensor/scanner readouts on his board, “an automated, phased-pulse battery array.”

Dara’s gaze met Capel’s briefly, then she turned away to resume her position. She no longer took occupancy of her station than the deck tilted with an all-too-familiar slant and rumble. 

Brilliant billows of orange and yellow energy bolts exploded from the armada's guns at the hurrying science ship as soon as it was in range. The thunder of the energy packets detonating against the conestoga-podship's deflector screens seemed to cause more sound and fury than actual damage. The Pod bobbed and weaved as Nicraan navigated to avoid the bolts. Nervously he aimed the Pod's weapons at the mammoth spacers, feeling icy, unseen fingers pierce his body. The pilot hoped that the podship’s extreme oblique approach angle combined with their speed made them hard to hit, even for the notoriously accurate Tauron plasma weapons.

"Shields are holding," Matasire reported. He eased back into his seat. The Major hadn’t realized that he’d been holding his breath, and he exhaled. “Good,” he said. “Very good.”

Capel nodded acknowledgement, gripping the arms of his chair as the command deck rocked and swayed as another Tauron salvo collided against the podship's defense shields.

No one on the tiny ship had the slightest idea what the appropriate plan might be; Nicraan only concentrated intently on his flying as he went over choices in his mind. There wasn't really any time to plan or check computer readouts, not with the entire armada rapidly gaining on them. He had to decide based on instinct and hope.  They really had no alternative.                            

The Pioneer 4 soared at full throttle as it moved away from the hostiles. The ship arced around from the burning world beneath it, accelerated out of orbit, and hurtled at maximum sublight speed from the deteriorating system.

“Readjusting burn parameters,” Matasire announced, his hands dancing over his command panels. Indicators winked green on the intervening holographic membranes as he removed the safeties. “Burning into a high slingshot orbit”

From the bowels of the three Tauron warships came swarms of single-piloted pursuit crafts. Known as Starhounds to the terrans, yet natively called Pterosoars. Of the fifty Tauron Pterosoars that were nearest to the Pioneer's position, ten took the lead.

"Commander!" Matasire's voice broke, filled with urgency. "I'm picking up unusual readings from the star cluster. The red supergiant is fluctuating, as well as this planet's star. I've never seen anything like this ---" The pilot froze, his mouth dropped open in horror as he suddenly realized the terrible moment was at hand... “Both stars are going to collapse in a matter of macronodes..." he stopped his report and turned to his control board as a sensor beeped ominously. When he looked back at his comrades, his eyes were wide with concern. "The deterioration of both stars will produce a level-nine shock wave. That is sufficient enough to destroy everything in this solar group."

From behind their tableau, the planet fell toward its flaring sun, which swelled with an intense blue-white light. Stellar flares burst from the incandescent surface, reaching out to capture anything within their grasp. Strange forces manipulated its interior, forcing the internal heat and pressure up to levels that such a star never experienced. Its surface began to roil more and more violently. Powerful seismic waves started to pulse through the super-compressed matter at the star's core. Its outer layers began to expand as a result of the increased heat and pressure. 

The primary sun burned furiously, ripping of what remained of the melting planet's surface to ribbons. With its core gone, the planet became a red and brown sphere laced with cracks of crimson, like a partially extinguished ember. It began to collapse slowly, even gracefully, drawn together by the invisible hand of gravity, the empty rind of a fruit being crushed inward. When all the in-falling mass slammed together at the center, the shock waves set up an equal but opposite reaction. The mortally wounded world began to rebound. Broken shards of continents and the flying remnants of oceans tore apart what remained of the gauzy atmosphere. The primary star blasted out X-rays, gamma rays, and intense light. Curtains of flame overtook the planet, grating through the glowing world like it was made of cheese, washing over its hellish surface and igniting it, erupting it in the void, as the expanding firestorm front swept on. 

The planet that had housed the Aidennian refugees exploded with a flash of red and a flare of yellow fragments that hurtled outward in all directions, resembling a giant dandelion asterisk. Even as the podship raced onward, the saucer’s bulb of projected protective energy shields resounded with hundreds of impacts. The automated systems compensated, taking evasive action, increasing speed as the remnants of the dead planet cooled into a handful of strewn glitter in the icy void of Space. 

While the Pioneer 4 rocked in the death throes of the solar group, and the crew heard loose objects clattering and rolling about the decks and consoles and corridors of the great-ship.

"Engineering to flight deck," called a frantic Retho. "What in the Oversoul's name is going on up there? We're being tossed around down here like..."

Intraship static roared over the connection and the command crew had other priorities than an agenda update. The irritating hum of the strained sublight EmDrive engines burdened even more as thrusters and maneuvering fields pushed and pulsed against the ship's previous course. The lights on the flight deck dimmed as the thrusters drained the small ship's power, but the tumbling slowed and ceased; the ship stabilized.

Nicraan was desperate now; his chest pounded. The Pioneer had yet to shrug off four fighters that had overtaken the Pterosoar pack. The saucer tilted up and back with the momentum of an attack. Retrofields and stabilizers flared into life bringing the Pod 4 under control as it continued to speed away into the darkness of Space.







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE:
The original Spacecorps planning designated Deck 2 of the podship as a sanctuary for noncombatants during a hostile situation while the flight deck was its defense. Spacecorps exploration of Space had been far from uneventful, but there were only a few occasions where a command officer was authorized to take the extraordinary step of including the two, sending colonial personnel normally not involved into a combatant encounter into combat. Obviously, a command officer had to consider the situation so serious that this final measure was unavoidable.

Engineering was a mess. Broken equipment lay about on the deck where it had fallen. This close to the core, the gravitic stresses of the dying star system had caused more damage than anywhere else in the ship. Moela stepped over shattered syntheglass and electronic components as she made her way to Retho. He was working on realigning drive fields. The distortion produced by the dying yellow star was trying to nullify the hyperplasma engines. Just as the system was on the verge of crashing, Retho was recalibrating and resetting. Staying one step ahead of a systemic stalling. Fluids within the support conduits bubbled at an accelerated rate as pressures rose and fell, the liquid inside each emitting a noise like that of a powerful roaring wind rising and falling in a confined ventilation system.  

"Fifteen micronodes to a core integrity breach," Retho breathed through clenched teeth at his sibling as his peripheral vision took note of her approach. From the paleness of her face, he could tell she didn't need to be told what that meant. His fingers flew faster than Moela could follow across the control interface. "Attempting to re-phase settings."

"Core temperature rising. Eight micronodes to integrity breach," the onboard computer reminded as a courtesy.

"Got it!" Retho grinned and slammed home the final commands with the tips of his hard-pressed fingers. He looked up at a holoset. "Engines' fields back on-line. Gravitic stresses negated."

"Retho...Retho..." Nicraan called to him from the upper deck. He was frantic.  "Both Moela and you, get up here!"

"Guess we'll finally get to see what all the noise has been about," the lieutenant commented as he headed for the exit.

Like a shot, he lurched out of the engineering hold and raced up the rung ladder and back to the flight deck with Moela. They were stunned by what they saw through the bowport and on the holosets.

"Tauron Starhounds!" Retho gasped.

Two fighters were closing in and the bolts from their laser cannons bombarded the Pioneer’s defensive shields, making it lurch and carom to one side. 

The saucer lurched again with the buffeting flak blasted at it by the Pterosoars. The flare of the explosions sizzled through the sensors. Holosets flashed, then darkened. The ship bucked violently and Moela lost her balance and stumbled. 

"Retho!" Nicraan called; dripping sweat he raked a wet hand across his forehead. "Take up position at the astrogator.  Feed me their flight coordinates! Moela, oversee engineering!"

Instantly, Retho and Moela moved from the quarterdeck and to their positions. As soon as Moela reclaimed the engineering station she rerouted all control of the podship’s engines to the flight deck console. Retho returned to his astrogator position, once more taking over the console's controls. Nausea flushed Retho a fraction before he studied the grainy images that floated 3-D before his concentrating stare. Power and engine output flashed right off the holoscreens and Retho didn't see any reason to waste the time recalibrating sensors just so he could get an exact reading. “This should be fun,” he breathed to himself.

Nicraan felt he had to stay as calm as possible; otherwise they might not last more than a few moments. "Capel," he ordered through gritted teeth, "I need you to operate the lasers while I coordinate flight data with Retho."

"I'm afraid lasers won't be affective," Moela called out, her eyes mirroring the frantic controls that stared back at her. "Scanners are detecting an ablative coating on the Starhounds' hull cladding."

"A particle beam could also deliver a massive jolt of energy to its target," Nicraan said to Capel. "It would not be absorbed as a laser beam would be."

"Pulse the beams many times per micronode," Moela advised, confirming her theories with the data floating on her console's holoset. "The ship's repulsor guns have the ability to generate bursts at a pulse thousandths of a micronode in duration, or even shorter. Very high-energy pulses could also damage the Starhounds by mechanical shock, literally shaking their innards apart."

"Yes," Capel concurred as he began to manipulate his console's touch-sensitive keypad controls. "A very energetic pulse would blast a small fissure in the target's surface and send a shock wave penetrating into its interior. I'll program the BattleComp to put at least ten to one hundred kilowatts per square centiretem of laser-particle energy on the skin of the Starhounds, over a range of more than one thousand mets."

"That much energy on the fighters will boil away enough of the hull alloy within one micronode to make a Starhound's structure crumple and destroy itself," Moela informed her commander.

A quartet of Pterosoars tailed the Pioneer vehemently, blasting at its stern with full laser fire; but Nicraan thought he could outstrip them. The podship was buffeted violently by the fighters' laser blasts, forcing Dara to hold onto her medical board in a desperate attempt to keep upright. 

“Are we in any state to go to hyperdrive?” Capel urgently asked his pilot.

His answer came not from Matasire, yet from the onboard as it interjected, "Attention, secondaries off-line, automation system overload, rear deflector shield failure."

Just then a resounding thump hit the Pioneer 4's side, making the podship pitch and turn radically. Nicraan braced himself at the impact; when he managed to regain his balance, he shouted at Capel over the noise, "That was no laser blast! Something hit us!"

"Nicraan...Nicraan..." Moela called to him from the engineering station. She was frantic. "They're firing concussion torpedoes at us! Forget the particle pulse strategy!"

Nicraan swallowed hard and remained as calm as possible. Turning his head over his left shoulder, yet keeping his eyes locked on his flight controls, he ordered, "Retho, set seven-two-one mark eleven."

"Aye. Setting coordinates seven-two-one mark eleven," the young lieutenant echoed as he manipulated his astrogation controls as he spoke.

"One more direct hit on the back side and that's it!" Moela yelled, with a subvocal curse. "We need those secondaries!"

"Emergency power to shields!" Capel ordered.

"Attempting to bring secondaries on-line," Retho said distractedly, for his concentration was fixed on smoothing out his rerouting routine. 

Moela had her hands on the controls to apply full emergency power to the shields when the indicators finally lit up and revealed that a temporary power feed had been established. On the defensive system's schematic of the ship's surrounding fields, the aft quarter illuminated once again. "We have full back quarter shield strength again," she said.

All around the ship, the strafing attack increased violently. The Pioneer Pod 4 could only continue at its maximum sublight velocity as it moved deeper into Space, closely followed by its foursome of Pterosoar fighters. Nicraan accelerated the podship to attack speed, spun out toward the phalanx of the quartet of incoming hostiles that glowed red on the tracking holo-scopes like flaming rubies. Bolts of blue concussion torpedo impact ripped across the Pioneer's prow deflector shields, bounced off in an envelope of turquoise lightning as the podship screamed past the foursome.

"They're in range!" Nicraan shouted. "Why not give them a taste of their own medicine. We've got concussion torpedoes of our own."

Moela jerked around at the engineering station. "Yes, but they’re programmed for excavation purposes and a ship of this class is only equipped with four," she reminded the two in the command apse.

"Mountainside or spacecraft hull, I don’t think they’ll know the difference," Nicraan voiced back unruffled. “And, since we’re only equipped with four, I guess we'll have to make each shot count.”              

"Targeting a torpedo now," Capel announced, turning his attention to his co-pilot's defensive panel. "Triquantic mechanisms reading ready."

"Hostile in position," Retho sang out from the astrogator.

The commander raced his fingers over the ship's weaponry panel, aimed the rear torpedo cannon and thumbed its firing control. A spinning glimmer of energy, flashing like a brilliant sapphire, arced out from under the tail of the podship, speeding through the glowing starmap on its way.  A burst blew the lead fighter into a mushrooming ball of flaming oblivion that lit up Space with shrapnel and ignited gas.

Nicraan banked the ship starboard and the remaining fighters followed like a birds-of-prey flock after their quarry. Angrily, Capel fired the ship's aft gun -- releasing a hail of Aidennian firepower that shook the trio in a barrage of flak.

"Keep shooting, Commander," Nicraan said, his fingers a blur over the helm controls. "Just give me a few more good shots so the astronav computer can figure out where we are so we can make the jump to hyperspace."

The Pioneer bucked against a port shot. Regaining control of the ship, Nicraan continued to plow the ship away from the small swarm of insect-like Pterosoars. A huge explosion flashed behind the rushing Pioneer in response to another of Capel's targeting maneuvers and dissipated as another Pterosoar, roaring after the saucer, disappeared.

Nicraan and Retho caused the Pod to soar up and away from the two remaining fighters. The abrupt movement of the ship jostled the crew. Trying to keep her grip on the engineering station, Moela shouted, "Whoa! Nicraan, you're taxing the ship's restraints!"

Explosions rocked the Pioneer, tossing it about violently in the enveloping flak of the duo Pterosoars as they flanked the ship. Capel tapped the laser batteries energy reserves into the hyperplasma engines to increase their output light-modulation frequencies. He then realigned the Pod's lateral defense array, making each fighter targets as they flew, moving in a descending arc. Both Pterosoars were firing directly at the Pioneer, creating walls of laser bolts and flak.

"Just hang on, everyone," Capel yelled over the din, "and get ready, Nicraan, to increase to hyperspace speed!" There was not a moment to waste -- the laser attack was intense now, and the Pterosoars were on top of them. He keyed in the particle pulse program he had been working on as quickly as his fingers would type in the command codes.

"They've closed in on us," Moela warned, finally able to speak.

Another great blast shook the Pioneer. Nicraan fought to regain control as the ship wobbled in its flight. Retho began to sweat profusely as the astral-horizon indicator spun in front of him.              

Capel looked at his daughter with a wicked glint in his eyes. "Oh, yeah? Watch this."

Coding in both fighters' coordinates, Capel's fingers flew over the weapons panel, activating the port and starboard laser guns. A rapid succession of retorts blasted outward into rushing Space. Simultaneously, concussion torpedoes leapt away from the Pioneer's starboard and port tubes with solid satisfying ka-chunks. Each one flashed and glittered as it sped outward -- the multiple flares of torpedo explosions glistened around the Pterosoars as they exploded into great plumes of rippling flames.

“Solar detonations positive,” Moela sobbed, reading her console’s instruments. Light-lettered calculations flashed in three-dimensions before her anxious eyes. “Yellow star’s shock wave will hit the Tauron Armada and remaining Starhound squadron in ten micronodes, us eighteen micronodes later. Red supergiant will detonate five micronodes afterward.”

On the astrogator and all SitRep tracking holosets a pinpoint of light appeared, dead in the holograms’ centers. The illumination of the yellow star grew in intensity as it began to swell. Quite suddenly, the once-yellow star detonated. Ripped apart by unimaginable forces, it disintegrated into atoms, into stripped nuclei and electrons, into subatomic particles, sending concentric shock waves of blinding light and searing radiation blasting outward like an astral hurricane. 

The armada's Strikecruisers and the remainder of the fighter squadrons were engulfed with shocking suddenness by an energy wave roiling with superheated gases and flaming chunks of debris. Bits of stellar junk moving at thirty thousand mets per micronode slammed into their hulls like buckshot, puncturing them in dozens of places. Chemical fountains spewed and hot sparks erupted all over the forward and aft portions of the ships. Crystallized air sprayed out of scissures all over, slits opened along seams, and some chambers blew open spitting flotsam. Within heartbeats, they were disintegrated by the out-rushing nova shock waves. 

Everyone on the Pioneer’s command deck braced themselves as they watched the deathly effects of the nova star tried to reach out and consume the hurrying Pod -- each prepared to be buffeted by tidal forces that could rip the ship apart if their trajectory deviated from its current path. The pressure wave's energy front expanded out from the star's center like an inflating transparent balloon, its fringe tickled and played with the fleeing Pioneer. The podship began to tumble.

All around the crew, their ship rocked and tilted against its own artificial gravity as all systems went haywire. Klaxons warbled and rang, as if the sentient beings on board didn't know they'd just been hit and hit hard. Vibrations tortured the vessel -- a relentless force, wave after wave. The podship tilted upward as though it had taken an undercut punch to the rear and started to spin.

"Emergency power to the RCS thrusters!" Capel shouted, clutching the arms of his acceleration chair. "Prepare to engage hyperdrive!"

"The supergiant!" Moela screamed; her mouth was open before the sound came out, her eyes locked to her station's holoset that displayed real-time data. "It's going! It's breaking up!"

Alarms sounded suddenly, all around the flight deck. Nicraan turned back to the command console, scanning the displays. A three-dimensional rear-view representation was up for inspection. Behind the Pioneer 4 in Space, the collapsing solar group was bright and pulsing. As he watched, the swirling patch of cosmic scrap swelled like an angry blister and burst open, spewing a blast of fleeting pent-up energy and vaporized debris in a death throe that would echo through the reaches of this sector for all eternity.

Nicraan rechecked the displays one more time, just to be sure that at its present speed the Pioneer 4 was safe from the plasma shockwave. Onscreen the cores of the imploding stars and worlds were shrinking, growing smaller by the moment, as if they were trying to suck themselves completely out of existence. A gravitational aberration had been born. 

The incredible gravitational strength of the indiscernible monster that was the newborn singularity reached out in all directions. It licked at the fleeing Pioneer 4, but the range of its all-consuming grasp extended only to a zone from which the podship had already fled, so far. 

Matasire swore in disbelief as half the readings on the panel suddenly went off the scale. “The solar group’s gravity field is collapsing!”

“We’ll be pulled in,” Dara gasped, looking toward the others while leaning over the quarterdeck’s guardrail.

Capel caught his consort’s gaze and said, “There’s only one way to get clear in time.”

Nicraan nodded as his hands ascended to his controls. “Prepare to engage hyperdrive,” the pilot called out, working as he spoke.

Capel took his position as he ordered, “Everyone take your positions!”

“And, hang on…” Dara murmured as she ran to her station.

Without a word, Moela assumed blast position at the engineering console.

Retho rolled his eyes as he grasped a hold of the astrogator. “Here we go again.”

"Get us out of here now," Capel said, sweat running down the sides of his face.  "Any vector!"

Nicraan swallowed the terror rising within him and rapidly adjusted the controls, bringing the ship back on an even keel. The nacelles powered up, warping Space as the Pod lumbered away from the center of the erupting star group, picking up speed.

The Pioneer Pod 4’s ion-plasma engines re-ignited, its nacelles glowed violaceous. The podship’s jump generators ripped a hole in normal Space by brute force, causing the Void to begin to fold in upon itself, bending and twisting as if forming a bubble around the ship's reality. Matter and energy danced and swirled within the sphere, jumping back and forth from one state to another. 

Hyperplasmic sensors came online, and the astrogator’s plinth rippled with the interlacing web of quantum filaments that surrounded the podship. The Spacecorps technology could pick a path through the subatomic dimensions; a gentle push from the Pioneer’s generators enlarged the fields just enough to allow the podship to pass seamlessly into the alternate Space with minimal energy. This was how Spacecorps spaceships could make jumps with such accuracy. They could plot a course with an error no larger than an atom’s diameter. 

Terran resolution of the reality of space-time was infinitely more powerful than saurian technology. Out the bowport, it was if the crew had been blind, had never seen the universe around; the corrugated distortion was beautiful. 

“Status?” Perezsire asked.

 "Plasma coil interlocks are in place; deflector grid is charged and standing-by. Hypospace magneton matrix forming, energized tensor pulse initialized from focal array," Nicraan called out, fingers tabbing contact points across the helm command board.

 The resolution on the astrogator allowed the helm officer to discern every ripple in Space caused by the dying star’s gravity, the other planets in neighboring solar group, their suns, and even the warping of Space caused by the mass of the podship. The navcomp immediately began to compensate for their distortions; it concentrated on interpolating the fluctuating Space. It generated mathematical algorithms to anticipate and smooth the gravitational distortions. 

 

Then the disk of the red giant star shattered, expanded, exploding to millions of times its previous volume until it was nothing but a tenuous, vaguely luminescent, spiral of plasma. It went supernova spectacularly, going up in silent splendor. Becoming a glowing shell of superheated plasma expanding outward from the explosion, roaring toward the podship at a fraction of the speed of light.

Nicraan looked at his displays. “The shock wave is coming really fast …” he said inputting emergency command sequences. 

Simultaneously, Retho brought up the astrogator’s system online. A holograph of the Pioneer 4 appeared above its surface. Touching locator controls caused the holo display to shimmer and then clear to fill the pedestal with a 3-D representation of the collapsing solar group. “Computer, search for recognizable stellar configurations,” he ordered.

As the navcomp did its calculations, the starfield expanded. The image of the Pioneer shrank until it was no longer identifiable within the swarming mass of artificial construct stars in the endless reaches of uncharted Space.

Dara clutched at the edge of her console, helpless to do anything but watch, staring at the medical-life support station's readings without understanding them. She didn't even have the time to become terrified.

Energy surged from the reactor into the hyperspace jump generator matrices. A path parted directly before the Pioneer 4 – a pinhole that became a gyrating wormhole, fluxing and spinning. The hyperdrive effect was beginning to swirl around the Pioneer, its nacelles glowed a vibrant purple and the ship elongating in a red-shift of mottled light. It was suddenly surrounded in an aura of radiant light. 

Navcomp dedicated all its runtime to monitoring the space around the podship and risked making negligible course corrections to maneuver into the fluctuating path. A split moment later, the pinprick expanded into a glowing sphere, then exploded outward into a gaping maw of a tunnel that bored its way through light-cycles of Space: hyperspace flared open before the podship. Sparks danced along the length of the curved hull as the prow of the podship departed normal Space – sucked into the vacuum of the alternate dimension. The saucer began to move faster ---

Abruptly the whole ship was pushed from behind -- everyone, everything, was yanked forward. Dara was catapulted over the quarterdeck railing and Moela and she hit the same wall at the same time, and Retho turned, saw something flying at him -- dislodged portable equipment from the doorless damage control/supply closets glanced off his chest and knocked him sideways.

Though Nicraan was pressed against the command panel before him by artificial gravity and by shock, he had the advantage of knowing what was happening to their ship. He thrust himself against the whining new gravity and got his hands on the helm controls and pressed his fingers with purpose across the flickering interface.

As the Pioneer accelerated ahead of the spatial tsunami’s shock front, Retho found himself lengthwise on the littered deck, pressed against the astrogator's base. Grabbing for leverage, he hoisted himself upright and studied readouts.

As predicted, the Thilen solar group imploded, blinding the night of Space, as the Pioneer Pod 4’s hyperplasmic engines engaged. For one moment the saucer-ship became a second sudden star against the flaring pitch. The next, like the stars and planets it left behind, it was warped in Space. Within the time span of a heartbeat, there was a dazzling burst of light as the Pod boosted its speed and then seemed to slingshot off through Space, racing toward another vector.

On the astrogator's holodish, the supernova appeared as a spidery sketch, transparent against the stars, quickly solidifying. Then the celestial phenomenon rapidly shrunk to a point of dim light as the Pioneer Pod Four continued to speed into hyperspace. Soon that supernova seemed nothing more than one of the billions of light specks scattered throughout the black void; an extremely bright, short-lived object that would emit vast amounts of energy.

As the spatial debris faded away, all they saw outside the bowport was a peaceful hyperspace ocean of rushing stars. Capel clenched his fist and hit his knee in triumph.

Dara shook her head after regaining her bearings from having the wind knocked out of her. After checking Moela to be sure she was equally well, she grinned shyly as she approached the command section and gave Capel a quick kiss. "Good shooting, my hero," she said impressed, patting him on the head.

A temporary post-traumatic silence fell over the flight deck. For each crewmember it was a moment for quick reflection. For Dara the sudden realization that all their history on the foreign planet had been wiped clean: from the caldera where the podship had served as refuge to the bluffs where Retho had phased through ka-tela to the grotto where a crivit had taken the life of her youngest son Lunon to the hillock where his memorial had resided. All gone. Forever. 

Perezsire, Moela, and Retho shared a silent assessment. Matasire gave them a smile. Capel almost returned the smile, but that was when the background noise of the flight deck seemed to assert itself. 

Retho spoke, breaking the uneasy tension between the crew. "We're clear and free to navigate," he said.

"Scan for vessels in pursuit," Capel said.

"Scanning," Moela reported from her station. "Indications negative at this time."

Satisfied, Nicraan faced Perezsire. "Well, now that we have the time to make a choice, let's pick a spot and find a safe port." 

The Pioneer 4's angle began to flatten, and it sped free through hyperspace. 

"Got any ideas?" Capel asked of his spouse.

"That depends. Where are we?"

Several macronodes passed before a steady beeping began to sound from a telltale above the astronavigator's station. 

"The computer's got something," Retho informed his commanding officers, studying a configuration of small light points in the astrogator's holodish.

"Explain," Capel requested. 

Slipping away from her spouse, Dara moved next to Retho for a better look at the hologram. “Analysis, Retho?”

“Ship sensors are registering a nebula some seven AU’s in diameter. Sensors are also picking up intermittent gamma and thermal emissions. Nothing our shields can’t handle.”

“Any problems for navigation?” Perezsire asked of the ship’s pilot.

Matasire did a quick survey of his boards before reporting, “I’m showing mostly hydrogen, helium, and hydroxyl radicals. Some local dust nodules. I don’t see any of it giving us trouble.”

 "Seems we're just off the rim of the Dycoon Nova, Out-System just beyond the Outer Rim Barrier,” Retho clarified as the astrogator’s display swirled. “Astral coordinates bearing from ORB 954 mark 704. The Pioneer fell through the breach in the Outer Rim Barrier; I'm detecting the same chondrite meteoroid swarm. We're at the furthermost point between Tauron and Aidennia. That star we were orbiting, grounded on that dust-ball planet is cataloged as Thilen Nine." 

Dara looked at one of the computer holoscreens and read the data. "No planet was ever confirmed there," she noted.

"No wonder with that planetary shield," Nicraan reasoned. 

"Logical," Moela agreed, looking still at the nav station's relay holoset at the engineering station.  "That system was cataloged and briefly surveyed by the SSS Carey, captained by Ballatin Jonthom of Naulhoc. His reports confirm detecting an exogenic hydrogen-plasma anomaly around the star. It was hypothesized at that time that it could have been generated from the collapse of unstable elements of a planet's core."

"Why didn't they investigate further?" Capel asked, an eyebrow arching in genuine curiosity.

"The planetary barrier was not only composed of hydrogen-plasma," Moela said from her station, reviewing library files she had called up. "It was also composed of metrion radiation."

Nicraan nodded in full understanding. "If any Systemite ship got near that barrier, the hyperplasmic matrix in their ship's core would collapse and the vessel would be pulled down on to the planet's surface as we were."

The Commander looked incredulously at the pilot, saying, "Could there have been a better time to have this kind of information? Like before we entered orbit over a cycle ago."

Surprisingly, Matasire chuckled. "Well, if you will remember, Commander, over a cycle ago, this ship was in the throes of systems failures and the sensor readings at that time were dubious."

Capel shrugged and pulled-a-face, rolling his eyes to soften the mood, he said, "Oh, how could I ever forget that?" Clearing his throat, he pressed, "Anything else?"  

Retho tabbed a few input contact points on the computer touch-tone keyboard and verbally relayed the response, "Nearest System solar group in relation to the Dycoon Nova is..." 

Before he could finish, Nicraan's sudden realization of the answer overlapped Retho's. "...Sheey!" 

Moela looked startled and said sarcastically as she moved to her quarterdeck console. "Very good, Nicraan. I see that you haven't gotten rusty on astrotopography." 

"Scan for Tauron influence in the Sheeyan sector," Nicraan ordered, he was getting used to the science officer's left-handed compliments, and he couldn't say that he really minded them. More and more he was enjoying the fact that she shared his own sarcastic sense of humor. And he was glad that they were once again reaching each other, and enjoying it, too.

 "Clear. Nearest staging area is Calliope. Computer reports evidence of extremely high levels of detonations," Moela reported, her attitude quickly converting back into its professional mode.  "Seems the planet is under attack." 

Capel looked at Nicraan.  "Is the ORB still activated?"

"I'm getting no readings at all from any of the ORB projection spheres," Moela offered from her science console. "Gravimetric fluctuations and interference patterns are nil. Gravitational constant of Barrier is zero. Readings indicate all projectors are intact, just not operative." 

"What of the space station at ORB 954? Any signals from Malernee?" Nicraan queried.

"Nothing. Sensors and scanners report the space station is a derelict hulk. Looks like the station was left to drift. No occupation, in fact there isn't much left of the infrastructure. Spectroscopic scans show residual radiation signatures are relatively high, indicating magna-explosions," Moela's voice was somber as her own private, bitter memories of that moment in her life flashed before her mind's eye -- the ambush, the destruction of the Saarien, and the end of life as she knew it. 

Capel returned his attention to Matasire. "Can you plot a safe passage to Sheey?"

"Yes, Commander, but I..." 

 "Please, Nicraan, line us up and bring us in." 

 Nodding, the pilot relented and looked toward his helm control and thumbed icons.  Instrumentation hummed as the saucer adjusted its attitude with respect to the supernova at its aft and the vista before. Nicraan tabbed a control, and the saucer locked itself in position. 

"Aligned," he said. 

 "Take us in," said Capel. Reaching over the aisle that separated the two piloting chairs, he laid his hand on Nicraan's shoulder. "Best speed to Sheey, Major." 

 Nicraan hit a contact point and focused his attention on two holosets at once. "Course adjustments confirmed. Soliton field established. Negative particle field projectors and quantum antigrav generators active and functioning properly. Hyper deep drive engaged at Factor Six."  

  Out the bowport, the rearrangement of space-time’s geometry could be seen. Distant stars continued to blur and be elongated points of illumination against the pin-spotted background of the remote starmap. The not to distance Dycoon Nova withered into a shapeless amber patch for an instant and then vanished somewhere aft as the Pioneer 4 propelled itself toward the pinpoint of light known to the crew to house a satellite called Sheey. 

"ETT now at 19:30 standard star-rotate time, present speed," Retho reported from the astronav panel, centered conveniently mid-console on the astrogator. 

Nicraan unharnessed himself and headed away from the command-apse, saying, “Well, we’ve got a little over two weeks before we reach Sheey.  I’m going to take a well-needed nap." 

Capel smiled.  "Go ahead.  I'll take the first watch." 

Waving his associates a good-bye, Nicraan entered the lift and hit the descent button. 







  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX:
"Track them," Ba’al Sirdar Araujo-le ordered, a trace of nervousness in his reptilian voice. The Tauron stood on the bridge's command dais overlooking the operations pit onboard the sleekly long and narrow Battlecruiser he commanded. Even though his wedge-nosed vessel was considerably smaller than the two ominous snub-nosed Strikecruisers to its far port and even farther starboard, its prominence was still quite supremely felt along the Outer Rim. 

A sense of emergency settled heavily in the heart of every crewmember in this Imperial convoy, especially among the personnel on Araujo-le's cruiser. The three Strikecruisers sent to the Thilen Nine system had just gone silent.

Araujo-le's massive ship was one of six in the armada that patrolled the Outer Rim. Before the three Strikecruisers were deployed to the Thilen Sector, all six cruisers were the most dreaded and devastating warships securing the furthermost reaches of the Quadrant, capable of reducing to cosmic scrap anything that strayed too close to their weapons.

Flanking the Battlecruiser were several smaller Pterosoar, or as known by Systemites, Starhound fighter ships, they could be seen darting about the remainder of the armada out Araujo-le's ship's bridge's mammoth viewport. The two remaining sister cruisers were distant points of light that stood out amongst the background specks of Space.

The tracking officer attempted to find the missing Strikecruisers on his scopes.  But there was nothing to find.

"That's strange," he muttered.

"What is it?" Araujo-le asked, walking down into the pit and over to look at the tracking holomonitors for himself.

"The ships don't appear on any of our scopes."

The lord sirdar was perplexed. "They couldn't have been destroyed; three Strikecruisers against one small science Podship. The thought of it is impossible."

"Yes, Ba’al," the deck officer answered. An internal comm-holoset bleeped for attention, and he went on, “Ba’al Sirdar, stellar cartography is now reporting that three of the Thilen Nine system's stars have just gone nova. It's just possible... I mean after all, Ba’al, there is no trace of them. The only logical explanation is that they were consumed during the supernova."

The lord sirdar was staggered. How could this have happened?  Now the Outer Rim armada was halved, and with the war, no additional ships could be sent to help keep a firm hold on this sector.  Now his cruiser, the Oridian, along with the Atteries and the Ler’ia would have to keep order. Araujo-le's yellow eyes peered like twin points of fire at the hardware that continued to relay dire information on the supernova. His eyes burned with primeval hatred for the events that had interrupted the supreme reign of the Tauron Empire in this sector.

An aide approached. "Ba’al, Quadrant Prefect Elyon Ba’al Sirdar Equerry-le from Calliopean Staging demands an update on the deployment of the Rue Saxer, the Shincarick, and the Elyon Ba’al Sirdar's cruiser, Borsos," he reported.  "What should he be told?"

Araujo-le braced himself. The Tauron's sulfurous eyes blinked incredulously at the aide. Losing three of the Outer Rim Armada's cruisers when they were so close to capturing Aidennian survivors was an unforgivable error in judgment, and he knew he had to face Equerry-le and report the failure.  He felt resigned to whatever punishment waited in store for him. 

"The Oridian is now in command of the armada, and since the responsibility of that status rests with me, as fourth-in-command, I will answer.  Prepare a long-range shuttle. I will rendezvous with Quadrant Prefect Elyon Ba’al Sirdar Equerry-le at Calliope and apologize to him myself."              

 

*  *  *

 

Dara moved quietly through the lower deck, checking routinely on ship functioning within the life support operations and laboratory sections. The Pioneer 4 hummed efficiently about her, and a small grateful smile edged along her tired face. It felt good to be spaceborne again, free from planetary laws and hostilities. Her inspection brought her eventually into familiar territory... the Infirmary. A call from the medico computer had her turning to the wall-mounted terminal in time to catch the computer read out scrolling upward in three-dimensions. Moela’s monitors had peaked. Dara touched a call contact point on the communications panel and heard the repeat of its call signal in Moela’s living unit.

Moela shook her head from side to side on the sweat-soaked pillow. Sweat in glistening beads streamed from her forehead. She was reflecting tension in her sleep. Hands clenching and unclenching, face contorted with the struggle that was going on in her body, she was close to some physical confrontation. Absently, Moela held her distended abdomen.

Suddenly the beckoning signal that was coming from the living unit’s communication set shook her. She looked glassily over at Dara’s face in miniature appearing on her bedset’s small holoset. 

“Are you all right, Moela?”

With an effort of will, she tried to steady her voice, but was partly successful. “Yes … yes… I’m fine now. Thank you, Siress.”

Dara worked at it to keep her voice soothing. “You had me worried. Medical Computer raised the alarm. Your pulse and metabolic rate had peaked into the danger zone.”

“It was a dream, some kind of nightmare. Nothing for you to bother about, Siress.” 

“Anything traumatic?”

Moela shivered despite the sweat dewing her forehead. Her speech wavered as she said, “No, nothing. I’m fine now. Just tired.”

“Then I hope you’ll sleep more peacefully. Before your work stint begins, stop by and let me run some routine tests. I’m on night-duty.”

“Thank you. Good night.”

It was clear Moela wanted her to sign off. Thoughtfully, Dara touched the control and the holographic mechanism blanked. 

Moela’s eyes closed with exhaustion, her skin pale and drawn, her lips dried with foam. She shuddered. Her head lolled to one side and she sighed as her figure went completely still. 

 

*  *  *

 

Retho went to him. Somehow telepathically, he had known that Nicraan had needed him. It was one of the virtues of having a psionic sixth sense incorporated in a relationship. 

The lights had been dimmed to an enticing low, and Retho was warm and receptive as soon as he unsheathed himself of his regulation uniform and placed it in the stateroom’s Wardrobe’s reclamation unit. They began coupling immediately. 

They had begun in their slumber couch, but passionately began to move about the room. Retho suddenly glimpsed about amongst the desire and lovemaking and noticed he was now standing in the middle of the room, Nicraan kneeling in front of him letting Retho's legs slide down around his waist until they rested on Nicraan's hips.

 Retho's arms ached, but the bulk of his weight was now supported by the pilot's frame. Nicraan gently ran his hand along the length of Retho's hardened phallus's underside. 

Spreading the youth's buttocks as far as he could, Nicraan lowered Retho onto his lap in one quick motion.  Retho squirmed as pleasure rose to meet and surpass the intrusion. 

Nicraan arched his neck forward just enough to fit the head of Retho's phallus into his mouth. Retho suddenly felt as if his were a Januarian, another kind of hermaphroditic race within The System, and was able to couple with himself.  As if he was able to give and receive simultaneously. 

The room around Retho blurred and there seemed nothing in the universe except pleasure, physical gratification, and unconditional love. The two shimmered with psionic energy as their auras burst with power upon their union. 

Moving to the same position on a self-conforming chair, Nicraan's grindings became more rapid, taking on a stronger rhythm.  Eagerly he sucked Retho until he exploded, filling his mouth with long-overdue warmth.  Involuntarily, Retho's buttocks bucked and pitched, sending Nicraan's passion deep within him only moments later... 

 

*  *  *

 

"Care to have the autodoc do an examination on you?" Dara asked, gently touching her daughter on the shoulder as she stepped fully into the Infirmary. 

"As ordered. And, I'm curious to see how the launch and the subsequent effects of being spaceborne for four rotates has affected my fetus," Moela confessed with a nod. 

Dara gestured for Moela to lie down on the extended examination biocouch.  As the science officer complied, Dara moved to a complex of instruments and controls that decorated the wall behind Moela's head. She touched contact points, activating the autodoc.  Dara touched several contact points in sequence on the biobed’s headboard.  The autodoc hummed and the opening at the far end of the couch lit up. On a nearby console, a pair of holomonitors flickered to life.  

A holoschematic of Moela’s body shimmered transparently in the air above the diagnostic bed where the real lieutenant commander lay. All her vital organs and systems where up for clinical inspection accompanied by scrolling captions of diagnostics, Dara moved to study their readouts.

“Physically, you appear to be doing fine. Some elevated levels of epinephrine and norepinephrine as well as cortisol. My guess is you are showing some signs of stress, which is normal after all you’ve been through," the doctor commented with a lightness in her tone, even though she kept her eyes transfixed on symbols and figures that coalesced and changed as they peaked and flat lined. Dara punched a trio of buttons on a bio console.  "I'd like to have a better look inside you." 

A large holoscreen cleared, focused.  It displayed a colored internal image of Moela's head and upper torso.  Finer resolution could show blood flowing steadily through her arteries and veins, lungs pulsing, heart beating.  At the moment Dara was more interested in the internal schematic of the small rounded shape growing inside Moela's uterus. 

Dara adjusted the scan, and the lower portion of Moela's torso came online.  The unborn fetus came clearly into 3-D view. She fine-tuned a control, switched to a tighter view and finer resolution.  The screen showed the fetus's organs working steadily, at a normal pace, and seemingly without effort. She studied readouts.  "Vital signs continue to be strong. All major internal organs have formed, and nails have grown on its fingers and toes. Toes and fingers are distinct. Fetal blood cells are beginning to circulate within maturing blood vessels. Fetal Length: thirty centiretems. Fetal Weight: two kilograms." 

Moela smiled, glad that things were going well.  The warmth she felt inside herself came through her exterior. Her eyes sparkled with glee.  "That's a refreshing bit of news," she chuckled. She looked pale, tired, but seemed otherwise homeostatic.  “I feel fine,” Moela said. “Siress, really I do.”

“I know but I’d like a couple of more uterine scans. It’ll only take a moment.”

A moment which tested Moela’s patience, already strained. 

On the Infirmary’s main holoset there was a blur on the 3-D plates, a patch that clung to the lower part of the uterus vascular reticulum. Dara studied it, touched a control and another plate slipped into position -- the same organ taken from a different position. She tapped her manicured finger at certain points on the hologram as dubious medical data patterns rolled past, side by side. There had to be a simple answer from applied science to this anomaly.

 A chill of a premonition passed through Dara. She shrugged it off and turned away from the dimming holographic display as she deactivated the autodoc. As the full-scale body holoschematic flickered and winked out, Dara asked her patient, “What happened during your sleep stint?”

“I was somewhere in a dream,” Moela said slowly, thinking. “I felt feverishly hot; I couldn’t seem to catch my breath.”

Dara asked, “This fever, Moela, did it last long?”

“No. It just seemed to be there and then it was gone, leaving me feeling drained and languid for a time.”

“And your shortness of breath?” 

“My breath returned to normal after we spoke.”

Moela glanced at Dara; found her own puzzlement reflected in the other female’s eyes. 

“Any nausea? Loss of appetite?” 

Moela paused before answering, she knew she couldn’t lie to her siress. “I have a slight loss of appetite due to nausea. Why do you ask?”

“From blood and urine analysis your nausea could be from a combination of ketosis, dehydration, loss of electrolytes such as sodium and potassium from excessive fluid loss... calcium depletion from too much protein and weakness from not enough carbohydrate foods... these complications are all too common with a poor dietary intake ratio of carbohydrates to proteins.”

“Ketosis?”

Dara smiled, then said, “When there’s an imbalance between carbohydrates and proteins, the body goes into a state of "ketosis", which is characterized by excessive fluid loss and "fruity breath", and a lowering of appetite. It’s an abnormal increase of ketone bodies in the body in conditions of reduced or disturbed carbohydrate metabolism. You have below normal phytochemical levels in your blood.”

“So my symptoms could be dietary based?”

With a simple nod, Dara went on to say, “I can’t be certain, but some of your symptoms could have any number of causes: from typical morning sickness to dietary imbalances to any number of genetic fetal rejection syndromes.”

“Are you worried?” Moela frowned as she tried to read the physician’s expression.

“As a doctor I’m naturally interested, but as your siress I am concerned.” She paused, looking at her daughter and then said, softly, “But leave the worrying to me, that’s my duty. You just enjoy this time in your life.  Are you well enough to continue with your duty stint?”

Moela rose up and off the biobed, making adjustments to her uniform as she smiled and nodded. “Please, Siress, I feel much better now.”

Without hesitation Dara walked to where Moela stood, as a doctor would tend to a patient, a siress would sooth a child. "Well, maybe it’s better to keep busy. Now don’t overdo it.”

“I won’t,” Moela vowed.

“You're free to go.”

Taking her hand, Dara led Moela towards the exit -- halting as Moela kissed her siress gently on the cheek.

"This pregnancy will be a good one.  Thank you for your support." Moela blushed, shyly toying with strands of hair.

"My support needs no recognition," Dara finally replied.  "You carry within you the seed of our future.  It is I who owe you thanks." 

Moela embraced her siress lovingly; then made her exit.  

Dara went to sit on the edge of the Infirmary’s workstation, deep in thought. After a moment of contemplation, she reached over to the desk’s instrumentation panel and tabbed at a contact point.

“Pioneer Pod Four Log. Medical Status Report. Five hundred and sixty-nine rotates since launch. Medical Commander Dara Lidasiress reporting. Our science officer, Lieutenant Commander Moela Darasiress, has reported developing a nocturnal intermittent high fever of unknown origin that incapacitates her with feelings of lassitude and loss of will.”

 She paused, thinking what else to say. Diary entries were a luxury that space travel made available and she was glad to catch up on her assignments, but she had spent about as much time as could, and she felt tired. She decided to wrap the report up, instead.

“The question is, could this fever’s sudden appearance be connected to the fact that Lieutenant Commander Moela is pregnant or is it something more? Standard anatomical, physiological, and pathological scans and tests have been run in the hopes that I could make a diagnosis and thus devise an antidote. At this time, it has defied analysis by the medical equipment at my disposal.”

 She tabbed off the diary computer and slipped off the desk like a dancer, bounced her hair at the sides with her fingertips and twisted it round. She smoothed the uniform fabric she wore and walked confidently down the corridor toward the dormitory section.

 The double-unit quarters were among the most spacious and accommodating within the Pioneer Pod Four -- the room seemed to echo with emptiness.  Dara felt fatigued and worn as she returned to her room at the end of a long duty stint.  The high point had been another of Moela's examinations, but that was merely one detail in a duty cycle filled with the after-throes of the emergency launch from the Thilen Nine system.

The stateroom featured angled walls into which set the room’s modular amenities. As Dara looked around her quarters, a frown etched her fine-featured face.  "Computer," she called. "Room illumination up two points." Without delay, the room grew brighter, driving some of the quiet shadows farther away.

She walked into the bedchamber section and stripped off the regulation clothing she had worn all-rotate.  This morning the uniform had been crisp and bright, but the fabric lost its vigor after too much time being worn. Set into the angled hull adjacent to the sanitary facility’s hatch was the stateroom’s Wardrober. It was the heart of the clothing replication system onboard the Pod. It was used to replace worn-out or out-grown clothing. 

Paralleling the Wardrober’s central computer terminal were the doorless closets and a phase transition chamber. Without thought, she placed the garment into the reclamation unit located within the central terminal. Touching the appropriate contact points on the computer tie-in control’s faceplate caused the unit to hum and in a brilliant flash of vaporizing light, the uniform was recycled into the ship’s primary environmental systems.

Dara moved into the sanitary cabin and activated the controls for the unit's shower and set it for a gentle massage.  She eased herself into the stall, letting out a long sigh, wanting just to blank out the troubles from her head.

After only a few moments the shower unknotted her muscles, revitalizing and refreshing her. Once again she returned to the Wardrober and bypassed Capel’s closet, she thumbed the garments hanging in her doorless compartment. Not satisfied by what she found cached there, Dara entered in her size and a style code into the unit’s production-computer for a desired garment stored in computer memory. 

A unique piece of hardware. Similar to the biofabricators in the galley, the Wardrober mainframe started with making a virtual design of the object wanted to be created. The process was a bit like making a loaf of sliced bread, but in reverse. As if baking each individual slice of bread and then gluing them back together into a whole loaf (as opposed to making a whole loaf and then slicing it). Dividing a 3D model into hundreds or thousands of horizontal layers – slicing layer by layer. Pure genius of taking a 2D image and creating a three dimensional object.

Without pause, the Wardrober’s phase transition chamber located to the right of the unit’s computer tie-in control faceplate suddenly sealed its lateral walls over a headless, pseudo-mannequin contained within. There was a hum as a matter stream was routed through a network of waveguide conduits into the terminal and through the garment fabricator; tiny layers sticking together to form a solid object. As the lateral walls folded back into place, Dara could see a casual shift had transmutated on the archetype inside the phase transition chamber. Satisfied with the creation, Dara dressed again; and laid back on the expanse of the chamber's bed.

Around her, mounted on the walls were nostalgic scenes from the planet Aidennia, pictures of the planet where she had grown up, the planet the Tauron had destroyed in their first strike within The System: the peaceful, sweeping grasslands that whispered in the wind, the soaring tower cities, the industry and deep settlements built into the walls of wide cracks plunging into Aidennia's crust ... her home city rising from the center of an ancient caldera crater.

Capel had procured those holo-pictures for her just before the launch of the Saarien; they were an anniversary gift. Now those images wrenched her heart every time she looked at them.  She thought of her sire and siress, and her childhood as the only reproductive offspring within her clan, never suspecting her future.

Restlessness settled within the doctor, and she walked over to the room's built-in wall shelving unit. She activated the small holographs that presented past images of her family. The two youthful figures of her parents stood inside a colorful sculptured background architectural artifact. Both were tall and slender, as she was. Dara's siress's close-cropped curly hair was the color of iron, her sire wore his longer, tied at the back of his neck; it too was the hue of pepper. In another image an adolescent Dara stood with her older sibling smiling at something out of view.  Dara smiled back, though the static images couldn't see her. The hologram had been taken just before her parents had boarded a luxury cruise-shuttle outbound for Aidennia’s moons. It was both a business as well as a romantic excursion for them. She fought back tears that threatened to well up inside her eyes as she had a flashback of the return flight … a ball of fire streaking across the blue sky of the local tarmac! The shuttle had begun to break apart upon re-entry … a faulty sensor in the helium-nitrogen ratio sensor had caused an overload in the retro-thrusters’ emitters … there had been a feedback surge … and … 

Dara squeezed her eyes tight, as if that would make the memory change, alter it, or just simply go away. It didn’t … with a sigh, she opened her eyes and a tear ran unchecked down a smooth cheek to drip from her chiseled jawline.

A third holograph accentuated her frown into a somber, tight line across her face.  It was one of herself with her youngest offspring: Lunon. She was holding him as a little boy of five cycles old, a standard pose, siress and baby, locked in a 3-Dimensional frame, for safety. In a quick instant, she had a memory flashback of his ghastly death -- at the means of that crivit on Thilen Nine's planet.  She shivered. She was furious at her helplessness during the whole incident and at the injustice of the universe, too furious even to cry.

For a long while, Dara stood before the holographs, unable to move as she tried to comprehend the maelstrom of feelings that buffeted her soul. They all surfaced -- her hope, her grief, her anger, and her love. She closed her eyes, again. As if doing so would shut out reality and the pleasant memories would overtake her and become real once again.

Behind her shut eyes, she remembered sitting beside an open trunk, in the cellar of their family dwelling on Aidennia prior to the launch, where the baby clothes were folded away, locks of hair cut on Moela's, Retho's, and then Lunon's second birthing celebration, in an vacuum-sealed envelope and labeled, caramel-brown. All had gotten darker later.

I don't have those things anymore, the clothes and hair. I wonder what happened to all our things. Looted, dumped out, and carried away during the Occupation, even burned when the dwelling was probably set aflame. Maybe even confiscated.

Part of that long loneliness would never be over.  Her parents and siblings were dead along with the trillions of other Aidennians that had been murdered during the Tauron Assault. Even though she had not personally witnessed the demise of her species, she no longer felt the united-Ka that was always present within her -- even during stasis in the suspended animation tube onboard the Saarien. As far as Lunon was concerned, nothing could bring him back, nothing could ever fill the hollowness his death had left in her heart.

Within exactly eight rotates the Pioneer Four would be returning to familiar Space, returning to The System, returning home; knowing that lightened her mood. Dara eased back into a self-conforming chair as she turned on the entertainment synthesizers, playing a pastoral melody written by a famous composer from Aidennia.

The door chime sounded, startling her from her reverie.  She glanced down to make certain she had remembered to dress herself, and then went to the entryway.

Her son Retho stood in the shadows, dressed in his regulation uniform. "Why, Retho, what brings you here?" she asked.

"I was about to start my duty stint and I felt your melancholy," he said, a tender hand touched her nearest arm.  "I thought you might want someone to talk too. Where’s Sire?"

“He’s in Engineering fortifying the new installments.” She heaved a sigh and gestured him to come inside. Her dark eyes looked at him and she hesitated before answering.  "Forgive me, I'm just feeling sorry for myself, I guess.  We're about to arrive at Sheey, but I can't seem to shake this nostalgic mood I find myself in!" 

Retho saw more wistfulness than sarcasm in his siress's eyes. As she slumped back in the self-conforming chair, he closed the entryway and let her go on. "Sometimes it wears on me knowing that everything and everyone I knew and loved are gone.  Because of the Mira Project, I was with my clan only a fraction of the time I could have been before the launch of the Saarien. I can count on my one hand the number of times I had visited them. I didn't even have enough time to feel like a member of an extended clan before we left Aidennia.  Now I am having regrets." Then she looked directly at him. "And, now we're about to return to whatever is left of The System.  I feel like part of my life is missing."

Retho crouched before her and reached out to touch her arm again. "That is in the past, Siress.  You must let the "Now" be the focus of your life and not become distracted by long ago things."

Dara reacted more strongly than he had anticipated, drawing away.  "Maybe I'm afraid of that, Retho.  When I look at you, I am haunted by what "Was" and now I am filled with the uncertainty of what "Is".  When I look in the mirror, I see an expression in my eyes, as if a vital part of me has been burned away by the personal hells I've walked through.  Surviving the Tauron Assault, life on that planet in the Thilen Nine system, escaping the demise of that world along with its suns, dueling with a Tauron squadron as the red sun went nova. If that's what is in the "Now", maybe I don't want to participate in it anymore!" 

She held up her hand to stop him from saying anything until she had finished.  "At the start of the Mira Project, I thought I was doing important work for the Senate.  I thought this mission to Mira would help build a whole new annex to the democracy that would ultimately include a thousand solar groups. I thought that was my life's work; but now I could care less about the whole bureaucracy.  Maybe, just maybe, I might want to just be something I never really was to any of my children.  Maybe, I just want to be a siress."     

Retho looked at her, unmoved.  She couldn't read his expressions anymore; he was no longer innocent.  "It doesn't seem to be such a horrible destiny to me, Siress.  It's a good thing you've realized it before we reestablish contact with Sheey.  Once we're known, we'll all have to keep our goals in clear sight.  Because if you thought everything we've been through was hell, just wait till we experience the pangs of war."  They stared at each other in an uncomfortable silence for a few moments.  Retho looked away first, retreating from that line of conversation. "Anyway, you've always been more than just a siress to me, Dara Lidasiress. You've been more like a friend."  

She reached out with her fingers to touch his auburn hair, drifting over the contours of his head. Retho let his eyes fall half-closed, then sent faint tendrils of thought into her mind, deftly touching the topography of her memory. The gesture was soothing and comforting, the bond between them seemed to grow stronger; and, for the first time, Retho felt that he knew is siress.
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