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* * * * *
They were all dead when we found them--all of them. We knew how they had died. Telltale clues were waiting there for us to discover, to painstakingly piece together, bit by horrible bit, and just as we had done twice before in two other solar systems. But why? That question haunted us. It stalked our every waking hour. Because, you see, there was a twin ghost to that question, and that was a foreboding, a dread as to what it all might mean.
Yet, we were careful never to speak of that fear. We never acted, for the most part, as if we were even aware of it. Each of us too afraid, I suppose, that if we did it would make it real, make it manifest. So, from that dark wellspring of anxiety, that potential prophecy surged a constant apprehension. It rankled daily in the pits of our stomachs. Its bitter bile mounted in our throats to sour our hopes, and magnify all our fears…
# # # # #
“There it is.” Javier, a stocky but soft-spoken man, was the first to see it. There was no missing his excitement. His voice vibrated with it, making it sound husky.
Our destination, an alien solar system, lay ahead of us. Its star glowed buttercup yellow on our view screen.
“It’s marvelous,” I said, speaking for everyone, I think, because all our eyes were alight with wonder, an almost greedy awe. And why not? After all, we were the very first, us three, to behold unknown worlds that orbited a sun other than our own.
Exploring it, however, would involve a number of relocations. These would be tricky because the Interstitial Drive, or ID as we called it, was not available this close to a star. We’d have to employ our secondary drive, which was matter-antimatter. It beat using chemical rockets, but still, it took time, precision, and much effort.
“It’s up to you,” I told Margaret. “You’re the best, the one with the piloting expertise, so you get to set the priorities and call the shots.”
“Oh, James, you’re too kind!” Although sounding sarcastic, she smiled, pouting red lips parting to reveal even white teeth. I think she was genuinely pleased at my ready acknowledgment of her abilities. And maybe just a little annoyed as well, because we all knew she was in for some hard work.
And okay, my comment to the auburn-haired Margaret had bordered on gross flattery. I admit it. I’d stoop to just about anything to get those green eyes to notice me as a man and not just as another crewmate. Still, what I’d said had been true enough. She was good at her job.
Margaret piloted us with a finesse I could only admire but never emulate. We sailed the vacuous seas of that system, exploring its atolls in space. At times, she’d race the ship before blasts of dangerous solar flares, outrunning them. Had they hit us, we would have died in hours from the radiation. Those would not have been easy deaths.
She threaded a course through drifting shoals of dark asteroids that crowded the outer of two belts. Margaret tacked around the gravity wells of cloud-churning gas giants. One was a frothy crimson, a blood-red monster. Another world was ice blue, fit for a snow queen, and a third was a huge green-banded orb. Tawny rings spun around that planet. They were like flat ribbons of flowing yellow sand, the kind one finds on sunny beaches. I remember that world in particular, because it made me homesick. It looked so much like our own solar system’s Saturn.
They were strange places and even stranger information poured in from some of them. Scans showed traces of artificial constructs, bare outlines, and mere memories of ruins. These lay scattered across several of the moons of those Jovian-style planets.
“Life,” Javier whispered, echoing aloud what we were all thinking. His anthracite eyes gleamed bright with this revelation. His huge black mustache twitched, as if his lips were attempting a smile under the weight of those heavy bristles. “Margaret, James, this is a momentous discovery.”
He was right. Intelligence besides humanity’s own, and found so quickly, at our first stop. A race had begun colonization of various worlds here. They were gone now. Something terrible had claimed all their lives, seemingly some catastrophic event, judging by what we could discern. It was our job, Javier’s, Margaret’s, and mine, to determine what that dreadful occurrence had been.
Margaret programmed our vessel anew to better study the remaining evidence. We plied the now sinister-seeming distances between those lifeless planets, wondering what Shiva, what Destroyer of Worlds, had visited here, and might still lurk somewhere, hidden, waiting perhaps, to snatch at us. We sought the answer to that riddle at planet after planet, moon after moon. But they were ghost worlds all, so empty of life, left to revolve endlessly around an aging sun. Still, some clues lay concealed under atmospheres of orange methane, or buried deep in surface mounds of frozen white ammonia mixed with yellow sulfur. It was scant evidence that remained. They were just vestiges, pathetic monuments to the hopes and dreams of a vanished people. To reach for the stars only to have it end like this. What had happened here? What agency had wrought this outrage?
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