
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


MANKIND’S WORST FEAR

By David L. Erickson

 


Mankind's Worst Fear

Copyright © 2008 by David L. Erickson

All rights reserved.

Cover design by Anthony P.S.

Published 2009 by Smashwords

Smashwords Edition 1.1, December 2010

Visit www.davidlerickson.com

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


I owe a great debt of gratitude to the
writers, both new and experienced, on Critters.org whose detailed
critiques were invaluable and inspired me to continue. And to Sandy
Chene’ whose hard questions, unflagging support and detailed
editing through the first two rewrites pulled this tale together
while keeping it uniquely mine.

 



Chapter One

09:15 Hours - July 12, 2057 – Earth

 


A tingling itch crawled up George ‘Cap’
Schumer’s spine. He leaned back from the burnished gray
communications con. Troubled, his worried scrutiny swept forward
along the tapered soft-edge of the console, then up, taking in the
satin smooth, seamless and antiseptically white polyfiber bulkhead
panels concealing a nest of fiber optics cables, control biopaks,
and a myriad thatch of components integral to the control room’s
function as Slinker’s nerve center.

Something was amiss, yet nothing revealed
itself as his gold-flecked hazel eyes took in the sub’s forward
cabin and belatedly came to rest on the man beside him. Mindless of
his captain’s unease, Don Scambini, Seascape’s Chief Environmental
Analyst, stared greedily at the environmentals vid, absorbing some
arcane bit of data that would, invariably, prove to be useful at
some unforeseen moment when success or failure hinged on his
dredging it from the seemingly unrelated storehouse of scientific
trivia crammed into his vast intellect.

George’s gaze swept past Don, across the open
hatch leading aft through the bunk room, over the helmcon, a near
duplicate of the starboard work stations where he now sat rigidly
upright, to Farrell Morris: back bent from years of hunching over
touchpads to eyeball vid displays. A technological master of the
open sea, the youngest among George’s crew of specialists seemed as
rapt as Don.

Could be just an itch. No. Something was
about to happen. He closed his eyes and viewed his ship with a mind
that remembered every moment of its creation. It took a nanosecond
to access his bioneural chip, then interface with Slinker’s
bioputer. Search detected no anomalies. He blinked and exited. Ship
sounds intruded: the hissing rush of seawater through the magnetron
tubes propelling Slinker through the warm mid-Pacific currents, the
air circulator’s gentle hush and the low hum issuing from the
primary generators. A light cough from the bunkroom just aft, the
rustle of bedding. He sniffed, breathed deep. Synthlube, a hint of
tangerine, the thin, oily scent of newly molded industrial
polyfiber. So, it wasn’t Slinker. Nothing seemed amiss, yet…

A ripple through the sub-surface currents
displayed on his flat screen vid grabbed George’s attention.
Puzzled, he squared up and hunched closer. The pattern repeated,
then spread like ripples on a still pond, blurring the upper left
quadrant. He leaned around to see if Slinker’s navigator saw it
too.

“Hey, Farrell...”

A warning bleat drew him back to the vid.
‘UFO detected’, flashed in red.

“Aerial display,” he directed at the screen’s
pick-up. The monitor brightened, revealing a digital recreation of
an enormous object plummeting through the exosphere.

“Display available UFO data.” At last. A
distraction, but not an NHDA virtual. He had taken Slinker off-net
after eluding the Northern Hemisphere Defense Alliance forces the
first day out. He considered the hundreds of automated experiments
and systems tests currently onlined. No, Slinker’s twin bioputers
would notify him if that were the case. The UFO had to be real. The
giant space station, Orbital One, crashing into the atmosphere was
the only thing he knew that could create that huge a sensor
imprint. Or an asteroid. That explained the itch.

"Display trajectory plane.”

The vid brightened to pale blue. Altimeter
and telemetry readings appeared in a crimson box to the bottom
right. From the top left, a black square traced a yellow arc that
transected a white blip beneath a dark blue line at the bottom.
Training notwithstanding, George gaped. Whatever the damn thing
was, it was on a collision course — with Slinker! Before he could
verify telemetry, the display dissolved. Variegated patterns
swirled and writhed across the screen, rendering useless the data
now displayed as a backdrop.

Something else. Though nothing he could tag,
it set every nerve synapse jangling. Even the cabin’s atmosphere
seemed wrong, smelled, tasted of ozone. George glanced sharply at
Don, but Don, eyeing the odd displacement on his own monitor,
merely shrugged, apparently as much at a loss for an explanation as
he.

With a sickening lurch, Slinker lolled to
port and stalled. Diffused lighting faded to red. A shudder coursed
bow to stern. Slinker nosed upward as if the magnetron tubes and
steering motors were biting thin air. Sensors threaded throughout
the sub’s composite skeleton set off axial stress alarms, flooding
the control room with somber, yet irritatingly effective
bleats.

George closed his eyes and onlined with
Slinker. He communed with her, read her sinews, measured her pulse.
She revealed to him what the vids could not. His throat constricted
as if a giant hand throttled him. He swallowed hard, but it did no
good. He was right to be afraid. Something was horribly wrong. He
rushed through the possibilities. Nothing jelled. Slinker lurched,
wallowed eleven degrees starboard, then sloughed bow up, driving
the stern deeper.

“Autocon off! Reflate stern ballast to
one-fifty!” George bolted from the chair and lunged for the helm
con, portside and left of Farrell. Thrown off balance by the sudden
list, he crashed against the chart table, knocking the wind from
him. Gasping for breath, he grabbed onto handholds molded along the
table lip and hung on as the deck canted more. His chest and thigh
ached from the violence of the contact.

“Done, Cap.” Farrell glanced up. Terror
struggled for dominance beneath a mask of professional detachment
that George knew well. In the split second they made eye contact.
Had his navigator read the fear in his eyes too?

Interfacing manually, Farrell’s fingers
glided and tapped with an alacrity that belied the system’s
linguistic capabilities.

“Then backflow the tubes!” Clinging tenuously
to the backlit table, George sized up his chances of reaching the
helm con. None, unless he risked being smashed about. Slinker yawed
and surged toward the surface.

“Backflow at eighty percent and climbing,
Cap.”

The turbulence eased suddenly, then faded
altogether. Slinker’s stern surged up and past the bow, slamming
George face down. Pain coursed up his thigh where he’d managed to
wedge his leg under the table.

“Autocon on!”

With digital ease, the bioputers leveled
Slinker. George unwrapped his leg and slowly pushed himself off the
table, pettily chagrinned he had reacted so fearfully, then
admonished himself. After hundreds of hours in Seascape’s Slinker
simulator, he thought he’d run about every scenario he could
imagine, but the simulator lacked one element: Slinker had two
hundred feet of ocean above her.

Something immeasurable had changed. A quantum
shift mirrored in the air, a flux in the magnetic timbre of the
motors, the motion of the sea ... He let go the chart table and
jerked his head side to side twice to loosen the tension binding
his neck. Sweat glistened on his sun tanned face. With some effort,
he slowed his pulse and calmed his mind, though resonant murmurs
remained, like the ache in his belly. And the itch.

“What the hell do you think that was?” Dull
and hollow. Not like him at all, George thought.

Farrell ran a shaky hand through his sculpted
chestnut hair and looked up at George with eyes wide and imploring.
“Damned if I know, Cap, but I can give it a look/see, maybe come up
with somethin’ you can use to figure it out.”

A reassuring nod from George, and Farrell
returned to studying the stats accumulating on his vid. He tapped
and jabbed, corrected a misskey, grunted, and continued. Despite
George’s urging, Farrell, and the rest of Slinker’s crew, had
refused the implantation of an experimental bioneural link.

George shoved his hands in the hip pockets of
his light blue jumpsuit, felt awkward and crossed his arms instead.
Perhaps it was understandable that he be so disconcerted. He was a
scientist after all, not an adventurer. And nearly two decades had
passed since he last crewed coastal trawlers on Lake Superior where
winter driven storms could be unpredictable and deadly. He reached
over Farrell’s shoulder and poked a red square on the touchpad. The
insistent audio warning ceased. He eased into the helm chair and
sniffed. Synthlube, tangerines and new polyfiber. No ozone.

“Puter. All stop.” George disregarded the
detailed caution alerts scrolling the bottom of the vid. Instead,
he scanned the block-formed red letters fanning across the screen:
the status codes of thousands of micro-systems. As the bioputer
cleared the programs, the status fan shrank. Warning bands blinked
out. Battle illumination brightened to white.

George noted a subtle change in the ship’s
enviros. Slinker had risen to periscope depth, even though he
hadn’t requested it. Farrell had guessed his captain’s next move
and that was okay by him. They were scientists, after all, not
military.

Absorbed by a legion of calculations, Farrell
tapped, waited, tapped, smiled, tapped. Finally, with a small
whoop, he lounged back. A cockeyed grin split his face, making him
look even younger than his twenty-six years. “All systems online,
Cap. Dive parameters nominal. Slinker is undamaged. Continue on
same heading?”

“Current location?”

“I’ll confirm, but we should be forty-three
miles west-south-west of Oregon on a bearing of zero-six-three,”
Farrell answered. “We should expect to encounter surface
shipping.”

“Make sure Autoevade is online, then steady
as she goes, Mr. Farrell.”

“Aye, Aye, Cap.” Farrell threw George a
sloppy salute. “Steady as she goes.”

George winked. There were times when he
appreciated Farrell’s youthful ways. Reminded him that nothing is
worse than we can make it. He rolled his shoulders, tensed his
lanky, six-foot-one frame progressively from head to toe, then
breathed a long, low sigh. His thoughts lost their alarmist edge.
It appeared the anomaly had caused no structural damage, though
that welcome revelation failed to quiet the uncertainty gnawing at
his belly like a bad cup of coffee.

Farrell snapped his fingers. “Hey, Cap. I got
somethin’.” A self-congratulatory grin twisted his lips. He glanced
up, then back at the vid. Lightly tanned and spare of frame, his
earnest dark brown eyes alluded to a deep and inquisitive mind.

“You have it figured out?” George leaned
closer to Farrell's vid. A ragged and unknown coastline had
appeared in the form of a yellow squiggle top left to bottom right.
“Looks like twenty-three miles. Not where you said we were.”

Doggedly verifying the display, Farrell
didn’t look up. “No way you’re going to believe this, but our GPS
puts us geographically about six miles east of Eugene, Oregon…smack
in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains, Cap!”

“Nice joke. Now, give me the straight
skinny.” Hiring Farrell had come with misgivings. Despite
graduating from Annapolis, the young man's social awkwardness
sometimes embarrassed George. But despite the young Federation Navy
Lieutenant’s immaturity, Seascape had needed a top flight navigator
with submarine experience, and Farrell was the best.

“Not kiddin’, Cap,” Farrell sounded
convinced. “Unless our gear got messed up goin’ through
that...whatever...the coast sure isn’t where it was a minute
ago.”

Slinker’s bioputers could duplicate
everything they’d just experienced, but George wasn’t convinced the
programmers at Seascape were that creative. Fervently hopeful the
display would transform, proving the readings to be an electronic
aberration, George rubbed his weary eyes, then checked again and
reached for his touchpad. His hand trembled. He shoved it in his
hip pocket and made eye contact with the monitor’s pick-up.
“Topographical display.”

The last time his hands shook like that, he
was twenty-two and a first mate aboard a two hundred ton trawler
running from a gale on Lake Superior. He’d been in his cabin doing
a line of coke when the monster storm slammed into the trawler
without warning. He blanched, remembered his wired, cowardly
actions that night. He hunched over the touchpad and tapped up a
duplicate display while aggressively purging his memory of that
night. To quell that old white-powder thirst, he thought of his
dad. The only one who had stood by him at the inquest. What would
dad think of this? He hadn't seen the old professor in weeks: not
since him and mom moved into that cave dad swore was the safest
home in America.

At four of the six polycarbon gray
workstations, three to either side of the control room, vids
brightened. Elevation lines revealed the distinct, undulating
characteristics of foothills receding from the coast. Thirty-one
miles inland, peaks dotted the landscape in a procession roughly
approximating the coastline. The display faded not far beyond the
mountains and ended at the screen edge.

George stared. “This isn’t funny.” He looked
up. “Show heat gradations.” Instantly the display faded to black.
The coastline emerged as a yellow squiggle, elevation lines in thin
white, but no red or pink blots to indicate heat emanations. His
mouth went dry. “Should be cities, power plants...vehicles for god
sake!”

Alarm, uncertainty, flitted across Farrell’s
face. His hands came to rest beside his touchpad. “Nothin’ out
there, Cap. Least wise, nothin’ puttin’ off enough heat for our
sensors to pick up.”

“Tighten the range and boost the gain.”

Scattered and faint, red dots appeared. There
were small blobs — clustered bios within the radiant field of
campfires or small generators — and dozens of mobile dots, most
batched by twos and threes.

“Explanation. Don, Farrell?” George leaned
his chair around, but looked to no one in particular. He was sure
his colleagues could come up with some darned imaginative, yet
plausible scenarios without much effort. “If an earthquake dropped
the West Coast into the Pacific...no,” he shook his head, “there
were no compression waves, just a few seconds of bumpy water. That
couldn’t have been it. This close...would have crushed us. Then,
there's that UFO the sensors picked up before the vids went
crazy.”

Don looked up from the starboard science con.
Frowned together, his black brows parted, revealing inquisitive,
yet troubled, dark-brown eyes. “Maybe an energy weapon that
disables power generation?”

“And we were protected from it?”

“Possibly, or worse. I’ve analyzed a water
sample, Cap” He brushed a nervous hand over his close-cropped pate.
His stubby fingers lingered on a purplish four-inch scar below his
left ear.

George caught the now habitual movement.
Reminded him of Don’s recent hill climbing misadventure with a
gravcycle.

“Give me what you’ve got,” he rasped harshly,
instantly regretting his tone. As much to reassure Farrell as
himself, he rested a hand on the young man’s shoulder and focused
on Don’s vid across the cabin. He compared the graphs shown with
what he remembered of the spectral analysis color charts.

“Besides some other marginally nasty stuff,
I’m measuring heavy traces of Uranium 234, sulfur and carbon. I’m
culling new samples, Cap, but regardless, whatever water we’re in,
it’s a long way from normal.”

The sensory data displayed on Don’s vid
didn’t make sense. George questioned whether Slinker’s bioputers
had been damage, but that wasn’t likely and he wasn’t ready to
believe that. Mysteries always have supportable explanations, dad
said. Always.

According to Don’s daily report, the samples
taken that morning were statistically identical to the baseline
water and air samples taken an hour out from Seascape's base near
Astoria, Washington, three days prior. Only minute traces of
uranium or sulfur had been detected then.

“You believe these readings?” George heard
his voice rise an octave, and cleared his throat, but it made no
difference. Frightening scenarios tumbled through his mind. “If
Orbital One crashed, the space station would offline power
generation for thousands of square miles and leave a nuclear
signature.”

Don shrugged and looked past him to the
unfamiliar topography displayed on Farrell’s vid. “Doesn’t explain
that coastline.”

George leaned his chair around to see what
Don was looking at.

“There.” Don pointed. “Looks like an
inlet...and the varieties are indicative of structures.
See...squares, rectangles, a circle... that one on the hill is at
least sixty feet high.”

George recognized several geometric patterns
amid the ragged, wavering lines depicting natural elevations. With
professional, though uneasy detachment, he studied the display.
Intrigued, though no less alarmed, he sensed movement and
straightened.

Lauren Baldwin, Seascape’s chief bioengineer
and Slinker's biotech, entered from the bunkroom and laid a thin
black palmputer on the chart table, then came to stand between
George and Farrell. “All right, what gives, guys? That turbulence
took me away from a very pleasant dream.”

Dressed as the others in a light-blue
jumpsuit zipped to the waist, the triangle of her ivory crewneck
shirt thus revealed had the Seascape stingray logo imprinted above
her left breast. Jade-eyed with auburn hair trimmed to a functional
pageboy, her pale skin and spattering of freckles made her look
years younger than she would ever admit to.

“Don't know, Lauren.” George shrugged with
his hands. She had four years on his thirty-eight, which made her
at least a decade older than the rest of the crew. Of late he’d
been tempted to press their relationship beyond their professional
association, but desire had fallen victim to his obsession with,
and devotion to the Seascape Project and its offspring,
Slinker.

“Farrell says we’re in the foothills of the
Cascades and Don says the ocean’s laced with uranium. I’d prefer to
think our systems caught a bug.”

Lauren frowned, mimicking Don, whose
expression remained stolid. Arms crossed, she moved closer to
Farrell and leaned down. Farrell’s face flushed slightly and he
fidgeted, as he always did when she breached his personal space.
Worry etched her forehead like ruts in a dirt road.

Lauren asked through a poorly disguised yawn.
“Could this level of radiation alter the bioputer readings?”

“No...” Fingers knitted, Don shrugged at her
back. “The receptors are buried beneath several layers of
polycarbonates. I doubt there’s much of anything that could affect
them.” He glanced at his vid, “Or the bioputers, save a virus...and
that isn’t possible. Besides, I ran an analysis this morning.
Everything checked out, then and now. What we’re getting is the
real thing. No phantom images, no erratic readings.”

Lauren offered a conciliatory grin that faded
as she continued examining Farrell’s vid. “That isn’t the Oregon
coastline.”

“We’ve come to that conclusion already.”
Farrell didn’t look up.

Stealing a moment for himself, George took a
long breath and cleared his mind. Lake Superior was a long, long
time ago. Now he chaired committees and directed hundreds of
technicians, specialist and scientists. What was the procedure? Ah,
yes. Tactical. He whirled his chair about. “Don, scan for aircraft.
We won’t be off-net for long if we surface, but if the skies are
clear of search craft, we’ll go for it. And guys, don't get too
worked up over this...not yet anyway.” He meant to keep that last
unvoiced, but there it was.

“How about we get a visual from the tube?”
Without waiting for his approval, Lauren covered the few steps to
the satin black periscope platform, gripped the polycarbon gray
riser control post-mounted to the controller’s chair, jumped
lightly and pivoted into the cushioned polycloth seat.

“Wait.” George leaned about until he faced
the con and pulled back on a maroon, pistol-grip shaft mounted on
the con, then chided himself. His bioneural implant was new, and
he’d yet to get used to the simplicity of its use. “Let's not leave
a wake.” He onlined with Slinker. Forward motion tapered off.
Multiple nine-inch magnetron tubes punctuating the hull at
prescribed intervals, kept the bow from wallowing.

Don returned to his console and plopped down
with an audible whump. His fingers danced across the touchpad. He
scanned the data streams, shoulders hunched, his barrel belly
pressed against the con's soft edge. He grunted and let out a slow,
soft whistle.

George shot him a curious look, then
stiffened. Sub-surface currents tugged at the vessel. Slinker
canted slightly starboard, then righted. “Okay, Lauren. Take a
look.”

Seated before a matte-black panel that
consumed the forward bulkhead, Lauren selected search parameters. A
three dimensional visual coalesced of calm seas, a sky concealed by
low, brooding clouds and a grainy mist. No sight of land.

“So much for that. Even if there were a
thousand aircraft overhead, it would be a fluke to be visualed,”
she said.

George grasped the helm cyclic and eased it
forward and left, then pulled back on two deck-mounted stirrup
pedals. Regaining forward motion, Slinker canted to port.

Breaking the silence, Don startled the
preoccupied crew. “Are the others aware something has
happened?”

“I doubt it.” Lauren swiveled to face him.
“They were still asleep when I got up. I was sure they’d feel
the...well...I don't know what it was...but, no.”

“You think we ought to wake them, Cap?” Don
asked.

“Not yet. So far we don't know enough to
warrant disturbing them.” George centered the cyclic and pressed it
forward when the longitudinal depth readings neared zero and the
directional heading steadied on ninety degrees. Manual manipulation
gave him the feeling of control that the bio-link could not. Once
he got used to the implant, he assumed he would cease to use the
manual or oral command controls.

“Let’s get a look at the coastline close up,”
he said. “Then maybe we’ll have a reason to wake them.”

“Sure, Cap.”

With a gentle surge, Slinker surfaced. George
digitally set the acceleration at forty knots, sat back and looked
around. Time to reflect on what left him so unsettled. The offset
illumination dimmed slightly, though the low hum of the generators
remained steady. Lauren, at the periscope con, Don and Farrell
hunched over their workstations. A normal scene, yet...different.
Could Slinker's design be a factor, the unusual turbulence prompted
by the powerful magnetic emanations of the magnetron tubes?

Though all one hundred and eight feet of the
sea-blue, stingray-shaped vessel was crafted from layers of
honeycombed polyfibers, Slinker was propelled by two, nine-foot
diameter ceramic shafts ringed with coils pulsed sequentially to
draw seawater through: the magnetron tubes.

Refractors protected the crew and dampened
Slinker's magnetic signature. Had that object falling from the
heavens — he’d discarded his theory that it was Orbital One —
somehow been drawn to them, despite this? If so, where did it go,
and how was it related, if at all? Their current situation
certainly didn’t fit any of the thousands of scenarios his crew had
faced in the simulator. They could contact the nearest of
Seascape's submerged habitats and report their findings, breaking
com silence, or... Or what? With resolute determination, George
shelved his uncertainty. Dad would say: consider what is known and
use that to extrapolate what is not before resorting to unfounded
speculation.

“We should have the coast on visual in ten
minutes,” Farrell reported, though they all had that data before
them.

The tension in George's belly faded, along
with the itch. A general unease remained, but the immediate crisis
seemed to have passed.

“After that I could use a cold one. Anyone
interested?” How long since he last tasted hard liquor? Fifteen
years? Up to then, he’d lurched through a string of drunken binges
laced with cocaine and a variety of amphetamines before coming
within a hair’s breath of snuffing out his miserable life. The lost
decade, he grimaced. Now he stuck to dark ales, strictly rationed,
but the hunger still lurked at the edges of his conscious mind,
plumbing his vulnerabilities.

“Yeah. I’ll take mine with a shot of vodka,”
Lauren quipped.

“Sorry. Unless you snuck some aboard, I
didn’t include hard liquor on the provisions request.”

“Don't I know, Herr kop-i-tawn. Just thought
it might take the edge off the moment. Lord knows I could use a
pleasant distraction about now.” Lauren rolled her eyes and adopted
a disarming pout, which often worked in getting George to see
things her way, then turned her back on him.

“Since your gettin’ up, Cap, how about
bringin’ one back for me?” Farrell glanced up, his jaws no longer
clenched, features softened by a slight smile.

“Sure. How about you, Don?”

“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled distractedly.

“Puter. Online autocon.” George rose and
strolled aft through the bunkroom hatch, past three men and a woman
astir, and on to the main cabin that served as communal room and
galley. Its matte, cream-white bulkheads were formed from the same
composites as the rest of the sub. Along the curved upper surfaces,
trapezoidal portals served as skylights when Slinker ran high on
the surface, but now only a faint glimmer of sunlight filtered
through the thin layer of aquamarine water gurgling and streaming
past.

Set into the aft bulkhead were navy-blue
cabinets above and below a narrow, lipped, black counter. From one
of these, George removed four fourteen-ounce silver packets. He
scooped them up and turned to leave, but stopped when Wendell
Toupes entered from the bunkroom.

Born in the back-brush of Kenya, of average
height, slim, and exceedingly good-looking, his mother’s Asian
heritage was revealed in his light cinnamon features. An original
member of the design team, Wendell’s genius with communications and
electronics had guaranteed him a post on Slinker’s maiden
voyage.

“I wasn’t sleeping very well.” Softly spoken,
each cleanly enunciated word seemed handcrafted. “I heard you guys
talking, Cap.” Sleepy eyes peeked from beneath half-closed
lids.

“And?” It had taken George years to cultivate
a willingness to listen, and Wendell's dreams often proved
insightful. He set the packets on the counter behind him and gave
Wendell his full attention.

“I thought I was dreaming when I felt that
cross-current messing with us, Cap. Seemed darn odd, you know, like
when you’re in the middle of a dream and all the faces become
someone else. Or the scene suddenly changes and so does the plot
line. Know what I mean?”

“Your dreams do that?”

“Yeah. Even go from black and white to color.
Mostly color...black and white if I’m troubled.”

“Have you always been able to do that?” It
was a skill George’s older brother had developed, but despite
George’s best efforts, color dreams, as with most people, were
beyond him.

“Since I was ten. Happened..." He snapped his
fingers. "...just like that. I was riding a gravscooter down a
country road and I saw something odd up ahead. When I reached
it...like an invisible wall...everything changed. The scooter
turned red, the grass green, the sky a powder-puff blue...”

“And something like that just happened to
you?”

“Yeah, Cap. I was kind of drifting,
half-awake, half asleep and...and...darn, how do I explain this.”
Wendell closed his eyes and screwed up his face. “Like being in a
tunnel that goes topsy-turvy, then back to normal, except
afterwards I felt like I was walking on my own grave. Really
eerie.”

“Still feel that way?”

“Can't seem to shake it, Cap. A premonition
maybe?”

His eyes popped open, startling George.

“Do me a favor. Keep this to yourself for
now. Okay?”

“Sure, Cap. So, what did happen?”

“Not sure what’s what right now. Nothing
fits.”

Wendell approached until he was standing
before Seascape’s director, the puffy blush of sleep still on his
cheeks. “May I make a suggestion, Cap?” His voice was soft,
effeminate.

“Sure. Tell me what you’ve got in mind on the
way to the control room. Like a beer?”

Wendell stepped aside uncertainly. “Not right
now, Cap. Maybe later.”

With a nod, George picked up the packets and
stepped past the much younger man. Wendell fell in a pace behind.
“I think you need to keep an open mind right now. Don't take
anything for granted, and maybe think that the impossible is
possible.”

“Good advice.” George nodded.

Their crewmates were dressing when he and
Wendell passed through the bunkroom. Despite illumination spilling
through the hatches, most of the cabin remained in shadow. George
stepped through the forward hatch and set the packets on the chart
table. With practiced ease, he flicked the top of each. The packets
frosted over and swelled. He tapped each twice and the packets
transformed into wide-bottomed opaque mugs with perfectly formed
frothy heads.

Alerted by the hiss of carbonation, Don spun
about and retrieved one, gulped a third of the mug’s contents, then
thumped it down beside his touchpad. Wendell picked up one for
Lauren and hurried over to her, his movements liquid.

“Thank you, Wendell,” she smiled warmly.
“You’re not having one?”

Wendell’s eyes shone. George followed the
exchange. Wendell and Lauren had become fast friends over the past
few months, as he had with everyone, except Strake, who remained
distant.

“No, dear. Beer leaves too stale a taste in
my mouth for so early in my shift.”

A low bow and Wendell took his seat at the
com station beside Don. Out of habit, he slipped a micro headset
over his left ear and powered up the con. An audible hum joined the
panoply of ship-borne sounds as a half dozen transceivers
onlined.

George scooped up the remaining two mugs, sat
down at the helm and handed Farrell one. He took a deep draught
from his, set it aside and faced his crew.

“So, any thoughts, suggestions?” Though
confident he appeared calm and in control, he worried they might
glimpse his uncertainty. He leaned back and laced his fingers
behind his head.

With a look of complete mystification, Don
turned to him and shrugged with his hands. “None of this makes
sense. Nothing.”

Drumming his fingers nervously on the con,
Wendell faced George, his emotions otherwise masked. “I think maybe
we ought to go on-net. See what’s out there.”

“Not yet. This situation may very well bring
Slinker’s maiden voyage to an end, but for now we're still under
com silence.” With exaggerated care, George retrieved his mug, held
it in both hands and took a long draught. He eased out a burp with
his lips compressed and set his mug aside, slow and deliberate,
giving him pause to consider options before saying anything
more.

“So what?” Don shrugged. “This isn't anything
we could’ve predicted. We’ve been running covert for three days
now, and not one of the NHDA or Pacific Alliance search craft has
even come close to tagging us. Something has gone goofy topside and
we need to find out what.”

“He’s right, you know.” Hesitating at the
hatch, Heather Chambers, a marine biologist and the ship’s medic,
spoke with enough force to gain their attention. Drop-dead
gorgeous, with shoulder length blond curls and languid sapphire
eyes, she filled out her coveralls in a manner that would turn any
man’s head. Nearly as tall as George, she was not above standing
eye-to-eye with him to support her position with a strength and
conviction he found hard to resist.

“Yes...and no.” His brew forgotten, George
assumed a warm and conciliatory tone. Slinker’s management was by
mutual consent, not by decree. “We must proceed with great caution.
Scan the bandwidths. If the com traffic appears normal, and nothing
earth shattering comes to light, we can always go on-net.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Wendell addressed George
formally, turned to the com and set the transceivers to scan.
“Monitoring AM, FM, microwave, UHF, VHF and all satellite
frequencies.”

They waited quietly for Wendell to announce
his findings, though George assumed they would be tagged by search
craft before communications were established. A minute passed, then
another. George remembered his beer, slugged it down and checked
the ship’s progress. Don fidgeted when Heather took her place
between he and Wendell. His lips twitched nervously. The deepening
color of his cheeks reminded George that Don had a crush on her,
though Don held to the belief that that wasn’t common
knowledge.

With an aristocratic air he spent years
trying to shake, Owen Wellington III entered and quietly took his
place at engineering beside George. Raised in a family of fifth
generation financial wizards, he walked away from a Harvard
scholarship at twenty-one and became one of the top ‘gear-heads’ in
the submarine business in less than five years.

From the galley came the thump of cabinet
doors and rustle of polybags. Strake Masterson, a merchant seaman
at fourteen and an ex-Navy submariner, had yet to join them.

Wendell leaned his chair around until he
faced George. “Nothing, Cap, nada. It’s like every com in the world
is offline.” Brow beaded with sweat, he radiated apprehension.

George nodded. “I expected as much.” Though
he kept his voice even, untroubled, he couldn't tell them
everything would turn out alright, because he didn't believe it
himself.

“So, what now, Cap?” Lauren asked.

“Yeah, what?” Farrell echoed.

“Maybe nuclear war, maybe a natural calamity
or a damned big asteroid...hell, who knows? I’m reaching here, but
I’d still like to know more before I let it scare the bejesus out
of me. We'll make landfall at this inlet and check things out on
the ground. Don, is the air breathable?”

“Oxygen levels at ninety-five percent, Cap,
based on an elevation of fifteen feet above sea-level. Kind of
thin. Carbon dioxide is eighteen percent over norm and I’m seeing a
profusion of contaminants."

"Nothing that will sicken or kill us...at
least not for a while...maybe weeks," Heather offered, scanning
Don’s vid. "Long term, we're in for a rough ride. Radiation, lead,
sulfides, a whole slew of cancer triggers, but few airborne
microbes...there should be loads this time of year, but the temp is
down to 30 degrees Fahrenheit."

"Damned unseasonable.” Don wrapped his arms
about his shoulders and shivered.

With a meaty sandwich wrapped in polyphane in
one hand, a mug in the other, Strake stepped through the hatch, and
set his meal down on the chart table. “I don't like what I’m
hearing. But George is right. We make landfall. Submerge Slinker.
Cap and I will go ashore in the dinghy.”

“There’s a harbor of sorts cuttin’ through
the middle of town,” Farrell leaned closer to his vid, which now
revealed far more detail, “with a wide basin about a hundred and
twenty feet deep close in. The bottom looks like it might've been a
valley with a river basin at one time. There’s projections, but
none more than twenty feet up from the bay floor. We can slip in
there, float the dinghy and submerge in the channel on the way
out.”

“I’ll lead,” George stated flatly, “who wants
to join me?”

“I’ll go, Cap.” Wendell grinned sheepishly
and set his comset aside.

“Me too,” Lauren said.

“No, Lauren. You stay aboard. You know this
ship’s biosystems better than anyone.”

“Then I’ll go.” Heather, having never set
foot aboard a ship before Slinker, stood and zipped up her
jumpsuit, appearing eager to put dry land under her feet.

Strake wolfed down the remnants of his
sandwich and cleaned his hands with a Wipeall. “Half Slinker's
crew." He nodded to George, then drained his mug with a protracted
slurp.

“Can't you try to be anymore disgusting than
that?” Lauren glared.

“Ditto on that,” Heather huffed, hands on
hips and head cocked. “Bad manners may go over on a gravporter, but
please don't share your body sounds with us."

Strake chuckled. “For the ladies then, for
the thousandth time, I’ll try harder.”

“Good enough.” George was relieved his crew
had taken his cue and relaxed. “Farrell, take us in. Don, note the
time and date in the ship’s log.”

A question flicked across Farrell's face.
“That’s auto, Cap. The internal cam's been running since the moment
we shipped out.”

Under ordinary circumstances, George knew he
would hesitate at such a request too, but the readings, the
displays, and his own intuition said these circumstances were by no
means ordinary. He kept his outward calm, but the worries of
management raced through his thoughts. Documentation would be
critical.

"I mean a hand-written log. In case something
goes wrong with the ship’s electronics. What we're seeing..."
George spread his arms, palms up. "...begin with this moment,”
George consulted his watch. “July 12th, 2057, at
o-nine-thirty-eight.

“Sure, Cap.” Farrell nodded.

“Okay, those going ashore, layer your
clothing. It’s damned cold out there.”

George watched them jump to it, as agreeable
a bunch as he could hope for, given half had multiple doctorates,
the others culled from the elite in their fields of endeavor. They
had become what he intended them to be: so reliant upon each other,
they would do almost anything to avoid letting the others down.
George was damned lucky to have them.

 



Chapter Two

 


08:00 Hours - July 12, 2057 - Mars

“Well hello, Colonel.”

“Hello, Mr. Tammer.” Genuinely pleased,
Kaider O’Brien, USAF, rose from the table to shake the newcomer’s
hand. “I never expected to see you at Explorer Base. What
gives?”

Seated beside O'Brien in the base cafeteria
on the third level of dome nine, Major Andy Clapton acknowledged
the stranger with a nod and continued eating.

“Surely you must know the best reporters go
where the news is, Colonel. The great Anderson Palmer himself
begged me to do this assignment. You may remember, he was the first
vid-barker to set foot on the moon.” Pallid from the three-month
journey from Earth, Reginald Tammer took the proffered hand in his
meaty paw and shook it vigorously. “Speaking of which, I understand
you’ll be leading the esteemed, and egocentric I might add, Robert
Mastifson and his entourage out to the dig site this morning.”

“Glad to have you aboard, Tammer and yes, I
am. Were you planning on joining us?”

“Indeed not, Colonel. I’m a vid-barker, not
an explorer. Stepping out into a near vacuum wrapped in a thin
polymer suit isn’t my idea of reporting. My primary function is to
edit the vid-feeds before they are beamed to the teeming masses on
Earth...and to provide a journalistic presence. Everyone knows
Doctor Frailer found something of some significance. Something made
by intelligent hands, I’m told.”

O’Brien chuckled. “We don't know anything for
sure, but the last cavern we entered has a section that doesn’t
appear to be a natural formation.”

“Well then, I must truly be blessed to come
all this way...to be the only journalist present when something,
perhaps of alien construction, is revealed. Makes the galaxy seem
rather small, doesn’t it?”

“Not at all. In comparison, the length of
your flight was like a grain of sand on an endless beach.”

“Always such interesting analogies, Colonel.
That’s what makes you such fun to be with.” Tammer's smile was
genuine, though the growling in his belly had become insistent.

With an open-hand sweep, O’Brien invited
Tammer to join them, then took his seat.

“Thank you no, Colonel. I see that you're
about finished and I don't wish to keep you from your duties.”
Tammer rubbed his great belly and grinned. Despite his gregarious
and often misleading manner, the journalist rarely got involved in
field-remotes unless there was more to the story than was generally
known.

O'Brien lowered his voice and leaned toward
Tammer, engendering a complimentary reaction. “Since you’ve got
connections your competitors only dream of, tell me, what gives
with the secrecy? The last vidcom from NASA was terse. Mastifson
and his group are to go the site within an hour of their arrival.
No tour of the facility, lunch with the base commander...none of
the standard protocols. I'm baffled why I wasn't informed you were
aboard.” He was comfortable discussing such things with Tammer. The
journalist had proven his fidelity to O'Brien's satisfaction during
previous encounters.

Assuming a conspiratorial air, Tammer leaned
even closer, brushing O'Brien with sweetened breath. “Not much of
anything I'm interested in gets past me, Colonel. I was a last
minute addition, and I believe you and your staff were purposely
kept out of the loop. The current administration sees media spies
everywhere."

"Even more reason to have given me a detailed
dossier on everyone arriving."

"I'm sure it wasn't meant to impugn you. I'm
told the order came from the President himself...at the behest of
his brother-in-law, the CEO of WorldVid. I'm certain it has
everything to do with first vid rights. It appears they suspect
someone up here, possibly one of your officers. It wouldn't be hard
to sell out to a non-authorized event manager...given recent
technological advances. Pirate vid, you know. That kind of stuff.
WorldVid thinks the other networks are figuring ways to get an
unedited download.” Tammer shook his head and smiled broadly.
"Nothing military or political...terrorists or anything like
that."

Half expecting a far juicer story, O’Brien
was mildly disappointed. “You probably know that I find the
economic considerations of space exploration irrelevant.”

“I had assumed as much.” Tammer eyed
O’Brien’s meal longingly. “Well, I’ll leave you for now.” His eyes
darted away, then back. “The aroma of reconstituted fried eggs and
sizzling bacon has gotten my juices flowing. We’ll have time
afterward to crack a beer or two...providing those eagles on your
collar haven’t muted your taste for a brew?”

“Not at all, but you’ll have to do with
non-alcoholic knock-offs while you’re here. Regs.” O'Brien gave him
a what-can-I-say shrug. ”No tobacco products or tokes either.”

“I’ll make do. My alcoholic consumption is
for public viewing only. With the rare exception of visits with
those of high-estate and old friends.” Tammer rolled his eyes and
grinned.

“Of course. However, I do have a fifth of
scotch I save for special visitors. Rank does have some privileges.
I’ll look you up later.” Colonel O’Brien extended his hand.

With a slight bow and wink, Tammer shook it
once, then hurried off. O’Brien sank back into his chair.

“You must know him well. I've never heard you
talk so openly with anyone besides me.” Across the round, polished
green surface, Clapton eyed his superior with some amusement. As
solidly built as O'Brien, he was a head shorter and far better
looking. He sported the same regulation military brush cut and wore
an identical, perfectly pressed khaki jumpsuit, but for the oak
clusters on his collar. Despite the difference in rank and age — at
thirty-nine O’Brien was four years older — he considered Clapton a
close friend and ally.

“Well enough, I guess. Not that I associate
with vid-barkers, but Tammer's okay. At least he makes a real
effort to get the facts straight.” O’Brien sopped up the last of
his egg yolk with a triangle of toast and bit into it, relishing
the rare taste of real eggs. While the new arrivals were passing
through decon, a gross of brown eggs and five pounds of bacon had
been rushed over, compliments of the shuttle’s commander.

“I’ve only seen him on the vids. How’d you
meet him?”

“He was an indie vidporter during the Afghan
Wars. Showed up everywhere I was back in ‘43. Since then, I’ve run
across him a few times.”

“What do you think of him?”

“Tammer?” O’Brien took a sip from his cup and
dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “Despite his liberal, dovish
leanings, he tends to be fairer than most...avoids the sensation
stories. Made himself a fortune and a celebrity by being in the
right places at the right time.” He smiled, remembering a drunken
card game with Tammer and a pair of officers the night Tammer’s
first major heart-rending production aired.

“You stay in touch?”

“He looks me up when he needs a military
man’s perspective.” O’Brien’s thoughts drifted from Tammer to the
sixteen highly acclaimed sociologists, anthropologists,
archeologists and an exobiologist, who had arrived with him. They
must have made the arduous journey for reasons of posterity alone.
With recent advances in digital technology, even those of modest
means could sit comfortably in their own living room and experience
Mars in near three-dimensional quality. He also understood military
politics well enough to know that if they found anything of alien
construction, he would be promoted to Brigadier General within
days.

“Earth to O’Brien.” Clapton stopped eating
and eyed him with a bemused smile.

“Oh, sorry, lost in thought.” An image of
Earth surrounded by the vast darkness of space flashed through his
mind.

“I could see that. I was asking, you think
you can keep the civvies in line?”

“Who knows? I’m only hoping one of them
doesn’t do something stupid and get himself killed.”

“There’s always that risk.”

“The com reports indicate they've all passed
standard enviro training.”

“Can't ask for more than that.” The last
forkful of reconstituted hash browns disappeared into Clapton’s
mouth. With a satisfied grunt, he set his fork down, swiped at his
lips with a napkin and burped. “Aren’t you worried this is going to
turn out to be a lot of to-do over nothing?”

“Yes...I am. I would rather have continued
the dig with our resident specialists instead of having to wait for
these flash-famers to arrive.”

“To take the credit for yourself,
Colonel?”

He realized the jab was intended as a joke,
but O’Brien was too close to the situation to see the humor in it.
He shot Clapton a look of total disgust — a rare display of emotion
on his part.

“Excuse me.” Clapton, looked away, his cheeks
reddening. “I wasn’t aware you were so enthralled with your own
legacy.”

O’Brien relaxed and chuckled. “All right, so
you’ve discovered my ulterior motive, a secret, albeit minor desire
for unbridled fame. How clever of you.”

“My apologies, Colonel. The question was
insensitive...way off base.”

“Actually, your jab hit closer to home than I
would care to admit. It could put me in line for Major General
before my forty-fifth birthday. So, deep down, I’m hoping this
turns out to be a significant find.”

“Good god! I never considered you a
soldier-politician.”

“No. Of course not. It would be a tough row
to be who I am and still become a two-star Colonel.” Hands clasped
before him, O’Brien hadn’t wanted the conversation to delve so
deeply into his personal desires. His strengths were in hands-on
management, not political infighting, but a promotion would boost
his retirement benefits and allow him to get out of the game
early.

Clapton pushed his chair back and stood. “I’d
best be going. With your permission, Colonel.”

“As you were, Major.”

Clapton retrieved his tray from the next
table, gathered his dishes and, with a final nod, took them to the
disposal chute. In a fairly swift process, bacteria would consume
attached food particles and sonic cleaners would remove what
residue remained before the items were sent to be reconstituted. As
with the dishware, more than half of the base's components were
formulated from silicates and other minerals mined on Mars, and
remolecularized by a Teledyne Rehancer: the latest development in
the juvenile field of replication technology.

O’Brien finished his meal, and sated, looked
around. Except for a pair of lime-green jumpsuited specialists in
quiet conversation beneath the air circulator and a white-aproned
kitchen aide accepting an order from Tammer, he was alone. His
thoughts were on the excavation as he emptied his tray into the
disposal chute. He caught his reflection in the polished silver
silicate backplate, giving him pause.

He had aged during his brief tenure. His
short-cropped dark hair had gone salt and pepper where it receded
at the temples. Though not overtly concerned about it, he admitted
to himself that his square face and better-than-average looks still
easily matched the bioputer-generated images found on recruitment
posters. A thin blush washed his face and he turned away, but then
a glint off something outside drew him to the observation portal.
With two thirds of the dome beneath the surface, he looked out over
the Martian landscape at near ground level.

In one of its calmer periods, Mars' red sky
was clear, the sunlight barely diffused by dust suspended in the
upper atmosphere. He observed a two-man buggy — an incongruous,
dirty gray mesh of tubes and wire — scuttling across the rock
strewn red basin. It disappeared beneath the shadow of the near
vertical eastern interior wall of the kilometer wide, peanut-shaped
crater. A daily patrol on its way to one of several far-flung drone
bases servicing a small army of mechanized explorers. Though rare,
contact was sometimes made with maintenance patrols from two
private sector bases located within a hundred kilometers. One was
founded by the Texas Exploratory Group, the other by the Asian
Empire. Their motivations were primarily economic: the first to
discover anything of political, religious or economic value would
most likely attract trillions in investment dollars.

Still lost in thought, O’Brien approached a
large, oblong black hatch that swung soundlessly open before he
reached it. He stepped inside and waited as it sealed and another
opened, accessing the complex's main corridor.

Several meters on, he passed through an open
hatch on his right and entered another airlock. The hatch closed
behind him and moments later, the other opened into the suit room.
Thirteen men and two women in black civilian jumpsuits and four in
khaki were helping each other don the white polymer envirosuits
worn outside. They were sharing jokes, some quite animated, and
commenting on the bulkiness of the suits. None appeared worried
about the risks inherent in working in a near vacuum.

A tall, barrel-chested man suited up except
for his helmet, hurried over. “Colonel O’Brien! This is such a
pleasure! At last we meet!”

“Doctor Mastifson.” O’Brien extended his hand
and the man shook it vigorously.

“Doctor Mastifson!” Apparently unable to
speak in normal tones, his deep baritone boomed throughout the
room, making him seem too large for the confines of a simple space
station. The snug fit of the generic envirosuit did nothing to deny
the comparison.

“No need to stand on formality, Colonel. My
friends call me Rob. Since you’ll be seeing to our safety out
there,” he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder, “I consider you my
friend!” His graciously winsome smile contrasted starkly with his
physical size.

“You may wish to reconsider. This excursion
will be digitally mapped. Everything said and seen will be
recorded. Since this might turn into an historical event, you may
want to retain some degree of formality.”

“Well said, Colonel! Quite logical. I shall
attempt to carry this off with a great show of dignity, even though
we both know it will be edited for commercial breaks. I can be me
when we’re blocked out.” Again the gracious smile, unbesmirched by
even a taint of insincerity.

“I’m sure you will, Doctor Mastifson.”

“Doctor will do fine, Colonel." His cheeks
flushed and his bellicose manner faded momentarily. "When formality
dictates, otherwise Rob.” He winked.

“I’ll lead you out as soon as I’m suited
up.”

O’Brien stepped around Mastifson and reached
for a suit held out by Airman Lestiss, the only woman on the base
security force. She was a full head taller than the young, pretty
brunette with an inviting smile standing beside her. For too long a
moment, O’Brien hesitated midway into shrugging on his suit. The
excitement welling within him was inappropriate. His biomods should
have made him impervious to female allures. It was a social device
he felt compelled to employ as long as he was stationed on Mars.
His personal relationships with women had a habit of falling apart
when his love interest realized his military responsibilities came
first. Still, he was pleased that his reaction was not lost on
her.

Her eyes demurred beneath his penetrating
gaze. “Linda Myer...Doctor Linda Myer, Colonel.”

O’Brien quelled the excitement stirring
within him. This was not the time or place, though he would have to
find time to be with her before she returned home. Her smile warmed
as he continued to stare. It was all he could do to keep from
splitting his face with a silly grin. Instead, he smiled with his
eyes, keeping a firm check on outward reactions. Airmen Lestiss'
knowing grin revealed he was not entirely successful.

“Thank you, Airmen. And welcome, Doctor
Myer.” He turned his back to them and slipped his feet into the
boots, then leaned back into the suit.

“My pleasure to be here, Colonel.” Though her
tone was cool, her smile hinted at her pleasure.

Mastifson stooped before O’Brien and pressed
the suit’s seams together, rising as he closed it from the ankles
up. With the Airmen’s help, O’Brien wriggled his fingers into his
gloves. Thick and warm, they formed to the shape of his hands. He
felt the suit adapt to his requirements amid small movements
generated by the suit’s electro-mechanics.

Envirosuit MF365 systems diagnostics: No
malfunctions detected. The mechanical, slightly nasal voice
emanated from the suit’s right shoulder.

“Everyone ready?” A chorus of answers told
O’Brien they were. “Helmets on. Final suit check. Non-suits
evacuate the chamber.”

Airman Lestiss and three security officers
left as O’Brien did a head count. His two people were amid the
scientists, indistinguishable from the others, but for large,
webbed pocket belts at their waist. They contained small tools,
repair kits, and hand lasers. They helped each other seat their
helmets, white polymer globes with clear face shields, and power-up
their enviropaks. Each success was accompanied by a resounding
metallic click as the helmets locked in place, a slight swelling of
the suits and a tinny acknowledgment.

First Lieutenant Dirk Parker, in charge of
mission security, locked his helmet and checked his pressure
settings before doing the same for the rest of the party. He winked
at Doctor Myer, who winked back and blushed. It was Parker who had
welcomed and escorted the group from the Mars Explorer to the base.
The exchange had not gone unnoticed by O'Brien, but when Parker got
to him, he was all business.

His inspections completed, Parker gave
O’Brien the thumbs up. In turn, O’Brien counted heads: thirteen,
plus himself, all looking to him for direction. The remaining
specialists who came in on the shuttle were staying at the base to
handle the technical vidfeeds.

"I would warn you that the enviropaks hold
only six hours of air," O'Brien cautioned, "so keep calm and
breathe normally, or you'll shorten that time frame considerably."
At a nod from him, Technical Sergeant James Doomes secured the
chamber from a panel mounted flush with the wall at eye level. At
each prompt, Doomes tapped in a different sequence, choosing from
eight colored squares by twos on the left side of the panel. Red
'vacuum complete' warnings flashed along the walls.

Warning. There is no longer breathable
atmosphere, sounded over the comsets.

The outer hatch swung to the left, revealing
a bright red landscape. Five hundred meters distant, a solid wall
of rock reached skyward, its face cast in shadow. The group
proceeded down a grated black ramp until they reached the ground
and spread out. Puffs of red and black dust clouded their boots
with each footfall. Soon the dust fog was up to their thighs and
trailing behind them as they made their way to the transport. No
breeze thinned the haze.

Their transport, an open-air buggy with a
gray tubular frame, titanium mesh tires and green web benches down
both sides, could seat eighteen, with additional space for
equipment in the middle.

Despite some confusion, they were finally
seated, with O’Brien and Doctor Myer in forward-facing buckets. A
final check in the mirrors to make sure everyone was in place and
he eased forward on the joystick rising from the floor between
them. The buggy jerked, than steadily accelerated in the direction
of the cliff. When the digital readout on the tip of the joystick
showed thirty, O’Brien activated the autodrive.

Here, the crater floor was peppered with
well-marked soft spots, but the station’s crew had learned the hard
way that new ones could develop anywhere. Accidents were infrequent
and none had resulted in fatalities, though several victims had
briefly lost their wits waiting to be dug out.

It took several minutes to cross to the dig
site, but before long the buggy was angling downward on a ramp
created by the removal of hundreds of kilotons of rock and sand.
Near the bottom, the well-worn track leveled out. O’Brien slowed
the buggy and steered towards a jagged opening in the cliff wall.
Brilliant halolamps on eight-meter towers and oblong gray equipment
canisters, larger than their transport, crowded the nine hundred
meter square excavation. Four technicians were unloading and
setting up equipment from a small cargo buggy. A satellite
transmission tower rose a hundred meters above its silver-gray
octagon base, reaching beyond the cliff top. Six more specialists
were down in the caverns, placing com uplinks from the surface to
the mystery site eighty meters down and one point five kilometers
in. Since they were not part of the exploration team, all would
return to the base once their tasks were completed.

O'Brien brought the transport to a halt
outside the ring of equipment, then slapped his harness release and
stepped off. In order, the others released and stepped down,
forming two crude lines. He noted their upturned helmets and
grinned in spite of himself. Though he had been to the cliff dozens
of times and was no longer overpowered by it, even he found it
difficult to refrain from gazing in awe upon the sheer rock
face.

“Follow me. Leave a meter between yourselves
to keep from entangling or damaging your equipment. Attach your
safety tethers, but keep a firm grip on the secure line leading
down to the site anyway...even on the flatter terrain. If you have
a problem, however minor, report it. Everybody set?”

By now they were looking at him, though
glances upward showed they had yet to overcome the mesmerizing
affect of the wall. O’Brien waited until he heard from everyone
before starting off with Myer momentarily beside him.

Two men, carrying oblong, shoulder-mounted
vidcorders, moved to intercept them at the cave entrance. From here
until they returned to the surface, anyone on Earth who wanted to
could tune into the Mars channel and be with them, virtually. The
time delay was a mere six minutes, though channeling through the
base system for editing would add ten more. Further editing by the
networks for the requisite commercial breaks Mastifson spoke of,
would take another twenty.

“Colonel O'Brien. Welcome.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Is everything in
place?”

“I believe so, sir.” Second Lieutenant
Anthony Greco aimed his vidcorder along the line of scientists. “Be
careful when you enter the third cavern. We’ve had a small cave-in
and the bots haven’t cleared it yet. The path is passable, but
barely.”

“You’ll be leading us down?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Try to keep the lamp out of my
face.”

“Yes, sir.”

Greco hurried on ahead. The vidcorders were
omni directional ― set to focus on the group regardless of the
operator's position. The result was a closer, sharper image without
the movement jitters common to hand-helds. Their presence annoyed
O’Brien, though he was careful not to show it.

They passed into the gloom at the entrance,
but a few meters within, brilliant overhead lamps glowed, casting
the cavern in conflicting shadows. They were on a path cut smooth
by laser rock-eaters to allow movement of equipment dollies down
through the vast caverns.

Following the path along the left face of the
first cavern, they guardedly made their way down and through a
widened crevice. The second chamber was immense, larger than
anything like it on Earth. The brown sand floor was nearly flat.
However, the path through the third chamber sloped to the right.
Several scientists slipped, forcing the others to brace themselves
or be pulled down. With a great airing of relief, they entered the
fourth chamber, which was gently domed in the center. They made
better progress, but took a circuitous route that extended the
march and tired them. The lighter gravity proved to be deceptive,
as the counterweight of the enviropaks and suits removed any
gain.

Midway across the cavern, O'Brien halted the
procession beside stacks of yellow supply canisters and a red grid
rack half filled with green oxygen tanks. Pole mounted halolamps
flooded the area with brilliant white light.

O’Brien faced his charges. “Take a ten minute
break, doctors. Note the rack of oxy catalyst packs. Check your
enviro levels frequently. If the gauge drops below thirty percent,
I suggest you make your way back here. It's the only reserve depot
in the caverns."

Out of habit, O’Brien checked his enviro
settings for the umpteenth time since leaving the base and sat down
on an outcropping along the wall. His officers, experienced space
walkers, went down the line of scientists, checking and adjusting
their enviros. Several face shields had fogged over, as the air
exchangers were unable to keep pace with excessive perspiration.
Though the comsets masked normal breathing, four of the men were
having a tough go of it. As their heart rate and respiration
slowed, giving the air-exchangers time to catch up, the situation
corrected itself.

“Would you please describe what you found and
how you found it, Colonel?” Doctor Myer’s pleasingly feminine voice
flowed over him like a sudden breeze. She was standing in the
middle of the path with her hands on her thighs, bent at the
waist.

O’Brien couldn’t see her expression through
the moisture rivulets condensing on the inside of her face shield.
He thought they would have learned the details before now. “As on
the moon, Doctor Frailer used subterranean mines to locate the
caves. Over the next fourteen weeks his team explored numerous
pathways before widening the opening to this chamber. Sonirays
revealed several symmetrical shapes composed of non-native
materials behind a rock wall. Today we will breach that wall and
find out what the shapes are.”

“How thick is the wall?” Günter Krasmier, an
anthropologist, was on his feet at the back of the group.

“Less than a meter.”

“Why haven’t you broken through before
now?”

“Doctor Frailer was ordered to stop, to wait
for your delegation. He extends his apologies for not being able to
direct the dig personally. His wife fell ill and he caught a
shuttle back to Earth last week.”

Doctor Myer straightened and moved closer.
“You sound derisive.”

“I hadn’t intended it so. I’m a military man.
It’s not for me to question the motives of our political
leaders.”

“Dealing with political and scientific minds
must be a burden.”

“No burden, Doctor. Assignments differ, but
my job remains the same: see to the safety of all personnel.”

“I hope you’re good at it.”

“I am.”

Mastifson’s voice blasted through the
comsets. “Why weren’t we briefed on this earlier! I assumed Doctor
Frailer had preceded us to the site!”

“Speak softly, Doctor. The comsets are easily
distorted by loud noises. But, to answer your question, there is
some concern we may have a vid spy among us.”

“And of what relevance was this aboard a
spaceship three months in transit?”

“My superiors believed this mission to be in
jeopardy of sabotage, giving certain private corporations the
opportunity to mount their own expedition. Tricks can be played...a
minor cave-in, equipment failures...that sort of thing. However,
it’s reasonable to assume we are not in any physical danger.”

“Far-fetched I say. Smacks of paranoia.”

“We’ll see, Doctor. I hope you’re right.”
O’Brien pushed himself up and looked back along the line of men and
women. “Gentlemen, ladies, time to move out. Key on your wrist
lamps, but keep them aimed at the ground.”

They struggled to their feet, two helped by
others. When he received the ready signal from Greco, O’Brien led
them out across an expanse barely illuminated by the pole lamps.
Another quarter kilometer and he made out the dim glimmer of the
halolamps bathing the suspect wall. Meter by meter they closed on
the growing brilliance masked by the curvature of the smooth rock
floor. Sixty meters from the site, the ground leveled out. Unlike
the sticky black powder and red sand on the Martian surface, this
sand was light brown, coarse and granular.

Greco reached the site and following
procedure, stepped to one side where he could have an unobstructed
view of the room-size indentation in the cavern wall. The
distinguished men and women filed inside. Six halolamps, mounted on
tall yellow poles, pushed back the shadows. A polished titanium
laser drill, mounted on a flat, gray wire wheel platform crowded
with equipment, dominated the center of the recess. Two buff brown
worker bots with appendages folded in, squatted to either side,
like seated bulldogs.

O’Brien waited while the troupe clustered
loosely about the drill. Myer stepped forward to examine the wall,
but the exertion of their passage had again streaked her
shield.

“We’ll wait until your shields clear before
breaching the wall.” It was unlikely any of them would become
unhinged, but O’Brien was worried one or two might collapse from
overexertion. The handful of specialists had been subjected to any
number of tests before leaving Orbital One ― a seventh generation
launching platform in high Earth orbit ― but nothing could
effectively prepare them for the fatigue and confinement of a
three-hour space walk on Mars. O’Brien had been against this
excursion since informed of it twelve weeks before, but politics
had decided the matter.

“This wall's glowing, Colonel. Were you aware
of that?”

“Yes, Doctor Myer. It appears to absorb then
radiate the energy produced by the lamps. If you stand against it,
then move away, a shadow mimics your shape for several seconds. It
was this phenomenon that first caught Doctor Frailer’s attention.
Mineral analysis indicates the wall is of the same material as the
rest of these rocks, but fused in a different molecular
pattern.”

“You seem to be as knowledgeable about this
as Doctor Frailer’s team, Colonel,” a masculine voice noted.

“I generally review all data leaving the
site, Doctor, uh...”

“Jambert, Richard M. Are there others on Mars
who have shown an interest in this find?”

“Of course…Doctor Jambert...anthropologist.”
It was difficult, given the sameness of the suits and the shield
fogging, to see whom he was addressing. "They’re counting on us to
fail.”

Mastifson harrumphed. “So, this whole thing,”
he waved his arms around encompassing all present, “us being here,
is no more than a publicity stunt?”

“Politically, yes. Scientifically, no. Don't
trivialize this excursion because certain politicians stand to gain
by it. Despite my initial misgivings, I consider it an honor to be
here with you.”

“In that I can quite agree, Colonel." His
tone conciliatory, Mastifson motioned at the drill. "Shall we
proceed?”

“In a moment, Doctor. One of your colleagues
still has a problem with a fogged shield.”

They all turned, except one, a small distance
from the rest.

“Go ahead, Colonel. I’m sure my shield will
clear before you break through.” The man’s voice was an octave
higher than one would expect, and wavered at the last.

“We have time. Lieutenant Parker. Would you
assist...uh...?"

"Doctor Anderson."

"Doctor Anderson in adjusting his
enviros?”

“No problem, Colonel.” Parker crossed to him
from where he positioned himself outside the recess and bent to
examine Anderson's wrist control. A minute passed. “We’re all set
Colonel.”

O’Brien raised two fingers and pointed to the
drill. An officer stepped up and activated a palm-sized control
pad. One person stepped slowly back from the group, as if he were
trying to keep from attracting attention while doing so. The subtle
movement didn't go unnoticed. O'Brien started to turn towards him,
but noted that Parker had seen it too, and let it go.

The drill hummed to life and a wide, thin
yellow beam cut into the wall three meters up, creating faint
shadows behind those closest. Dust puffed out from the
ever-deepening cut. The focus of the beam shifted downward at a
snail’s pace, eventually shaping a rectangular cut one point five
meters wide. The grotto warmed when the drill switched to wide beam
and the rock within the cut began melting. Debris formed into
droplets that collected in cookie-sized globs at the base of the
opening, then tumbled down the growing pile and scattered
outward.

Twenty minutes passed before the laser
disengaged, leaving an opening two point two-five meters tall. As
his eyes adapted to the sudden dimness, O’Brien saw something skid
across the ground. Before he could react, a brilliant cobalt beam
sliced through the group, enveloping the baseball-sized object.

“Get back!” O’Brien shoved Doctor Myer behind
him, drew his weapon and fired at the object. A white burst and a
powerful thunderclap knocked them down. O’Brien landed with a grunt
and rolled to his feet. A figure in the shadows raised a weapon.
O’Brien and Parker fired. The figure crumpled.

“What the hell was that!” Mastifson struggled
to his feet, his face ruddy with fear and anger. The other
scientists stirred and began to rise.

“An antipersonnel mine. If we hadn’t
vaporized most of it, we’d all be dead.” With studied calm, O’Brien
turned and offered Doctor Myer a hand. She took it and rose to her
feet, trembling. Their shields touched and he saw her taut features
soften. He smiled ruefully and looked beyond her, counting heads.
No one appeared to be hurt as they helped each other up.

Parker kneeled beside the man in the shadows.
“He’s dead, Colonel.”

“How many of us are soldiers here!”
Blustering, Doctor Mastifson sounded frightened. He glowered within
arms reach of O'Brien. “Colonel! You knew this was going to happen!
Admit it! Didn’t you!”

“I suspected espionage, not violence. I was
wrong.”

“We could've been killed! Bait! We were
bait!”

“You aren’t dead, Doctor. Just shaken. Both
vid-ops and two of your people were replaced by my officers when
they left the airlock. I was ordered to bring you down here,
despite the risk one of you might be a saboteur.”

“You were ordered to put us in harm’s
way!”

Major Clapton stepped up to Mastifson,
drawing his attention. “Relax, Doctor. You’re hyperventilating. In
the restricted environment of your suit, you could asphyxiate
yourself. Colonel O’Brien did everything in his power to protect
us...and...as you see...we are unharmed.”

Mastifson relaxed perceptibly, though his
eyes remained wide, his lips compressed and twisted in a sneer. His
colleagues gathered around him, every bit as frightened. O’Brien’s
officers remained in the background, two with weapons drawn. The
other two shouldered the vidcorders they had set aside.

“The man you shot isn't wearing the same suit
we are.” Mastifson blurted, shaking an accusatory finger at
O’Brien.

“No, he isn’t. We're all accounted for, so he
wasn't among your group and he’s not one of mine.”

“Then tell, me...us...just who in the hell is
he?” Mastifson tensed anew, his indignation growing. His colleagues
were reacting as he: becoming agitated from the adrenaline
diffusing throughout their bodies with nothing to act upon but
fear.

“Asian, probably.” Someone offered.

Despite his racing heart, O’Brien provided a
stoic presence. “Might also be an operative hired by the Texas
operation. I can't assure you he came alone, but my men are
ready...as you saw. They’ll never get this close again.”

“How the hell did he get past your
security?”

“I can't answer that.”

“Dammit, Colonel! How in God’s name do you
expect us to do our job if you can't assure us we won’t be blown to
hell one minute to the next!”

O’Brien reached out, clasped Mastifson’s
helmet, and looked him squarely in the eye. The wild look in
Mastifson's eyes melted. “Look, Doctor, we can't change what
happened, nor can we predict what will happen next, but you came
eighty million kilometers to see what’s behind this wall. I suggest
you get a grip on yourself before you panic the
others...Doctor.”

They stared at each other until Mastifson
looked down, obviously troubled, but smart enough to see the wisdom
of O’Brien’s words. His response was no more than a whisper.
“Yes...yes...of course, Colonel...of course.”

O’Brien released him and stood back to survey
the small group. It took a special kind of person to attempt space
travel, let alone step out into an environment where death was only
a four-millimeter thickness away. They would be fine once the shock
wore off. It was time to continue. “Now that we’ve regained our
wits, I would suggest we turn our attention to the reason we’re
here.”

Mastifson harrumphed and stepped forward, yet
hesitated before the breach. His team gathered around him, peering
into another chamber roughly ten meters in diameter. It was dark,
and indistinct objects ringed it, with one large barrel-like shadow
at the center. Walter Holleander, an anthropologist formerly of
Doctor Frailer’s team, stepped over the ridge left by the drill.
Instantly the chamber filled with a diffused glow that brightened
when he brought his other foot through the opening.

The domed ceiling was made of translucent
panels inset in a circular pattern around a meter-wide vertical
shaft. The floor was glassy smooth and a darker shade than the
rock-brown of the cavern walls. Silent walnut-tone consoles with
black upper surfaces were aligned against the back wall. In the
center of the room, directly beneath the shaft, was a waist high
dull-gray cylinder. Its black upper surface was ringed by geodesic
shapes of varying shades of blue.

“What, dear god, have we got here?” It was
the first time O’Brien heard archeologist Matty Brewster speak. She
cautiously approached the barrel as the others entered the
room.

O’Brien’s officers remained arrayed outside
the opening. He stepped over the threshold. Within moments he felt
somehow comforted and put his gun away. A part of him wanted to
rebel, to run from the room and destroy it completely. Yet, he
could not react. His spirit buoyed, a sense of well-being permeated
his mind like a sedative. His thoughts became scattered.

“Colonel. I...I...feel...wrong.” Reaching out
to him, Doctor Myer’s eyes reflected both confusion and alarm,
though she looked otherwise serene. He grasped her arm and pulled
her to him, perceiving her disquiet, but not trusting his own
reservations, which he regarded as foreign and inexcusable.

“Colonel!”

O’Brien turned and faced the opening. A
translucent image of him leaning over an enormous con swelled, his
thoughts suddenly blackened by a seething rage. Fear gripped his
chest like a steel band. Death rushed at him in the form of a
muddy, clouded ball. He knew it was Earth, a dying world. No, he
scrunched his eyes and balled his fists. No! His chest swelled, and
the band shattered.

Clapton beckoned to him. “Come out of the
chamber.”

“Why?” It was enormously important that he
knew what time it was. "What time is it?"

“I’ll tell you, out here.”

What an idiot, O'Brien smirked. He let go of
Doctor Myer and raised his arm to his shield and read the display.
The red numerals melted and reformed. He was drunk, no drugged, no,
but why couldn't he read the...o- nine-fifteen hours. Beyond his
arm, Myer looked bewildered. He jerked his head and she pushed up
against him, her shield close to his. From the corner of his eye,
he glimpsed Clapton holding out a hand to him. He half turned, but
a silent voice arrested his movement. Jubilation washed over him,
then ebbed. From deep within, a restrained warning bubbled up.
Something was wrong. He was confused, lulled, yet oddly fearful. It
was imperative they leave the chamber. All of them, but he had to
get out now, while he still could.

“Come with me, Doctor Myer. We must leave
this room.” O’Brien pulled her along, despite her gentle
resistance. A long staggering step, then another. Euphoria surged.
God, he wanted to stay! Another step, his leg shook, then
another.

Doctor Myer's defiance grew. He gripped her
tighter. Another step and he was at the portal. She jerked an arm
free, but he latched on to her enviropak and used his weight to
force her past him and out of the chamber. He had no idea why he
would do that. Only that Clapton was a good friend and he wanted to
please him.

Greco pocketed his weapon and rushed to
Doctor Myer's side. Together, Greco and Clapton grabbed O’Brien and
jerked him through the opening. He fell heavily, bruising a
shoulder and knocking Doctor Myer to the ground. Before he could
rise, Greco hefted him to his feet with surprising strength.
O’Brien’s sense of well-being faded, but his mind remained clouded.
His body responded sluggishly to his demands.

Beside him, Doctor Myer turned back to the
chamber and reached out. “Get out of there! All of you!” she
cried.

“Hellfire. What the...” O'Brien glanced at
her, then to the chamber, but saw nothing wrong.

“This is magnificent! Can you believe what
we’re seeing?” Doctor Brewster twisted away from the barrel,
brushing her fingers across the top. A radiant, pulsing orange glob
enveloped the barrel. From its rounded peak, a narrow beam shot up
through the shaft in the ceiling, suffusing the chamber with an
orange glow. Startled, the scientists began backing away, then drew
closer, as moths to light.

"Glory, glory be!" Mastifson shrilled. "We
have found the eternal well of happin..." The scientists shriveled
up and disappeared in a puff of smoke. The beam blinked out and the
orange glow dissipated.

“Mary, Mother of Jesus.” Doctor Myer crossed
herself. Terror dilated her eyes. She knelt, then lurched back to
her feet. Her head swung wildly from O’Brien to the chamber. A
nearly imperceptible squeak issued from her open mouth. Tears
welled and rushed down her cheeks.

Clapton came up behind them, his weapon
drawn. “We’d better get the hell out of here.”

“I agree. The rest of you...come on.” Pulling
gently on Doctor Myer’s arm, O’Brien felt the drugged affect wane.
They had to warn the base. He pointed to one of the vid-ops.
“Lieutenant Greco, are we still connected to the Spacenet?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you get all of it? And transmitted?”

“Yes, sir. Tammer's getting it live on the
base vidfeed. According to this," Greco indicated a red dot on the
vidcorder. "he's still linked.”

“Then WorldVid will soon know what happened
here. Most likely they've got rebroadcast agreements with all the
major networks.”

“If Tammer sends it straight through,
Colonel, they’ll get it off the Spacenet in about six minutes.”

“Then they’ll know soon enough. Regardless,
we must get to the surface.” Though his mind was afire with the
'what-ifs' and partially conceived notions of 'what next', O'Brien
kept his emotions firmly in check.

The artifacts were a trap. That was certain.
If the shaft penetrated the surface, the orange pulse was most
likely a beacon. Depending on the intensity and duration, O'Brien
concluded the beam would be visible for thousands, if not hundreds
of thousands of miles. If his deduction were correct, who or
whatever created the device would have a means of detecting the
beacon from a vast distance. They were in grave danger. He faced
his junior officer.

"Greco, you take the lead."

“Yes, sir.” Greco shifted the vidcorder on
his shoulder and pocketed his laser. O’Brien turned to Clapton.

“Major, you and Sergeant Doomes take up the
rear. Assassins rarely work alone.”

“Yes, sir,” Doomes answered. "Colonel, you
think the assassin is connected with what just happened?"

Though he was on to other considerations,
O'Brien hesitated, and met the Sergeant's gaze. This situation
demanded rational detachment, and Doomes was as cool a professional
as any among O'Brien's staff of volunteers. Cool professionalism
was required here.

"No, Sergeant. No I don't."

With a sharp nod, Doomes pocketed his weapon
and set to locking down the drill. The simple task would take only
a few moments. Long enough for the others to get lined up and
moving.

“This way, Doctor Myer.” He pointed after
Greco.

“Thank you, Colonel.” Subdued and frightened,
she brushed past him. She was quivering. Shock was setting in.

No one spoke as they hurried to the surface
as fast as the suits and low gravity would allow. O’Brien stayed
close to Doctor Myer. She was the only remaining civilian, and he
was worried the shock might lead to something worse. She was pale
and shivering. Twice he raised her suit temperature. Even if they
had a kit with them there was no way to administer a relaxant.
Unless she could calm herself, her stressed reactions could become
life threatening.

Up ahead the entrance stood out in sharp
contrast, the affect amplified by the huge halolamps beyond. In
single file, they were nearly out when an odd feeling gave O’Brien
pause. Sergeant Doomes bumped into him.

“Uh, excuse me, Colonel.”

”Excused, Sergeant.” For a brief moment the
men stared at each other. There was dread in Doomes’ eyes too,
something he never expected to see. O’Brien turned away and grasped
the cable. With renewed strength, he pulled himself along, but his
mind was way ahead of them. “Lieutenant Parker, can you hear
me?”

“Loud and clear, Colonel.”

“You note anything unusual?”

“Yes, sir. The power output of the generators
has fluctuated several times in the past few minutes, but I can't
find the cause.”

A premonition swept over O’Brien with the
force of a tidal wave, leaving him slightly nauseous. “This is a
red alert. Shut down your generators. Inform the base and launch
site to do the same. Make everything as dead as possible. Not even
emergency lighting or life support. Vid my orders to the other
manned bases. I want everybody into envirosuits and far from
anything generating a residual power signature. Time is of the
essence. Life or death. Understand?”

“I hear you clearly, sir, but it will take a
couple hours to scram the reactor.”

“Nothing we can do about that. At least it's
some distance from the base. Have the techs put it into auto
shut-down and get the hell away from it.”

“Yes, sir. Changing to emergency frequency.”
His signal ended. Seconds later the entrance went dark. The cavern
lighting blinked out.

“Greco, stop transmitting.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wha...whaaat’s happening, Co...Colonel?”
Doctor Myer cried.

“Just taking precautions. My gut says we set
off some kind of beacon, though I've nothing to support that
contention. ”

“That mi...migh...might be a go...good
thing?”

“I don't think it means anything good. Make
sure your tethers are attached to the cable and keep moving.”

He sensed her ahead of him, then nearly fell
over her. She was on her knees and quaking uncontrollably. As tired
as he was, O’Brien lifted her up and nudged her forward. After a
few steps, her breathing became less erratic and her quivering
eased. The higher they climbed, the less she needed his support. As
they passed under the entrance, she slipped in the loose sand and
fell, bringing their climb to a halt. O'Brien's officers drew back
until they stood together, none seemed inclined to leave the
sanctuary of the rocky cliff. Out over the sands far to their left
the refracted light from the launch pad halolamps blinked out. The
base remained illuminated.

The ground trembled. Shaken loose from the
cliff face, dirt filtered down, but soon gave way to rocks and dust
clouds, then an increasing barrage of small boulders. Parker and
his assistant, lucky enough to be inside the entrance, stumbled
into O’Brien’s party.

“What the blazes is that, Colonel?” Parker
asked.

“I don't know, but I suggest we move closer
to the walls.”

In semi-darkness, they abandoned the cable
and scrambled after Parker up the increasingly steep embankment of
sand and rock until they reached a ragged ledge some distance above
the cavern floor. Across the ravine, so invitingly visible beyond
the shifting dust clouds, every possible lamp was burning at the
base.

“Parker, did you get the word to the
base?”

“Yes, Colonel. The security staff indicated
they would comply immediately.”

“Obviously they haven’t.”

The rumbling grew more ominous and the ground
quake continued to build. Large boulders broke free, pulverizing
the equipment arrayed outside. Billowing dust clouds washed over
them. Sunlight dimmed. O’Brien's hair stood on end, as if a
tremendous static charge permeated the area. Through the thickening
clouds, a massive, dark ship knifed into view. Though its bottom
cast in shadow, the vessel's side was bathed in brilliant sunshine.
Shaped like a domino, the matte-black hull concealed all but the
largest projections, of which there were few. At once the ship
blocked what little light remained, throwing the valley into total
darkness. A blinding flash emanated from the base of the ship. A
conical orange beam encapsulated the base, remained for several
seconds, then blinked out.

Doctor Myer screamed and buried herself in
O’Brien’s arms. Abruptly the shaking ended and feeble refracted
light from the sun returned. Through the thinning clouds of black
dust, O’Brien searched for the base. A wisp of smoke remained where
the nine structures had stood. The alien ship was gone. In the
still atmosphere, thicker dust particles settled and in a few
minutes, with the help of several litemates, they could see well
into the cavern.

Throat constricted and heart racing,
O’Brien’s biomods could hardly restrain his alarm. His thoughts and
emotions tumbled in on him. He struggled to accept the enormity of
what the attack portend and for a fleeting moment horror gripped
him, but could not maintain its hold. He recalled the fifty-seven
men and women at the base. Their file pics glared at him from a
fluid montage. Chastising himself for busying his mind with matters
out of his control, he took two deep breaths and exhaled slowly
while focusing on his gloved fingers rising and falling as he
clenched and released. With a start, he set aside his anguish, his
fear. The emotional avalanche would have to be dealt with, but for
now dwelling on it wasn’t in their best interest. How he reacted in
the next few hours could mean their lives.

O'Brien turned to his second. “You catch that
on vid?”

Major Clapton screwed his eyes shut and
ground a fist into the palm of his hand before answering.
“No...Colonel...it was still off.” The vidcorder lay beside him,
covered, as were they, with fine black dust and red sand. Clapton
leaned down and wiped the vidcorder with his forearm, clearing a
thin band about the lens array.

“What do you make of it?” O’Brien, steadied
his voice and prayed this wasn’t happening, prayed he was having a
lucid dream.

“That was the biggest damn ship I ever saw.”
Sergeant Doomes’ rumble was thick with awe, tempered by dismay.

“Me thinks we opened Pandora’s box,
Colonel.”

“Who’s this?” Startled, O’Brien
straightened.

“Captain Garson, USN, Colonel. I’m at the
launch base, aboard the Mars Explorer.”

“They spared the ship?”

“Apparently so, Colonel. I masked our
presence with a molecular dispersion field. I suggest you make your
way here."

"I agree. Have you established contact with
the other bases?"

"Only the unmanned sites, Colonel. No
response from the others.”

"We can assume the worst."

"Yes, sir. We can."

O’Brien gently nudged Doctor Myer. “We’d
better move out.”

Sergeant Doomes eased over the edge and
offered her a hand. She took it and slipped off the ledge, but
O’Brien could see she was only going through the motions. Her eyes
were wild, stricken, her teeth clenched so tightly he thought she
might break a tooth.

The others followed in chaotic order. O’Brien
came last. They slipped and jumped down the sandy slope, then
gathered beneath the entrance overhang. With a calculating eye,
O'Brien scanned the depression. Legs protruded from beneath a
boulder. The rockslide had smashed most of the equipment.

Doctor Myer sighed, dropped to her knees,
then eased her legs out before her, and hugged herself.

“Clapton. You and Greco see if there are
survivors and scrounge up what spare oxy packs are still viable. On
foot, the landing pad is forty minutes away. We’d better get moving
in case those murdering sons-of-bitches are still nearby.” He
glanced at his enviro tab. Five point two hours remaining. Enough
to get them to the Mars Explorer with plenty to spare. Providing
their journey wasn't interrupted. “Forget the oxy packs.”

“Yes, Sir.” Clapton motioned for Lieutenant
Greco to help him and together they plodded off to search among the
damaged equipment.

Still concerned about Doctor Myer, the only
civilian among them, O’Brien sat beside her and patted her arm. She
managed a thin smile. Terror still lurked in her eyes, but some
color had returned to her cheeks and she had relaxed her jaws. He
tried to say something, anything, but he could think of nothing
that would take the edge off the moment.

Feeling utterly powerless against the alien’s
overwhelming show of superior technology, he stood, then paced.
Could he warn Earth? What of the other outposts? Had they received
his warning in time and gone offline? Would calling them up bring
the aliens back? There were too many questions and too little data
to draw any reasonable assumptions. For now it was best they reach
the Mars Explorer. Perhaps by the time they were safely aboard,
Garson would have a few answers.

 



Chapter Three

13:28 Hours, July 12, 2386 - Earth

 


“C’mon, Wendell! Shake a leg!” George
bellowed from the stern of a black polyply boat secured to Slinker
with a slim white tether. The inflatable boat rose and fell to the
rhythm of a gentle current gurgling past Slinker’s hull. George
kept pace with the surges, swaying to a cadence so ingrained he
gave it no conscious thought.

Seated in the middle, Heather laughed.
“Relax, George. It’s not like we’re late for a meeting or
anything.”

“It’s taken us an hour and a half to get one
dingy in the water. What’s he doing, picking out a wardrobe?” Just
like a woman, George thought. With a flash of guilt he glanced at
Heather, as if she could somehow read his mind.

“I resemble that remark.” Heather smirked.
“Though for once it’s not directed at me.”

“Funny.”

At the bow, loosely gripping the mooring
strap, Strake shot a disgruntled glance toward the forward hatch,
then at George. “I’m tired of waiting.” His chiseled, impassive
features melded into a scowl. “How about we just leave him
behind?”

“We’ve got sophisticated electronics with us,
big guy,” Heather snapped. “Can you fix the comset or a medscan? Or
figure out a way to recharge our weapons without a recharger or set
up a...a...oh, forget it." She shook her head and hand no. "All you
know how to do is sail, so...why don't we leave you behind?”

His pique over Wendell’s tardiness mollified
by the childish interplay, George smiled at Heather, but she wasn’t
looking his way. “Strake’s a damned good fighter and a crack shot.
The kind of thug you’d want at your back in a tough fight.”

Powerfully built, coarse and swarthy, and
tanned to a deep mahogany, Strake’s piercing black eyes exuded
confidence and a deeper intelligence than one would suspect of a
man who began his seagoing career as an oiler on a rusty hulk
plying the sea lanes off Nova Scotia. He had an innate sense of the
oceans and had taught himself the mechanics of virtually every
vessel afloat before joining the Federation Navy. His meteoric rise
from ensign to commander in eight years was nothing less than
astounding. On his thirtieth birthday he had strode into George’s
office at Seascape and demanded a spot on the team, even though it
would end a most extraordinary military career. Already on a short
list of nominees, George had agreed before Strake even sat
down.

“A thug, huh?” Heather leaned over, patted
Strake on the knee and winked. “A thug who could hog-tie Wendell
and drag him off the boat, eh?”

George snickered. “They'd both enjoy it too
much.”

“Here I come. Here I come.” Shoulder-deep in
the hatch, Wendell tossed a large black carryall bag onto the
replica slat-teak deck and followed it. He was equipped as the
others in cold weather camouflage pants, jacket, black leather
hiking boots sealed to mid-calf and a utility belt of thick, webbed
black pockets. On his left hip was a stout, sheathed hunting knife,
on his right, a weapons pouch and a steel-blue .45 caliber
automatic. Similar in appearance to the antiquated military
version, Geroge had selected the sidearm because it employed a
longer, rifled and solid mounted barrel. Enhanced trinitrotoluene
powder and explosive, titanium-tipped bullets increased range and
knockdown power. A self-adjusting laser sight made targeting
child’s play.

“About time,” Strake mumbled derisively.
Instead of a survival jacket, Strake sported a tan, yellow-wool
lined flight jacket he won from a drunken fighter jock. Though not
in the habit of disclosing his feelings, he once told George in a
moment of bravado that he thought the jacket gave him a roguish
appearance — for the chicks. It was zipped to mid-chest and snapped
tight at the waist and sleeves. Where Wendell had his parka snugged
about his face, Strake wore a battered Russian fur cap with the
muffs hanging limp over his ears. His way of announcing his disdain
for regimentation, as well as his own uniqueness.

“You shouldn’t talk behind someone’s back,
especially since I heard everything you said. For your
information.” he stuck his tongue out at Strake. “I was choosing
instruments I thought we maybe might need. I even remembered to
select a bioscanner for Heather.”

“Good, great. Now, get in the damn boat.” Now
seated in the stern beside the five horsepower waterjet outboard,
George skewered Wendell with a piercing glare. The young man's
tardiness as quickly forgiven, his gaze drifted back to the
unfamiliar shoreline. Would the land reveal what Slinker's
technology could not? What of his mother and father. Had they
survived this apparent calamity? Their cave home wasn’t more than a
day’s march from the new coastline. It might provide a starting
point to understanding this startlingly alien environment.

Wendell swung a leg over the knee-high deck
rail and gingerly lowered himself beside Heather. He reached up and
retrieved three stuffed black polylon backpacks from Farrell, one
at a time, and stowed them between the lateral supports of the
dinghy, leaving little room for their feet.

“And here.” Farrell retrieved a lumpy black
bag and handed it down to George. “Lasrifles and spare energy
packs. I suggest you keep them loaded. No telling what’s out
there.”

“Thanks.” George stacked the bag atop the
backpacks where it was accessible, and nodded his appreciation. The
new rifles offered many advantages over conventional arms. Such an
obvious oversight, it was odd that he hadn't thought to bring them.
But until that moment, he hadn’t considered the possibility that an
advanced alien force might have invaded Earth, and altered the
world with devastating weapons.

“Don't mention it, Cap. I want you guys to
come back...alive.”

Strake unsnapped the mooring strap and pushed
off, then unzipped the black bag. He removed a lasrifle, about the
size of a sawed-off shotgun, aimed it towards the nearest building,
and sighted in using the auto-ranger mounted atop the weapon like a
vid view-finder.

Though a competent marksman, yet disdainful
of weapons and a staunch supporter of international disarmament,
Heather glared at him disapprovingly. Her efforts to keep Slinker
free of weapons had almost convinced George, but NASCAP’s board of
directors saw otherwise. The military uses of such an advanced
submersible and basic security needs could not be ignored.

Drifted clear of Slinker, George popped up
the small black control panel molded into the curved sidewall of
the dingy and pressed a square red button. The hydrogen powered
trolling motor, no more than a silver tube with a bubble head,
burbled to life. With a thin, yet powerful mixture of water and
air, the little motor propelled the dinghy slowly forward. Its
steady thrum barely intruded upon the gentle wash of sea against
shore.

George steered toward an outcropping ringed
with trees that he figured would provide firm footing and good
cover for the dinghy. Not that he was overly concerned about
thievery or discovery, but he was cautious by nature and training.
A breezeless hazy sky, capped by low gray clouds, negated effective
aerial surveillance, and what few biosigns Slinker had detected
were faint and distant. Despite his penchant for bold and decisive
action, George refused to put his people in danger by ignoring
basic precautions. So why had he forgotten the lasrifles?

Strake cradled the lasrifle in his left arm
and pointed. “Make for that building to starboard. We can use the
overhang for a dock.”

“No telling how sound any of these structures
are.” George said.

“Good point, Cap. Still, ought to check out a
couple buildings by the water. And that tall one up the hill.”

“We’ll have to be darn careful. This town
appears to have been abandoned for centuries. I’d hate for one of
us to get injured out of carelessness.”

“Nothing but brick and stone from what I can
see.”

“We’ll take a closer look before I draw any
conclusions.” George motioned to Strake. “Ready the bow line, would
you?”

“Sure.” Strake grasped the mooring strap by
its clasp and crouched, waited for the dinghy to ground itself.
Wendell reached out to steady him as the craft bumped the graveled
shoreline, but quickly withdrew his hand before Strake could react.
With practiced ease, Strake leaped to one side of the bow and
landed squarely on the undergrowth-crowded spit of sand. He firmly
grounded the dinghy and held tight as the others grabbed gear and
came over the bow.

With backpacks held off the ground by their
straps, Heather and Wendell lifted the bow by its handholds, waited
while George and Strake lifted the stern and helped them haul the
dinghy to a vine patch sheltered within a cluster of spindly Scotch
pines.

While George and Heather deflated the dinghy,
Strake emptied the black bag Wendell set beside him. He handed
around lasrifles and webbed belts with utility pockets stuffed with
survival kits and power packs, then set aside two camouflaged
sheaths with machetes and tossed the empty sack in the dinghy.

He looked up at George inspecting the
lasrifle he’d been handed with a hint of appreciative disquiet.
“We’ll have to cut a path.”

“Thanks for volunteering.” George smiled. He
hoped there would be no need to use weapons, though as a scientist,
an active demonstration of their effectiveness would assuage his
curiosity.

“No problem, Cap.” Strake shot him a wry
look. “I can use the exercise.”

With rigorous daily workouts an integral part
of the crew’s base-side regimen, George nonetheless agreed with
him. “We’ll take turns.”

“Don't look at me,” Wendell chimed in.

Exploring the western end of the small
clearing, Heather had her back to them. “You shouldn’t say that. We
can all use a good workout, even if you can't see that.”

“Sweetheart,” Wendell cocked an eye at her.
“If I had a bod like yours, I’d...I’d...well... I wouldn’t be so
ready to wear it out.”

“Stuff it, Wendy.”

“Ouch! Cut me to the quick, girl.” He gave
her a wounded pout, shook his hand as if it were burned, then
turned his back on her and sniffed haughtily.

Chuckling at their childish banter, George
caught the machete Strake tossed him, then shouldered the backpack
at his feet. A sudden unease made him glance about, scrutinize
their immediate surroundings, attuned to what some would consider
meaningless. He noted the absence of flying insects and the twitter
and chatter of small life amid the foliage, spider webs strung
through the tangle of undergrowth. A faint breeze tainted with
brine wafted through the dense forest, bereft of the natural odors
of decay and freshness of wild greenery.

He froze. Perhaps the thud of boot on a
fallen log or a rotten branch separated from its host, disturbed
the eerie silence. It didn’t come again and he tried to shrug it
off, but an uneasy disquiet remained.

“All right you two, can it and load up.”

“Aye, herr Cop-e-taun.” Wendell saluted in
the manner of a Euro storm trooper, fingers splayed, palm out. With
a silly grin, he retrieved the last pack. Heather stifled a giggle
and came back to the dinghy with her hand out. Bowing with a great
air of servitude, Wendell offered her a backpack and helped her
slip it on.

She beamed at him. “No matter how serious
things get, Wendell, you always know how to make me laugh.”

“A gift...from my father’s side.”

“I thought you had two mothers?”

“One of them played the daddy. My real dad
came together with my mom in a test tube.”

“Ohhh...”

“Let’s go.” Strake chose a spot between two
tall, skinny pines and took a swipe. Thick brownish green vines and
shoulder high yellow grasses melted away. He took a step forward
and swung again, clearing an opening to knee level. Swipe and step.
Swipe and step. Methodically he moved deeper into the forest. The
ground rose gradually as he angled toward the town, staying roughly
parallel to the bay, twenty yards to their right. The others lined
out behind him, giving him plenty of swing room.

Ten minutes passed before the undergrowth
thinned. Cracked and ribbed polyphalt appeared beneath them with
ragged patches of weeds and vines shooting skyward from foot wide,
two deep fissures. The nearest structure, a square two-story red
brick ruin with corroded aluminum frame doors, glass panels
congealed with mold and mud-splattered green scum, reared from the
wilderness like a craggy, brooding gateway to Hades.

With his usual confident swagger, Strake
mounted the Polycrete rise running the width of the building and
kicked at one of the doors. The framework ripped from the brick
with a prolonged grinding squeal of protest, twisted and collapsed
with a hollow crash. Glass shards splayed across the buckled, mold
encrusted floor in a muffled, energetic dance.

Heather caught up to him, grasped his arm and
held him back with a light tug. “Be cool, Strake. Uncharted
territory.”

He winked and scrunched up his face as if to
say her worry was misplaced, then cautiously planted one boot over
the threshold, hesitated, brought his feet together. His head
snapped right, panned left. “A retail store.”

Mounting the walkway beside Heather, George
stayed her with a hand to her shoulder, then waved, palm back, to
keep Wendell from joining them.

Strake proceeded across the floor, testing
each footfall, leaving shallow, treaded indentions to where he
paused near the center of the undivided expanse. He cocked his head
and listened, breathed deeply, waved them forward.

“It’s okay. Watch the broken glass.”

George shuffled through the entrance’s black
maw and eased to the right, then waved Heather in. Hesitant, she
sidestepped a puddle of glass shards and stopped just inside the
door as George advanced until he was a half dozen feet behind
Strake. Broken down display cases of corroded aluminum, rust
streaked from long absent metal, and panes of moldy green were laid
out in once neat rows. The remnants of roof trusses, corrugated
I-beams, had crushed several cases. Bits of dull and oddly shaped
colored plastics lay everywhere. Near the back wall, water seeping
through the ancient bricks gurgled as it trickled to the floor.
Behind them, gentle waves slapped against the ruins along the bay
and a faint breeze stirred the treetops. The scuffle of their boots
and the crunch of glass seemed unnatural, intrusive, like trodding
on primeval gravesites best left undisturbed.

With a gloved hand, Heather reached into the
rubble of a case and retrieved a small brown clump. She wiped away
the grime with a gloved thumb, revealing a sparkling mass.

“A jewelry store or maybe a pawn shop.” She
rubbed the piece between her fingers and a small gold cross and
gold filigree chain emerged. Tiny diamonds encapsulated in nodules
woven into the chain glittered when she blew on it.

George used the butt of his lasrifle to
disturb the contents of another case, pushing irregular shards of
glass onto the floor. A number of shapeless lumps and a thin,
palm-sized rectangle tumbled out. He retrieved the rectangle and
wiped its surface until he could read the black onyx letters
imbedded in the platinum case. Letting out a low whistle, he leaned
around and showed Heather what he found.

“NHDA, One-o-one Strike Group,
commemorative,” she read softly, taking it from him. “It looks like
a holder of some sort.”

“Open it.”

“I can't with these gloves on, George.”

“Here.” He took it from her and popped the
edge against his rifle butt. It flipped open, revealing a
solar-powered organizer, and an inscription. “To my beloved
husband, Tom. May God be your co-pilot. I pledge my love to you
forever. Your adoring wife, Malisha Connor, July 10th, 2057.”

“Impossible! That's only last week! How could
that be?” Heather's eyes grew large. “This place is in ruins! My
God!” For a frightening moment, she tottered on the verge of
hysteria.

George stepped quickly to her side and
wrapped his arms about her. He held her tight until he felt her
fearful gasps subside. Usually stolid and unshakeable, never had he
seen her in such a panic, didn’t know she was capable of it, but
couldn't help but share her growing sense of disorientation and
loss, like a cold pick chiseling at the edges of his mind. Unable
to find words of encouragement, and deeply moved by the sudden
appearance of a weakness he thought her incapable of, he could do
nothing more than hold her.

“Got to be some kind of explanation for
this.” With slow, deliberate steps, Strake moved farther into the
store, kicked at small items, face rigid in disbelief. “Something
happened. Just have to figure it out.”

“Something’s moving out here!” Wendell
shrieked.

George and Heather whirled about and stormed
outside. A searing yellow bolt from Wendell’s lasrifle cut a
seventy-foot swath through the undergrowth in the direction they
had come. He was shaking so hard he could barely hold his
weapon.

Eyes ablaze, George lunged off the porch and
snatched the rifle from him. “Don't ever fire that damn thing again
without my orders! You understand!” Jarred by his uncharacteristic
overreaction, George forced the vehemence from his voice and
stilled the frightened rage that wanted to smash Wendell’s teeth in
with the butt of the weapon. “We don't know what the hell is going
on here, but your panic attack won't get us anywhere.”

“We need a time fix, Cap.” Strake’s calm tone
resonated from the store entrance, took the edge off the
moment.

“Cap," Wendell whined, "I saw something.
Something as big as a man. Only...only...hairy.
And...and...dark.”

With eyes trained to spot distant objects
across rolling seas, George scanned the smoldering patch and
beyond, but detected nothing other than a thick wall of
yellow/green vines, giant, gnarled oaks and spindly pines. He
clicked on the rifle’s safety and handed the weapon back to
Wendell, considered if he should apologize. Instead, he tried to
online with Slinker, but when that failed, faced Strake.

“Contact Slinker. See if Farrell can get an
astral fix.” George glanced at Heather. Her eyes were wide and
glazed, her jaw slack, skin pale. “As far fetched as it may seem,
there is the possibility we may not be in our own time, or
dimension. Can't dismiss anything out of hand.”

Flushed, Heather pressed herself into Strake
when he stepped off the porch, as if his solemn composure would
somehow dissolve her fears. The gold cross dangled, forgotten, from
her fingers.

“Aye, Cap.” Strake patted Heather’s back and
gently disengaged himself. She resisted, but a frown from him, she
stepped away, squared her shoulders and consciously reasserted her
air of self-assurance. Strake jerked a glove off, unzipped a pocket
on the sleeve of his jacket and produced a comset.

Though he figured she no longer needed it,
George squeezed her shoulder as he retrieved the bioscanner from
the pouch on her utility belt. Jaw tight, eyes determined, she
gathered a trembling smile, as if to say she was okay.

It wasn't much, but George was encouraged.
The last thing they needed was for her to fall apart. He hesitated,
his memory replaying a similar reactive episode weeks before, let
it go, then flipped open the bioscanner and studied its digital
display. The sense of foreboding he had encountered aboard ship,
returned. What they were seeing was impossible...right?

*****

Aboard Slinker, Farrell looked up from
monitoring the shore team's progress. His vid had turned light
green, with four red blips beside the outline of a structure. A
faint blip appeared several yards from the others. An energy burst
flared and the blip disappeared. It was likely that whatever had
caused the blip was still there, but had somehow shielded its heat
emanations by burrowing into a foundation or a tunnel. The
bioenhancer tags the shore team wore about their necks offered an
unambiguous fix.

Don leaned over the com con and tapped the
trans/receive tab. “All right, Strake. What’ve you found so
far?”

"Ruins. A jewelry store. Not much
left.”

“What was that discharge?”

“Wendell freaked. Thought he saw
something.”

“Something was there. Something big enough to
produce a heat signature the sensors could read.”

"Is it gone?”

“The blip is gone, but no telling if what
made it is.”

A brief silence ensued.

“Cap wants an astral fix.”

“I’ve tried already. Can't pick out a star
formation to save our souls. Too much cloud cover. Why?”

“Cap wants to verify today's
date."

"You're kidding? He knows what it is."

"Humor him. Nothing seems right out here.
We’ll be in touch.”

“Keep the channel open.”

“Can't. Not enough light to keep the bat
charged. Beep me if you get anything.”

“First break in the cloud cover, we’ll get an
astral fix. Can't pull up a global positioning satellite either.
Except for occasional extraneous signals, there’s still nothing
alive out there...electronically.”

"Strange.”

“To say the least.”

"I’ll pass that on.”

“Be careful.”

“Later.”

Don shot a quick glance at Lauren, a troubled
frown creasing his face, then turned away and sat down, the
cushioned seat giving out a slow whoosh as his weight settled.

Lauren offered a small uptick of the corner
of her mouth to acknowledge his concern, but said nothing. Even
though partially concealed by thick foliage, the blast from
Wendell’s lasrifle had startled her, and the exchange with Strake
did little to dissuade her there were unknown dangers ashore. She
scrunched up, tucked a leg beneath, studied the bow vid display of
hills receding from the bay. She tapped in a command, set the scan
program to incremental. The bioputer began highlighting, then
cataloging landmarks. She went about her self assigned task, even
though her insides ached from the stress of shielding her
self-perceived weaknesses and fears, limitations and
contradictions, and what she felt were inappropriate affections for
George.

Her thoughts drifted. Owen was off tinkering
with the mechanical guts of the ship. In her quarters the night
before Slinker’s maiden launch, while sharing a beer after a late
dinner, he told her it helped him relieve the anxiety incumbent in
his managerial duties. Promotions and added responsibilities had
made it nearly impossible for him to indulge such simple pleasures.
and Though base-side duties were shelved for the duration, with all
the prototype systems aboard, there was just as much to keep him
occupied.

Rotating her chair, Lauren studied Farrell
and Don, so engrossed they failed to note her scrutiny. Don busied
himself analyzing atmospheric readings collected by sensors woven
into the fabric of George’s backpack while Farrell monitored the
shore team’s position and screened data from Slinker’s external
sensors.

Lauren sighed and turned away, distracted by
ribald dream images of George. Not that she was desperate or
anything, but these days she found herself frequently measuring the
men in her life. Neither Don, who was semi-living with an aquatic
engineer, nor Farrell, held out promise of a committed
relationship. She had spurned Strake’s advances his first day at
the base – his macho mannerisms suggested he was singularly
interested in physical conquest, not a relationship – and now he
was sweet on Heather. Not that she blamed him. Heather was younger,
prettier, smart and funny, and tauntingly irresistible when she
desired attention. By comparison, Lauren felt drab, colorless and
unappealing, though the floor length mirror in her base quarters
revealed a firm, lithe figure that had yet to adopt the droopiness
common of women her age. She detested the sprinkle of freckles
bridging her nose and the way her left eye was a micrometer higher
than her right. Despite braces as a child, her teeth were not
perfectly aligned and her lips too thin and pale. She often chided
herself for being so self-critical, and had considered surgical
corrections, but innate frugality denied the expenditure. She would
just have to stay ugly. There were moments though, especially when
George complimented her, as he did more often the closer the
Seascape project had approached completion, she felt almost
pretty.

She was grateful the way George would set
aside whatever he was doing when she wanted, needed, to talk, but
she understood that his devotion to Seascape precluded everything
else. Yet, dreams of a domestic relationship stoked a tremulous
heart, drove her often to the brink of revealing tempestuous
passions that would no doubt complicate their working relationship
at a time when he could ill afford the distraction. On many a
lonely night, her desires spawned pleasurable dreams that compelled
her to satisfy her lust via woefully inadequate self-manipulation.
Now, she worried she might never see him again or worse yet, he
might fall for Heather. She saw the way George eyeballed her best
friend when he thought no one was looking. Oh! What a mess that
would be! Heather and Strake were probably in love, but the girl
shamelessly toyed with the passions of other men, including George.
It was all just so unsettling.

*****

“All right.” George checked his lasrifle and
wondered again if he should disarm Wendell, but decided against it.
Unarmed, he might prove even more of a liability, should they
encounter an openly aggressive foe. “Let's check out the next ruin,
then that tall building up the hill.”

With a nod from George, Strake took the lead.
Heather followed close enough to touch him and jittery Wendell
stayed within a long step of her. Concerned about what Wendell had
actually seen, George took one last look around. He made a complete
circle, hesitant to dismiss the suspicion they were being
watched.

Cracked and jutting polyphalt, edged with
bits of polycrete curb and crumbling sidewalk slabs, led southeast
past several red or brown brick ruins, then curved to the left and
upslope. Fifteen yards to their right, beyond the polyphalt, the
ground melted into the dark waters of the eerily calm inlet.

At the curve in the road, Strake warily
mounted three crumbling steps and entered the ruin George had
indicated. His boots crunched on broken glass. What remained of an
aluminum framed polyglass door hung by a single, faded blue hinge.
The opposing door frame had long since corroded beyond its ability
to support itself. To either side, empty sockets remained where
large, double-pane polyglass casements once allowed blue skies to
call attention to the store’s displayed goods.

As George drew close, Heather and Wendell
reached the top step, stopped side by side, and peered curiously
after Strake as he methodically explored the cluttered polyphalt
expanse. Mostly eaten away, the roof I-beams seemed securely
polycreted in place. The brick and mortared back wall had collapsed
inward, forming a jumbled slope thick with decayed vegetation. The
carcasses of plastic shelving and display cases, debris cloaked
piles of broken bricks and irregular chunks of gray polycrete,
littered the floor. A small dark mound protruded from the remains
of a display case.

Strake kicked at the pile. Scattered, the
debris revealed bright swatches of fabric. He scooped up a handful,
but the stuff fell apart in his hands. “Shirt. This was a clothing
store.”

“What’s that...under the bricks near the back
wall?” Heather pointed, her thin, black gloves accentuating long,
finely chiseled fingers. She sounded more like her old self.

Wendell leaned through the window aperture,
though he held himself away from the edges. “Looks like a safe to
me.”

“Be careful.” Behind him, George gripped
Wendell’s shoulder and pulled him back. “For all we know, the
slightest contact could bring these walls down.”

“Far be it for me to spoil the party.”
Wendell smirked. He held his arm up and bent his neck as if he were
hanging himself. Apparently, he’d gotten a solid grip on his
fear.

Meanwhile, Strake made his way to the safe
and kneeled before it. He cleared away loose bricks and forest
debris, exposing a waist high black metal safe, its surface badly
rusted. “Shall I open it?”

George pursed his lips. “With the laser?”

“Yeah, Cap. What else?”

“I’d suggest you set the beam strength to
minimum.”

Strake nodded, adjusted the power slide atop
the generation chamber, stepped back six feet, leveled his
lasrifle, and fired. A narrow yellow pulse melted the top hinge. A
second split the bottom hinge, yet the door remained in place.
Strake took aim at the left side and took a two second slice along
the edge. The door remained stubbornly in place. Strake shouldered
his weapon, cocked his leg back and kicked with ball of his foot.
The door separated slightly at the top. A second blow and the thick
metal slab toppled with a thunderous crash, barely missed Strake’s
as he sprang to one side. Thunderclaps rippled through the ruins.
Rotted and moldy wood fragments and dead leaves scattered. A thick,
stunted, grayish brown rodent scurried for cover.

George cringed inside. As if Wendell’s stunt
hadn’t already alerted anyone within a mile, this would dispel all
doubts.

Strake laid his lasrifle aside, kneeled
before the safe and rummaged its contents.

“What do you see, Strake?” Forcing his voice
to a dead calm, George wanted to rush to the safe and scour its
interior, but it wasn’t necessary to risk two lives — should the
door falling have further weakened the structure.

“Money, papers, coin folders, leather
sacks.”

“Anything with a date on it?”

Strake slipped off a glove and retrieved a
bound stack of trim green papers. He thumbed through them.
“2052...2056...on the twenties...fifties... and hundreds. Could be
a hundred thou’ here.”

“Nothing past that? What about the
papers?”

With obvious reluctance, Strake laid the cash
aside and picked up a manila folder with a wad of yellowed papers
protruding. He leafed through the stack, then dropped it on the
floor beside the cash. “Rental contracts. June 2057, December 2051,
March 2053...”

George caught Strake’s troubled look and
glanced back at Heather and Wendell. “I’d say this place appears to
have been abandoned centuries ago, but nothing is dated newer than
2057 or much older. Whatever happened...whatever turned our world
inside out, happened quickly.” He looked around, scrutinizing small
details, hoping the answers they sought were right before them.
Nothing hinted at how or why the world, assuming the phenomenon
planet-wide, had changed so radically.

Heather shuffled her foot and drew a rough
circle in the dirt. “This may sound crazy, but don't discount the
possibility we might have been shoved into the future.”

“Time travel?” Wendell shivered and jerked
his head around, betraying his discomfort. “That’s fantasyland,
Heather.” He turned his back on them and scanned the landscape,
lasrifle at the ready. He glanced back at George, then away. His
worried frown returned.

“Not necessarily so.” Heather clicked on her
lasrifle’s safety and slung the weapon over her shoulder. “In 2000,
scientists discovered they could shoot a laser through a cesium
chamber at three hundred and eighty times the speed of light. It
happened so fast that the beam left the chamber before it even
entered. By transforming mass into light particles, it's
conceivable that objects, possibly people, could move backward, and
conversely, forward in time. We can't rule out anything yet, no
matter how improbable it may seem. But then, it’s possible this
level of decay happened overnight. Like this area was caught in a
temporal anomaly, like what we see on the vids.”

Strake rose, hefting five tan booklets. “Okay
if I keep these coin folders?”

George nodded. “I doubt the previous owner
will be showing up to claim them.”

“I’m a collector.” Strake shrugged off his
pack, released the plastic clips and stowed the leather folders.
“Washington nickels, liberty dimes, half dollars. They’re in good
condition. Same as the money and papers.”

“Hermetically sealed, you think?” Heather
took a step in the direction of the door, but George, with a gentle
grip of her arm, held her back. She smiled disarmingly and
acquiesced.

He smiled back and wondered what it would be
like to kiss her, tamped down unexpected arousal, tucked away the
tantalizing thought for now, though an after image lingered. “We’d
better move on. We may have destabilized this entire
structure.”

“Aye.” In one smooth motion, Strake slung his
backpack on his shoulder and scooped up his lasrifle. An ominous
crack echoed from above. He jerked his head up in an age-old
reaction, then turned on his heels and sprinted for the door. The
others scattered into the street. With a dying groan, what remained
of the back and side walls collapsed inward as Strake leaped
through the doorway and bound past them and up the street. Three
I-beams screeched and twisted as mortar cracked, sending moss
encrusted gray chunks clattering to the floor. With a shrieking
groan, the I-beams followed. Thunderous booms toppled upon each
other, rippled through the ancient structures. The rust red beams
crumpled and shattered into jagged, green streaked lengths as
hundreds of red bricks smashed to rubble or tumbled down existing
piles. A dirty brown cloud belched from the ruin’s apertures,
raining forest debris and colorful splashes of rotted cloth.

A splinter of window frame glanced off
Heather’s arm as she dashed after Strake, with George and Wendell
to either side. Several yards up the shallow incline, Strake
stopped and looked back, breath rasping deep in his throat from the
sudden exertion. They caught up with him and, curiosity shoving
aside concerns for their safety, faced the store. Partially
obscured by an expanding dust cloud, only the front wall remained
standing, like ghost sentries.

“This has all been such a thrill. Can we go
back to the ship now?” Wendell cried, flushed, breathing
labored.

George chuckled, then sobered. “When we get
some answers, we’ll go back.”

“What kind of answers?” Wendell cocked his
head and squinted at him. “What on earth could we possibly learn
snooping around these ruins, Cap? Besides, the next time we just
might not be so lucky.”

“Can it, Wendy.” Flat, emotionless, Strake’s
admonition echoed. He ignored George’s pointed frown, turned
abruptly away.

“No name calling, Strake!” Two long steps and
Heather swung to face him, blocked him from taking another step.
“Please. No name calling.”

He shrugged, impassive. “My apologies. Can we
move on?”

“Lead on, Strake.” Well aware of the seaman’s
lack of forbearance regarding Wendell, George had asked him several
times over the previous months to lighten up. He admitted that
Strake had at least tried to keep his personal derision to himself,
though he still looked askance whenever the men had to
converse.

“By your leave, Ma’am.” Strake doffed his hat
and bowed, then winked and straightened.

“No more names...hear?” She stepped aside and
gave him a fleeting smile, then swatted his bottom when he stepped
past. He was at once a head taller.

A look passed between, revealed a tenderness
George hadn’t seen before. He was mildly comforted by their
playfulness, given the uncertainty of their current situation, and
wondered whether the pair were more than colleagues. Lauren would
know if anything was afoot between them. He’d have to ask her about
it when they reboarded Slinker.

Strake in the lead, Heather close behind,
George and Wendell trailing, they trudged up the remnants of the
road, past several gaunt, crumbling structures and through an
intersection. The yellow grass and dark green vines thinned and
shrunk to waist high as they left behind the lower ruins. A slight,
chill breeze sifted off the ocean and bay waters grew restless,
slapped against half-submerged ruins.

The road steepened, then abruptly leveled off
where it rounded a gentle curve and approached the town’s tallest
structure. A hundred and twenty yards from the waterfront, a
barren, yet substantial four-story granite block rose, in sharp
contrast to the red and brown brick ruins. Even the polyphalt
surrounding it, save for rippling, was unscarred and free of the
foliage blanketing the other structures.

“What is this place?” Wendell steered wide of
Strake, who came to a stop several yards from the grayish black
expanse surrounding the monolith.

“Only one way to find out.” Voice low and
wary, Strake took another step.

“Strake, wait.” George jogged up to him.
Framed by the darkening clouds, the structure appeared evil, or at
the least, somber. “I had a premonition when we came through that
anomaly. We were drawn here. It can't be a coincidence. One minute
we’re forty-seven miles off the coast and the next, we’re in the
foothills of the Cascades. And now...here we are, standing before
the only building in this town that hasn’t rotted away. There are
answers here. I can feel it in my bones.”

“What are you saying?”

“Just that we ought to exercise caution.”

“Sure.” Strake checked his lasrifle, flipped
off the safety, then set off in a crouch, zigzagging toward the
building. Not far behind, George matched him, but farther to the
left. Heather and Wendell followed, keeping their backs to the men,
snatching quick glances to verify they were still on track. They
came together at the wall, beside an open portal twelve feet wide
and nine high.

“Spread out.” George leaped inside, prepared
to drop and roll if need be, but the faint illumination from
identical portals in each wall revealed an empty chamber. The
ceiling was lost somewhere in the darkness above.

“Nothing here.” Strake sounded
disappointed.

“There is.” George shouldered his weapon and
dropped his pack with an exaggerated sigh of relief. “We just have
to find it.”

“I’ll scout around outside.”

“Don't wander far. Daylight's fading
fast.”

Strake glanced his way and nodded. “Aye,
Cap.” He set down his backpack, rechecked his weapon, glanced again
at George, turned and quick-stepped to the far opening and
disappeared.

Heather’s backpack thudded to the floor
beside George, setting off a small storm of dust. She plopped down
and looked up to George. “You were sounding kind of ‘Weird World’
back there. What gives?”

“Nothing polycrete.” George glanced away,
then sharply back. “I...just premonitions, flashes really. There’s
something here we need.”

She grasped his arm, unusually tense. “Like
what?”

Confusion and worry lurked behind those
pretty blue eyes. Had he brought them on a fool’s errand? No. Their
presence here wasn’t by accident and neither was this dark and
foreboding monolith. He’d never been so certain of anything in his
life.

“I don't know. Maybe a way home.”

“George, what was, is gone. This world, our
world, is a different place now. We don't belong here, but I don't
see a way back either.”

“Impossible as it may seem, this can’t be
real, but it sure as hell isn’t a dream. Maybe the timeline’s
screwed up and we really are in the future, but I’m thinking maybe
mass illusion.” He shook his head. “Regardless, we’re in a bad way
unless we figure this out.”

“Eerie. This damned place is eerie...and
creepy too. Like it’s been dead too long.” She shivered and hugged
herself.

“Cold?”

“Not really. Well...yes.” She grasped his
sleeve and pulled him down beside her. “These thermal suits are
great, but this place...could give anyone a chill.”

“I know what you mean.”

“So, Cap. What’re we looking for?” Her voice
lost its edge, but the worried frown remained.

“I don't know. Something out of the ordinary.
I’m hoping we’ll know it when we see it.”

“You don't sound so sure.” Heather inched
closer, pressed against him, rested her gloved hand on his
thigh.

“Are you trying to seduce me?” he chided, not
at all believing that was the case.

Heather slapped his thigh hard enough for him
to feel it through the layers of polycotton and thermal membranes.
“Come on, George. We don't have that kind of relationship.” Her
anger flared, then melted. “I...well...just needed you to be
close...as a friend.”

“Excuse me for being so obtuse,” he
deadpanned, and changed the subject. “At least the premonitions
have stopped. Isn’t that weird?”

“Yeah. Too weird. We might be better off if
we just go back to the sub and head up the coast. Put some distance
between us and this place.”

His head snapped in her direction.
Conflicting thoughts fought for dominance. Passionate determination
locked out doubt. “This is just too...too predictable. This
building being here...so different from the others...us ending up
only miles away...the disturbance in the water, that UFO. Don't you
see? Somebody, something, put us here...like we’re meant to be...”
He shrugged, not knowing what else to say.

“Then what...”

A shout brought them surging to their
feet.

“Over here, guys. I found something.” No more
than a shadow amid the encroaching darkness, Wendell waved
excitedly.

“Do a litemate, Heather.”

“Got it.”

From her right hand, a wide, white beam swept
the cavernous room, throwing black corners into stark relief. When
the beam swept past Wendell, she held the beam down, illuminated
his feet. The floor glowed where he stood — red pulses, slow and
dim. George made it halfway to Wendell before Heather moved,
hurried after him, caught up to them as George bent to examine the
source of the light. It emanated from a clear lens at least a foot
thick.

George knelt and ran a hand over the aged and
pitted bronze ring encircling the lens. Instantly a brilliant
ruby-red beam shot upward. He cried out and fell back, threw his
hands out to cushion his fall. Sharp pain shot through his left
wrist with the impact.

“Whoa!” Wendell leaped away. The beam bathed
the entire chamber with a pink luminescence. “Mother of God, what
do you make of that!”

“Looks like a holoimager.” Strake
materialized from the gloom and offered George a hand.

“Thanks.” George grasped his arm, rocked
forward and up, then clapped Strake on the back. A sharp stab burst
from his wrist and radiated up his forearm. He rubbed the injury,
the pain instantly forgotten. He had made a connection! Like the
device knew him. Oddly compelling, the pulsing beam radiated
warmth, even affection, yet the sudden appearance of technology
brought with it an implied threat.

“What does it do?” Heather whispered.

Strake leaned closer, but kept his distance.
“Saw something similar a few months back. My guess, a new
generation holovid. Incredibly realistic 3-D. Damned expensive
right now, but it’ll be everywhere in a decade.”

Curiosity won out and George inched nearer.
“Our presence activated it, but no program has been selected.” He
smiled up at Heather, then Wendell. “NASCAP has a prototype.”

Heather slipped her arm in the crook of
Strake’s. “How do we do that…run a program?”

“Probably oral command.” George kneeled, bent
closer, studied the ring. No sign of controls or a receiver.
Nonplussed, he grunted, leaned back and crossed his arms.
“Holoimager. Play program index.”

Mechanical, without inflection, the machine
answered. There is only one program.

“Play it then.”

Are you George Benjamin Guntz-Schumer...Son
of Wilhelm John Schumer and Gwyndolin Guntz?

The voice sounded similar to...no...it had to
be a coincidence...like his father. Startled, George looked from
one to the other. Heather's brows had shot up, but Strake appeared
stoic as usual. She cocked her head in question. Wendell jutted out
his jaw and stared at the floor, uncertain.

“Yes.”

Pass your bare hand through the beam.

George slipped off a glove and did so. The
beam played across his fingers in a rainbow pattern, glittering
where it contacted his skin, though there was no accompanying
sensation. The beam shrank to a dim glow. George rose and stepped
back.

Genetic scan complete. You have been
accepted, George Benjamin Schumer. The beam blossomed, became
multi-hued. An elderly male figure emerged. In stunned silence,
they watched as the image sharpened and moved. The figure’s arm
came up, as if he were looking at the band on his wrist. Behind him
appeared to be a technical lab: workbenches stacked with tools and
various assemblies, larger equipment on the floor. The image was so
exact, George swore he could smell synthlube and polyfiber.

George. The figure faced him. The
world has gone through a catastrophic change. You have been
propelled three hundred years into the future. There is much you
must know. I will show you a Readit. Look at it for several seconds
and the image will be planted in your mind.

The Readit appeared. Upon it was a detailed
map leading them northeast, higher into the mountains. The
topography matched the new coastline and the mountains where they
knew them to be.

Leave this place. It draws the curious and
those who would deny you your destiny. There is nothing more for
you here. The beam blinked out. The red glow in the floor faded
until it was no longer visible.

“Whoa...”

“Hold up, Wendell.” George held up his hand.
“I don't know where this will take us, but the last part was
clearly a warning.”

Strake sucked in a breath and released it
slowly, looked grim. “I agree. We better go. Getting dark.”

“Look, big guy.” Heather punched Strake
playfully on the arm. “This is pretty exciting stuff, but we can't
get far. What say we make camp and get a fresh start in the
morning?”

Strake pulled back, fainted a roundhouse at
her, then ducked aside when she swung again, intentionally missing
him. She balled her fist, relaxed and let her hand fall open to her
side.

“That okay with you, Cap?” Strake glanced at
George, though he kept a bemused eye on Heather.

“We ought to distance ourselves from here,
but against my better judgment, yes.” George rubbed his faintly
bewhiskered chin, noting he hadn’t facialed that morning. “That
last ruin we passed ought to do. Saddle up, but keep sharp.
Wendell’s little stunt probably alerted anyone within ten miles.”
He tried again to link with Slinker, but to no avail. “Strake, give
Slinker a call. Let them know we’ll be heading into the mountains
at dawn.”

“Aye, Cap.” Thudding footfalls echoing off
the walls, Strake strode to their gear and retrieved the comset
from a pouch atop his bag. George and Wendell joined him as he
shrugged on his pack and onlined with the sub. Heather, glancing
back as if she expected more from the holoimager, followed.

*****

Startled from her musings by the insistent
buzz of the external com, Lauren, lounging at the periscope con,
leaped to the deck and dashed to the com station, beating out Don,
despite his spry dash from the bunk room. She settled into the
chair and pressed receive. “Go ahead, Strake.” Her pulse pounded in
her throat. Hands trembled with anticipation.

"We found a holoimager. We’re heading
into the mountains to the northeast at dawn.”

“What's that?” Lauren snapped her finger at
Don, pointed to his con. Don nodded, slipped into his chair and
onlined the sensor array.

Lauren tapped a key on her touch pad.
Strake’s voice surged from every con.

“Like A holovid, only better. We have
directions. Might be a base.”

“What kind of directions? Who’d you get them
from? Do you know anything more about our situation?” Her mind
raced with endless possibilities.

“We’re following a lead. We’ll know more in a
couple days.”

“When will we hear from you again?” Worry
crept into her voice.

“Tomorrow morning, then around noon each
day, but don't hold your breath.”

“Are you kidding? We’ll be on porcupine
quills here.”

Don nudged up the volume and, getting
Lauren’s attention, twirled his fingers over his head and opened
and closed his hands rapidly.

Lauren smiled at his antics, but understood.
“Strake, listen. Boost the gain on your bioenhancers so we can
track you better.”

There was a short pause.

“Mine’s turned up. Got a blip?”

Lauren glanced over at Don’s vid. “Strong and
clear. Thank you.”

“Don't mention it. Out.”

“That was brief.” Don sat back, his brow
creased.

It was the ‘no new news’ thing, she was sure.
It bothered her too. “They’re conserving the solarpacs. Can't be
recharged because of the cloud cover.”

“Don’t go dumb on me, Captain Ma’am. You know
the pacs use ultra-violet light. Cloud cover only marginally
affects them.” Don crossed his arms over his expansive belly, then
shoved his hands in his jumpsuit pockets. “Maybe they forgot. We’ll
have to remind them at the next connect.”

“Don’t call me that. Besides, I just forgot.”
Lauren frowned. “What they’ve given us doesn’t help any. Looks like
we’ll have to figure this one out ourselves. So...what’ve you come
up with so far?”

Don intertwined his hands behind his head and
stretched back, looking more perplexed than she’d ever seen him,
let go and exhaled noisily. Like a nervous twitch, he worried the
arms of his chair, worked them with some vigor. He caught himself,
locked his fingers and tried to look calm. Normally as grounded as
they come, it gave Lauren pause that Don was so rattled.

“Uh, yeah. Everything...every reading is off.
The sea is quiet. Uh, by that I mean, there is some sea life, but
nowhere near what we should be hearing. Nothing big either. Low
oxygen content and weak currents. No heat sources worth mentioning
onshore, very little air movement, though I’m detecting occasional
westerly gusts up to two miles per hour. Hardly worth
mentioning.”

“More?” She arched her brow and squinted at
him. It was evident he was holding back. After working for months
with them, Lauren knew the entire team better than she knew her own
family, whom she’d hardly seen in twenty years. Don was the most
transparent.

“I’m detecting eddies from that rough spot we
passed through. Nothing I can really get a handle on, but there are
anomalous readings, like the magnetic flux of the Earth is being
twisted...uh, more like bent at that spot.”

“Whooeee!” Farrell, back to them across the
cabin clapped his hands and gave a double thumbs up.

With an air of calm assurance, Lauren eased
her chair around until she faced him. “This isn’t a county fair and
you haven’t won the fat pig contest. So instead of the theatrics,
why don't you just give us what you’ve got.”

“A connection!” Glowing with the flush of
success, he leaned around and stared pie-eyed at them. ”Damned
solid one at that. It ain’t ComSavNat, but that’s no matter...I can
get astral and telemetry readin’s off any satellite.”

“Meaning?” Don pushed himself up. With an
inviting wave to Lauren, he went to Farrell’s side, leaned close to
the vid, then stood bolt upright. “Crap!”

“Meaning?” Lauren was beside him in two quick
steps, heart racing. Don never swore.

“You sure aren't going to believe this.”
Farrell choked, cleared his throat. His hands glided and tapped the
smooth con surface, synthesizing data until there was nothing more
to do than accept what it offered. “Nope. Not in a million
years.”

Annoyed, Lauren threw her hands in the air.
“So what already?”

“Accordin’ to the astral telemetry
readin’s...unless the heavens jumped...we’re nowhere near the year
2057. It’s sixteen twenty-four hours, on July 12th, 2386.” His
hands trembled, face grew ashen. He miss-keyed, corrected. “Checked
and rechecked.”

Lauren had never seen him so agitated. A
minute passed while they stared at Farrell’s vid. At first, the
lines of numbers held little meaning for her. She called up long
disused training, scratched a line of reasoning that ill applied,
squeezed her eyes shut to help her focus. At last, the data began
to make sense.

“It isn’t a glitch.” She didn’t phrase it as
a question.

Before Farrell could reply, jagged lines
scrambled the display, danced across the screen at a mad pace. A
high-pitched squeal pierced the air for several seconds.

“We’ve been tagged by somethin’ about two
hundred and thirty thousand miles out.” Farrell looked up, as if
wondering if the others saw it too. The vid cleared and an
astral-telemetry chart appeared. New data lines scrolled right to
left across the bottom. “Whatever it is, it’s comin’ to Earth.”

Lauren staggered back and came up hard
against the chart table. She clutched the lipped edge until her
knuckles whitened. Heart hammering, her knees jellied. A breath
caught in her throat and her mind screamed in terror, though she
had little understanding of what the object could be or what it
portend. Only that it was extraterrestrial and was on an intercept
track.

The shore party must be warned! No! It would
put them in danger! Other thoughts, practical, yet less pressing,
vied for her attention, but she swallowed her terror, harnessed it,
drew strength from it, cleared her mind of the extraneous. “Get us
to deep water! Now!” Her words drowned out routine shipboard
sounds, catalyzed the men into action.

Don dropped into the chair beside Farrell,
pulled his restraint harness up and over and locked the catch.

“Helm. Manual.” He paused for the second it
took the con to initialize, then shoved the cyclic control forward
and left. Slinker sluggishly gathered momentum, then surged as the
powerful thrust of the magnetron tubes drove it downward to port,
toward the open sea. The deck canted.

Pushing off from the chart table, Lauren
lunged at the periscope con, managed to grapple her way into the
chair and snap closed the web harness clasp at her waist. She tried
to retrieve the con pivoted away from her, but pressed into the
chair, her fingertips only grazed the device.

Lauren breathed, “Speed?”

“Approaching two-twenty-seven knots.”

"What?" The roar of water rushing over the
outer surface was muted, though its subtle harmonics made
conversation difficult.

“Two hundred and twenty-seven knots.”

“What’s our maximum?”

“About that.”

With determination, she clenched her jaws,
tensed, and lunged, gained a tenuous grip on the control. "Depth."
The sharp pain from the straps looped between her thighs
diminished.

“Four hundred and thirty feet.”

“Where’s the bottom?” She shifted the harness
straps off her breasts, easing her discomfort, and concentrated on
positioning the control pad before her.

“Varies, but near six hundred feet. We're in
a channel, but in a couple hundred clicks we'll pass over what used
to be the coastline and start gainin’ depth rapidly. Once we get
past the continental shelf...eight...maybe eleven thousand...in
places.”

“Take us deep, all the way down..." It was a
snap decision, fraught with risk, but she saw no other way. "...
without smashing us up.” No, she didn’t mean to say that. It just
slipped out. God, this is George's thing. I'm not ready for this.
What if the UFO's weapons can reach us at that depth? Was it the
object’s intention to attack? Would the seabed deflect the shock,
buffering Slinker, or multiply the force?

“Aye, aye, Captain Ma’am.”

“What the blazes is going on?” Looking
bewildered, Owen stumbled into the control room. The sharp snap to
his voice cut through the din.

“We’re goin’ for deep water!” Farrell
hollered. “Somethin’ out there in space is comin’ right at us at
thirty-eight thousand miles a minute!”

Lauren looked back at him. The pressure of
her weight against the unadjusted harness had soared as Slinker's
angle of descent climbed, but eased as Don pulled back on the
control rod to maintain a safe distance between Slinker and the
channel floor.

“We don't know what it is, Owen," Lauren told
him, "but we’ve enough data to know we may be in great danger. Grab
a chair.”

Slinker's dive angle sharpened again,
pressing Lauren into the harness. The straps cut painfully into her
thighs and breast.

Behind her, Owen let go of the hatch-frame
and leaned far back, placed one foot after the other, tested each
step past the chart table, then lunged to the side and clamored
into his chair across from Don, so caught up in the moment he was
trembling. Tense minutes passed. Telemetry readings showed the
object hurtling toward Earth at an incredible velocity. Slinker
cleared the offshore shelf and dove ever deeper, seeking the
obscurity of deep water.

“Passing ten thousand three hundred feet,
twenty-seven degrees down bubble.” Don kept the cyclic hard
forward, pressing the ship to dive at an angle beyond its design
limitations. “Approaching the bottom. Leveling out.” He eased back
on the cyclic. Slinker trembled from the enormous pressures
resisting the maneuver.

Tension crawled up Lauren’s spine, didn't
fade as g-forces pulled her back and pressed her into the chair.
Slinker swooped out of the dive, creaking and groaning from the
strain, the drum of seawater forced through the magnetron tubes
amplified until the hull thrummed with its power.

“Anything on the bottom that can mess us up?”
Lauren asked.

“Nadda. Smooth…and sticky,” Farrell
stammered.

“All stop,” Lauren ordered. “Shut everything
down. Go to auxiliary power. Let Slinker find the bottom.”
Illumination blinked out, leaving only the pale glow from the vids.
The powerfully, rhythmic pulse of the magnetic drive ceased. Owen
reached over and shut down the com. But for Don's heavy breathing,
near silence intruded. Sweat ran in rivulets down his face and
chest, staining his uniform.

“The bioputer has selected an LZ. Directional
motors online. Impact in Four. Three. Two. One.” His voice a study
in mixed emotions, Don took his hands from the controls and crossed
himself in a silent prayer.

With a lurch and a resounding thud, Slinker
touched bottom, skipped off the flat, muddy seabed and shuddered to
a rocking halt within seconds. Ooze gripped the hull.

“All off. Everything. Including
life-support.” Lauren wondered at how detached, almost clinical she
sounded. Like in a virtual training session. She had plotted a
textbook response to an eminent threat, but terror nonetheless
wrapped her soul. Every muscle, every sinew, clamped until she felt
her body would implode. This was it. Her life poised to end on the
bottom of the Pacific, taken by a force of alien origin. Of that,
she was now certain.

The gentle flow of warm air faded. Owen’s
deep baritone boomed through the stillness. “All systems going
offline.”

In systematic order, programs shut down until
only Farrell’s vid provided the dimmest of illumination. Farrell
reached for the manual override, but the screen blinked out,
leaving them in total darkness.

Two miles above, the sea erupted. Its
thunderous roar swept over Slinker, batter her until Lauren was
certain the tiny sub would rip apart. She covered her ears and
opened her mouth, expecting a rapid change in cabin pressure that
failed to materialize. Dread clawed anew when, barely audible
amidst the tumult, Don began reciting the Lord's Prayer.

Slinker groaned and creaked and rocked, but
the monstrous forces assaulting her hull failed to destroy her,
failed to dislodge her from the cloying sludge. Long before Lauren
thought it would end, the undersea storm peaked and weakened.

*****

Though the uphill trek had winded George, the
short break had restored him. He hefted his backpack onto his
shoulders, and for no reason he could explain, he grabbed up
Heather's too. She quick-stepped over to him and took the pack away
before he knew she was doing it.

"I'm a big girl, George."

"I can see that." He smirked and looked her
up and down, then ducked.

Heather feigned a slap at his head. "Stop
ogling me."

"You going to call in your back-up?"

"No, I can..."

“C’mon.” Strake pocketed the comset and
jerked his thumb toward the building George had indicated. Without
waiting for an acknowledgement, he trudged off, pointedly scanning
the growing darkness, his lasrifle at the ready. Unbidden, Wendell
shouldered George’s lasrifle, his own slung beneath his arm, the
safety off, and trailed Strake. George and Heather followed several
yards back.

The atmosphere suddenly rippled, like wind
being torn, followed by four thunderclaps that sounded ominously
like a jet aircraft breaking the sound barrier. Waves of
pressurized air washed over them, whipping treetops into a frenzy
and snapping off branches. Dry leaves and debris swirled
upward.

Pointing west, Heather cried out, all but
unheard in the mounting din.

A huge, black domino swooped from the
heavens, pushing through the thick haze. Its sides trailed
enormous, billowing white clouds. Roaring like a thousand runaway
freight haulers, the huge vessel screamed down upon them, looking
like it would crash at the very spot they stood, but it leveled off
and hurtled out to sea.

At the edge of the horizon, columns of steam
a mile wide lunged skyward in the fading light and swallowed the
domino ship. George stood with mouth agape. A wall of superheated
water exploded shoreward in a great fount, vaporizing so rapidly in
took but moments to reach the coast. Instinctively he dropped on
his belly and covered his head, hoping the others were doing the
same. He kept his mouth open to equalize the pressure, screaming
his defiance as the wall of blistering steam slammed into the
headland. Ancient walls crumbled. Mighty oaks and lofty pines
whipped and snapped. The wind howled in demonic rage.

Desperate to stay rooted on the leeward side
of the wall, George grabbed hold of clumps of tall grass and dug
his boot toes into the frigid soil. He braced himself with all his
strength, but a powerful surge peeled him from the ground and
thrust him against brick, bruising shoulder and hip. He sucked in a
deep breath, buried his face and tucked knees to chest while the
gale pummeled and pushed him slowly along the wall. Alarm gave way
to fear, but a strong hand gripped his ankle and stymied his slide.
Just when it seemed he could take no more, the storm abruptly
eased. The wind faded to a whisper and the chill returned, chafing
his reddened skin. He uncurled and sat up.

Slumped beside him, Strake nodded and
grinned, brushed debris from his arms. "Hell of a kick. Some kind
of sonics maybe..." Calm, yet reproached with awed reverence,
Strake rocked and heaved himself up, then turned and offered George
a hand.

"You're red and you've got a blister over
your left eye." Dazed, George could think of nothing else to say.
He grasped the proffered hand and rose, damned glad they were okay,
but uncertain how to express it.

“You don't look pretty either, Cap." Strake
chided. "What in the hell was it?”

“An alien ship, I assume. You seen anything
like that before? Boiled off millions of gallons of sea water in
seconds.”

Strake's grin faded. “No...and nothing in the
works that I know of. You seen Heather?”

He whirled about, lasrifle powered and aimed.
Wendell, then Heather appeared from the ruins, wind-lashed and
red-faced. Wendell was shaking, but both appeared okay.

Strake lowered his weapon. "Uh, sorry..."

The boom of a large caliber projectile weapon
sent them scrambling for cover. A second shot ricocheted off the
polyphalt inches from Heather, eliciting a sharp cry. She flattened
herself against the pavement.

Strake jerked her to her feet and shoved her
through a jagged wall opening. He leaped in behind and shrugged off
his backpack. Wendell tumbled in beside him, then George.
Fiery-eyed, Strake unsheathed his .45 and unloaded half a clip at
the muzzle flashes.

George peered around the edge of the crevice,
but the dim glow of the setting sun failed to reveal the shooter.
He took cover and checked his handgun load, holstered it, then
checked the energy setting on his lasrifle and clicked off the
safety.

Grim faced, Strake scrambled over to a window
opening and fired twice more, then ducked.

Sharp reports from a small caliber weapon
answered. A bullet tore through George’s backpack as he peeled it
from his shoulders. Another round sparked off the wall, showering
him with brick shards. He reached over, shoved Heather to the floor
and squatted beside her, his breath coming in deep gasps.

Against the wall, Strake held his lasrifle
over his head and fired three stout bursts. Grass and weeds sizzled
and popped, and ignited. Close by, the bushes exploded in flame and
an agonized cry split the silence, faded to a whimper. Hungry
orange flames licked at the brush, but diminished to faltering
flickers.

“You hit someone,” Wendell whispered,
trembling.

“Wendell, get over there.” Back-dropped by a
dim orange glow riding the edge of the horizon, George, his back to
cold red brick, pointed to a peaked section of the opposite wall,
“Heather, over there." He indicated a banked wall of shattered
brick beside a jagged gash in the connecting wall.

As surreal as their surroundings were, George
chided himself for not taking the holoimager’s warning more
seriously. He squeezed his eyes shut and blocked out the
self-recriminations. Time to think like a soldier, take stock of
the situation. With the remnants of daylight fading, he could just
make out Heather crouched beneath the aperture, clutching her
automatic to her chest with one hand wrapped around the barrel and
a finger on the trigger. She was scared and probably couldn’t aid
in their defense. Wendell wouldn’t hesitate to fire, but could he
hit anything? That left he and Strake to deal effectively with any
threat. Bringing Heather and Wendell along now seemed like a bad
idea.

Strake set his lasrifle aside and pulled out
his .45.

"I'm going out there." He chambered a round.
The harsh double-klatch startling in its clarity. In a crouch, he
scrambled over to Wendell and whispered, “Cover me, but don't shoot
me in the back!”

“Sure...Strake...sure.”

George knew the seaman was no stranger to
confrontation, but more often at the hands of the sea or a drunken
sailor than actual combat. Among his citations was a service medal
for the Afghan Wars, though he had been at sea, hundreds of miles
from the conflict.

“What do you expect to accomplish?” George
whispered harshly.

“Going to bring back a hostage...or a body.
See what we’re up against.”

“Keep your head down.” A veteran of the
Vladivostok Incursion, George had seen men risk their lives for
less, but he was also certain Strake would ignore him if he tried
to stop him. There was little point in facing that scene.

“Aye, Cap.”

Guttural and tinged with irony, Strake’s
retort did nothing to calm his fears. The seaman slipped through
the crack and was gone.

In a squat, George shuffled over to the crack
and peered beyond the broken down walls of the small, square ruin.
A gentle sea breeze sprang up, stirring the long grass. The fire
died out, leaving a faint burnt odor in the air, and a thin frost
filmed the bricks and dampened his uniform.

He was relieved to hear Heather’s breath
steady up, but Wendell was another matter. He could picture the
young black man pressed hard against the wall with legs splayed,
lasrifle clutched to his chest, and terrified. Disarming him,
before he accidentally shot someone, was worth considering.

A yelp and a thud close by. A child’s scream,
cut short. George pushed back from the crack and aimed into the
darkness, finger firmly on the trigger. The decision to fire would
have to be made in a split-second. But even the sea's effervescence
was now as muted as the heavens. With only fleeting shadows to
decipher, the risk to act could be as foolish as waiting.

“Coming in.”

George let slip a sigh and eased his finger
from the trigger. A whimpering bundle hurtled through the opening
and fell at his feet, Strake’s hulking shadow a step behind.

“She needs medical attention,” Strake growled
as he slid down the wall beside George. “Her leg.”

Heather gasped. “Oh my, she sounds like a
child.”

“Left one.”

“Wendell, hand me the medkit, would you
please.” The fear in her voice dissolved. “I need a light.”

“No,” Strake said.

“Why not? You expect me to treat her by
feel?”

“They know we’re here,” George said, sliding
his feet from under him and sitting against the wall. “A light
won’t change that. Go ahead, but keep it shrouded so you don’t
destroy our night vision.”

“Thank you, George. At least somebody has
some compassion around here.”

A litemate blinked on. Wendell focused a
weak, narrow beam on the girl's leg, then the medkit. At the sight
of the wounded youth, Heather holstered her gun and scooted over to
the captive. The child pulled her legs under her voluminous coat
and let out a small cry.

Heather reached out to her and the small,
furry bundle burrowed further into herself.

“I won’t hurt you. Let me treat your injury.
I’m a doctor.”

“Ain’t no doctas no mo.” Muffled beneath
animal fur, her little voice was fearful and defiant.

“Could have fooled me.” Heather smiled
indulgently, laid out a tube of antibacterial ointment, bandages
and medstick, pushed back the girl’s coat and examined the injured
limb. “Looks like she was hit with a lasrifle...not a bullet. Lucky
for her you only grazed her.”

“She was moving...and armed.” Strake produced
a small silver revolver, popped open the cylinder and emptied six
brass cartridges into his palm, then tossed them to George.

Three shells were spent.

“Why would she be armed?” Heather accepted
the litemate from Wendell and ran the narrow beam down the child,
hesitating when it passed over her partially concealed face. “She’s
a kid. No more than...than...fourteen.”

“Twelve,” the waif corrected.

“See? Must have been carrying for
protection.” Heather looked up. “Wendell. Come hold the light.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” In a crouched, Wendell slid
across the floor. The girl jerked her leg away from Heather and
burrowed deeper into her coat.

“Holt-it right dere!” A masculine voice, deep
and resonating. “Nex won a yews move an’ I be blastin yew.”

A lantern glimmered to life and the next
moment rifles and pistols were aimed at them from every point. A
dozen, George figured. At least a dozen. He raised his hands as the
speaker stepped into the small circle of light. He jerked George’s
lasrifle away. Two men in brown and black-streaked gray furs and
knee-high blackened leather boots entered and disarmed them, then
forced Wendell, George and Strake together against a wall with
angry motions.

“Lookylike weuns got somethin’ ta talk ‘bout.
Doan we?”

 



Chapter Four

13:08 Hours, July 12, 2057 - Mars

 


“There’s the ship, Colonel.”

Lost in thought, O'Brien took two steps
before he realized what Clapton had said. He jerked to a stop and
looked up, expecting to see the Mars Explorer right before him. It
was still a hundred meters distant. The only sign of life was a dim
rectangle of light above the bold, black vertical letters – NASA --
nestled between the twin ion tubes.

Seeing the shuttle like that, plastic smooth
and pure white: a squat and powerful bullet cast in the crater's
shadow, exuded a certain majesty. He smiled, unable to suppress a
boyish thrill, nor quell a sudden uptake of breath and quickening
of pulse. How many times had he stood in awe before a rocket and
dreamed of seeing for himself if there were little green men on
Mars? The smile faded.

He turned to his small group of survivors.
“Everybody okay? Myer?”

Doctor Myer shuffled to a stop and
straightened. “Fine...Colonel. I’m fine...just tired.” Eyes glassy
with shock, tear streaks cut the sheen of her flushed cheeks.

O'Brien nodded. Her colleagues, her friends,
had perished within arm’s reach of her, and only intuition had
saved her life. His glance shifted to the others.

Strung out along an ankle-deep dust path
behind her, his men halted. Their white envirosuits were thick to
the knees with reddish-black dust. Long, thin shadows lanced out
across the Martian soil from where they stood, mere caricatures of
the living beings encapsulated against the inhospitable clime. He
noted with a measure of satisfaction that their shields were
clear.

“We’re with you, Colonel.” Despite the
neutralizing effect of the comsets, Sergeant Doomes’ voice boomed
with the steadfast assurance of a man who had witnessed far worse,
and found this situation no more impossible to conquer than any
other.

“Keep an eye on our backs, Sergeant.”

“Yes, sir.”

O’Brien's gaze returned to Myer, the only
civilian among them. It had taken great courage for her to travel
millions of miles through empty space, hoping to authenticate the
first hard evidence of extraterrestrial life. Instead, she bore
witness to an attack that could very well portend the extermination
of Mankind. He and the others were soldiers, trained and
biogenetically altered to face the unknown, the unforeseen, the
unbelievable. Her psyche was unprotected, her emotions painfully
raw.

“Hang in there, Doctor Myer. The worst is
over, for now.”

“Call me Linda.” She attempted a smile, but
her eyes brimmed over with tears.

“Okay, Linda it is.” An unusual gesture for
him, he offered her his hand.

“Thank you.”

With unexpected firmness, she grasped his
hand and came close enough for their suits to touch. Her eyes met
his and for a moment, O’Brien felt closer to her than he had felt
towards anyone in a long, long time. Static in the comset robbed
him of the moment. If there were to be anything between them… The
thought lingered, tempting, provocative, yet at the moment as alien
as the world they stood upon. He released her hand, nodded to the
others and faced the ship. Their survival demanded he stay
focused.

“Captain Garson, you read me?”

“Yes, Colonel.”

“Are we cleared for approach?”

“I see you five-by-five, your team is cleared
for approach.”

Already several meters ahead, Major Clapton
trudged on, leaving a trail of shallow footprints in the loose red
dirt. Black dust burst from his footfalls and coated his boots, but
faded into the red dirt moments after his passage.

A quick glance to the crest of the crater and
O’Brien followed. Signs of their passage would remain, possibly for
days. Would the aliens return to look for survivors? What motivated
them to do what they did? Troubled thoughts tumbled, one on another
until he forced himself to focus on the one thing that really
mattered. The long, hopefully untroubled, journey to Earth. He
refused to speculate on what they would find when they got
there.

It took a dozen minutes to reach the ship and
twenty minutes to pass in pairs through the airlock. Doomes and
O’Brien were the last to board. While they waited, O’Brien looked
to the sky. With any luck, the heavens would hold nothing for them
but stars.

With the first phase of their escape behind
them, O’Brien’s immediate concern became the Mars Explorer. Fuel
tanks and a pair of ion drive reactors consumed the bottom
two-thirds, and beneath, landing struts and shielding plates
concealed twin launch motors. The upper third consisted of four
decks and could support thirty passengers and crew. Recently
updated, it was very fast, but nothing like the intergalactic war
machines depicted in Hollywood vids.

“I’ll not miss this rock, Colonel.”

It took a moment for O'Brien to respond. “Uh,
nor I, Sergeant.” His tenure at Mars Base had fallen into a daily
routine, but breath taking vistas and the opportunity to explore an
uncharted world mollified the pedestrian nature of administrative
command. The alien attack quelled his ardent fervor for the red
planet and his desire to find its little green men. The galaxy had
suddenly, and without warning or justification, become a far uglier
place than even the worst metropolitan slums of Earth.

“The airlock is ready, Colonel.” Doomes’
intrusion shoved introspection aside and reinforced the urgency of
their departure.

The hatch swung out and to the left. It took
half a minute for the men to climb ten meters, up rungs extended
from the side of the ship. Once inside, O’Brien tapped a yellow,
then a green square on the control pad. The rungs withdrew into the
outer hull and the exterior hatch resealed. In seconds, a polarized
charge caused the black dust to fall away, trapped in deck filters.
Decon complete and pressure equalized, the oblong inner hatch
hummed open.

They shucked off and stowed their envirosuits
amid mostly empty suit lockers lining the well-lit cabin that was
crowded with boxy yellow containers strapped to the grated black
deck. To the left, a wide passage between the containers and
lockers led to tubular rungs set in the bulkhead beneath a yellow
and black safety-striped hatch. Subdued voices drifted down from
the main cabin on the next level.

O’Brien clambered up the ladder and entered a
chamber of similar dimensions lined with storage lockers, access
panels, and two con stations. An upright rectangular box with the
word ‘privy’ blazoned across the door in red block letters was
crammed between the far set of lockers. He assumed the non-NASA
terminology was someone's idea of a joke.

Reginald Tammer’s black jump-suited bulk
overflowed a console chair, and Linda Myer, the other. Greco and
Parker stood beside Tammer, discussing the attack. Remorse,
uncertainty, sorrow and flashes of anger peppered their
conversation.

“Where’s Captain Garson?”

“Upstairs, Colonel. In the pilot house.”
Tammer’s voice boomed within the confines of the small cabin. His
girth shook with each syllable.

“The what?”

“Pilot house, Or to use another colloquialism
you may be more familiar with, the cockpit. Command deck, I
believe, is the astronautical term. Third level above us.”

“Pilot house is a term used on sea-going
vessels, Tammer. One I haven’t heard in decades.” O'Brien paused,
remembering that Tammer took pleasure in answering questions in a
distinctly unique way, and offered a faint smile. “Glad to see you
made it out.”

“Story of my life. Always in the right place
at the right time. I should be thankful. It has made my
career.”

“So I’ve noticed. You keeping a record?”

“Have my vidmate on at all times, Colonel.”
Tammer pointed upward. Near the ceiling, a small black orb floated,
supported by thin, clear membranes attached to the ceiling and
bulkhead. The device moved by changing the contact points of its
web membranes. The vidmate usually went everywhere with Tammer, but
it had not been with him in the mess hall. Perhaps Tammer was
opposed to being vidcorded while eating.

“This is most likely the greatest
journalistic event you will ever witness.” O’Brien’s tight-lipped
smile hinted at his displeasure over the presence of the
recorder.

“Ah yes, Colonel. I daresay you are correct,
though I wonder who my audience will be, given the alien’s
unprovoked attack. It would appear they don't like us very much.
Don’t you agree?”

“I assume they view our ability to traverse
within our solar system, as a threat.” O’Brien moved toward the
ladder, wanting to speak with Garson, but unwilling to offend
Tammer. A strategically slow withdrawal would be acceptable.
However contradictory, the journalist’s expansive ego was easily
bruised when he perceived he was being brushed off.

“My dear, Colonel. Do you believe they’re
waiting for us...to lift off?” Tammer shifted his considerable bulk
and planted both black-slippered feet squarely on the deck as if he
were about to rise. He cleared his throat and hesitated, then
continued. “Won’t our exhaust draw their attention?”

“I believe that if the aliens had scanned the
Mars Explorer, they would have destroyed it. With judicial use of
the engines, I hope to escape detection." O’Brien turned away, then
looked back. "If you'll be patient, I'll take the time to answer
your questions once we're free of the atmosphere. Excuse me.”
O’Brien pointed up with his thumb.

“Of course, Colonel.” Tammer’s laugh was
forced, his smile contrived. “I should not keep you. As a
trade-off, would you allow my orb to follow you...for posterity?”
His voice softened at the last.

“Just keep the damn thing out of my way.”

“As you wish, Colonel.” Tammer touched an
oblong, black conpad on his right sleeve. “Follow O’Brien.” The orb
slipped, whisper soft, toward O’Brien.

“Clapton. Join me in the ‘pilot house’.”

“Yes, sir.”

O’Brien followed Clapton up the ladder. The
orb glided along at a respectful distance, though its very presence
remained intrusive. They climbed through the crew quarters and the
communal deck before reaching the command level, housed in the nose
section of the craft. A slate gray console followed the curve of
the hull directly below a three-meter wide viewport presenting a
breathtaking panorama of the crater. Jutting out to the right was
the cliff-face that concealed the ship in shadow. To the left, a
boulder strewn plain: the crater floor. A wedge of reddish-brown
consumed the upper edge of the portal.

Above the viewport and identical in
dimension, a blacked-out vid screen fit snugly against the inward
curving bulkhead. Three gray-frame and black vinyl glide-mounted
chairs sat before the console, with two more anchored a meter
behind. Unlike the lower levels, the coarse gray decking was solid
and the cabin smaller in circumference and height. Inset equipment
lined the bulkhead, concealing the white insulation that comprised
the inner surface of the ship. The deck hatch, opposite the
console, was demarked by a square of short, thick, angled yellow
lines that continued a quarter meter up the bulkhead.

They found Captain Garson slumped over the
navcon to the far right. He jumped when they appeared, though he
should have anticipated their arrival. “Colonel.”

“Captain.” Motioning for Clapton to take a
seat, O’Brien slid into the chair beside Garson. “What’s our
situation?”

“The ship is ready for launch, Colonel.”

“Food, fuel?”

“The cargo containers are supplies meant for
the base. Lucky for us they hadn’t all been off-loaded. We’ve got
enough chow to get us home and then some. The reactors were
refurbished at Spacedok and refueled, so we’re in pretty good shape
there too. And I have to tell you, Mr. Tammer has been quite
helpful. More so than I ever would have guessed.”

“He’s a good man, despite his journalistic
credentials. You foresee any problems?”

“Just one, Colonel.” Garson looked O’Brien
square in the eye. “Redundancy. The powers that be were afraid
someone might freak out and take off without authorization, so they
made it impossible to launch the ship without precursors being
tripped either at the base or the on-site con.”

“Anything else?”

There were ways around any safeguard. To
O’Brien, saving all the survivors was a fundamental measure of
humanity: beyond the fact that they very well could be the only
humans still alive.

“Sensors don’t see that alien spaceship
anymore, but I’m not sure that means anything.”

“Reasonable assumption. You got a course laid
in?”

“Two options, Colonel. We could rendezvous
with the alpha relay station halfway home, if it’s still there,
then slingshot off the sun. Or, we can make an elliptical loop and
catch Earth on its next go around. That might be a route they
wouldn’t expect of us, but it’ll add sixty-eight days.”

“We’ve no idea how these beings reason. We do
know they are technologically superior, and they kill humans."
O'Brien fixed his eyes on the viewport. Where did these murdering
sons-of-bitches come from and why pick on us? Are a handful of
humans that much of threat to them?

Despite the magnitude of the catastrophe,
bioengineering limited his ability to muster a decent rage. That
left the very human desire to win against all odds, and to survive
and propagate. His gaze fell on Garson. "We’re not safe anywhere,
but staying here isn't an option.”

Garson nodded. Fear, worry, a number of
emotions flicked across his face, but then his eyes, and the
determined set to his mouth, softened. “You're right, Colonel.
Can't get water and oxygen from underground deposits without
equipment.”

“Lay in a course for the shorter route. If
they’ve left monitoring devices or a patrol ship to mop up
survivors, we can only hope we’re too small to be detected off
planet.”

“If they went on and took out Earth too...”
Garson pursed his lips and rocked back, his hands locked behind his
head. “...we probably aren't worth the bother.”

"I don't think they know anything about us or
that any of us survived," Clapton interjected, "so we can't make
assumptions based on logic."

Before O'Brien could respond, a shout from
below ended all speculation.

The vid blinked, fading from black to a
digitally distorted image. A scratchy voice, broken and garbled
drew their attention to the screen. not...left..........skies
blacken....peat....come back....noth...you here. ...attacking
communications, Mars Base. ...Base, respond. Please respond.
Houston tracking. Are...still there? The screen flickered, then
blanked.

“Don't respond to that!” Every fiber in his
being cried out as O’Brien lunged to the hatch and hollered to
those below. “Nobody answer that!” At once certain they would obey,
he faced Garson. “Take the external com offline. From here on out
we’re incommunicado.” Despite his desire to ride to Earth’s rescue,
there was nothing they could do that would be of any consequence.
“You got that?”

Garson and Clapton nodded. Five distinct
voices from below assured O’Brien they would comply. As the highest
ranked officer aboard, O’Brien could have assumed everyone’s
allegiance, but civilians were an unpredictable lot at best.

“We’ve got a decision to make. Join me
downstairs, gentlemen.”

“Yes, sir.” Clapton pushed off from where he
was leaning against the console and followed O’Brien down the
ladder. Their footfalls whispered hollowly on the honeycombed rungs
until they stood before the others.

Rocking on the balls of his feet, Tammer's
face was ruddy from the exertion, though the cadence changed and he
stopped shortly. Lieutenant Parker had taken Tammer’s seat beside
Myer, Greco beside him. Doomes rose from a squat and assumed parade
rest.

O’Brien looked at each of them in turn,
gauging them against what would be expected of them. He rested his
gaze on Linda Myer. If she were to panic... Garson coughed
nervously, ending O’Brien’s musings.

“Garson tells me we can't lift off unless
someone stays behind,” O’Brien began, no longer staring at Myer. “I
won't accept that.” He nodded to Parker. “Lieutenant, I saw five
bots on the manifest. See if you can set one up to enter simple con
sequences.”

He looked to Doomes. A memory of a late night
confrontation with construction types in a seedy bar flashed across
his mind. Lake Street, Minneapolis. No good reason for them to have
been there other than Doomes’ mother lived in a fashionably
decrepit two-story walk-up just off the strip. Short-cropped salt
and pepper hair and square jaw, shoulders straight and muscular
beneath a thick neck, Doomes appeared every bit the mercenary
soldier he had once aspired to be. Sucking on a brew at the Lake
Street dive, he told O'Brien that the profession demanded a total
lack of morality. He quit on the eve of his first contract, the day
the Afghan Wars ignited, and joined the Air Force.

"Sergeant, give Parker a hand. Greco, suit
up. You’ll begin the launch sequence from the launch dome. The bot
will complete it." O’Brien faced Garson. “Go upstairs with Clapton
and familiarize him with everything you can. Broad categories
first, then panel by panel. He's a quick study."

Nodding, Garson was already at the ladder.
“No problem, Colonel.”

O’Brien waited until the cabin had cleared,
then waved Tammer over while motioning for Myer to stay where she
was. He offered her a comforting smile, eliciting a sheepish grin
in return, though it faded quickly. She was too traumatized to be
of any use.

With an unusual show of fealty, O’Brien
clasped Tammer by the shoulder and drew him closer, until he could
be heard by Tammer alone. “The Doc needs a friend. Don't be a pig
and come on to her, just stay close and be that friend.”

“On my honor, Colonel. The child is in good
hands.”

“I knew I could count on you.” He stood back
and looked past Tammer.

Clinging to the overhead grating close by,
the orb moved when Tammer did, maintaining its distance. Fine clear
filaments zipped out, attaching to new points as other filaments
retracted, making the orb appear to float. It was impossible to see
where Tammer's mechanical companion was focused.

“My dear Colonel.” Tammer shifted his bulk.
“What makes you think we can lift off without calling these aliens
down on us?” His whisper was wrapped in dread.

“No way of telling.”

Tammer rose to his full height, slightly
flushed. In a normal voice he said, “Thanks for being so brutally
honest, Colonel. Your candor is refreshing for someone like myself,
who's job it is to converse with heads-of-state and the supposedly
learned.”

O’Brien nodded then slanted his gaze toward
Myer. “I’d like you to get started immediately.”

“Immediately. Yes, of course.” With a slight
bow, Tammer turned and approached Doctor Myer. He took her hand in
his pudgy paw and engaged her in small talk. She responded, subdued
at first, then the tinkle of laughter established that Tammer’s
practiced charm was working.

With measured calm, to keep from drawing
attention to his actions, O’Brien went to the com relay panel
mounted to one side of the ladder and opened it. Though the
controls were upstairs, the primary electronics compartments were
located on the lower levels. It took him a minute to familiarize
himself with the abbreviations stenciled on white slips atop each
pressure switch. There were a hundred in vertical rows of twenty.
He tripped the ones with the beginning designation of TRAN,
effectively disabling the ships redundant transmitters, but not
blocking incoming signals. Near the bottom of the last row, he
tripped two more, engaging the ship’s internal security protocols.
To access vital systems, a clearance code would now be required.
While sabotage was not a concern, utter stupidity, fueled by panic,
was.

That accomplished, O’Brien sealed the panel
and returned to the command deck to find Garson and Clapton deep in
conversation. He dropped into the remaining console seat and
scanned the panel readouts. The security protocols were online,
indicated by a blinking red square, top center. He keyed in the
proper sequence and the indicator glowed steady.

Though his current post did not require it,
O’Brien could fly the ship if he had to. He had once piloted NASA’s
stellar observatory, Discovery VIII, before it was dismantled and
handed over to the Smithsonian, and was among the first to test the
new generation cargo liners designed to support both low Earth
orbit and remote, planet-based space stations. By current
standards, the Mars Explorer was a relic.

The main vid onlined and an overhead view of
the cargo hold emerged. Parker and Doomes were working on a bright
orange grapefruit-sized bot with eight spindly legs and two
multi-function extenders. Two of the yellow cargo containers were
open beside them, hand tools, laser probes and robot parts lay
spread out across the deck and atop other containers. Though Mars
gravity was less than that of Earth, it was sufficient to keep the
crew and equipment from floating off.

“Gentlemen, how are you progressing?”

Doomes looked up. “A couple more minutes,
Colonel.”

“Fine. Let me know when you’re ready.”

“Yes, sir. Will do.”

“Have you seen Greco?”

“Yes, sir. Went outside to complete the
manual hookups. Should be back in ten minutes.”

“Will Greco know when to retrieve the bot
from the airlock?”

“We’ve got him on the suit com, sir.”

“Good. O’Brien out.” The display blackened
when he took the intervid offline. He sat back and frowned. Despite
his reassuring air before the crew, he was convinced the aliens
were still around and he held little faith in their ability to
evade them. Except for a handful of countermeasures and a forty
millimeter laser cannon, they were essentially defenseless.

With launch preparations out of his hands,
O’Brien took the opportunity to reacquaint himself with the myriad
array of ship’s systems. From a directory pulled up on the console
vid, he ran diagnostics of the most critical programs, then
switched over to tutorial. He scanned the instructions and
specifications of the pulse laser cannon and familiarized himself
with the location of emergency equipment and weapons storage. To be
safe, he electronically checked the six pistol-shaped chargers. Set
to maximum, a fifty thousand volt pulse, piggybacked on a hair-thin
laser beam, could stun a large animal, or kill a human if fired
from less than a meter.

“We’re ready, Colonel.”

A moment passed as O’Brien closed down the
tutorial. “Is Greco ready?”

“Yes, sir. He’s in the airlock, with the
bot.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. I’ll monitor his
progress from here.” O’Brien heard the scrape of equipment in the
background. “When you’re finished, come up to the main deck and get
everyone secured.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve got him on vid, Colonel.” Clapton
pulled up the scan on the main viewer and focused on a gloved hand,
which disappeared in a wash of white. “Uh, small adjustment.” The
image shrank until the launch dome and Greco were better framed.
Through the dome’s Plexishield window, they watched him place the
bot on the launch con. A white dot blinked between Greco’s
arms.

“You have control?” O’Brien asked.

“Yes,” Clapton answered.

Within moments of downloading the primary
release codes, the bot hesitated for a fraction of a second. Greco,
monitoring the sequence, did not react.

O’Brien knew a glitch when he saw one. He
played back the vid to be sure. “Freeze the bot, Clapton.”

“Sir?”

"The bot hesitated.”

“The FBL didn’t pick it up.” Clapton sounded
both puzzled and curious. He ran the scan through a higher level
diagnostic, tapping the display as the computer offered suggestions
in menu format, then showed the results of his choices. “Neither
did the EAC.”

“Unfreeze the bot, but keep an eye on it.”
O’Brien looked up at the vid, though he knew Greco could not see
him. “Greco, time to get inside.”

“Yes, sir.” Greco backed slowly from behind
the Plexishield, then appeared outside the non-pressurized dome’s
access portal facing the ship. In two strides, he was out of
visual. The bot signaled completion of the initial sequence.

“You’re up, Colonel,” Clapton said.

Staring at the vid with the silly notion he
could influence the bot, O’Brien tried to recall the passcode. He
should’ve memorized it.

“Alpha, alpha, two, seven, seven, four, mary,
omega, omega.” Captain Garson grinned. “Glad to be of service,
Colonel.”

O'Brien glanced at him and nodded, then
tapped in the code.

“The bot has confirmed the codes,” Clapton
intoned, his eyes glued to the bot’s image. “Imputing final
sequence...now.” Below, the airlock hissed, fading as the pressure
equalized.

O’Brien listened for the whine of the
internal hatch opening and footsteps on the cargo hold ladder. He
nodded when he heard Greco secure on the main deck.

“Launch in progress,” Clapton reported.

The ship vibrated as the main engines built
toward lift off. Coolant motors kicked in, adding the distant hum
of high-speed turbines. The faint aroma of synthlube reminded
O’Brien of earlier missions.

“Base plus two meters. Retracting
stanchions.”

For an instant, the ship wavered. Mechanical
sounds intruded as the stanchions retracted into the hull.

“Base plus four meters...base plus six
meters...base plus six meters...holding at six meters.”

“What’s the problem, Clapton?”

“The bot’s stuck! Won’t let us build enough
thrust to launch!”

“Options?”

“None.”

“Do you have lateral movement?”

Garson nodded. “I know where you’re going.”
He pressed a red square on the con, turning it green, then grasped
the pistol-gripped cyclic protruding from the right and slowly
guided the ship sideways. “Going to be a big guess. I can't see the
dome.”

“You’ll know when you hit it.” O’Brien's
knuckles whitened on the chair grips. If they failed to destroy the
launch dome soon, the launch motors would burn out, stranding them.
Seconds counted.

Agonizingly slow, the ship slipped sideways
until Garson eased back on the stick. The ship wobbled. He
compensated, but the wobble increased. A jolt and the ship lurched
upward.

“Hold on to your hats, boys and girls!”
Garson whooped. “Papas going to take this ugly plug for a
ride!”

In an instant, they were slammed into their
seats. Emerging from the protection of the cliff’s shadows, the
portal flooded the cabin with light, images of red dirt, the
valley, a brightly lit globe retreating at hundreds of kilometers
per hour. Battered by contradictory air currents in the
stratosphere, the ship rocked and jarred for several minutes.
Preparations for launch hadn't included launch window calculations,
wind currents, and a hundred other factors, O’Brien reminded
himself. Not that it mattered any longer.

Wobbles became wild gyrations.

“You...okay...Colo...nel?” Garson struggled
to get the words out.

O’Brien tried to grin, but he was having a
time of it just holding his breakfast down.
“No...t....usual...ly...this rough.”

Back-dropped by the subtle hum of the
reactors, a sudden stillness invaded the ship, but was abruptly
interrupted by beeps and blips from the cons and the verbal
stirrings of their passengers. Garson slapped the console, a broad
grin creasing his face. “We’ve escaped the atmosphere. From here on
out it’ll be like sliding on ice. Velocity is twelve thousand kph
and climbing.”

Freed of the planet’s gravity, they floated
against their restraints.

“That’s it?” Clapton looked surprised.

“Nope. Just beginning. Shutting down fission
reactor one, putting two on low power.” Garson slowly reduced
fission reaction until he could safely shut down one reactor and
idle the other. A subtle vibration faded. Illumination flickered
and dimmed.

“Ion drive online. Functioning within normal
parameters. Standard rotation initiated. We should have gravity in
about seven minutes. Until then, you can release and enjoy the
experience.” Thumbs up, he looked like a kid finding a new speeder
under the Christmas tree.

O'Brien allowed a thin smile. “Glad you’re in
such fine spirits, but the game is just now afoot. Better keep a
sharp eye out.”

Garson tried to suppress a smile, with little
success. “I’m sorry. I get such a kick out of lighting one of these
things up that it...well, kind of makes everything else pale in
comparison. Just a stick jockey at heart, I guess.”

Despite the rigor of their passage through
the atmosphere, O’Brien experienced the same rush of exhilaration.
From twelve-story dead drops to sky diving, he graduated to slip
stream gliding in primary school and took his first sub-orbital
flight at fourteen. With mom and dad and a half-dozen uncles and
aunts in the space industry, his mom had told his Colorado Springs
graduation assembly that he was raised in space before his feet
every left the ground. The memory faded, but its warmth remained.
Would he ever see them again?

“It got a little rough there. How we doing on
fuel?” O'Brien asked.

“Burned up a lot getting off the ground, but
we’re okay. Reserves are down thirty-one percent, but I’d say we’re
in the black.”

“Good enough. ETA on Earth?”

“That’s going to need some number crunching,
Colonel. Best guess, a week for the ion drive to get us up to
speed, then five to seven more, depending on where Earth is in
relation to Mars. I wasn’t supposed to head back for another eleven
days...the best launch window for several weeks. Took us only
twenty-eight days to get here. Fastest trip ever.”

“That’s quite an improvement.”

“I can't imagine how our guys handled
ten-month transits in those little tin cans back then. By next
year, the Solar Explorer will do it in two or three weeks. You
watch the NASA clips?”

“Daily. Hull morphing," O'Brien shook his
head. "electrostatic molecular realignment. Must have been a
bioputer that dreamed that one up. General Bitteraine calls the
damn thing sexy."

"Yeah." Garson looked thoughtful. "Next thing
you know they'll be trying stuff like that on humans."

"Beam me up, Scotty? Not this century."

"You never know, Colonel. You just never know
what them dream boys are working on."

"Have you onlined sensors?” Floating near the
ceiling, Clapton had remained silent during the exchange.

“They’re set to power up for two second
bursts at twenty minute intervals,” O'Brien answered, cutting
Garson off before he could respond.

“You might want to kick them on again. I
think we’ve got company. Look.” Clapton pointed at the vid.

At first, O’Brien saw nothing, save the
endless panorama of brilliant speckles dotting the blackness of the
heavens. Then he saw it. A small, starless square appeared to be
drawing nearer.

"That's definitely not natural," Garson
concluded. "Its course is too direct.”

“Damn.”

“Colonel?”

“Clapton. Tell the others to secure.”

“Yes, sir.” Pushing off with his fingertips,
Clapton glided towards the hatch in an effortless dive. A veteran
of seventeen space flights, all but the last one to the
international space station orbiting Earth, he was no stranger to
weightlessness. In a perfectly executed ricochet off the bulkhead,
he slipped through the hatch and disappeared.

“What do you suggest, Colonel?”

“If they get nasty, we may have no choice but
to fight back.”

With what? That piss-ant laser cannon?”
Garson cocked a brow in utter disbelief.

“It isn’t much, but if they come close
enough...assuming they don't destroy us outright, we might get in
some lucky shots.”

“Then what? We stick ‘em with a pin-prick and
make a run for it?”

“I’m winging it, Captain, just like you. You
have a better idea?”

“Shut down everything. Make this ship
dead.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Get in close and shoot ‘em with that
piss-ant cannon.” A thin smile compressed Garson's lips and
lent a twinkle to his eye.

You're a vet aren't you?”

“Fought in the Afghan wars, Colonel. Flew
FA-156s. Twenty-seven air-to-air kills, a couple hundred tanks and
personnel carriers. Two hundred and forty seven missions
total.”

“We had the advantage there. Everything’s
stacked against us here.”

“Nothing like taking a ride into the jaws of
death, eh Colonel?”

“I’d prefer to feel damp, cool grass between
my toes again.”

“I hear you.”

“Good. Shut it down.”

Garson, keyed the intercom. “Ladies and
gentlemen. We're being approached by a UFO. All systems are going
offline. Please remain seated. We will be experiencing a period of
darkness. Captain out.”

“Well said.”

“Thank you. It was a prepared speech.”

O’Brien snorted, and rechecked his own
harness, then concentrated on the shadow moving towards them at
astonishing speed. The lights blinked out, followed in seconds by
the console. A moment later, the ion drive shut down and the gentle
flow of warm air ceased.

Clapton returned, his movements unnaturally
loud in the stillness. A sharp snap resonated as he secured, then
all that could be heard was the rustle of cloth and the men
breathing. Through the porthole streamed what little illumination
there was. Those below were in total darkness.

Minutes passed as the shadow drew closer.
Below, Myer whimpered, stifled a cry. Tammer calmed her with a
hushed whisper. The ship still rotated slowly from inertia and
since the viewport comprised only a narrow slit, the shadow was
only visible a third of the time: larger with each revolution. It
was close enough now for them to see pinpricks of color. Beside
him, Clapton’s breath quickened. O’Brien was certain the others
could hear his heart hammering in his chest. The shadow blinked
out. One moment there, the next, nothing.

“Whew! That was close.” Garson sounded
vaguely disappointed.

“This time. But why?” O’Brien was relieved
the alien ship had missed them, yet bothered by how it could appear
from nowhere.

“Maybe because our ship is made entirely of
non-metallic composites, Colonel.” Clapton leaned back and
stretched his arms above his head, then dropped them on the rests
with a distinct thud. “Without a power signature and nothing
metallic to lock onto, they apparently can't see us.”

Garson nodded. “A super big thank you to the
designers.”

“Still doesn’t solve our problem, Captain.”
The close encounter had alerted O’Brien to variables he hadn't
considered. “Earth is millions of kilometers away and our only
means of getting there brings the aliens down on us. We might get
away with playing cat and mouse, or we might not. We’ll wait a few
hours, then fire up the reactors for four or five seconds. If that
doesn’t get them back here, we’ll bring the ion drive online. It’ll
take us a lot longer to get home, not using the main motors to get
us up to speed, but it’ll produce a smaller signature.”

“It might not work next time,” Clapton said,
“this new ion drive casts a twenty-five thousand square kilometer
magnetic net. Might look like a neon sign to them.”

Garson shook his head. “The field is so
dispersed it could easily be confused with background radiation. We
can do random sensor scans a few seconds at a time. Damned hard to
pick a low-power signal out of the clutter with anything we've got.
Don't know about them though." A shrug and Garson turned back to
his con. "Or it may draw them like catnip. Any way you look at it,
we can't fly blind.”

“We may not have to, Captain.” During the
long trek to the Mars Explorer, O'Brien thought of such matters,
but this brief encounter provided a data windfall that affected his
perceptions of the alien race. Conclusions could be drawn.

“You know something, Colonel?” Garson cocked
a brow.

“I noticed when it appeared, space rippled,
like a puddle of oil disturbed by a small stone. We should scan for
spatial anomalies.”

"Next time they come by..." Garson's fingers
danced across the con, setting O'Brien's plan in motion. “...we’ll
find out if it works.”

“That’ll have to do. You've got the helm."
O'Brien pushed back on his chair and the back tilted. "I'm going to
grab a few winks.”

“Sure, go ahead, Colonel. I'm too keyed up
right now to sleep anyway.”

O'Brien noted his hesitation. "And?"

"I understand protocol in this situation."
Calm, without a hint of reserve, Garson looked away for a moment,
then leveled his gaze on O'Brien. "I'm the Captain of this ship,
but the others see you as their commanding officer. I defer to your
leadership.”

The issue had to come up. “Accepted.” There
was no reason to belabor the point.

Besides, he was more interested in the
alien’s ability to move undetected through space. He worried that
nothing they could do would get them safely back to Earth. His
chair elongated. He stretched out, but sleep was the last thing on
his mind, despite his comment to the contrary. He needed to think,
free of the distraction of conversation.

*****

The ship was under power again. Garson had
fired up the ion drive and the subtle vibration woke O’Brien from a
light slumber. Faint illumination spilled from the viewport and
Garson's vid. O’Brien heard movement and quiet conversation on the
lower deck. There was Tammer, trying to keep his voice low, and
Myer, her gentle laugh a sure sign she had overcome her initial
terror and was adapting well.

He gathered Doomes, Parker and Greco were
playing poker. Greco raised, Parker and Doomes folded. The ruffle
of cards, the rules for the hand laid out, and O’Brien swore he
smelled a cigar. No, he was sure of it.

“You smell that?”

“Colonel?” Garson looked over at O’Brien, his
brow arched. Clapton was between them, but leaning over the
con.

“That aroma.”

Garson chuckled. “Oh, yeah. Tammer's a
smoker. Brought a box of Cubans with him. The guys asked if they
could share a stogie. Doomes thought it might lend a reassuring air
of normality. Give ‘em something else to focus on for a while.”

“The alarm?”

“Offline...and they’re using a
collector.”

“I was wondering about that. Didn’t know it
was allowed.”

“With more and more civilians in space, the
International Space Consortium relaxed the rules. Doesn’t apply to
government ships though, so you wouldn’t have known. This ship and
my services, I’m reserve Navy, were leased from Galaxy Freightways
out of Houston.”

“That’s why you handed me command
authority.”

“Yeah, mostly.” As if to add emphasis, Garson
nodded, then leaned back, his arms on the chair rests, and faced
O’Brien. “Before you ask, its twenty-one sixteen, six hours since
we ran into the aliens. Current velocity is forty one hundred kph
and increasing exponentially. I purposely left the grav-motors
offline. Our rotation is seven rpm and grav is roughly point
one-five Earth norm.”

“Scanning?”

“Clapton brought it online a minute ago. He’s
running three second scans at eight minute intervals.”

With more than a hint of relief, Clapton
announced his findings. “First sweep is negative, Colonel.”

“As much as expected. Let’s hope it stays
that way.”

“Amen,” Clapton agreed.

“Garson. I’ll take this watch. Why don't you
go below and unwind. Catch a nap if you like. This will be a long,
long trip.”

“Thank you, Colonel. I’d like to get in on a
couple hands.” Garson released and pushed himself gently upward,
but the feeble gravity developing as the ship’s rotation slowly
increased arrested his momentum. His fingers nudged his chair back,
sending him to one side, his motion poetic as he straightened his
bent knees and gently landed on the deck. Gracefully he turned
about and stepped off slowly to keep from breaking contact with the
deck.

“I’m going to join him, Colonel,” Clapton
said.

“Sure. Not enough up here to do anyway." The
corners of O'Brien's eyes crinkled. Not likely we'll bump into
anything"

“Thanks.”

“Oh, by the way, how do they keep the cards
from floating away?"

"Wafer magnets."

"Makes sense." O'Brien waved him off.
"Enjoy.” For the first time since the incident, O’Brien really
looked at Clapton. The younger officer's respect for him was
expressed in the cock of his head and the confidence in his
smile.

“That I will, Colonel.” He snapped his
release and with the grace of someone born to space, languidly
somersaulted over the back of his chair and, with knees slightly
bent, landed lightly on his feet. Surging gently off the deck,
Clapton stretched, twisted, and with a carefully executed push off
the bulkhead, reached the hatch and floated out of sight.

For now, all O’Brien had to do was monitor
the sensors and make sure they remained on course at a steadily
increasing velocity. Clapton followed Garson below, and soon the
level of conversation grew as Tammer and Myer agreed to join the
game as well.

The air of normality was reassuring. O'Brien
nodded and upped his estimate of their chances a smidgen. For a
short while, he listened absently to their light banter, and
wrinkled his nose at the cigar's sweet, earthy perfume. He turned
to the con and opened an oral log file. There was much to consider,
most based on nothing more substantial than speculation. One thing
he knew for certain. The aliens, whoever or whatever they were,
wanted humans dead. It was upon this fact that he based all his
assumptions of what they must do to avoid another encounter with
the murdering sons-a-bitches.

08:45 Hours, August 15, 2057

Alarmed, O’Brien pushed up the ladder to the
command deck, scraping his knee on the hatch frame as he burst
through. Not realizing the gee-force was stronger than earlier, he
hit the deck hard. “Damn, what gives?”

“We’ve come upon a comet. It looks like the
big boy, a rock the size of a Jupiter moon, broke up ages ago and
created a debris field thousands of kilometers long and a few
hundred wide. Had to use the thrusters to keep from smacking into
the lead one.”

“You could've given me some warning.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything.”

“It might change everything.”

“How so, Colonel?” Garson frowned up at
him.

“We don't know what will draw the aliens to
us. Could be something as unobtrusive as a thruster jet.”

“It was a chance I had to take. We’re heading
into the outer edges of the debris field now.”

“Can we clear it?”

“Not without adding days to our passage. We’d
have to make a significant course correction, meaning we’d have to
use the main engines.”

“Can we cut across it without hitting
anything?”

“If we use the main engines we can dodge the
big ones easy enough. The ones too small to pick up on sensors,
well, that’s another matter.”

“Give me some odds.”

“Realistically, less than one-thousandth of
one percent that one will actually hit us. The ion shielding should
protect us, but, if we get nailed by anything bigger than a golf
ball, we might have a problem or two.”

“You game?”

“Sure, Colonel. Can't live forever.” Garson
smiled ruefully. “I mean, we stand a better chance of surviving the
asteroids than we do the aliens.”

“Is the field moving in the right
direction?”

“Somewhat. We can hang out in the outer
fringe and make our way across, then divert when we’re clear.”

“Do what you have to, Captain.”

“Yes, sir.”

O’Brien turned to the sensor con. With the
illumination dimmed to reduce their energy signature, shadows
filled the corners. Light from outside ebbed and brightened, though
very little reached far inside the cabin. He keyed on the display.
It swept clockwise about the ship’s axis. Every four seconds, the
star pattern repeated.

He thought of the others, assessed their
strengths and weaknesses, their technical skills and emotional
stability. Except for Doomes, who was working in the hold, the
others were asleep. Clapton had just finished spelling Garson at
the helm and was folding down a bunk. The muffled hum of one
fission reactor idling at minimum did little to conceal Tammer’s
fitful snoring, nor the distant clinks and taps of tools and parts.
The helm con beeped various tones as O’Brien swept for anomalies
and made a minor course correction. There was nothing out there
except space, empty space for millions of miles.

*****

An insistent warning bleep jarred O’Brien
from his reverie. An anomaly had formed nine thousand kilometers to
port. He silenced the alarm and keyed the intercom. “Garson, you’d
better get up here.” He received a muted reply.

Shortly, Garson pushed up through the hatch.
His eyes were bleary and a noticeable puffiness swelled his face.
He had excused himself for a nap less than an hour before. Using
the light gravity, he pushed himself off, tucked his legs, tumbled
once and dropped with a whump into the chair beside O’Brien. A
puzzled expression replaced his infectious exuberance as he locked
in and faced O’Brien. “Colonel?”

“They’re back.”

“Blazes. Trade places with me, Colonel. I’ll
get us deeper into the debris field. We may be able to lose them,
but I’d get that piss-ant cannon ready just the same.”

O’Brien keyed his com, then traded places
with Garson, ducking low as Garson hefted himself over and into the
pilot seat. “Clapton. We need you up here. The rest of you, lock
down. Our UFO is back.”

With a sharp snap, Garson secured. He reached
for the con, then hesitated and rechecked the harness. Apparently
satisfied, he keyed up the drive display and brought the twin
reactors online. The sudden increase in the drive’s resonant
frequency created an audible hum and a subtle vibration, sensed
more than felt.

Inputting sequences, O’Brien powered up the
remaining command functions. “Full sensor sweep initiated.” Nearly
a mirror image of what lay beyond the viewport, the main vid glowed
with the light of millions of stars, improving the command deck
illumination.

“There.” Clapton pointed to the lower right
side of the vid as he slipped into a chair beside them. “To port at
three o’clock.” A blurred patch against the black field of bright
points was still too distant for them to see any more than
that.

“Cannon online.” Though outwardly
dispassionate, O’Brien felt anything but calm. The enemy’s
technical advantages were largely unknown, but they definitely had
the power to destroy the Mars Explorer. Still, he couldn’t see
giving up without a fight. More than likely, the end result would
be the same. An irregular pattern of beeps and computer generated
verbal warnings filled the cabin while the three men prepared their
tiny ship for war.

“Odds pretty long, Colonel?”

“Who...” O’Brien turned about. “uh...hello,
Tammer. Think you can be of help?”

Tammer took a seat behind O’Brien and
secured. “Sadly...no, Colonel. I leave such matters in the hands of
those most capable. I’m merely an observer. This is history in the
making, is it not?” He offered a self-deprecating nod as if to lend
weight to his words.

O’Brien stared over his shoulder at the
journalist, holding the look longer than he had intended. “Just
keep quiet, okay?” Point made, he went to turn back, but a subtle
movement caught his eye. Tammer’s vidmate. O’Brien snorted and went
back to work.

“I have no intention of interfering,
Colonel.” Unnatural for him as it was, Tammer’s words were softly
spoken, laced with worry.

“Good. Keep it that way.” His hands poised
over the con, O'Brien looked to Garson, anticipating the officer’s
next move.

“Count down to main engine
firing...three...two...one...ignition.” Garson said.

“Roger. Measuring even burn on both engines
at one hundred and two percent. Reactor flow steady, heat
dissipation nominal.”

The thunderous rumble of the main engines
reverberated. Rotation slowed, then ceased, depriving them of
gravity. With Garson maintaining level flight, the thrusters nudged
the ship to port. They made for the protection of the comet trail,
their velocity increasing a thousand kilometers a second. Except
for a chunk of ice-encrusted debris hurtling by at some distance,
the visual from the viewport and the vid remained unchanged:
billions of motionless points of light amid an all-consuming
blackness.

O’Brien leaned toward Garson to be heard
without raising his voice. “You got any ideas?”

“I thought we’d hide in the particle wake of
one of the big boys. Worst case, land on one.” Garson’s eyes sought
O’Brien’s. “At the least it may give us a fleeting chance of
escape.”

“Pretty tricky stuff.” For the first time in
years, O’Brien questioned his ability to make the right choices
under these extraordinary circumstances. Riding in the particle
wake would be problematic, but attempting an asteroid landing was
akin to jumping off a tall bridge in hopes the water would break
your fall gently. It was O’Brien’s call.

“Ain’t technology wonderful?” A cryptic smile
creased Garson’s face. He gave the impression of being reasonably
confident, but O’Brien sensed the Captain had his doubts too.
Still, it was the only tactic that offered the slightest
probability of escape. He looked Garson square in the eye, his
brows pushed together. “My piloting skills aren’t what they used to
be, but I’ll wager you’ve got the moxie to pull it off. Either way,
we crash into the asteroid or the aliens get us, we’re dead. You’ve
got the helm.”

Garson’s smile faded. His features hardened.
He nodded and immersed himself in the task at hand. With quick,
fluid motions, he entered the command sequences and took hold of
the stubby joystick on the right side of the con. Sweat beaded on
his forehead.

“You really think we can pull it off?”
Clapton whispered.

“I have every confidence.”

“If you would,” Garson interrupted, “keep an
eye on our alien out there. I need to know how much maneuvering
room I have.”

“Sure.” O’Brien keyed on his vid and a
display rose from the console before him. On the screen, magnified
a thousand-fold, was the alien ship: a dark, irregularly shaped
rectangle delineated by the way it blocked out the stars. Dozens of
faint red and white glow points were scattered about its hull.
Distance readings in kilometers and telemetry data scrolled across
the bottom. He scaled the alien vessel. Forty meters high, a
hundred wide and easily three hundred and fifty meters long.
Compared to Earth's largest spaceships, it was gigantic. David and
Goliath.

“Clapton.”

“Yes, Colonel?”

“Man the weapons con.”

Friends and colleagues for many years, their
eyes met for the briefest of moments. It was sufficient for O’Brien
to read Clapton’s thoughts. The major was certain their actions
would not change the outcome of the encounter. His jaws were set
and his face shone with perspiration.

“Yes, sir.” The standard operations menu
before Clapton changed to a series of squares and circles. At the
top, duplicate readings to those on O’Brien’s screen were laid out
in small green rectangles. “Range...forty-three hundred
kilometers...closing at five kps.”

“Damn...damn...damn.”

“Captain?”

“Not enough time, Colonel. It’ll take twice
that long to reach the nearest asteroid, then another minute to
reach that big fat one in the middle.”

“Two and a half minutes.” O’Brien glanced
over at Clapton. “The cannon’s range is less than five kilometers.
To be effective enough to cause any real damage, wait until the
target is at, say five hundred meters, then give them a couple of
five second bursts. It’ll take eight or ten seconds to recharge the
magnetos between bursts.”

“Got it.”

Each time Garson nudged the stick, minute
adjustments occurred in the positioning of the motor nozzles,
allowing him to make subtle changes in the ship’s trajectory. On
the main vid, the asteroid field coalesced, revealing its true
nature: a jumble of dark rocks, some as small as homes, others
several kilometers across, tumbling through the heavens at
thousands of kilometers per hour. Most appeared as mere flecks of
light blinking in and out.

“That ship is closing fast,” O’Brien
announced, “Range, two-hundred-twenty-seven kilometers. Hold,
Clapton. Hold until they’re right on top of us.”

“They might not wait for us to take the first
punch.” Worry edged Clapton’s words, but his eyes were hard and
cold, his hands steady.

“They might not,” O’Brien agreed.

“We’ll be in the field in less than a
minute.” Garson nudged the stick and the nearest asteroid gradually
centered on the main vid. The image grew painfully slow. O’Brien
estimated the nearest rock was a dozen kilometers across, but now
several more were clearly visible. One, much larger and twice as
far, left a trail of crystallized moisture. Reflecting the distant
rays of the sun, the thin white veil sparkled.

“Closing fast,” Clapton intoned.
“Twenty-three kilometers. They’ll be here in seconds.”

“Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be, Colonel.”

“Garson?”

“We won’t make it.”

“Aim for the rock with the tail. That might
throw them off.”

“They’ll have us square by then,
Colonel.”

“Two kilometers...one kilometer,” Clapton
intoned.

The hum of the magnetos grew. With a
depleting whine, the laser fired. For five seconds a thin yellow
beam connected the two vessels, cutting into the alien ship as it
positioned itself over their tiny craft. The beam abruptly ended
and again the magnetos hummed, recharging. O’Brien counted to eight
and felt the laser fire anew. The narrow beam impacted the same
spot on the alien hull. A pale white puff burst forth. With
surprising speed, the vessel pulled away.

“Kudos! Kudos!”

“Shut up, Tammer.”

“My apologies, Colonel.”

“Fire again?” Clapton asked.

“They’re out of range. Five kilometers, ten.
Holding steady at ten kilometers.”

Clapton leaned back and looked sideways at
O’Brien, his cool demeanor amended to a self-satisfied smirk.
“Guess they didn’t expect to get bit.”

“It was just a nibble. We didn’t hurt them
enough to make a difference.”

“Ah, that’s true, but now they know we have
teeth. They may react more cautiously the next time they mess with
us.”

“The next time will most likely be the
last.”

Garson drew their attention to the vid.
“We’re entering the asteroid field.”

Far too close, a rock the size of a small
house hurtled past the viewport. On O’Brien’s screen, the alien
ship’s image remained steady.

“Matching the field’s trajectory and
acceleration,” Garson guided the ship smoothly to starboard,
angling towards the silver trail of the target asteroid.

Nearly concealed by the noise of the engines,
a tinny thunk rang out. Below, Myer screamed.

Decompression imminent. The computer
warned. Twenty one minutes forty-eight seconds to complete
decompression.

O'Brien swiveled to face the hatch. What's
happening down there?”

A timorous voice responded. “We have a hole
in the hull. The guys are fixing it.”

“Parker?” O’Brien hollered.

“Under control, Colonel. We put on a
patch.”

Decompression halted. Pressurization
normalizing.

The image of the alien ship on O’Brien’s vid
gave way to a fuzzy white bath of crystallized particles. He tried
to convince himself that this was a tricky, but doable maneuver,
but the mild turmoil in his belly was hard to refute. The risks
were daunting: an attempted landing on an asteroid had never been
tried with a manned space vehicle before.

“Approaching asteroid.” Steady and
reassuring, Garson focused on the con, but darted occasional looks
at the overhead vid while they slipped into the asteroid’s trail.
“Landing struts extended. Brace for impact. This is going to be a
hard one.”

“Secure below!” O’Brien’s heartbeat
quickened. Unconsciously, he held his breath and stiffened.

“Asteroid rotation at three revolutions per
minute. Impact in five seconds.” Though he sounded assured,
Garson’s knuckles whitened on the joystick. He sucked in a deep
breath and let it out slowly.

The vid dissolved into sparkling white. An
unnatural quiet invaded the ship. O'Brien braced himself. With a
horrific splintering and rending, the Mars Explorer slammed into
the asteroid. It teetered precariously, eliciting a fearful cry
from Myer, then settled solidly on its precarious perch.

“Engines offline.”

The rumble of the engines faded beneath the
quiet hum of the reactors and the normal sounds arising from the
cons. Tammer breathed a sigh of relief, while Garson continued with
the post-landing sequence as if it were an exercise.

Since the immediate threat, an uncontrolled
collision with the asteroid, had been avoided, O’Brien relaxed a
notch. He released, the harsh snap of the clasp, jarring, and
pushed himself up. “I’m going below to check on the hull
breach.”

“Roger, Colonel,” Garson replied. “I’ll do an
external scan. See what condition we’re in.”

“I’ll do a sensor sweep.” Relieved, Clapton
reached over his con and keyed up the proper display.

”No!” Face flushed, Tammer clutched the chair
arms as if unwilling to admit that, for the moment, they were safe.
“I...I mean, that wouldn’t be such a good idea...would it? If they
can...”

“Tammer’s right.” Floating past him, O’Brien
gripped Tammer’s shoulder. “The asteroid cloud may muddle our
signature, but it won’t block it completely. For now, I suggest we
limit sensory output. Internal and external. Shut down everything
except life support and basic functions...make them think we
crashed.”

“Not a problem, Colonel. Not a problem.”
Garson offered a wan smile, but his eyes revealed little warmth.
They were in a perilous situation, blinded by the asteroid’s wake
and held to a rocky ice ball by a tenuous gravity of unknown
strength. Time was not on their side and they all knew it. The
alien ship was still out there, waiting.

 



Chapter Five

18:05 Hours, July 12, 2386 - Earth

 


Surprised, yet oddly calm, George locked eyes
with the man looming over him. Broad shouldered and half a head
shorter, the leader ’s ruggedly handsome face, what could be seen
in the flickering light of a battered oil lantern, sported thick,
uneven patches of mottled brown stubble. Straight dark hair tumbled
in oily clumps over his thick fur collar.

“Who are you?” George growled.

“Weuns be askin’ da quessions. Ya jus shuts
up.” The man slung a battered Marlin 30-30 over his shoulder,
dropped to a crouch, then whipped out a bone-handle hunting knife
and pressed it to George's chest, pricking the jacket. Lamplight
glinted off the polished blade. He jerked his head.

Another gunman stepped into the feeble light
and jammed a short-barreled shotgun in Strake’s belly, eliciting a
grunt. Coldly proficient, he pushed the barrel up Strake’s chest
until it rested in the hollow below the seaman’s jaw, then searched
and disarmed him.

“Set yews down ‘til we git da youngun
doctored up. Set.”

Granite-faced with barely repressed anger,
Strake slid to a squat against the wall. Neck muscles taut, arms
low and away from his body, he looked ready to spring.

Another gunman, his true size concealed by
layers of fur and cloth, stuck a sixteen gauge Remington pump
shotgun in Strake’s face. “Set!”

Strake slid his feet from under him and sat
on the cold, mold encrusted polycrete without further protest. More
men appeared in the dim circle of light, their odd assortment of
weapons trained on the prisoners. Their long-guns were hunting
rifles: a Winchester .22, Colt 30-06, a pair of .44 caliber German
carbines and a sawed-off Remington 410 shotgun. No military
weapons. They expertly frisked and disarmed Wendell and George then
motioned with their guns and shoved them toward Strake.

“Yews. All-a-ya. Set ‘side um, 'cept da
docta."

Subtle sounds indicated there were more
gunmen outside, but within the ruin were seven rough looking men
and a woman, though she was hardly recognizable as such: weather
beaten features glimpsed beneath a thick fur hood. Like the others,
she wore baggy, coarse-woven wool pants and dyed-black coats or
patchwork furs to their knees. Their attire was at odds with their
compact, richly tanned leather backpacks and mid-calf boots.

“How she be lookin'?”

“She be ‘kay, Lonesome. Top o da skin. Not
deep.” The woman squatted beside Heather and trained the litemate
on the little girl’s leg. “Kin yew walk?” she asked.

“It will hurt, I’m sure,” Heather quavered,
“but she can if she has to.”

“Didn’t ask yew.”

“No, mama. Hurts bad.”

“One what shot her kin carry her.” Lonesome
sheathed his knife and slipped it into a large pocket at his waist.
“Time ta git. All-a-ya. On yews feet. Move!”

They rose cautiously and waited.

Though frustrated and angry, George reminded
himself that it was the native’s territory, and George and his crew
were oddly attired strangers who just shot a kid.

Strake’s sullen glare drew a warning prod
from a rifle barrel, while Wendell’s quivering lip and Heather's
trembles only garnered hard looks. Months of survival training
barely addressed 'capture by hostile forces', but George felt they
were handling it well enough.

A gunman, rail thin and ugly, poked Strake
with his rifle and motioned toward the girl. “Pick her up.”

Firm, but without malice, Lonesome gave the
order. “Ahrite. Git thar things.” His people shouldered the
captured weapons and picked up the backpacks. “Hav dem carry da
satchels...cept fer da big fella. He be carryin' Summer.”

The man with the shotgun in Strake’s face
pointed to the girl. “No funny stuff...hear?”

“No funny stuff.” Strake knelt, but the girl
shrank back into her mother’s coat.

“Git on his back, Summer.” Lonesome offered
her his hand. “I wan no denyin’ from yews, unnerstan?”

Summer nodded. Heather helped her stand. She
wavered on her good leg, the injured limb crooked back. She hopped
a step towards Strake. With exaggerated care, he turned his back to
the girl. Hesitantly, Summer wrapped her arms about his shoulders
and her good leg about his waist. He rose, settled her weight with
a shrug and faced Lonesome.

In the dim light, George glimpsed Strake's
expression. The sullen glare was gone.

“Hunter, yews lead.” Keeping a wary eye on
their captives, Lonesome stepped back, gave the others room.

Hunter jerked his head towards the opening in
the west wall and, rifle at the ready, led them outside. The others
followed without prodding, captive alternated with captor. Lonesome
took up the rear behind Heather and the woman.

Moon and stars blanked by thick clouds, the
night was inky black. The feeble beamed oil lanterns held by Hunter
and Lonesome swept the ground, sufficient to keep the newcomers
from crashing into their captors, but not enough to keep them from
stumbling over roots or clumps of vegetation. The trail showed
periodic use, trees and bushes hacked back between rocky
outcroppings, but was barely recognizable as such.

With darkness had come the twitters, squeaks
and scrapings of small critters, and a steady, cold breeze off the
ocean. The chill deepened, but after a few hundred feet, George
warmed enough to no longer notice. They worked their way uphill at
a steady pace amid the deeper black of huge trees and thick
undergrowth. The night sounds receded as they passed, then resumed,
though heavily masked by the Slinker crew’s heavy breathing. Their
captors appeared mildly winded, yet moved along at a gait that made
it difficult for the captives to keep up.

They reached the apex of a low ridgeline and
plunged into a steep ravine. Wendell slipped on the frost-slick
growth and loose shale, stumbled and cursed. A rifle butt jab to
the small of the back sent him staggering, but he scrambled to his
feet and continued down the boulder-strewn hillside.

For the better part of an hour they wove
around forested hillocks before reaching the outskirts of a city.
Small, evenly spaced foundations jutted from the overgrowth,
revealed by the dim, wavering glow of the lanterns. Brick ruins
soon gave way to tall and substantial squares and wide avenues.
Occasionally, they were forced to detour around huge mounds of
shattered brick and polycrete. They crossed over a river and soon
left the heart of the city behind. The ground sloped gradually
upward. The declining band of ruins gave way to ever steeper slopes
and wider, deeper ravines.

During a ten minute break at the apex of a
ridge, George snuck a look at his watch. Six hours had passed. His
legs hurt mercilessly. He sucked in the thin, frigid air with harsh
gasps. A slug of hot Irish whiskey would go down well about now. He
looked to Wendell and Heather, noted they were doing as poorly.
Strake, sure-footed, seemed little fazed.

“Aright,” Lonesme growled, “On yeuns
feet.”

Heather moaned and Wendell whined under his
breath, but they rose with the others and the ground-chewing pace
resumed.

George tried to conger up a pleasant
experience to dull the grinding pain inching up his thighs and
back, but only an image of him snorting lines of coke off a small,
round mirror with a rolled dollar bill in a darkened, sea-tossed
cabin, emerged. Every fiber of his being told him he should be on
the bridge, yet the thin trails of white powder compelled him to
bury his responsibilities as first mate, demanded he stay put, one
leg wrapped around the metal table leg to keep him from being
tossed about as a massive storm raged against the coastal
trawler.

Wired beyond the ability to reason, George
climbed into a haggard yellow oil-skin, unlatched his cabin door
and was promptly hurtled into the corridor when the ship heeled
over, shuddered from stem to stern. Rivets popped with alarming
screeches, banged off sheet steel. Frigid water sloshed in the
corners and funneled down stairwells from sprung hatches, wetting
his sea-boots and making passage even more hazardous. Blinded by
the white fury ricocheting off the inside of his skull, he stumbled
down the main corridor to the crew quarters aft, seeking seaman
Harkinson, his supplier, but the cabin was empty. In a near
catatonic stupor, he slammed his way forward, unaware of the
massive bruising of his shoulders and arms, a palm laid open from a
bulkhead seam rent apart.

He stumbled onto the bridge, bounced off the
chart table and into a dark shadow manning the helm. The small ship
heeled to starboard as the helmsman lost his grip on the wheel and
fell, cushioning George’s impact with the cold, damp deck. He
rolled off and tried to stand, but the trawler’s bow surged,
sending him crashing against the aft bulkhead. Agony sluiced up his
back and stabbed into the base of his brain, bringing clarity.

“Mister Schumer!”

“Get the wheel, Carson!” George screamed,
“Grab the wheel!”

“Aye, Mister Schumer.” Back-dropped by the
faint green glow of the radar binnacle, crewman Parker pulled
himself up by the wheel, fought to bring the bow head on to the
surging seas.

“Where’s the Captain,” George hollered over
the howling wind and thunderous assault of frothing, gray-black
seas. A lunge as the ship rolled to port slammed him into the chart
table, but his hand, slicked with blood, offered only a tenuous
grasp.

“In his chair!” Parker hollered, barely
audible in the din.

The trawler plunged into a trough, slammed
through an oncoming sea. Metal screeched and an ominous crack
ripped the night open, casting the bridge in stark relief for a
second, but it was enough. Captain Killibrew, strapped in his
chair, was beyond caring. His mouth and empty eyes gaped and his
arms hung limp.

Gees! Hell of a time to die! With the flush
of cocaine riveting his eyes in their sockets, fear grabbed hold of
George’s chest and squeezed. He gasped for air, choked on spittle,
issued a strangled cry for mercy.

“Aright. Weuns be stoppin’.”

Lonesome’s gruff order ended George’s
nightmare before recrimination rendered him a whimpering, feeble
wreck. One foot stumbled before the other, came together. He
collapsed where he stood and closed his eyes. Pain resurged as
strength ebbed, left him unable to muster the strength to check on
the others. A charlie-horse crept up his left leg. He bit his lip
to keep from crying out. Exhaustion smothered the anger that had
kept him placing one foot after the other.

“Safe ‘nough fer now. Make camp, but no far.
Doan wanna ‘tract da patrols.” Lonesome trudged past George.

As the charlie-horse faded and harsh gasps
eased, George sat up and began to take note of their captor's
actions. They appeared to be as much at ease crossing the rugged
terrain as George was negotiating the streets of Portland, Oregon.
Escape crossed his mind, but he wouldn't get far in the darkness,
and he would not leave the others behind. For now, it was best they
do as they were told. Bide their time. See how things played
out.

Lonesome stooped before Summer and wiped
strands of hair from her eyes. From the yellow glow of the lanterns
placed far apart, George could see little more than shapes, but
Lonesome’s movements were clearly paternal.

“She your daughter?” George wheezed.

Lonesome ignored him.

“No reason to keep it a secret. Summer your
daughter?”

“Hush. Nothin’ yews needs ta know.” Low, but
sharp, Lonesome’s warning convinced George that the girl was indeed
his daughter.

“How much farther?” Heather demanded through
pain-clenched teeth.

“Lonesome whirled about and rose. “Whot’s
yews name,” he spat. A litemate beam splayed across her face.

Heather winced and scrunched her eyes.
"Heather."

“Heatha, it doan matter none. Ifin yews cane
make it, we jest hafta shoot yews pretty face off an’ leave yews
fer da critters.”

“Doan be such a gobbler,” the woman spat at
Lonesome. “Weuns doan know who dey be. No fair treatin’ em like hen
crappin’s jesta fatten yer haid.”

“Shut yews yap, Tasha. Fer all weuns know,
dey be da devil’s own.”

“Hen crappin’,” She snorted, and brushed his
words away with an angry wave, then knelt beside Heather and helped
her to sit up. “War yeuns from?”

Heather looked to George.

Intently interested, George dragged his
battered body upright, as much to get his thermal boots between him
and the frigid ground, as to hear better. Useful commonalities
would be revealed, regardless of the topic.

“From up the coast.” Heather answered,
technically correct.

“A village er somethin’?”

“Yeah, a big village.”

“Yeuns lyin’,” the woman snapped, though she
appeared uncertain. “Ain’t no nothing much up da coast. Least wise,
none weuns heared of. Jest da patrols an’ such.”

“It’s really big. Thousands of people, mostly
military.” She snapped a worried frown to George, then lowered her
head. It was obvious she regretted speaking out, lending voice to
what their captors might construe as an implied threat.

“Military huh?” Lonesome growled. Their
captors scrambled to their feet with weapons trained on their
captives. “They be havin’ trackin’ stuff?”

“No! No,” George blurted. “Nothing like that.
We’re explorers, scientists mostly.”

“What uneform da yeuns wear?”

“U.S....Navy and Air Force.” There was reason
enough to keep quiet, but if they were to befriend these hill
people, George knew he must give them enough details to satisfy
their curiosity and allay their suspicions.

Lonesome reached George in two steps and
shoved his Marlin in George’s face. “Yews be lyin’. Ain’t been a
orgeenized military since da aliens come, three hunnert years ‘go.
Yews tryin’ ta trick us up, aintcha.” It was not phrased as a
question.

“No, no, nothing like that,” George fought to
remain calm, shocked by the reference to aliens. Did they mean
aliens from another country or from off world? “We’re survivors,
just like you.”

“Sirvivers, eh? Yeuns mean duhsendunts,
dontcha?” The woman’s desire to quiet Lonesome's fears was
pointedly clear.

“Yeah, sure...that’s right.” Calm and
unhurried, Strake’s experience as a first mate made him quite adept
at diffusing tense situations. “No heavy weapons, no tanks or
planes. The aliens wiped us out long ago and we haven’t learned how
to make new ones.”

“Dubel liar!” A snarling, pock-cheeked and
grizzled gunman shoved a rifle barrel in Strake’s face.

Lonesome whirled on the younger man. “Keep
yews yap shut, Piker. I be doin’ da questnin’. Yews jest keepa
sharp eye out fer mora thar fella x-plorers. No tellin’ how many
more er out thar.”

Piker tramped to the edge of the small
clearing, grumping to himself. He was about Wendell’s age, black
haired and brown eyed, with pale, weathered features.

“It’s just us,” Heather spoke softly. “We
came south searching for other villages...other people like us.
They don't know where we are.”

“I cane trust nothin’ yews be sayin’. Yews
done lied ta us a-ready.”

With a lantern on the ground between them,
two men examined the contents of Strake’s utility belt. A litemate
blinked on and off, on and off. “Lonesome! Catch!” Another man,
much older by the looks of his silver hair and stooped shoulders,
held up their comset. Lonesome faced him, his shotgun still trained
on George. The man tossed it to him.

“Well...well,” Lonesome eyed the device.
“what be dis?”

“A comset. Hasn’t worked in days,” George
lied, hoping it was too techno for them to figure out.

“Wat be dat?”

“Way for us to communicate…to talk to our
people back in our village.”

Lonesome looked it over. “Cover ‘im an gimmie
some light.” He laid his rifle beside him. A litemate blinked on,
then arced gracefully towards him. Lonesome made an easy grab, then
shined it on the comset.

“On.” He punched the power button and brought
it to his mouth. Keeping an eye on George, he keyed the mic. “’lo.
Base. Com-in base.” Static answered. “Patrol ta da base. Patrol ta
da base. Com-in base.”

“I told you it didn’t work.” George’s relief
was such, he dared say no more lest he reveal himself.

“Well now. Guess yew was bein’ right. Doan
work, I be jest tossin’ it.”

“Our resources are limited.” Though suddenly
seething inside, George allowed only a mildly dismissive tone to
creep into his voice. “We might be able to repair it. Makes no
sense to throw it away.”

“A-right. Yews right. Here.” Back-handed, he
tossed the comset to Piker. “Break it.” The litemate blinked out.
“Nuf res. We be movin’ on.” Lonesome stood. “Yews wanna stay
here...I gotta shoot yews.”

Anger giving way to dismay over the loss of
the comset, George half-heartedly pulled his legs under him and
tried to stand, but only managed to get one knee up. With a groan,
he fell back on the thick carpet of leaves and needles.

“Up.” Piker prodded with his boot.

“No.”

“Up!”

“I can't get up.”

Piker raised his rifle and pointed it at the
bridge of George’s nose, inches from his face. “Lass chance,
x-plorer man.”

“Hold it, Piker. Hans gonna skin us ifin
weuns kill ‘em.” Lonesome faced Piker, though George doubted they
could see each other clearly enough to read each other. “Yews saw
thru ma bluff. A-right. We be stayin’ ‘ere tanight. Yews pull
anythin’ an I be blowin’ yews crapper ‘way. Got it?” He huffed and
moved away. “A-right. Piker, yews be taken da firs watch.”

“Lonesome.”

“Yews jes shuts up,” Lonesome growled at
George.

His irritation told George their captors were
just as tired. Cloaked in the anonymity of darkness, George smiled.
He learned long before that a weary man wasn’t likely to start a
fight over something inconsequential.
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