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CHAPTER 1
“Startling, isn’t it.” Leaning over his officer’s shoulder, Commander Kraanox stared mesmerized at the console, viewing the intercepted high frequency analog transmissions. The people of this planet referred to it as ‘television’.
His communications officer looked up. “What, Commander?”
“The similarity. All this time we’ve been orbiting in space, the question has plagued me so. The people of this world are roughly the same as those of our home world, Traanu. A little larger, and with hair all over their bodies and a most noticeable thick mass coated on top of their heads, but other than that, at a quick glance they could pass as related. Two arms, two legs, upright posture, ten fingers and ten toes—though they lack the second opposable thumb on each hand we enjoy.”
His officer laughed and held his hands up, flexing his second thumbs into a finger position. “It must be hard for them to properly grip things.
“Perhaps, but the variance is minimal. Facially, they’re almost identical—more prominent noses, and ears that stick out from their heads, but everything in the right place.” He ran his hand over his right ear to push it forward in mock representation. “When the high frequency electromagnetic waves led us here, we knew we would find intelligent life, but I bore little expectation they would appear so similar to us. Nature must have a standard plan when evolving intelligent life.”
The officer grimaced. “Still, there are many differences. Outside of the fact these creatures are mammalian versus the amphibian of our people, there appears to be a huge cultural difference as well. Although areas of the planet are predominated by certain types of humans, they seem willing to intermix. And, most shockingly, interbreed. Such integration of societies is unheard of back home, and interbreeding, heresy!”
Kraanox clapped a hand down on the officer’s shoulder. “Yes, but they are a lot alike, these people. Aggressive, yes, combative even, as attested to by the current wars they are engaged in across the globe. The world appears dominated by what seems like a large multitude of different countries and religions, each vying for more than they have. Two of these countries seem to dictate the politics of this world, with different philosophies on government. What are they again?”
“Communism and democracy, sir.”
“Yes, that’s them. Personally, I can see little difference. In each case, power rests in the control of a select few, no different than the governments of Traanu, back home. Our ideologies are not as fractured, there being only eight different countries and the same number of religions and people.”
Commander Kraanox pondered these things as he roamed the bridge of his ship, the Flower, visiting with his officers. Not as roomy as some of the others in the fleet, with barely enough room for him to pass between the different stations. But this was his first command. He took pride in each and every part of it, from the polished obsidian floors, to the illuminated ceiling with light to match that of his home world sun. And each crew member, despite his presence, was diligent in their duties; from navigation to tactical, communications to science.
The main focus of his mission from his homeland of Braannoo involved the search for alien technology. And, after all this time in space circling this planet, he found the people of this world lacked the necessary scientific advancements to help his people, with only one exception.
He grew angry as he stood there, considering the first alien civilization they discovered. Yes, their journeys indeed found life elsewhere, but no intelligence. The goal here should be one of first contact. But orders were orders. The war at home continued to go badly, and money could not be spared for purely scientific missions. Nowadays, everything required a military application or it received no funding.
The only discoveries suited to their needs were the atomic weapons these aliens possessed. But the technology to build such devices was useless, since Traanu was all but devoid of the metals uranium and plutonium.
Nevertheless, they worked tirelessly to obtain the knowledge. In his heart, he knew himself a patriot, and with military training as well, but the scientist in him wanted to discover, to explore, and to delve into the unknown. Sneaking to the surface in an effort to purloin technology ran contrary to his mindset. Why not just set down in the middle of all those people and openly trade with them.
Besides, with nothing of real value militarily, perhaps it might be right to break with protocol. The number of times they’d been spotted in their late night sorties showed reason enough to admit they existed to these people. He chuckled to himself at the antics some of the locals went through upon seeing his ship cruise through their area.
Yes, these people had much to offer in the way of trade, metal for one. Only recently did Traanusians bore deeply enough into their planet to recover reasonable quantities of the stuff. The cost of mining proved to be so high the value made using it in day-to-day life unrealistic. Unlike the people below, where every day common items were made from products like steel or nickel and discarded easily.
Commander Kraanox sighed. As much as his heart told him what to do, the reasoned objectivity of his mission took precedence. If he made first contact, he would be in breach of orders and face a court martial back home. The mines in the penal system were not the kind of retirement he planned for. Though, given his family heritage, such a penalty would be unlikely for him. More likely, he would lose his post and be consigned to a desk in the royal offices.
He made his way to the captain’s chair, elevated in the center of the bridge. It allowed him to rotate and see each station with ease. Microgravity gave the impression of more hopping than walking, but as their tenure in orbit approached three months, he proved an old hand at it. He took comfort in the daily regimen that kept him fit. It allowed him the ease of mobility where his actions bespoke of fluidity versus awkwardness. When he took his station, his helmsman, the first officer, acknowledged his presence with a nod.
“Anything to report?” Krannox asked.
The first officer turned to face him. The man was a standard example of his people. Deep blue eyes set in a clear, almond toned face. Smooth skinned, with no markings. His ears lay very flat against the sides of his head. His nose also lay very flat across his face. His eyebrows featured darker-toned ridges of skin stretched across a slight protrusion in the bone structure of his skull. They were designed to channel water away from eyes that, every now and then, would blink an inner set of transparent eyelids, maintaining the level of moisture his eyes required. “Nothing we haven’t heard before Commander. Those coded transmissions offer little for us to learn.”
Raising his hand to scratch at the side of his head, he applied pressure from both thumbs in a gentle massaging of his scalp. Stretching his other hand across his jaw in musing, he allowed the webbing between his fingers to pull against his chin as he contemplated the mission to date. A decision needed to be made—whether to remain here or set out for home. “It’s time to wrap up this mission everyone. Complete whatever you’re working on. When I get a status that all reports are in, I am going to take the Flower home.”
Feeling melancholy, he set off for the shower unit. His skin felt dry, and he needed to moisturize—the heavens knew he missed a good swim. Working his way through the narrow corridors of the ship, he found himself among the crew’s quarters when the sirens began.“Alert! Alert! Commander Kraanox to the bridge!”
Turning around, he made his way as quickly as possible back to the bridge. With a few precision, micro-gravity leaps, he covered the distance in less than half the time it would normally take to pull himself forward. “What’s happening?”
His tactical officer spun in his chair to face him. “Commander, another ship just entered orbit. We picked up its signature and scanned it. We aren’t positive, but we believe it to be a Muurgu ship! And it is twice our size and heavily armored. How did they find us?”
Kraanox leaned over the console to examine the readouts for himself. There could be no doubt. The configuration exactly matched reports of Muurgu spacecraft. This cruiser class attack ship would make short work of the Flower, his own frigate. “Heavens curse! Of all things, to encounter, a spaceship from the very country we’re currently at war with. Quick, plot an immediate withdrawal from here—let’s get going home before they spot us.”
The helmsman interrupted. “I don’t think that’s possible, Commander. They appear headed straight for us, and with their current speed, we will never be able to accelerate quickly enough to elude them.”
He examined the trajectory plotting on his monitor showing the route planned. With the acceleration factored in by the helmsman, Kraanox knew it would not be quick enough to escape the incoming enemy ship. He recognized there could be no option left but to fight. His ship was poorly armored, with limited fighting capability. There would be no contest.
Commander Kraanox stood as tall as he could and faced his staff. Bravado was what he needed. “Break out the weapons, everyone. I doubt they intend to board us, but if they do, we’ll give them a taste of Braannoo courage.”
The men began to hustle around in preparation for the coming battle. The crewmembers donned space suits in case the ship lost compression. It all seemed so meaningless. Should they survive this battle but their ship be breached, they would die anyway.
He did not believe in coincidence. Someone back home was a traitor, and he did not believe he would live to find out whom.
CHAPTER 2
Seven-year-old Justin Spencer knew it was way past his bedtime. After he went to bed and his parents gone downstairs, he climbed out on the roof of the porch that stood immediately below his bedroom window. Staring up at the night sky, Justin scanned the heavens. He remembered how his teacher at school told the class the Russians launched a satellite called Sputnik, and you could see it when it passed overhead. The other kids were saying the Russians were spying on them, but Justin didn’t care. Let the Russians look—he didn’t have anything to hide, and he was wearing his pajamas.
They couldn’t see through those, could they?
He just wanted to see the satellite when it passed by.
Downstairs, his parents were watching President Eisenhower on television, talking about the Sputnik satellite. The windows were open and Justin could hear bits and pieces as he stared at the sky.
"…no additional threat to the United States…from what the Soviets say, they have put one small ball in the air…no one ever suggested to me . . . a race except, of course, more than once we would say, well, there is going to be a great psychological advantage in world politics to putting the thing up, but . . . in view of the real scientific character of our development, there didn't seem to be a reason for just trying to grow hysterical about it…to the limit of my ability . . . and that is all I can do."
He heard his father ranting about the President being incompetent and a few other things he didn’t understand.
Having brought his pillow with him, Justin settled down to lie on his back, looking up. The clear night sky filled his vision, not a cloud in sight. The moon shone brilliantly and the stars glittered like so many Christmas tree lights. It appeared to be a perfect night to spot the Sputnik satellite when it passed overhead. Folding his arms behind his head, he settled himself to wait.
Justin strained his eyes; maybe he just needed to look a little harder. Almost two hours passed, and Justin began to nod. “Gee, maybe I better get back in bed.”
As he rose, he gave one last quick, sweeping gaze across the heavens, and noticed a red flicker in the sky.
Justin stopped to rub his eyes. Looking again, he momentarily lost where he’d marked the spot in the sky, and panicked.
Where was it? There!
The red glimmer caught his eye again. He watched intently as it seemed to swell and change to a teardrop. It appeared to be headed directly toward him as it grew in size.
The Sputnik was on fire and about to crash into his house!
Mesmerized, he couldn’t move as he watched the red tear flame its way down. But rather than hit his house, it fell into the woods a short distance away, just past the city limits. He jumped at the loud boom it made as it crashed. Forgetting he was supposed to be in bed, he scrambled back into the house and raced down to the living room, where his parents were still arguing. With the television blaring in the background and voices raised, Justin figured they didn’t hear the noise. “Mom! Dad! Ya gotta come see! The Sputnik just went down in the woods outside of town!”
Justin raced up to his parents and tugged at their hands. “Come on, come on! Ya gotta see it now, while it’s still burning!”
His parents stood and followed, although it seemed he needed to tug real hard. His father was complaining about the disturbance, but Justin wasn’t really listening. They all stepped out onto the porch, and he pointed in the direction of the forest. Their home was the closest one to it, so no other homes blocked their line of sight. “Over there! It fell over there! I saw it fall, right into the forest. It was all on fire!”
The three of them peered into the night, but there was no fire burning, nothing at all appeared visible, save the outline of the woods in the dark. His father bent down to turn him around and look him straight in the eyes. “Justin, what are you doing up? You must have been dreaming, boy. You probably heard your mother and me talking about the Sputnik when we were in the living room. You need to get back in bed, young man.”
Justin twisted in his father’s grip. “No, Dad! I saw it. I did! I was out on the veranda roof, looking for it in the sky, and I saw it fall!”
His father stood up. “And what, pray tell, were you doing out on the veranda roof when you were supposed to be in bed?”
Justin realized his secret was out. He kept his voice quieter as he stared down at the floor. “The kids at school told me that the Sputnik would fly overhead, and I wanted to see it, that’s all.”
His mother knelt down to pick him up. “Justin, you know that you are not supposed to climb out on that roof, and in your pajamas, no less! You could have fallen and killed yourself. Then what would you do!” She fussed about to see if there were any rips or stains. “What probably happened was you fell asleep out there and dreamed it. Now let’s get my little man back to bed.”
Justin put a pout on his small face. “But I did see it, Mom, I did.”
Smiling now, his mom continued on into the house and up the stairs. “Yes honey, I believe you think you did. Now let’s get you to bed and no more talk tonight of Sputniks.”
His mother gently laid him on his bed and pulled the covers up over him. She bent down and kissed him on the forehead. “Now, go to sleep, and be a good little dear.”
Justin gave one last protest and finally resigned himself to his fate. As his parents left the room, he said quietly, one last time, “I did see it,” then snuggled down into his pillow.
CHAPTER 3
Managing to pull himself up to a tree, Commander Kraanox examined his bleeding. All the cuts were superficial, but there could be no doubt, there were other injuries his eyes could not detect. His insides hurt tremendously, probably from a cracked rib or two. He only hoped none of his internal organs suffered any serious damage.
Scant yards away, the wreckage of his ship lay steaming in a mangled heap. The plummet through the atmosphere had super-heated the exterior, and he could still feel the heat radiating from it. At rest, it was cooling quickly. Landing in a forest pond helped. How he managed to survive, he still did not know. A stroke of luck, he guessed.
After blowing a hole through his ship, the attackers attempted to board the Flower. Once they managed to attach their trans-variant outer space bridge to his ship, Kraanox played his last card. Though his interstellar drive was disabled, he still retained his positioning thrusters, and fired his engines to kick the Flower into a death spiral toward the planet, dragging the enemy ship with him. Unfortunately, the ploy failed, the Muurgu were able to disengage, and Kraanox descended with a severely damaged ship.
Taking the controls, he angled the craft back and forth to prevent as much drag on the ship as possible since the hole punched by the enemy ship compromised the integrity of the hull. He couldn’t prevent the onrushing air at the steep angle from trying to shake the ship apart. The intense atmospheric friction engulfed the ship in flames, the surrounding gases igniting upon contact. Blinded, and with little control available, he held on, belted to his chair, as the ship plummeted to its doom.
The hull breach saved him in the end. Spiraling, the onrushing air caught at the damage and ripped the ship in half only moments before impact. As if on a hinge, the forward cabin flapped backward and bounced off the tail of the vessel. The bounce took tremendous velocity off the cabin, and sensing a chance, he fired all the steering jets and those that yet remained were enough to redirect him into a somewhat horizontal trajectory with the ground. It was sheer chance he didn’t follow the rest of the ship as it smashed into the ground below. The cabin careened through dense vegetation that further slowed the ship’s speed. For over a quarter mile, branches banged away at the hull, until at last, what remained of the ship, hit a massive tree, somersaulted in the air, and landed hard in the pond.
The decision to don space suits made a big difference. Giving them the ability to breathe through the descent, they withstood the superheating as well, and, as a last measure, provided some protection on final impact. Regardless of this, Kraanox suffered from severe injuries, including the possibility of some broken bones. Three other crewmates survived, though none in any better shape than him, and one remained unconscious.
The first order of business is always survival. Yes, the Flower is gone, we are marooned on a distant world, and we are without food, water or shelter. But we have our lives; something the Muurgu did their best to deprive us of.
The initial effects of the crash wore off, and Kraanox began to regain his equilibrium. Sadly, the hurts upon his body became more acutely evident as he made an attempt to stand up straight. A moment of nausea passed, and his vision cleared. He stood in a thicket of trees, small and coarse compared to those of his home planet, but shelter nevertheless, for now anyway. Doing a quick perimeter search, he noted the forest spread in all directions, but appeared to thin quickly to his right. From beyond the edge of the tree line, he could make out lights, indicating civilization.
Once his surviving crew was gathered, and he huddled near them. “Stay here until I get back. Don’t touch the water in that pond. It appears to be so choked with algae as to be undrinkable. I saw lights some distance away, and I’m guessing there are human homes nearby. Maybe I can get some fresh water there.
He got up and moved through the forest. When he reached the edge, he found his suspicions confirmed as human houses stretched in a line away from him.
Stealing into the yard of the nearest home, he spied a garden hose on the ground. Having seen these in use in the television broadcasts they intercepted, he immediately went to the end to get a drink of water. He held it up, but nothing came out. Disappointed, he followed the hose to where it connected to the dwelling. There, a spigot protruded from the wall. He turned the spigot until water emerged from the end of the hose. After taking a drink, he doused himself with water and looked about the yard. He needed to find a receptacle to carry water back to his shipmates. He came across a square of sand surrounded by a wooden framework. Lying about in the sand were plastic pails of various sizes. Finding the largest two, he filled them with water and set off back to the woods to rejoin his crew.
Kraanox entered the woods in what, he believed, the proper bearing, but he became momentarily disoriented because lights were visible in that direction. Proceeding with caution, he neared the crash site and observed much activity through the trees.
Humans.
They were walking all about, holding flashlights. One set up some type of generator and illuminated a much larger area. By its light, he could see his fellow Traanusians being carried away on stretchers, their hands bound. Human voices were barking away at each other as they scoured through the remains of his ship.
Kraanox did not know the language, but he recognized a certain word from the intercepted transmissions. “Troops.” It was obvious these were military personnel who worked for the government, and his first intuition told him to avoid capture. Staying in the darkness of the woods, he watched as the men went back and forth. More soldiers arrived, bringing some heavy equipment as well. They packed up the remains of the spaceship and hauled it away, perhaps to be studied elsewhere. Kraanox smiled inwardly. The humans would find little; the engine now totally obliterated, and the onboard computers, with their crystalline memory cores, would never have survived the crash. Nothing would remain except for wires and scraps.
He watched for a very long time, all the while contemplating what he should do next. He could not stay there forever, but no other idea formed on what else to do. Surrender always remained an option, but seeing his comrades in shackles, despite the severity of their wounds, made him doubt whether his captors would be lenient. But choices needed to be made. There appeared a hint of morning coming, and the exclusivity of his position now endangered. His daytime eyelids flicked closed, and he knew it time to go.
Commander Kraanox could hardly move. After the trauma of the crash and having crouched for so long, he could feel his muscles tightening tremendously. It felt as if they were in knots. He barely cleared the forest when he heard shouting behind him. He needed somewhere to hide.
***
Justin got up early, despite little rest the night before. On any school day, his mother would have to drag him out of bed. But it was Saturday, and that meant no school! It was a day to play, and he raced outside to enjoy the morning. He thought he might go across the street and see if Suzie Derkins wanted to come out and play.
His mother followed him out to hang the laundry. On her way, her foot entangled in a loop of the garden hose and she nearly tripped and fell, which would have spilled all her clean laundry on the ground. “Justin! How many times have I told you not to play with the hose? And look, you left the water running. Wasting water is a bad thing! And my slippers are soaked.” She turned to retreat into the house, probably to put on some proper shoes.
Startled by his mother’s accusations, Justin felt at first frozen where he stood. As she headed back in, he made a weak protest. “I didn’t do it.” But she was already behind the screen door and didn’t answer. Pouting, he made his way to the sandbox. Dropping heavily into the sand, he puttered for a bit, feeling out of sorts at being blamed for something he didn’t do.
After a few moments, he forgot about being upset and began to play in earnest. His mother came back out and began to hang the clothes on the line. After several minutes, he realized a couple of his sand pails were missing, including the blue one with the yellow starfish on the side, his favorite. Justin looked around a bit, then finally at his mother. “Have you seen my blue pail?”
Looking exasperated at him for a moment, she continued hanging clothes. “Where did you put it last, Justin? It must be around somewhere.”
Rising from the sand, he dusted himself off and began to search all around the yard. His mother finished her chore and went back inside. After a few moments, he gave up his search and returned to the sandbox to play.
***
In the forest, the military nearly completed its removal of the remains of the spaceship and were conducting a wider sweep to make sure they didn’t miss anything that might have been flung from the craft. First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell, the commander in charge, liked being thorough, and would leave no stone unturned. While standing next to the last truck about to depart with debris, one of his men yelled from a thicket about fifty yards away, “Lieutenant! You’d better come see this!”
Wayne looked up to locate the direction of the soldier yelling; excusing himself from his current conversation, he headed off into the woods. By the time he made it to the spot, a couple of other men showed up as well. The four men formed a semi-circle around what lay on the ground. By their feet were two plastic pails filled with water; one was blue with a starfish on the side. Deep impressions in the Earth showed where someone must have squatted for some time. Based on the angle, that someone must have been watching him and his men.
Wayne immediately summed up the situation. Another alien must still be on the loose. Looking quickly in all directions, he didn’t see anything, but daylight showed the forest ended not far to the west.
Good God, there are houses over there.
Quick action was needed. “You, Private, chase down some dogs to smell out this creature. And you two, gather all the men to the edge of the forest. If he’s still there, I want to keep him contained until more troops arrive. Grave is the day to have some Martian wandering down the middle of Main Street!”
The men set off at a run, while he worked his way back to his jeep. He thought about how those boys in Washington were going to want an update, and he wanted to make sure he followed orders on this one.
Damnedest thing, aliens crashing here, there was nothing in any manual for something like this.
***
Justin headed into the house to get some juice. His mother gave him a slice of carrot cake, left over from dinner the night before, to have with his drink. “Don’t let your father know about this. He’ll say I’m spoiling you.”
Justin said thanks and headed back out the door. When he returned to the yard, one of his mother’s sheets had fallen off the line into his sandbox.
Now I’m going to get it. Mom would never believe I didn’t pull it down. Maybe I could hang it back up before she comes out and sees.
He set his juice and carrot cake down and reached to pull the sheet from the sandbox.
***
Kraanox’s muscles seized. Stumbling, he grasped at the clothesline for support, but only managed a handful of linen, which fell with him. His wounds still unattended, he continued to weaken, until the last of his strength left him. He crawled under the partial cover of the sandbox and pulled the white linen over himself in an attempt to hide. Footsteps neared. He waited for the soldiers to nab him. There remained nothing else he could do but wait. He needed medical attention, and surrender appeared the only option left.
The sheet moved back and Kraanox saw a small human standing over him. Wide eyed, the youth stood open mouthed. Kraanox tried to smile, but only managed to have both sets of eyelids blink in rapid succession at the sudden light. Sitting up, ever so slowly, he once again felt dizzy and nauseous, and his arms reached out to the side boards of the sandbox to steady himself.
***
Justin didn’t know what to do. He just found a really strange looking man in his sandbox. He appeared to be hurt and was bleeding.
Maybe he’s a Russian from the Sputnik! Wait until I tell my friends at school! They will never believe me!
He should be afraid, but the old man looked really sick; his skin was kind of gray and it looked like he was turning green. His mother told him if he ate bad food he would turn green, but he’d never believed her.
Now he knew it was true. Justin looked at his carrot cake and orange juice; they were healthy foods, and maybe they would make the stranger better. He picked up the plate and glass and leaned forward to offer them to the old man. “Hey mister, you don’t look so good—want me to get my mom?”
Reaching slowly, the man lifted the slice of carrot cake from the plate and took a bite. Justin watched for a reaction. The odd man smiled and drank some of the juice. Then he looked at Justin and said, “Traak doo.”
That must be Russian talk!
Justin crouched down to watch the old man eat and drink.
I did a real good deed today. Maybe Mom will give me a special treat.
Standing back up to go get her, he could hear some shouting and footsteps coming from his left. He turned and saw a whole bunch of soldiers running his way. The men raced into his yard and grabbed the old man in the sandbox. Justin grew afraid at what was happening; he must really be a commie! He turned and ran into his house. “Mom! Mom! Ya gotta come quick; the army men just caught a Russian in our backyard!”
His mother breathed out a heavy sigh. “Army men? Russian? What are you saying, Justin?”
Justin reached up to pull at his mother’s arm. “Come on mom, ya gotta' hurry!”
“All right, Justin—shows me the army men and the Russian.”
Justin dragged his mother outside, but when they got there, everyone was gone. He looked up at his mother in utter dismay. The only thing she saw was the now dirty white sheet.
She’s never going to believe me.
CHAPTER 4
Commander Kraanox awoke in a white room, with very bright lights that kept his inner lids shut. They did not impair his vision. Clear and yet protective, they offered solace from ultraviolet and infrared light, and shielded his eyes when underwater. He was unaware of how long his state of unconsciousness lasted, but the intensity of his hunger pangs and thirst were a testament to an extended period of time.
He noted his wounds were bandaged, with his mid-torso fully wrapped. Moving was painful. He must have cracked a couple of ribs in the crash. Kraanox strained to turn his head and look around. Even that hurt! Everything in the room flashed brightly white, the lights, the walls, the single door, even the floor tiles. The room contained much strange equipment, and a number of chairs. Seated in the room were a couple of humans. Kraanox surmised they were military personnel, probably there to keep an eye on him. So, he could look forward to life as a prisoner.
He was lying on a bed that angled to elevate his upper body. A reasonably soft pillow cushioned his head, and a sheet pulled up just past his midriff. Like the room, all the linen was white. Kraanox decided to get up out of the bed, but as he attempted to rise, he discovered his ankle was chained to the metal rail at his feet.
The jingle of the chain alerted the two men seated there, who jumped at the noise. They spoke to one another, and one of them promptly left the room. Kraanox smiled weakly at the remaining guard, who hoisted a long, metal tube, probably a weapon of some sort.
Suddenly the door opened and a number of humans entered the room, some in uniform, and others in white clothes. What’s with all this white? Back home on Traanu, decor was dominated by bold, loud colors.
The men in uniform just watched, although Kraanox noticed some held their hands to what looked like more weapons at their hips. The others must be doctors, since they held his wrist, looked in his eyes, checked his pulse and generally poked and prodded their way around his body. After a few moments, one of the men in white gave some type of head shake in the direction of the soldiers, and after an exchange of words, they retreated from the bed, and the man wearing the most insignia on his uniform stepped forward.
***
First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell approached the extraterrestrial with trepidation. Rumors about the alien’s abilities were rampant throughout the compound. He did not believe any of them, but regardless, his approach was cautionary. The boys in Washington were on their way; until then, Lieutenant Bucknell’s task involved asking the standard questions: who, what, where, when and why. He began deliberately and slowly, but with few expectations. The others they’d captured showed no signs of understanding; he doubted this one would either.
“Where are you from? How many of you are there? What are your intentions? Why are you here?”
The Martian simply stared back and tilted his head a little in each direction as Wayne asked away.
Wayne held up a map of the solar system and pointed toward the picture of Earth. “We are here.” Making sure the prisoner was following along, Wayne next pointed to the picture of Mars. “Is this where you are from?”
At first, the alien stared with a perplexed expression. Then, as if he began to understand, he gestured for Wayne to bring the map closer. The lieutenant placed the map on the bed in front of him. The alien placed a finger on the picture of the sun, then, using his free hand, he pointed to the ceiling. It could only mean one thing; the prisoner came from another star, another solar system than this one. “Well at least we can quit calling him a Martian.”
After several more attempts at questioning, Wayne turned and faced his associates. “I am afraid, gentlemen, that we will get nothing else here today.”
Resigned, he was preparing to leave when he heard a noise from behind him. “Fend!”
Turning slowly to once again face the alien, he watched as the alien gestured at his chest and repeated the statement. “Fend!”
A commotion broke out in the room as people suddenly became much more alert and crowded in to hear.
Wayne smiled at the sudden animation of the alien who looked around and repeated, “fend” once more.
Wayne knew instantly that ’fend’ was meant to be friend, but was he really? Stories of alien encounters were out there. If this alien was behind these encounters, then why weren’t they more forthright? Well, no matter—there was a team of men en route to take charge of things. He was merely to report and maintain security until then. Still, it never hurt to make a new friend rather than an enemy, especially one with such unknown aspects. First Lieutenant Bucknell smiled and reached out his right hand toward the spaceman. “Friend.”
The alien tilted his head and stared at the proffered hand. It seemed he was trying to make sense of what Wayne was doing. Obviously not a practice wherever he came from. Wayne waited to see what would happen. When the prisoner lifted both hands, Wayne took the initiative and reached out to take the alien’s right. Grasping it firmly, he shook it vigorously. Smiling to portray his friendship offer, Wayne watched as what appeared to be an inner set of eyelids fluttered. The alien at first offered a limp grip, but following Wayne’s example, began to return the pressure. My God, he was strong! Wayne tilted his hand just a little and wondered as he spied the second thumb. No wonder his grip was powerful. Wayne let go and the spaceman followed suit.
The alien seemed to relax, and it appeared that he was smiling. Wayne decided to take things a step further. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?” Gesturing as if to put food in his mouth, he smiled back to see his motions mirrored.
Turning to the guard, Wayne ordered food brought. Returning momentarily, the guard wheeled in a veritable buffet. On the cart were fresh vegetables and fruit, as well as an assortment of meats, fish, and poultry. The fellow must have cleaned out the commissary. Watching carefully, Wayne placed the array within reach of the spaceman, took an apple from the cart and bit into it, then gestured for him to do the same.
The alien put his hand over the fruit bowl and wavered over the other apple. Wayne could see his eyes darting back and forth between all the items on the tray. He finally picked up the plate with the smoked fish instead. Wayne became fascinated as the alien looked about the tray for something else, gave up, and dug into the fish with his hands.
“Soldier, do we not have any utensils?”
The private looked sheepish. “Sorry, Lieutenant, right away.” He darted out and returned with a plastic knife and fork. When he placed them on the tray, the prisoner reached and grabbed the utensils and offered a nod in the direction of the soldier.
“Well at least we know he has table manners.”
A few of the men chuckled, easing the tension in the room. Only after finishing off the entire plate of fish did he examine the tray again. It wasn’t until then that Wayne saw something he hadn’t noticed. “Beer, Private? What were you thinking?”
The man shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just that, when I’m really thirsty, nothing goes down better than a cold beer.”
Their guest seemed in agreement with the private as he drained the glass.
Lieutenant Bucknell analyzed the spaceman’s dietary choices. First, he was a meat eater—well, fish anyway, which made him a predator, like man. He drank the beer, indicating that alcohol was not unknown to him. The doctors in the room were all clucking away like a flock of chickens, which made Wayne chuckle under his breath.
Eventually, it appeared the alien ate his fill, and Wayne moved to take the cart away, but at the last moment, the alien grabbed the water pitcher and dumped its contents over his head. A doctor leaned in and whispered something about amphibians, and an understanding came to him. Yes, the hairless body, no pores—this creature needed wetness applied externally at regular intervals. Enough dissected frogs in science class as a kid definitely imbued this memory in him.
“Well I’m glad you’re fed, and…all wet. The boys from Washington will arrive soon, so you will no longer be my problem. Between now and then, if there is anything you need, or wish to tell me, ask for First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell—that’s me, Wayne Bucknell.”
He nodded to the men on either side of him and turned to go. Behind him, he heard the raspy voice as it said, “Traak doo, Buukeel.” Turning back, he saw the alien smiling at him and the stunned looks on his men’s faces, which more than likely mirrored his own appearance. He broke out laughing. “It’s Bucknell, not Buuckeel, First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell”
The alien pointed at himself. “Kraanox.”
Wayne smiled back. “Well, pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Kraanox.”
Wayne left the room. His visits with the other aliens proved far less productive, most likely because of their injuries. One had yet to achieve consciousness. Each of the four was being held in a separate room. He worried that they would all die on him, making his tenure as their caretaker one of dubious success. First things first. He immediately ordered sponge baths for all the aliens—he didn’t need any dying from lack of moisture. As he strode down the hall, a private ran up with a message. “Sir, you are needed in the officers’ mess; the men from Washington have arrived. Be advised; Lieutenant General Kelsey McTague is here.”
He picked up his pace. “Thank you, Private. I’m on my way.”
Upon entering the lounge, he noticed the senior officer right away and saluted. “First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell reporting sir!”
The general, busy pouring himself a drink, turned and smiled, “Relax Wayne. It is Wayne, isn’t it? This is the officers’ lounge, pro forma is not required here, and as a captain, you should know that.”
About to reply, he stood stunned for a second. “Captain?”
The others in the room laughed as Lieutenant General McTague approached him and pulled the single bars from Wayne’s shoulders to replace them with double bars. “That’s right Bucknell, Captain. It gives me a privilege to pin these on you for the job you’ve done these last couple days. Now, brief me boy. I want to get up to speed on what’s happening here.”
Wayne smiled broadly, as he detailed all that occurred to that point, all the while running three words through his mind, Captain Wayne Bucknell.
CHAPTER 5
“It’s true, I tell you!”
“You’re a liar!”
“No I’m not!”
“Liar, liar, pants on fire, sitting on top of a telephone wire!”
The other kids in the schoolyard gathered around to join in the chant, but Justin was prepared to stand his ground. He wasn’t making it up. He saw the Sputnik crash and met a Russian! The schoolyard was abuzz with talk of the army men all over town, looking through people’s yards, but none of the other children believed Justin’s story.
The bell rang and the children lined up and headed into class. Once inside, the teacher waited until they were seated at their desks before making an announcement. “Children, today we have a special guest, First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell from the army base outside of town.”
Wayne stepped forward. “Thank you, Miss Grainger, but it is Captain Wayne Bucknell now.” He turned to face the children and found a stool to perch upon in front of them. “Good morning, kids. Your teacher has been asking me for some time to stop by and pay you a visit. So I decided I could spare the time today to come by to tell you about our wonderful country and the armed forces that defend it.”
Wayne launched into a long list of what kind of forces defended them, describing the navy, air force, marines, coast guard, and finally the army. The kids were rapt asked a lot of questions. “Did you fight in any wars?” “Do you know my dad? He fought in World War II.” “Are we fighting anyone right now?” “Do you know the president?”
Justin finally piped up, “Did you just catch a Russian?”
Wayne turned to focus on the young boy who asked the question. “A Russian? There are no Russians around to catch.” Then he realized what the child was talking about and smiled. .“ You must be the one who encountered the troops in their war games. We were practicing a search and capture, and one of our men pretended to be an enemy of the state for us to nab. I guess it must have been your backyard he was hiding in.”
The other children giggled, and one said,” See, I told you so!”
Justin fidgeted, and then looked back at Wayne. “I thought it was a Russian from the Sputnik that crashed the night before.”
He eyed the boy carefully. The child looked alert and intense, his light brown eyes focused on Wayne. He’d more than likely seen much more than was presumed. “What is your name, son?”
The teacher supplied the information. “Justin Spencer.”
Wayne swiveled back and forth from between the teacher and Justin. “All right then, Justin, let me explain things to you. We did not shoot down the Sputnik. That would be the wrong thing to do, and it would make the Russians angry. No, the Sputnik is still in the sky, circling the planet right now. Besides, the Sputnik satellite is quite small, no bigger than a beach ball. There is no one on board, just equipment, and I don’t think a Russian could fit into a spacecraft the size of a beach ball, do you?”
He could see Justin puzzling over the question as his head dipped to his chin. “I… I guess not.” The boy then looked up directly into his gaze. “He looked like he was sick—is he okay? I gave him some juice and carrot cake.”
Captain Wayne Bucknell smiled and reached down to tousle the boy’s hair. “And that was a real kind thing of you to do too. In fact, I think somewhere I have a gift for you from the fellow. He pulled a pin from his pocket and bent down to fasten it to the boy’s shirt. There now, Justin, you are now an Honorary Warrant Officer with the specific duty of providing healthy nourishment to men in the field.”
Justin’s face lit up, and he beamed at all of those who teased him and called him a liar. “See! I told you so! Maybe it wasn’t a Russian, but the man taken from my sandbox by the soldiers was real! Wait until my mom and dad see this!”
After a few more questions, Wayne excused himself from the class. A few others remained to visit, but with the true mission of the day now done, he intended to keep the other visits shorter so, that he might return back to the base as soon as possible.
***
Kraanox appeared to be feeling much better today. The food they were bringing was agreeing with him. He’d feared their alien micro bacteria would kill him, but so far, no problem. Apparently any microorganisms were not compatible with his physiology, and hence, no sickness.
The guard on duty watched him as he continued to eat. From time to time, he would stop and tilt his head when one of the doctors in the room spoke. When the tray was cleared away, the alien reached down and pulled lightly on the chain locked to his ankle. Kraanox maintained the gaze of the guard, who gripped his rifle tighter and paled, he gestured toward the door. “Feerst Luuteenaant Waan Buuckeel.” The private appeared startled, but made for the door and disappeared from the room.
***
Wayne returned to base to discover that Lieutenant General McTague would be leaving, and a Colonel Steven Smeeton arrived to take command. Wayne reported in to him, but unlike McTague, with his cavalier attitude, this man was all about protocol and authority. He brought the colonel up to speed and reported that he just returned from the school where he discussed the alien landing with the kids. Smeeton looked up in surprise. “Just what the hell were you thinking, man?”
Startled, he stepped back and straightened up. “Sir?”
Colonel Smeeton grimaced at him. “This is a damned covert operation, Captain. Surely, your instructions from Washington made that clear. Informing the general public is an absolute no-no. And school children, no less. Are you out of your cotton-picking mind? Do you realize what kind of panic could be created from all of this?”
Wayne tried hard to stop from smirking; obviously, the colonel was ill informed. “Begging your pardon, sir, it was only last night that my men were fully debriefed, and that I learned that a child observed our capture of the last alien. There was no telling how many of his friends he may have informed, and I did not wish to panic the parents by visiting the home, so I used the cover of a school visit to mitigate the situation. Once I discovered the child’s identity, I was able to convey to him a plausible misdirection, which he and his friends accepted in total.”
Colonel Smeeton paused as if absorbing Wayne’s report. “Yes, I guess that was the proper course of action.”
Just then, a private entered the room. “Excuse me, sirs. Captain, the prisoner is asking for you.”
The colonel spun on the man. “What the hell did he say?”
The fellow saluted again. “He asked for First Lieutenant Wayne Bucknell, sir.”
Colonel Smeeton turned again on Captain Bucknell. “You gave this goddamned alien your name? These Martians are to know nothing about us. Nothing! Do you understand?”
“He’s not a Martian sir. He’s an…extraterrestrial.”
“Martian, moon man, extra… whatever. He’s not human, and he sure as hell is not from planet Earth!”
Wayne saluted and dipped his head. “My apologies, sir. He gave me his name, and I felt the least I could do was reply in kind.”
Colonel Steven Smeeton grimaced at no one or nothing in particular, as he seemed to look all around the room. “All right then, let’s go and see what in tarnation this thing wants.”
The three men filed out of the lounge and headed down the hall. Wayne was the first to enter the prisoner’s room. Kraanox smiled when he saw the captain, but his smile disappeared when Colonel Smeeton entered next. “Hello Feerst Luuteenaant Waan Buukeel!”
Wayne couldn’t resist smiling. The improper way in which his name was pronounced, combined with the friendly demeanor of the alien made him like the fellow. “Good day, Kraanox. I trust you are feeling better. But it is Captain Wayne Bucknell now, not First Lieutenant. Captain Wayne Bucknell. I understand you have called for me–is there something I can do for you?”
Wayne pointed to the bars indicating his new title, and it appeared comprehension came quickly.
Kraanox gestured to himself. “Kraanox, Traanu, Traanu man. More Traanu man, hello Kraanox.”
There was no doubt the alien wanted to see the others they’d captured. Before he could reply, Wayne felt a tug on his arm and turned to see Colonel Smeeton indicating with his head that they should step outside. Wayne started for the door, but looked back to Kraanox as he went. “Back in a minute.”
Once the door was closed, Colonel Smeeton exploded. “Just what in hell is going on here Captain? You have this man a total of three days and he already has a grasp of the English language. What, pray tell, are you doing? Teaching him?”
Wayne swallowed the quip on his tongue. It looked like life was going to be a bit more difficult from now on. “No, sir. He must be picking it up from the men when they are working in the room.”
Colonel Smeeton frowned. “Don’t always try to be right with me, Captain. Starting now, all verbal communication will cease in front of the Mar…extraterrestrial. We don’t even know a single damned word of his language, but we are giving him ours willy-nilly. I do not want you replying to him, do you understand? Now, see that my order is carried out.”
And with that, Colonel Steven Smeeton spun and marched away, leaving him standing there like an idiot. With a sharp salute to Smeeton’s retreating behind, Wayne got to the task he was now assigned.
Wayne re-entered the room and ordered that all verbal communication in front of the alien was to cease. Spinning on his heel, he opened the door once more to exit. Behind him, he could hear Kraanox question one more time, “Hello Traanu man?”
CHAPTER 6
The following morning, Captain Wayne Bucknell reported to Colonel Smeeton. “All men have been notified of the new rule sir, including those off duty.”
Smeeton ignored him for a moment, then looked up. “Fine, Captain, bloody well fine. Now what is needed here is a plan to get these aliens to tell us what they know. I’m leaving that up to you, Bucknell—make it happen. I am going to spend my time monitoring the operations dealing with the wreckage. I suspect we will learn a lot more from that scrap heap you brought here than from interrogating a bunch of dumb aliens.”
Wayne checked in on all of the prisoners. Kraanox appeared to be recuperating quickly. The two other males also were on the mend, though they’d suffered greater injuries. The female was still unconscious and appeared to be weakening. The doctors did not have high hopes.
Wayne began a monitoring plan that involved recording everything said and done by the aliens. The process proved to be extremely painstaking, but slowly he began to assemble a word for word list of the alien dialect. Helping in this process were some linguistic specialists sent by Washington.
The new detail presented a challenge. To house the aliens, they converted the officers’ building and moved the men in with the regular enlisted. Wayne himself now bunked in one of the barracks, something he hadn’t done since boot camp. After a couple of days, some trailers were brought in to temporarily house the officers. Definitely lacking the comforts of the officers building, but at least it got them out of the barracks.
The mess Sergeant showed up one day at the door to Wayne’s office. “Sorry for the intrusion, sir. I just thought you’d like to know. I went into town today to pick up supplies and the people there were asking a lot of questions. There are plenty of rumors floating out there, and some of them not so good. People are talking of secret goings on here at the base.”
“Thanks, Sergeant. I’ll discuss it with the colonel.” He stopped writing his reports to reflect on things. It was amazing, that they were able to maintain the secrecy of their operation so far. He already knew a lot of people heard the crash, and the official excuse was late night maneuvers. But stories get out. No doubt, men on leave would have loose lips. Especially once they got drinking.
It wasn’t too long before a reporter showed up at the base. Wayne was sent to handle things; Colonel Smeeton didn’t want anyone to know that he was there. For once, the old codger was right—how would you explain a colonel at such a small post? The journalist was Sam, from the local paper–a rag he printed in his garage once a week. “Morning Sam, what’s up?”
Sam looked at him, glanced over his shoulder at the busy camp, and scratched his head. “Hi Wayne. Sorry to bother you, but there seem to be a lot of strange stories circulating lately, and I thought I’d run down here and take a peek. What in blazes is going on?”
Wayne looked over his own shoulder at the base and the obvious new things like the row of trailers parked along the main road. “Now Sam, what do you think is going on? Just your federal government doing what they do best--spending money. They brought in a whole bunch of specialists to give us special training and make us all special soldiers in the Special Forces, it’s their specialty. A couple of months and they’ll be gone, and we’ll all go back to being the local yokels we once were.”
He chuckled, and Sam laughed with him. “I knew I could get a straight answer from you, Wayne, but what about these rumors of Martian prisoners.”
Wayne smirked at Sam. “Oh yeah, those. Well to tell you the truth, Sam, I was up there just last month, on vacation, and brought a few of the boys home with me.”
Sam stopped walking along with him and gave his head a small shake. “Up there Wayne? Up where?”
Wayne reached out to keep pulling Sam along. “Why, Mars of course, didn’t I tell you? I have a cottage there.”
Sam shook his arm free. “Now Wayne, you’re foolin’ with me.”
Wayne reached out and pulled Sam with him once again. “Of course I’m foolin’ with you. You ask me about Martian prisoners and expect me to take things seriously? Now, Sam, I want you to go home, print whatever you like, but ask yourself, if you print that we have Martian prisoners here, who will be the bigger fool—the people who believe it, or you for writing it?”
Sam stopped once again, and this time Wayne let him go freely. “Yeah, I guess you’re right Wayne, it did seem kinda stupid, but ol’ Bobby there, he says it’s all true.”
Now it was his turn to stop cold. “Bobby? As in Bobby Vance?”
Sam looked worried. “Now Wayne, I don’t want to get Bobby in any trouble now. Take it easy on the kid. He was drinking down at Stanley’s and tellin’ everybody this cock and bull story.”
Wayne allowed a smile back onto his face and put a warm hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I know Bobby, and I know what he’s like when he’s drunk, so here’s the deal—I won’t punish him for talking, but if you write that story, I won’t have any choice.”
Sam looked relieved. “Okay Wayne. I never believed it anyhow. I have to get going. I need to pick up the specials list from the market so’s I can get it in for Saturday. Hey Wayne, you can tell your specialists about them market specials.” And with that, Sam went off, chuckling at his own poor joke.
Wayne went back inside to report to Colonel Smeeton. “I bought us a couple of months, sir, but I suspect we will need to relocate if we want to keep things under wraps any longer than that.”
“I’ll take your suggestion under advisement. Though I think moving would bring more even attention to our activities. As time passes, these townsfolk will forget everything, and we can go on about our business. Now what brought this reporter out in the first place? Were you able to find out his source? Whoever it was, I intend to court martial the bastard to the fullest extent. The security of this information is paramount.”
He was not about to surrender his man to the colonel. “I am working on that, sir. Leave it to me—I assure you there will be no more leaks.”
“You understand that should there be another, I will hold you personally responsible. Now what is the status of the prisoners? Have you made any headway in cracking their language?”
Wayne maintained his composure. “Yes sir, we have been monitoring their conversations at lunch..”
Colonel Smeeton went bug eyed. “You let them talk together? Don’t you realize the inherent danger in that? They could be plotting our annihilation!”
Wayne couldn’t stop a small smile from creasing his lips. “No sir, they are unaware that we are secretly taping them, so far, the most common expression we have picked up is pass the salt—they seem to need a lot of it.”
Colonel Smeeton leapt up from his seat and faced him straight on. “This meeting of the aliens will end right now, do you hear me? The original orders were to keep them apart, and I have had no countermanding orders since–have you?”
Wayne took a step back. “Sir, you asked me to learn their language. I cannot learn what I cannot hear. Giving them dining privileges together has boosted their morale. They seem healthier and less frightened. As a result, they talk more. I am personally learning their language and can handle a number of mundane phrases, including pass the salt. It is my hope to be able to hold a conversation with them in their own language within a few months. Perhaps then they will feel comfortable enough to tell us why they are here. I have filed my reports—have you not read them?”
Colonel Smeeton purpled. “Your reports are forwarded to Washington. I do not have the time to read everyone’s reports, but from now on, with yours, I will make the time! Now get the hell out of here and find that informant. Lieutenant General Kelsey McTague will be here on the morrow, and I intend to bring up any misconduct with him then.”
***
That afternoon he chased down Bobby Vance. After a thorough tongue lashing, Wayne felt that he extracted the necessary pound of flesh, and Bobby would trouble him no more.
He decided to drive into town and pay Sam a visit, just to make sure their deal was still on. Driving down the main street he spied the little boy whom he spoke with at the school. Stopping his car, he got out to say hi, and saw the child still wore his honorary badge. “Hi, Justin—it is Justin isn’t it? What’cha doing?”
Justin looked up from his toy soldiers. “Hi, Mr. Captain sir. Nothing, just playing.”
Wayne looked down at the array of miniature men. They were spread out in some type of battle plan. “So, which one are you?”
Justin beamed. “I’m the commander. See? You appointed me.” He bent back down to move a few of the pieces around, then looked up at Wayne. “How is that soldier doing, Mr. Captain? Is he still sick? I gave him some orange juice and carrot cake, remember? I hope that made him feel better.”
Wayne squatted down to be nearer the boy. “He’s doing fine, thank you. That was a good thing you did. It’s too bad he can’t thank you himself.”
Justin stopped playing to give him a big grin. “Oh he did, he said thank you. At least, that’s what I think he said. I’m glad he’s better; he was a nice man. My mommy always says you can tell whether someone is a nice man by their eyes, and when I saw his eyes, I knew what mommy was talking about, and that he was a nice man.”
Wayne reached over to tousle the boy’s hair and stood up. “Yes, he is a nice man, I have to go now; you be a good boy, too. Bye, Justin.”
As Justin said goodbye and resumed his play with the toy soldiers, Wayne climbed back into his car and gave him one last look. He reflected that innocent children saw the world in black and white, and it was an observation by a seven-year-old boy that solidified his resolve to face the general in the morning.
***
Wayne squinted at the early morning sun while he and Colonel Smeeton stood on the grounds waiting for the general’s car to pull into the yard
The general waved a hand at the colonel. “I’ll see you in a minute, Smeeton. I hope that officer’s lounge you’re set up in still has some of the old stock left in it.” . Pulling out a pair of sunglasses, he slipped them on and breathed a sigh of relief.
“Take those off!”
He turned to see the colonel glaring at him. “Sir?”
Smeeton pointed toward his eyewear. “You heard me. The general will be here shortly. and the last thing he needs is to be met by a disrespectful officer—now take those things off.”
Sighing again, he pulled them off and folded them into his shirt pocket. As he did, the general’s car pulled into the yard.
Lieutenant General Kelsey McTague climbed out, smiling broadly and wearing a large pair of sunglasses. “Good morning, gentlemen. Awfully bright out this morning. Bad for the eyes. Don’t you fellas have any shades to wear?”
Wayne smiled briefly in the colonel’s direction, then, as he pulled out his pair once more, returned his focus to the general. “Right here, sir.”
“Good thing—get them on, Bucknell. No sense damaging your corneas on my behalf. How about you, Smeeton?
“None sir.”
The general jerked his head, giving Smeeton a sideways glance. “Too bad. Gotta be prepared, Colonel.”
The general looked Wayne’s way. “Show me around the base Bucknell, give me the low down on what’s been happening. Let’s let old SS get out of the sun.”
Surviving a scowl from Colonel Smeeton, Wayne nodded toward the general. “Right this way sir.”
“I’ll make sure of it, General.”
***
After the tour, Wayne showed the general to Colonel Smeeton’s office.
Colonel Smeeton stopped Wayne at the door with a hand to his chest. “I wish to speak to the general alone, Captain. We will call you when we need you.” The door to the lounge closed in his face.
Wayne stared at the closed door. He did not know whether to storm in or leave, or stay and wait. Unexpectedly, the decision was made for him—a young medic came running.
“Captain, come quick—it’s one of the prisoners. She’s died.”
Wayne spun and chased the young man down the hall. The only female, she’d never come out of the coma since the crash. When he arrived at the room, he found a large group of people milling about the hall outside. The senior medical officer spotted him coming and intercepted him.
“I’m sorry Captain, we did all we could. The IV fluids sustained her until now, but her organs failed and she lost the struggle. My team would like to do an autopsy now that she is deceased.”
Wayne hesitated—this wasn’t science class, and they weren’t dissecting a frog. It was an alien, true, but too much like a human. The thought made him squeamish. Behind him, a soldier entered, informing him that the general and colonel would like to see him.
He turned back to the doctor. “All right, I know you need to do this, but keep it clean, and put her back together when you’re done.” Then he addressed the soldier who came to fetch him. “Tell the general and the colonel I will be along shortly—I have something I need to do first. Wayne then went down the hall to the area where the others were being kept.
Wayne walked into the room at the end of the hall to find Kraanox sitting all alone watching the door. He tried to smile at the alien, but only managed a half smirk, and then it was gone. This was not pleasant business. Kraanox moved to stand, but Wayne motioned for him to remain seated. He pulled up another chair and sat directly in front of Kraanox. “Grave is the day, Kraanox.”
Kraanox tilted his head at him. More than likely, he did not understand what Wayne said. “Gravity?”
Wayne recognized the perplexed look upon Kraanox’s face. “No Kraanox, not gravity, grave is the day, although the gravity of the situation is a heavy one. I need to inform you that one of your crewmen has died. The woman who was injured—she was in a coma all this time. I guess her body just gave up the fight and she’s gone.” Wayne watched Kraanox to see if comprehension was there and if he could tell that Kraanox understood the main message, that one of his people was gone. As he gave no immediate reaction, Wayne tried again. “Traanu woman…hurt…sleep…die.”
Upon Kraanox’s face, a flurry of eyelid flutters occurred and, yes, tears. So, these spacemen cried just like we do. He decided he would give his Traanusian an attempt. It seemed like the proper time. The door opened behind him and the colonel and the general entered the room with Colonel Smeeton making an accusatory “There you are!”
Wayne, rather than standing and saluting, leaned over to repeat a phrase he heard the Martians use time and again to console one another, though not truly sure of its meaning, only its intent. “Laapitoo dooraad aallissuu Kraanox.”
Kraanox stopped his eyelid flutter to look at Wayne—he rose, and Wayne rose with him. He grabbed Wayne in a hug. “Thaank Yoou, Caaptaan Buu…..Bucknell.”
Wayne returned the hug and then excused himself to address the general. “Sir!”
The look on the face of Lieutenant General Kelsey McTague read as one thing, compassion. Without a word, the general turned and left the room with an apparently stunned Colonel Smeeton hot in pursuit.
The next day Wayne received a note from the senior medical officer. The autopsy was complete, and he wanted the captain’s instruction on the disposition of the remains.
He entered the mess where the aliens were having breakfast and sat down at the table with the three of them. Their expressions told him all he needed to know. “Good morning, Kraanox. I have come to ask you what rites your race performs for the dead. Here, we bury our dead in the ground, but you may have a different practice.” Then, after a pause, he simplified. “Traanu woman…what do now?”
Kraanox seemed to understand enough. Wayne watched as he turned to the others and engaged in a short discussion in their native language. Almost in unison, the others responded, and Kraanox turned and faced him. “The sea, she go sea.”
Wayne got up and nodded toward the three aliens. “I will make the arrangements.” He headed down to the room where they held the body to give instructions to the medical staff.
***
Later in the day, Wayne headed down to check that everything was done, and found the dead alien being loaded onto a truck. As he signed the shipping orders, he noticed the destination changed. “What gives?”
The doctor overseeing the loading was sheepish as he faced him. “Sorry sir—your orders were countermanded by Colonel Smeeton.”
Wayne stormed off in the direction of Smeeton’s office. Rather than knock, he charged right in. “All right—what is going on with the dead prisoner?”
Wayne had not spoken with the colonel since the general left and was expecting the usual blow-up from him, only to find Smeeton calm and in control. “I countermanded your orders, Captain, because I am locking this facility down. Deceased aliens are to be held in a freezer for future study. You need to vacate the main office for the new general in charge, so get to work clearing out. That will be all, Captain.”
Dismissed, Wayne returned to his office and began packing his belongings. He was left with the hard decision of whether to inform Kraanox of the change in plans.
***
The next morning a package arrived by courier for Captain Wayne Bucknell from Lieutenant General Kelsey McTague. When he opened it, he was incredulous to find enclosed a set of pins for the rank of major. Attached was a note from the General.
Sorry for the lack of formality on your new appointment as major. I would return and handle this personally, but after deep thought, I have surrendered my commission and am retiring. I hope you continue on with the good work you are doing. Don’t let Smeeton bother you too much; Steven is a good soldier who follows rules to the letter. He is such a stickler that we nicknamed him SS, and as such, can be a hard man at times, but when you are in the right, he is a good man to have in your corner. Work with him, not against him. Your increase in rank will make it harder for him to bully you, and you will need an ally when your new superior officer arrives. Brigadier General Francis Johnson is as tough as they get, and he is the new man in charge. God bless you, son. Kelsey McTague
Wayne took off his captain’s bars and clipped on the major’s pins. In a few short weeks he’d been promoted twice--why wasn’t he happy?
CHAPTER 7
Justin ran for the nearest tree. Hiding behind it, he couldn’t resist giggling. About ten paces away, his mother searched for him.
“Come out, come out wherever you are. I’m going to find you!”
It was very thick around, and he remembered his mother telling him it was a black oak. It didn’t look black. But under any circumstances, it was great place to hide.
Justin could hear his mother on the other side of the oak. “Now I wonder where he went. Maybe now is my chance to get away.”
He charged out from behind his hiding place. “Mom! Don’t go!”
His mother scooped him up and nuzzled him closely. “Now I got you!”
Justin squealed in delight. After a moment she put him down. “Now, come on Justin, no more time for play. Help me find some wild mushrooms to bring home. The best place to look is around fallen limbs and branches.”
At first he fidgeted a toe into the ground. “Aww Mom, I was just playing.” But after a stern look from his mother, he picked up the small basket. “Okay, I’ll look.”
The forest always made him feel like playing. The trees were everywhere, some real big ones, some not so big but neat anyway. There were trees that he could climb on, or could hide under, and even some he could pretend were playmates. As he walked the light from the sky glinted on and off as it peeked through the branches. He dodged from spot to spot in a game of avoid the sunbeam, dropping his basket on the way.
“Justin, are you looking?”
So much for the game.
“I’m looking, I’m looking!”
Justin picked up the small basket again and strayed off through the woods. Fallen trees, Mom said. As he walked, she yelled out. “Don’t go too far, Justin. I don’t want you getting lost.”
He stopped in his tracks. She wasn’t going to let him have any fun at all. “I’m just looking for some fallen trees, Mom.”
Another dozen paces and he could see a small clearing ahead. Maybe he would find a whole mess of mushrooms over there and make his mom happy.
As he reached the clearing, he could see lots of branches lying on the ground, and a bunch of them busted apart. They seemed to run in a line through the woods. He glanced around and could see big tire-tracks all about. Something happened here. He wondered if maybe some lumberjacks knocked them down and would be coming back for the wood. Or maybe they were planning on putting a road through the area. He began climbing through the fallen trees looking for mushrooms.
While crawling through the fallen trees, he paused underneath a number of branches. He thought to himself this would make a cool fort. He would definitely come back here with his buddies. The limbs were parallel with the ground but because of the angles they stuck out at, the main trunk hung about three feet off the ground. The branches above were so thick it looked almost dark underneath.
Justin couldn’t resist, and got down on his knees to climb into the area under the big tree. Once below, it wasn’t quite as dark as it looked from outside. Light was getting in, and he could see just fine. The space was about the size of his bedroom, although a lot lower-ceilinged. The ground was damp, and only then did he see the knees of his pants all black with mud.
He figured, it was a fallen tree, so there should be some mushrooms around. He looked from one end to another. Glancing around him, he spied a grayish object sticking out of the mud.
Wow, did that ever look like a big mushroom!
He scrambled over to pick it and put it in his basket. Once he reached it, he discovered it wasn’t a mushroom after all. Pulling at it, he found it was half embedded in the ground. Using both hands, he gave a mighty tug, the object popped free, and he landed on his rear in the soft mud.
He was going to get it from his mom; he was covered in mud. Justin lifted up his prize. It was oval, shaped like a football and almost the same size. But it was heavy, like a rock. It felt a little like stone, but very smooth, as if someone polished it. Justin remembered his trip to the museum. He was infatuated with dinosaurs. Maybe this was a dinosaur egg! There were a couple on display at the museum, and this was the right size and color.
As he was putting the thing into his basket, he heard his mother call for him.
He scrambled out from under the branches. “Here I am mom.”
She walked over and helped him stand up. “Look at you! What a mess! Justin, what am I ever to do with you? Come on then, let’s get you home and into the tub. I picked enough mushrooms for now, anyway.”
He looked down at the mud caked on him, front and back. He tried to wipe off the sludge, but with little success. Then he remembered his prize. “Mom, look what I found! A dinosaur egg!”
His mother peered into the basket he was carrying. “Hmm, looks like just a big stone to me. If you want to bring it along, don’t expect me to carry it. So if it gets too heavy you just drop it here now.”
It was heavy, but he wasn’t about to give up his find. “No, Mom, I can carry it. Don’t worry.”
His mother sighed. “All right then, let’s get going. It’s going to take a one heck of a scrubbing to get that much grime off of you.”
Using both arms to carry his basket, he began to trudge his way home.
CHAPTER 8
Wayne set up his desk in a small barracks with Colonel Smeeton. The main offices were now vacant and awaiting their new arrivals. As well, a host of new technicians were being transferred in. As a result there were a lot of new bodies floating around and it was going to take him some time to get to know them. First, though, was the briefing with the new commander, Brigadier General Francis Johnson, or Frank, as he liked to be called. Both Wayne and Colonel Smeeton reported in, and the general eyed the two men up and down before beginning.
“Gentlemen, this operation is now under my complete command, and, as such, I am expecting results. Colonel, you will continue to oversee the examination of the spacecraft and its contents. Captain, sorry, I mean Major, I see old McTague gave you a parting gift. Major, you will learn from the prisoners all they know. I expect those results yesterday, gentlemen, so if I were you, I’d be getting back to work, pronto. That is all for now.”
The general returned to his desk. Wayne and Steven looked at each other and headed out the door. There was no doubt this was a different kind of man than McTague and he figured they both knew it now.
Wayne rounded up his team so he could meet all the new people and let everyone get acquainted. From the twenty-two who originally served under him, the numbers suddenly swelled to over forty. A hefty medical staff, linguists, psychologists, biologists, and anthropologists—it was obvious that Wayne was going to be on a large learning curve. The general also assigned a squad of soldiers for security, although, so far, Kraanox and his men showed no signs of challenging their internment.
A major expansion of the base facilities began. The rooms for the aliens were modified to include steel doors and cameras so their every move could be monitored.
When Wayne headed down to check on Kraanox and the others, they appeared to be handling the renovations without duress, and he hoped the new routine would come easy.
Weeks passed and stretched into months. Wayne and a couple of his men were now able to hold limited conversations with the aliens. Kraanox, in the meantime, seemed to have mastered the English language, while his crewmates were slower, with one in particular making little effort to learn. It was frustrating because the slow learner also was becoming more resistant toward responding, even when spoken to in his native Braannoo.
Wayne’s questions were becoming more detailed. Information as to the methods of propulsion for their ship and any other technological questions were often answered with an “I don’t know.” These men were soldiers, not technicians, and the General was clearly disappointed with the replies. “What these Traanusians need, Major, is some motivation.”
One morning, when Wayne went down to talk with Kraanox and the others, he discovered that one of the rooms was empty. And the uncooperative Traanusian was missing. He chased down the second lieutenant in charge of security to discover the whereabouts of the missing alien.
“I’m sorry, sir; the general ordered him transferred to quarters on the opposite side of the base last night.”
Following instructions from the lieutenant, Wayne made his way over to find out what was going on. On his way to the building he thought he heard a scream. Breaking into a run, he came face to face with a pair of soldiers guarding the entrance. “I’m sorry sir. General’s order, no one is to enter.”
Wayne was livid. After shouting a few expletives at the men he charged off in the direction of the general’s headquarters. When he got there, a shaken Colonel Smeeton was coming out. Smeeton, upon seeing him, straightened up and headed off in the direction of his quarters. Seeing the Colonel looking so upset, some of Wayne’s resolve melted. The aide ushered him into the general’s office. “Brigadier General Johnson sir, I am here to inquire what has happened to my third prisoner.”
The general was standing facing out his window. “Things have changed, Major. Last night an attempt was made to purloin a significant amount of Uranium 135—somewhere in the neighborhood of half a ton. We believe that it is the compatriots of these fellows. I told you before, Major, I expect results. You still have two men, and I intend to get my results with this third fellow. Let’s see who finds the answers first, shall we? You’re dismissed.”
The aide held the door as Wayne slowly saluted and spun to leave. Rather than head back to his own area, he sought out Colonel Smeeton. He found Steven embroiled in some paperwork at his desk and muttering to himself.
“Colonel, what’s going on? The General has sequestered one of my prisoners away, and I fear that he is torturing him.”
Colonel Smeeton looked up at him—his eyes were smoldering. “That is a serious goddamned allegation, one that will get your sorry ass kicked out of the army if you can’t prove it. Now get the hell out of here before I cite you.” Then, surprisingly, cursing, Colonel Smeeton threw a book at him, so he beat a hasty retreat from the room.
***
The soldiers escorted Kraanox to the mess to eat with his fellow crewmen. When only one greeted him, he inquired of his guard as to the whereabouts of the other. All he received was silence. This did not sit well with him. Until now, the humans remained civil toward them, even kind. Major Bucknell was friendly and showed concern about their well-being. But the previous night, the new general in charge visited him. It was still an unrefined skill, but Kraanox was becoming a good judge of character with these humans, and this one worried him. There was something merciless about this man, and with his associate missing, he feared the worst.
Major Bucknell entered the room and Kraanox immediately motioned for Wayne to come sit with him. Even after all this time, he still walked with ankle irons. “Major, one of my men is missing. What has happened to him?”
The major waited until he was comfortably seated. “The general has sequestered him for private interrogations; there is nothing more I can tell you.”
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