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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 Rescue
Mission

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


This is how life was meant to be
enjoyed, thought Ken as he stretched out on the deck of his
twelve meter sailboat. The pleasure craft was drifting aimlessly,
the only sound being the gentle slap of the waves as they caressed
the side of the ship. Ken was watching a spectacular sunset and
enjoying every minute of it. The sun hung suspended in the evening
sky looking like a gigantic reddish-orange ball sitting on top of
the water's surface. As he watched, it slowly sank below the
horizon.

The stars began to peek through the darkening
sky. As Ken tried to make out the constellations an insect buzzed
near his right ear. He ignored it, hoping it would go away.
Instead, it got closer and the buzzing louder. As he reached up to
brush the offending insect away, the dream faded into oblivion. The
buzz of the ship's com system continued, announcing the fact that
someone was determined to interrupt the captain's sleep.

Captain Ken Stricklen shook his head to clear
away the last vestiges of the dream before hitting the acknowledge
button. "Stricklen," he said not bothering to hide his annoyance.
"What is it?"

"Sorry to disturb you sir," replied a voice
Ken identified as belonging to his executive officer. "We have
picked up an unusual gravitational anomaly. I believe it might
warrant a closer look."

"Gravitational anomaly? What is so unusual
about this anomaly that warrants my personal attention at this time
of the morning?" Ken was obviously upset. Being the captain of an
Alliance heavy cruiser, he was used to being awakened in the middle
of the night, but this sounded like a problem his XO could
handle.

"Well sir -- it's difficult to describe. It's
some type of focused pulsating gravitational field of very high
strength. We are unable to identify a source. You might want to
authorize a course correction to investigate."

Ken's brain was still working to come fully
awake and the ramifications of what his executive officer had just
told him did not fully register. "So catalog it and let someone
else worry about it."

Stricklen was all set to go back to sleep
when the XO argued, "Sir, this is not a natural phenomenon. We are
also picking up some faint energy readings. I really think you
should see this. A course correction to investigate might be in
order and, since you are the captain, you are the only one
authorized to do so."

Ken sat up in the dark and swung his legs
over the side of the bunk. Now fully awake, he started to analyze
the situation more clearly. He knew his executive officer quite
well and when his XO suggested a course correction he knew it must
be something more than just the standard uncataloged gravitational
anomaly. "All right -- give me a few minutes," his voice clearly
implying that this anomaly had better be worth it. "What the hell
time is it anyway?"

"Zero four fifteen sir." The circuit went
dead with a barely audible click.

Ken ordered the room lights to half
intensity. He passed his hand over the stubble on his chin then
began the morning ritual of getting into his uniform. Fifteen
minutes later he stood in front of a full length mirror.

Captain Ken Stricklen, commanding officer of
the Alliance heavy-cruiser Komodo Dragon, checked over his
165 centimeter, 63.5 kilogram reflection. The space-black uniform
fit snugly on his trim figure. At thirty-nine, he still looked and
felt as if he was in his late twenties. The only adornment on the
uniform was a small starburst on his upper right chest signifying
his rank of captain. He had combed his jet-black hair but left the
stubble on his face. He rubbed it again and thought, Perhaps
I'll grow a beard, knowing in his heart that it would never
happen. Casting his brown eyes one last time over his reflection,
Ken headed for the bridge.

"Captain on the bridge!" Doug Scarboro
announced as Ken passed through the door. The marine posted inside
snapped him a quick salute then turned to the task of dogging the
armored, air-tight hatch. The XO turned toward his captain and, in
an overly polite tone of voice, said, "Good morning sir."

Ken suppressed a non-professional reply,
instead opting for a simple nod. A cup of steaming coffee was
waiting for him in the holder near the captain's chair. Reaching
for it he said, "Show me what you have Doug."

The Dragon's executive officer was a
vastly different individual than his CO. His 82 kilograms of mass
towered 196 centimeters above the deck. The top of his head was
covered by a wild tangle of deep red hair. His blue eyes seemed to
peer directly into a person's soul but his jovial attitude kept
people at ease. Doug had served as Ken's XO for the last three
years and they had become good friends.

The captain settled into his chair as Doug
keyed a request into the ship's computer system. A display screen
came to life and a pattern of lines appeared. "This is the
gravitational anomaly I mentioned," Doug said. "It is very regular
and repeats every 2.16 minutes. We have a fix on its location to
within 500 thousand klics."

Doug touched a key and the primary
navigational display, a large globe nearly three meters in diameter
located near the center of the semi-circular bridge, displayed a
three-dimensional map of the surrounding space. A thin green line
indicated the Dragon's course. Off to one side a red dot
slowly pulsed. "Whatever is generating it is located here at a
distance of 0.43 lights. Preliminary analysis puts its mass
equivalence at about 30 billion metric tons."

Ken's coffee cup stopped halfway to his lips.
"Thirty BILLION? Nobody can generate a gravity field like that!
Even if you could, why would you want to? Why is it pulsating?"

Another graph appeared on the display at
Doug's request. Pointing to one of the lines, he said, "This is a
faint energy pulse we have also detected from the same point in
space. It occurs in synch with the gravity field. The energy
spectrum is unlike anything we have ever seen before. Whatever it
is, it's not natural -- the computer confirms it. I would like to
investigate."

The captain took a long drink from his coffee
as he considered this request. The Komodo Dragon was en
route to a remote mining station to investigate why all contact
with it had suddenly been lost. Three times in the recent past,
remote outposts near this area of space had been attacked by an
unknown assailant. No survivors had ever been found. In each
instance the outpost had been totally destroyed.

For now, the identity of the attackers or
their motive for the attacks were unknown. The Dragon's
mission was to determine what had happened to this outpost and, if
possible, to extract any survivors if an attack had occurred
provided any could be found. The captain decided that he could let
nothing interfere with that mission.

"I will not deviate from our primary
mission," he replied. "Deploy a probe to investigate. By the way --
what is our ETA to Mintaka?"

The XO did not even bother to look up the
answer. Instead, he simply glanced at his wrist-com and replied,
"We should be there in about eighteen hours. Still no contact."

"Very well. I'm going to get some breakfast.
Go ahead and deploy the probe. I'll relieve you when I get back."
Without waiting for a reply, Stricklen walked off the bridge. A few
minutes later he felt the ship drop out of stardrive followed by a
soft thump through the deck plating as the probe was ejected from
its launch bay. Moments later his senses told him they were back
under stardrive.

The smell of cooking bacon and frying ham
greeted Ken as he entered the ship's common mess hall. Except for
the cooks busy at work in the back the room was deserted. Reveille
would not sound for another hour. Ken said good morning to the
cooks then helped himself to a slab of ham and a large scoop of
scrambled eggs.

Sitting down at a table he dowsed his eggs
with a generous dose of hot sauce and started eating. As he was
finishing, the call to reveille sounded. Soon the ship would be
awake and the quiet he was savoring would be broken. Before the
crowd arrived, the captain returned to the bridge.

After receiving an update from Doug, Ken
relieved him and took his customary seat in the captain's chair.
The XO stated that he was going to get some breakfast and then
retire for a few hours. Ken was soon immersed in the daily routine
of commanding a starship. The probe, even though it was traveling
at more than 200 times the speed of light, would require over
seventeen hours to reach the area of the anomaly.

The Komodo Dragon was traveling at
over 2,300c toward an encounter with the unknown. By the time the
probe reached its target it would be so far behind the
Dragon that communications would have a time lag of about
one hour even at the phenomenal FTL communication speed of 38,600c.
The probe quickly made its way into an unimportant corner of Ken's
mind.

 


* * * * *

 


The buzz of the intercom interrupted
Stricklen's concentration. Setting down the report he had been
preparing for sector command he acknowledged the call. "We'll be
dropping to sublight in about ten minutes sir. You asked to be
informed." The voice was that of Commander Stiles, the weapons
officer who was standing his normal bridge watch.

"Very well -- I'll be right there," Ken
replied.

A moment later he strode onto the bridge.
"Captain on the bridge!" Stiles announced.

Stricklen surveyed the bridge seeing at a
glance that all was well, "What is our status Mr. Stiles?" he
asked, indicating he was ready to relieve the watch.

"We are approaching Mintaka at 56c and
decelerating due to gravitational interference. Fusion reactor
three is being restarted following a routine maintenance shutdown.
All other systems are green."

Stricklen listened to the ship's status while
his seasoned eyes scanned the bridge taking in additional data.
When Stiles had finished, Ken looked at him and said, "Very well --
I relieve you."

With the formalities of turnover completed,
Ken took his position in the command chair and punched up several
displays. The Komodo Dragon was being forced to slow down as
it entered the gravity-well of the Mintaka system's sun.

Faster than light drive fields worked
directly upon the fabric of space itself. Any distortion of that
fabric, such as a gravitational field, affected the drive's ability
to maintain the ship's super-luminal velocity. The intricately
interlaced fields of force had to be precisely matched to the
ever-changing structure of space. Too great a mismatch and the
complex structure of the drive fields would collapse and the ship
would return to normal space.

As the gravitational warping of space grew
worse, more and more power had to be poured into the drive fields
to keep them properly synchronized. Eventually, the stardrive's
power limit was reached and the ship had no choice but to slow
down. Slower FTL speeds required a less complex and less
power-hungry field structure. Ken kept a watchful eye on the
display showing the critical engine parameters for the ship's
Kauffman stardrive.

Suddenly, without any warning to the bridge
crew, Ken's hand reached out and touched the battle stations alarm
button. The crew, knowing their captain as they did, had probably
been expecting the alarm but, never-the-less, Ken wanted to
surprise them as much as possible. The alarm klaxon sounded
throughout the ship.

As the crew raced to their assigned stations,
the Dragon's master computer exerted its will on the various
parts of the ship which it controlled. Environmental systems split
into many separate isolated sections; weapon systems powered
themselves up; standby systems switched from inactive to active;
the power grid re-aligned itself into a more reliable
configuration; unnecessary systems were shutdown; the various
reactor safety setpoints were reset.

Stricklen watched as the indicators around
the bridge shifted. To him, the Komodo Dragon was a living,
breathing entity. It only truly came fully alive when it was it
preparing itself for battle. During normal operation, the ship
glided through space like a predator prowling for prey -- powerful
and graceful with a hidden reserve of strength. When prepared for
battle its demeanor changed. It felt vibrant, ready to attack or
defend itself in an instant.

Four minutes after he had initiated battle
stations, the XO reported from combat control that the ship was
ready. Ken was very satisfied -- four minutes was a good time.
"Communications, any contact with Mintaka?"

"No sir. All channels are clear with the
exception of standard telemetry data from probe one."

Ken had almost forgotten about the probe,
since it had yet to report anything. Being that it still had
nothing to report, he promptly put it out of his mind. Instead, he
concentrated upon the situation at hand. Stricklen had decided to
put the ship at battle stations because there was a very real
possibility that if Mintaka had been attacked, the attackers could
still be in the area.

As the Komodo Dragon plunged deeper
into the planetary system's gravity well, it slowed ever more
quickly. The ship's detectors were flung out to their maximum range
looking for anything that could become a threat. Ken watched the
numerous displays showing the Kauffman stardrive's power usage and
the relative amount of spacial warp that the drive had to contend
with as they both approached critical values. Eventually, a point
was reached where the ship could no longer maintain the complex
stardrive fields.

A single tone sounded throughout the ship
followed by the voice of the helmsman. "FTL dropout in fifteen
seconds," he calmly announced. The seconds ticked by, then a minor
flurry of activity occurred on the bridge.

"Disengaging stardrive -- sublight engines
on-line -- drive field synchronization in progress" the helm
announced. "We made break-out at 8.64 mega-klics from Mintaka.
Correcting for intra-system intrinsic velocity differential and
setting course for Mintaka at max acceleration."

"Defense shield up and stable," the tactical
station reported. "All weapon systems fully charged and ready."

"Initiating sweep of the system," the XO
reported from his station in CIC. "No targets identified at this
time."

"Very well," Stricklen replied. "Coms, I want
continuous attempts to contact Mintaka on all channels. Also, send
out a general call to see if there might have been any miners out
in the system doing surveys. Let me know the moment you hear
anything. Helm, what's our ETA?"

"ETA about 1.4 hours at max acceleration. We
should be within detail scan range of the planet in about forty
minutes," came the near instant reply.

Stricklen pushed a button on his console
which opened a channel to Doug Scarboro in combat control. Once the
connection had been established, Ken said, "Doug, as soon as you
can, I want a series of probes sent out to perform a detailed
search of the planet. Mintaka is a mining world and there may have
been several geological expeditions away from the primary mining
sites at the time of the attack. If there are survivors, they could
be anywhere on the planet."

"I take it you are assuming they were
attacked?" Doug asked.

"I am working under that assumption until
proven otherwise. Use the probes to scan the surface and keep our
main detectors watching our back."

"Yes sir," Scarboro replied and the
connection snapped.

Ken was on his third cup of coffee when the
first direct detailed scan of the main mining site came in. Doug's
face appeared on one of the numerous miniature monitors on the
captain's console. "First scan is in sir -- you were right, they
were attacked. I'll send the pictures up to the bridge."

The main monitor switched from a tactical
display to a highly enhanced view of what used to be a mining town.
Where over 3,600 people had once lived and worked there now existed
a landscape pockmarked with craters and ruined land. Large scars
from energy weapons were visible and, according to the false color
image, several areas still had higher than normal temperatures. It
was impossible to tell if any man-made structures had ever
existed.

Ken slammed his fist on the armrest of his
chair. "Who the hell would attack an unarmed mining site on a
worthless planet?" he said in a low steady voice to no one in
particular. "What about the other mines Doug?"

"This picture is a computer generated image
based upon long-range scans made from the ship. We were lucky in
that the main mining site was on the side of the planet facing us
when we came within range. As soon as the other sites are visible
to our scanners I will be able to answer your question."

"Where are the probes?"

"Twenty probes with search capability were
launched about ten minutes ago," Doug replied. They will be within
scanning range in about fifteen minutes."

As the Dragon continued to approach
Mintaka, the continuing search revealed nothing but destruction.
Each mining site had been blasted into oblivion. When the probes
reached the planet, they sent back detailed views of the
destruction. In all his years in the Alliance military, Ken had
never seen such complete and total devastation. As time slowly
trickled by, their hopes of locating any survivors sank lower and
lower.

"Captain," the communication station
announced. "Report coming in from probe one. The source of the
gravitational anomaly has been found. It's a ship sir!"

Taking his eyes off the view of yet another a
destroyed mining site, Ken turned to the communications station and
asked, "What kind of ship?"

The communications operator punched in a
command on his console and the main viewer shifted to show a
spacecraft of a type unknown to Ken. One side of the screen
displayed the ship's statistics. Length -- 850 meters; Width -- 280
meters; Height -- 160 meters; Type -- unknown; Origin -- unknown.
The ship was slowly rotating as if it had lost stability control.
As Ken watched, a badly damaged area came into view.

"Do we have any additional data on the ship?"
Stricklen asked.

"Yes sir," the tactical station replied. It
was this station's job to analyze all externally gathered tactical
data, including that obtained from remote probes. "The computer has
been analyzing it."

Ken touched a button and spoke, "Dragon,
identify the ship that is currently being scanned by probe
one."

A soft, almost boyish sounding voice replied,
"The ship is of an unknown configuration. No match in the Alliance
ship registry can be found. It is drifting in space and appears to
have no operational propulsion system. At least one power source is
known to be operating within the ship. Microstructure analysis
indicates the ship has been adrift for several thousand years. A
more accurate determination of its age will become available after
all data has been received. The ship has been preliminarily
classified as a cargo vessel similar to an Alliance heavy cargo
carrier. Additional information will have to wait until the probe
data can be further analyzed."

"A thousand year old derelict with something
still operating onboard?" exclaimed the captain. "Another damn
mystery! I hate mysteries."

"Captain!" yelled the communicator. "A signal
has been detected from the planet -- possibly a survivor!"

Stricklen forgot about the probe and its
mystery ship. "On speaker!" he almost shouted out the order.

A loud static-filled hiss issued from the
speakers. The crackles and pops indicated extreme amplification.
After a few seconds a faint voice was heard. ". . . ee nothing.
What ab . . ." The entire bridge crew burst into cheers of joy.

"Quiet!" Stricklen yelled out. "Can you get a
fix on the source of that signal?"

The communicator turned to his console and
spoke softly to the computer. After listening to the reply he
announced, "Probe 9 picked it up sir. Computer estimates the signal
to originate about 300 klics Southwest of the OM-3 mining area. The
probe is continuing to close in on the signal's location. Probe 5
is being redirected to assist in triangulating their exact
location."

The static continued for a moment, then --
"The rover has . . . CRACKLE-POP-POP . . . ay supply. Unless . . .
POP-HISS . . . or we're screwed." The signal was getting stronger
and clearer as the probe homed in on it.

"Wilks," Stricklen called the communicator by
name. "Can you route a transmission through the probe on the same
frequency the survivor is using?"

"Yes sir! Just one moment. . .Ready on com
channel three."

The captain selected com channel three and
said, "This is Captain Ken Stricklen of the Alliance heavy-cruiser
Komodo Dragon. We are about to orbit Mintaka. If you receive
this signal please reply."

There was a moment of silence then a clear
voice said, "Frank, did you pick that up?"

This time another very faint voice could be
heard. "Yeah -- better answer them. Even if they are the enemy
we're going to run out of air in a few hours anyway so what the
hell."

"Hey!" said the first voice. "This is Brian
O'Niel and I read ya loud and clear. We received a message that the
town was under attack and then all contact was lost. What
happened?"

Stricklen decided not to tell them that their
home and families had been wiped out. That job would be left to the
ship's psychologist. Instead, he replied, "We are still
investigating. How many people are in your party?"

"Myself and three others. We're running short
of air and supplies. How soon can you get us out-a-here."

"We should have a shuttle there to pick you
up in under an hour," Stricklen replied. "If you have an emergency
beacon, turn it on and we will home in on it."

"We have a beacon," came the reply. "As soon
as I make my way back to the crawler I'll dig it out and turn it
on. Captain," Brian said in a more serious tone. "Don't give me no
political or psychological bull. The town's gone isn't it?"

Ken glanced up from his console and noted
several of the bridge crew looking at him. These are miners,
he thought. They're a tough breed and, as men, they deserve an
honest answer to an honest question.

"Mr. O'Niel," Ken said. "As far as we know,
you and your men are the only survivors. Do you have any
information as to who attacked you?"

A long silence was eventually broken by
Brian's subdued reply. "No -- the only transmission we received
told us that the town was under attack and that we should make
ourselves scarce." After another moment of silence, "Thank you for
being honest with us captain."

"Welcome. Sit tight. A shuttle will be there
as soon as possible. Komodo Dragon out."

Ken leaned back in his chair for a moment
then put in a call to the ship's psychologist. Tasharra Harper
stemmed from a family with deep roots in Kentucky. The 37 year old
had been assigned to the cruiser eight months ago. Her short cut
brunette hair and greenish eyes gave her a pleasant, if average,
look. She always seemed to have an optimistic outlook and Ken had
taken an immediate liking to her. "How can I help you captain?" she
asked as soon as she saw who had called her.

"We're picking up four survivors from
Mintaka," he said. "I thought you might want to greet them when the
shuttle gets back aboard. Nobody else is alive down there."

Tasha nodded her head in understanding and
replied, "I understand captain. I'll be there."

Ken thanked her and cut the link.

The search of the remainder of the planet
took just over 18 hours. Only the four initial survivors were
found. The remaining 4,628 men, women, and children were listed as
killed by the actions of an unknown enemy. The destruction had been
so complete that no records or other means of identifying who may
have attacked the outpost could be found.

As the last probe was being brought aboard
the Dragon, the ship prepared to leave. "Preparations for
departure are complete," the XO reported. "An HK has been
programmed and is ready for launch."

The HK was a hunter-killer probe which
Stricklen had decided to leave behind. This device would be placed
into a passive orbit where it would wait and watch to see if the
enemy made another appearance. If they did, it would report that
fact and any other information it could gather concerning the
attackers to the Dragon.

HK's were specifically designed to remain
undetected. They were invisible to most direct scanning devices and
heavy shielding reduced their electromagnetic emanations to
virtually undetectable levels. There was the possibility that the
attackers had left a similar probe in the area and was even now
watching their every move.

If an enemy ship did decide to return to the
scene of the crime, the HK could be switched to kill mode and
attempt to destroy the enemy ship. The HK was armed with a ten
megaton thermonuclear warhead for this purpose.

"Deploy the HK," Stricklen ordered. "Helm,
set course for the location of probe one. Coms, inform sector
command that we have recovered four survivors from Mintaka. Send
them a copy of our planetary scans and tell them we will be
investigating an apparent derelict prior to returning to
Almaranus."

Stricklen consulted his computer screen then
activated the ship-wide address system. "Attention all hands. We
are leaving Mintaka after recovering four survivors of a brutal
attack on the mining colony there. Cancel battle stations and
return to normal watch rotation. Commander Billings please report
to the bridge. All command staff report to the conference room in
ten minutes."

Stricklen turned the bridge over to Commander
Billings and headed for the conference room. While the probes had
been completing their search of Mintaka, he had been periodically
reviewing the data from the derelict ship. The information
disturbed him. Normally he would have left the investigation of
such a discovery to a better equipped science and salvage ship, but
the information returned from the probe had caused him to rethink
this philosophy. As a precaution he had instructed that all
information concerning the derelict be classified.

On his way to the conference room, Ken used
his wrist-com to call the ship's psychologist. "How are our guests
holding up Tasha?" he asked once the connection had been made.

"They're doing fine," replied the tiny voice
from his earpiece. "It would be nice if we could find something for
these men to do. They're not used to just sitting around and they
need to feel useful. With your permission, I'll look into their
backgrounds to see if we can't give them something to keep them
busy on the way back."

Ken trusted Tasharra's judgment in this
matter. She was, after all, the ship's psychologist.

"Permission granted. Thanks." and Ken broke
the link. Two minutes later Stricklen walked into the conference
room.

After waiting another few minutes for the
rest of his staff to assemble, Ken began the meeting. "As you are
all well aware, prior to reaching Mintaka we discovered a
gravitational anomaly. A probe was sent to investigate and the
results are now available for our scrutiny. This information is a
little unsettling and I have classified all information regarding
the derelict. We are now en route to the alien ship to gather
additional information and possibly to board it for
inspection."

Ken typed a command on the keyboard in front
of him. The lights dimmed and an enhanced view of the drifting
spacecraft appeared above the conference table in full three
dimensions. "Take a good look at it," Stricklen continued.
"Something in its cargo bay is generating a gravitational field
with a mass equivalence of over 30 billion metric tons. So far,
none of the probe's scans can determine what is generating the
field nor can it find the power source."

He paused for a moment to let that fact sink
in. After an appropriate delay he hit them with the bombshell.
"According to the data returned by the probe, this ship is over
forty thousand years old."





 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Mystery

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Silence filled the conference room. The
impact of the captain's last statement was something that could
almost be felt. Finally, Skip Bucannon, the chief engineer said,
"Forty thousand years? Our analysis must not be correct. Either
that, or whatever is generating that grav-field is a recent
addition. Do you have any idea what kind of power is required to
generate a field of that strength?"

The chief engineer was an unimposing figure.
He stood only 162 centimeters tall and had a soft, round,
clean-shaven face. Even though he was only 41, the top of his head
was as smooth as a ball bearing. He always spoke quietly and was
well respected by the entire ship. He probably knew more about the
innards of the Dragon's engine room than the people who
designed it.

Ken sat down and motioned to Doug Scarboro.
The XO stood up and said, "I have been doing most of the detailed
analysis and I assure you that the age, as far as we can determine,
is correct. The probe has scanned the ship from stem to stern and
we have found no evidence to suggest that it is any younger. And
yes, we are aware of what the power requirements are.

"Using our current method of gravitational
field generation, such a field would require a power source capable
of delivering well over 100 terra-watts of power. A power plant
capable of generating that kind of power, provided we could build
one, would be enormous. It would also be creating a tremendous
amount of EM radiation. No such leakage can be found. In fact, we
can't locate a power source at all anywhere on the ship. Only the
evidence that such power is in use."

Doug started slowly pacing around the room as
he continued. "The ship is constructed of more or less standard
materials. The alloy used in the hull is very similar to what the
Alliance used up until about 20 years ago. The area of damage which
you see, appears to have been very recently made by an impact of
some sort. This impact is what set the ship spinning. The damage is
near the cargo area which is where we have pinpointed the energy
leakage to be originating. This is also where the gravitational
field is being emitted. Our scans have been unable to determine
what is in the cargo bay. Something is blocking our sensors.

"It is our belief that some sort of shielded
mechanism is responsible for the energy leakage and the
gravitational field. We think part of the shielding was damaged
during the impact. The bulk of the device and its power source are
still shielded and thus a visual examination is needed to
investigate further."

"Excuse me," Commander Stiles, the Dragon's
weapons officer, interrupted. "Is that some sort of marking on the
side of the ship? I can't recognize it."

"Dragon, display anterior section H-4 on the
main screen and enhance," the XO commanded after looking where the
officer had pointed.

The ship's computer properly interpreted the
command as being directed to itself and reacted accordingly. An
enlarged close-up view of a section of the ship appeared on the
large screen in the front of the conference room. The holographic
image of the ship vanished to allow those on the far side of the
table to see the screen. A faint symbol was discernible.

Doug walked up to the screen and pointed.
"This symbol has been compared against all known markings from all
civilizations known to the Alliance. No match has been found. The
ship is a true unknown."

"Where did it come from then?" someone
asked.

"Dragon, display probable point of origin,"
Doug commanded. The ship's master computer created a holographic
display over the conference table showing a star chart and a yellow
cone. The cone's point coincided with the current location of the
alien ship. The cone pointed out into unexplored space.

"An attempt has been made to back-track the
ship's course as it has drifted through space. Because of stellar
drift and the unknown density of space along its entire path, a
considerable margin of error is included in the resultant course as
you can see from the size of the probability cone. Based upon this
back-tracking we have found that the ship must have been in
interstellar space when something happened and caused it to begin
drifting. It has not passed within one light year of any star
system as far back as we can plot its course with any degree of
accuracy."

"Can this be some sort of trap?" This
question was from Commander Mikial Kovalesky, the security
officer.

"Possible, but even if it is, we are but one
ship in the fleet. Setting a trap for a single ship does not make
any sense. Besides, this would be a tremendous amount of trouble to
go through to capture or destroy one or even several ships. The
captain and I both agree that the derelict warrants immediate
attention and since we are the only Alliance ship in this area we
are the ones who will be investigating this discovery."

"What other information do you have for us
Doug," Stricklen asked.

"Not much I'm afraid. The ship is unique in
that although it appears to be a large cargo carrier, it is also
quite heavily armed. The weapons appear to be similar to ours and,
if so, the weapons array would be comparable to those found on a
light destroyer. The energy leaking from the damaged section has a
spectrum unlike anything on record so we can't use it to speculate
what sort of power plant is in use. The ship has a high
relativistic speed compared to other objects in this area of space.
Finally, it is heavily armored, suggesting that it could have
doubled as a combat vessel of some type."

Doug finished and took his seat. Ken glanced
around the room and said, "I want to put together a small boarding
party to inspect the ship. Three teams each made up of two armed
marines, an engineer, an electronics technician, and someone from
medical. Our ETA is 2000 tomorrow. I want the names of the team
members plus one back-up team on my desk by 1500. I also want a
complete inventory made of what each team will take with them. All
the equipment should be checked and ready before arrival. Finally,
in the event we have to force entry, I want a demolition team to go
along. You have your assignments, dismissed."

Tasharra intercepted Ken before he could exit
the room. "The miner's we rescued from Mintaka make a living
working with explosives. Wouldn't they would be more qualified to
be on the demolition team than any of our regular crew members? It
would also give them a sense of purpose and give them a chance to
repay what they feel is a debt owed for our rescuing them."

Stricklen thought about that for a moment and
liked the idea. It would free up two of his own crew and it would
give the miner's something to do. Security would not be a concern
since the miners would not be part of the search teams going inside
the ship. As far as the miners were concerned they would be helping
gain entry into just another derelict ship. "I like it," Ken
replied. "I'll let the XO know of the assignments. Thanks
Tash."

"Just doing my job. These men went through a
horrific experience and so far seem to be dealing with it just
fine. I want to make sure they feel as useful as possible. You
really should make some time to meet them. I think they would
appreciate it."

"As soon as things calm down a bit I'll do
that."

"Thanks captain."

 


* * * * *

 


Just to be on the safe side, Stricklen placed
the ship at battle stations at it approached the drifting
spacecraft. For the last two hours, the Komodo Dragon had
been applying near maximum acceleration in order to match
velocities with the derelict. Once in range, the more powerful
sensors of the heavy-cruiser scanned the unknown craft. The results
were much the same.

The presence of a periodic, powerful
gravitational field would complicate the approach to the unknown
ship. As soon as the Dragon's velocity had matched that of
the derelict Ken ordered a slow approach. As soon as the two ships
were within 100 kilometers of each other a small hatch opened on
the side of the Dragon.

Two repair drones were deployed and made
their way across the vacuum of space to the spinning starship. The
cruiser carried six of these small multi-function robots. They were
normally used to repair any external damage the ship may sustain in
combat. After some maneuvering they attached themselves to the
drifting ship and, using small thrusters, stopped the spinning
motion and stabilized it. This allowed for a more direct approach
by the shuttle.

So far the ship had been totally
unresponsive. The presence of an operational power source, however,
kept Stricklen on alert. The captain watched as the shuttle settled
into position close to the now stable ship. The entry team exited
and examined what appeared to be an airlock mechanism.

"There is no power to the door controls,"
reported an unknown voice. Grunting was heard followed by, "The
manual operator is frozen -- we'll have to cut the door open."

Two more suited figures approached and laid a
strip of something around the hatch. After moving clear, a bright
white flame surrounded the door. A repair drone appeared and used a
low power tractor beam to remove the section of the door that had
just been cut out. The speed and efficiency of the operation
impressed Stricklen. He was glad he had followed Tasha's advice and
assigned the miners to handle the explosives.

The miners remained nearby, floating in space
while the original group of suited figures entered the airlock.

"Same situation at the inner door," the same
voice reported a moment later. "Drilling a test hole for
atmospheric analysis."

A few minutes went by -- then, "Internal
pressure is zero. The ship is at a vacuum. Mr. O'Niel, we'll need
your services again." The miners exchanged places with the first
group and another voice took up the commentary.

"Proceeding to cut the inner door."

The cutting procedure was repeated and
finally the crew had access to the inside of the ship. The miners
returned to the shuttle while the three boarding crews entered the
ship. The captain listened to the cross-talk between the search
team members.

"No power, no lights, no sign of damage or
struggle. No sign of the previous occupants either. Crew one, take
forward. Crew two, check aft. Crew three, you're with me to the
cargo bay. One marine first and one last. Try not to damage
anything and touch as little as possible. Record everything. Keep
your eye out for any stray gravitational field. If you get too
close to that beam you'll be crushed. Let's move!"

Each team member had a miniature camera
attached to their helmet. These cameras were sending their pictures
back to the shuttle and from there to the Dragon where the
images would be recorded. Each team also carried a small portable
scanner and a tool kit.

The search progressed slowly throughout the
ship. Nothing unusual or out of the ordinary was found. As far as
the captain could tell, the team was searching an old Alliance ship
which had simply been abandoned in space.

"This is team one," a voice said. "We have
reached the control room. No bodies and no apparent usage of power.
No damage evident. Looks like they just shut everything down and
left."

"This is team two -- we are passing through
the middle of the ship. This appears to be the main engine room.
Looks like a standard space-drive system. No damage evident so
far."



"This looks like a fusion reactor," remarked
someone. "Wait. . .I think. . .yes, that's what it is. I can
identify most of the components. This is an auxiliary power reactor
and that over there must be the main reactor."

"Is that what I think it is? Phil, is this
the matrix coil?"

"Let me look. . .Let's see. . .main reactor,
power core, conversion unit, main feeder. . .Yep, it sure looks
like the matrix field emitter. Wait a minute. . .take a look at
this. . .no, this over here. Found out why this ship is dead. An
inspection hatch has been opened. Looks like they overloaded and
blew their matrix field array. There is an area of warping and heat
discoloration along the upper side of the alignment rig most likely
the result of a major overload. This sort of damage would require a
space-dock to repair."

"Copy team two. Team three has just found the
cargo bay. There is a single large object inside. It looks like a
large rectangular box about 15.5 meters high taking up most of the
cargo bay. I don't know how wide or long it is. We will investigate
further."

"Team two, this is team one leader. We are
working our way aft on the port side. Nothing to report so
far."

"Team one copy. We just left engineering and
are passing through various storage areas on the starboard side.
Nothing to report."

"Base, team three leader: We have located an
entrance into the structure. The door mechanism is powered and the
indicators are lit. Request permission to attempt entry."

Stricklen pushed his com button and said,
"Team three standby until the other teams complete their search.
Team one and two, after completing your search, report to the cargo
bay to provide backup to team three."

The rest of the ship was searched with
nothing found. As far as could be determined, the ship had simply
been abandoned and left drifting in space. With the single
exception of the object within the cargo bay all equipment had been
powered down or had lost power when the auxiliary reactors had run
out of fuel. The two remaining search teams converged in the cargo
bay.

"All team members present," reported the
boarding party commander. "Attempting entry."

Stricklen had tapped into one of the video
feeds from of the boarding party. The image was a sharp-edged
contrast of blazing light and pitch-black darkness from the
suit-lights. The camera which Stricklen had selected afforded a
clear view of the person in front of the entrance. The door was
barely visible.

The person at the door had locked his
mag-boots to the floor in the same position that someone would
normally have stood to open the door had there been a gravitational
field present. He extended his hand toward a faintly glowing button
on the right side. He pushed it and a thin line of light appeared
on the right edge. The door slowly slid to the left.

Stricklen leaned forward in his chair. Only a
hazy white light could be seen coming from the now fully open
doorway. "Oh my God!" exclaimed a voice, probably that of the
individual in front of the door. Stricklen quickly switched through
the video channels until he found the one he was looking for.

"Oh my God!" Ken repeated.

The monitor clearly showed the cause of their
surprise. Although the view through the door appeared fuzzy and
out-of-focus the interior was clearly visible. The inside of the
structure was packed with operating equipment which appeared to be
in perfect condition.

To the right stood a massive machine of
unknown nature. Near the center of the room was a large
horseshoe-shaped control console. To the left was a glowing,
shifting, sparkling, ball at least ten meters in diameter.
Stricklen had never heard of or seen anything like it before. The
shifting patterns moving across the sphere's surface were almost
hypnotic in nature. All around this sparkling ball were devices of
a complexity Ken could only guess at.

Suddenly, the picture blanked out. "What's
going on?" Ken snapped. "We've lost our picture."

Just as suddenly, the screen returned to
normal. "You lost your picture when I stuck my head beyond the
perimeter of the door sir," explained a voice Stricklen now
identified as belonging to Corporal Franks, the marine in charge of
the boarding party. "I received a loss of signal alarm from my suit
diagnostics as soon as my head broke the plane of the doorway. I
believe there is some sort of field in place that prevents signals
from passing into or out of the structure. That explains why we
have been unable to scan the interior of the cargo bay and it
explains why the interior seems blurred. I've never seen or heard
of a force field quite like this. Solid matter has no problem
penetrating it and it's mostly transparent to visible light."

"Acknowledged," Stricklen replied. "Send a
team in to scan the interior. They are not to touch anything. As
soon as you are done, return to the ship. We are way over our heads
on this one. This sort of discovery should be explored by people
trained in these matters. We're turning this over to the
experts."

Stricklen shut off the monitor and walked
over to the communications station. "Send a priority message to
sector command. Have the computer summarize what we have found and
request instructions. Include the video from Corporal Franks' suit
monitor. Send it encoded and send it priority one."

After making sure that the message would be
sent, Stricklen retired to his stateroom. On the way there he kept
asking himself the same question, What is it? What have we
found?





 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The Science Team

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


The derelict was located 26.5 light years
from sector command. The FTL communications equipment aboard the
Komodo Dragon could force a signal across that distance at a
maximum speed of approximately 41,000c (usually expressed as 41Kc)
Although the Dragon could send a signal at 48.4Kc, this
speed was limited to a distance of about 8 light years. The power
required to boost a signal to higher and higher speeds was
tremendous and only a land-based transmitter or a very large
spacecraft could send signals any great distance at the absolute
maximum speed of 53.6Kc.

The priority-one signal that had been blasted
through space required just over five hours to reach sector
command. After a delay of about three hours, SecCom shot off their
reply. It took almost four hours to make the return trip. Stricklen
was eating in the ship's mess hall when the message arrived. He had
the ship's computer store it while he finished his meal.

In the privacy of his cabin, Stricklen
ordered the computer to decode and present the message. Like all
fleet communications -- the message was in encrypted text. Ken
ignored the complex prefix codes that identified the originator,
the destination, and the routing codes and skipped to the main body
of the message:

 


REMAIN ON-STATION UNTIL AUTHORIZED TO LEAVE
BY THIS COMMAND. MASTER-DREADNOUGHT MOBIUS EN ROUTE WITH ATTENDANT
SUB-FLEET TO PROVIDE AREA SECURITY -- ETA 0300.5/02/22. SCIENCE
VESSEL S. W. HAWKING EN ROUTE FROM ALMARANUS ETA 2100.5/01/22.
FURTHER ENTRY INTO THE ALIEN SHIP IS FORBIDDEN UNTIL ARRIVAL OF
SCIENCE VESSEL. ALL PREVIOUS ASSIGNMENTS AND ORDERS HEREBY
CANCELED. ALL INFORMATION REGARDING THE ALIEN SHIP IS HEREBY
CLASSIFIED AS LEVEL THREE SECRET. KOMODO DRAGON TO BE TEMPORARILY
ASSIGNED TO SUB-FLEET K140 (LEAD SHIP MOBIUS) UNTIL RELEASED BY
THIS COMMAND. COMMANDING OFFICER OF KOMODO DRAGON TO COORDINATE ALL
RESEARCH ACTIVITIES UPON ARRIVAL OF S. W. HAWKING. DETAILED ORDERS
FOLLOW.

 


Ken had to read the message several times
before he believed what it said. Once again the question popped
into his head, What the hell have we found? After reading it
and the accompanying detailed orders again, Ken convened a video
conference of the senior staff and read it to them. Their response
was pretty much the same as his.

The times and dates specified in the message
indicated that the science ship would arrive first in about ten
days. Until then, Stricklen had no choice but to wait.

After considering things for a few minutes
Stricklen gave Scarboro a call and told him to give the crew three
days of stand down. This meant that if a crew member was not on an
assigned watch, he was basically free to do as he pleased.
Stricklen was proud of his crew and he tried to make their lives
aboard his ship as tolerable as possible.

Stricklen used this time to visit his new
guests. He asked the ship's computer to locate them and found they
were all in one of the two staterooms which had been assigned to
them. A hardy "Come on in, the door's open!" followed his
knock.

The four miners were gathered around a single
table with several piles of poker chips scattered about. The
players glanced up to identify the new arrival. One of them placed
his cards down and approached Stricklen with an outstretched
hand.

Stricklen shook hands with the miner and
introduced himself. "I'm Captain Stricklen. I'm sorry I haven't
been able to see you until now but things have been a little busy
around here recently. I want to thank the two of you who assisted
in making the entry into the ship we discovered."

It would have been obvious to anyone meeting
this group for the first time that they had worked hard out in the
open all their life. The man standing before Ken had deeply
creased, callused skin. His eyes were alert and never seemed to
stop moving. His grip was firm and strong which agreed with the
general condition of the rest of his muscular body. "I'm Brian.
That's Frank. We blew the door on that ship. This here's Maz, and
that's AJ," he said indicating each of the others as he made the
introductions.

Ken had been surprised to learn that one of
the survivors was a non-Human. Matlanaz (Maz according to O'Niel)
was a Borillen. Ken had never met a Borillen before and he took a
moment to inspect this species. Maz's body was shaped much like a
one meter tall egg. It was propelled by six legs which also served
as hands. The egg-shaped head was smaller and connected to the body
by a thick neck. According to what Ken had read, a Borillen's head
could be retracted into a recessed area of the body. A pair of eye
stalks pointed directly at Ken.

The Borillen homeworld was hot and dry and
because of this the Borillen's body had evolved into its present
form. A thick, leathery skin protected the dominant species from
predators as well as helping to retain water. Each of the six legs
ended in an appendage containing three fingers. Each finger ended
in a sharp pointed claw. This arrangement helped the native
Borillen's to navigate around the rocky mountainous terrain with
ease.

The other two miners were more or less normal
enough looking Humans. The fact that they had worked in the mines
most their life showed in their faces and strong hands.

"We can't thank you enough for picking us up
off that rock skipper," Brian said as he pulled a chair out for Ken
to sit in. "Any idea as to who hit us?"

Ken settled into the chair as he replied.
"Not yet. We left a probe behind but so far it hasn't spotted
anything unusual."

"Just as long as you get the bastards and
make them pay," AJ piped up.

"Did any of you have your families with
you?"

Frank nodded his head. "My wife was in the
main compound and my son was working at one of the smelters."

"I'm very sorry for your loss," Ken replied
then looked at Brian. Frank answered for him. "Brian's one of those
perpetually single kind of guys. He likes his women but grows tired
of them after a few days. I guess you could say that half the women
in town were his girlfriends."

Everyone, including Maz, chucked then AJ
said, "I'm divorced, my wife couldn't handle living out on the
fringe all the time. Ain't got no girlfriends either."

Ken looked at Maz and asked, "How about you
Maz."

"Our females prefer to remain at home," he
replied. "My two current companions are safely back at home raising
my six children."

The Borillen's voice was oddly pitched and
reverberated as if it originated from deep within his body. His use
of Galactic Standard, the universal language of the Alliance, was
clearly understandable.

AJ picked up the cards and began to shuffle
them. "Are you a poker player captain?"

"I have played a few times but I'm horrible
at it," Ken replied. "Thanks for the offer. Don't let me stop you
though."

As AJ started to deal Frank said, "Maz here
is a natural -- nobody can read his face."

Ken talked with the miners as they continued
their card game for about twenty minutes updating them on the
ship's change of course and learning a little about their lives as
miners. He was surprised to learn that many of the miners routinely
brought their entire families on expeditions. He did not realize it
but many of the large mining companies provided teachers and other
such support for the families of their miners. They had long ago
learned that the miners would work harder and with fewer accidents
if they had their families with them. In the end, Ken had a deeper
understanding of them and the work they did.

 


* * * * *

 


About eight hours before the science ship was
due to arrive, Stricklen's routine was interrupted by a report from
the bridge.

"Captain, HK-1 reports identifying a possible
alien probe," Doug reported. "It looks like it was in the system
the whole time. The computer believes it is an HK similar to our
own. It appears to be performing a scan of Mintaka. HK-1 is
remaining passive but requests instructions. May I suggest that we
order it to blow the bastard out of the sky."

"Suggestion noted," Stricklen replied more in
jest than seriousness. "Confirm HK-1's original orders -- it is to
remain passive unless detected. I want as much information about
this alien race as possible."

"Yes sir," Doug replied. "Too bad they didn't
send a ship to investigate. We could at least have learned
something about them that way. What kind of information can we get
from a probe?"

"Not much," Ken admitted. "But if HK-1
remains hidden we stand a much better chance of learning more than
if it was told to attack. This way is better. Who knows, they may
yet send a ship."

Several hours later, the science vessel S.
W. Hawking arrived and, after a bit of maneuvering, settled
into position near the alien ship. Prior to allowing them access,
Stricklen had insisted upon meeting with the lead scientists. The
team leader had balked at the request saying that she needed to
begin her research immediately. Ken would not back down, therefore,
before the Hawking's engines had begun to cool, a small
transfer shuttle made the short journey between the two ships.

Stricklen gave the scientists a few minutes
to themselves in the conference room before making his entrance. He
opened the door, took two steps, and froze. He found himself eye to
eye with a creature the likes of which most Humans would have
turned tail and run away from.

The head was distinctly reptilian with two
large deep black eyes spaced widely on either side. A bony ridge
ran up the middle of the forehead and continued along the back. Two
short arms jutted out from the chest area and the remainder of the
large 3.5 meter long body was supported by four powerful stubby
legs. The body was dark brown in color and covered with very fine,
slightly iridescent scales. This was a Rouldian.

Although Ken had been briefed on the members
comprising the science team, he had apparently missed the fact that
one of the most distinguished members and the senior scientist was
a female Rouldian named Falnath. Stricklen had never before met a
Rouldian, although he had seen 3-D's of them in the past. He knew
they were a highly developed race and, despite their appearance,
very peaceful.

Stricklen watched in amazement as the
Rouldian's head tilted slightly to one side and the corners of her
mouth expanded in what apparently passed as a smile for her race.
"I perceive you have never met one of my kind before," Falnath said
through a translating vocoder which she wore around her thick neck.
"Do not be embarrassed. Most Humans react the same way upon their
first encounter with one of my species. I am Falnath, science team
leader."

Stricklen quickly composed himself and
replied, "Welcome to the Komodo Dragon. I am Captain Ken
Stricklen. Please, you and your team make yourselves comfortable.
My executive officer and security officer will be here
shortly."

While they waited, Stricklen glanced at the
three representatives. As his gaze passed over each, his mind
conjured up a brief description of the individual. Falnath:
Rouldian female; top expert in the entire Alliance on continuum
physics. Stricklen wondered what she was doing on this
expedition.

T'Lorn Depna: non-sexual Omel; expert in
xeno-biology. The Omel were the medical magicians of the Alliance
and were a very tall race. Their completely hairless bodies
averaged over two meters in height. Their most distinguishing (and
for most Humans, their most disturbing) feature was their nearly
translucent skin.

Travan McCallister: Human male; computer
systems expert and electronics analyst. He bordered on the genius
level in electronics. Ken's information had indicated that
McCallister was strongly anti-military. He had apparently been
arrested at one time for attempting to penetrate the Alliance
military data-net. He had almost succeeded -- something no other
individual had ever managed to do.

A few minutes later, Doug Scarboro and the
security officer walked into the room together. After introducing
them, Stricklen started the meeting. "I wanted to call this meeting
in order to lay out some ground rules before any work is allowed to
proceed on the alien ship. The Komodo Dragon's marine
detachment will be providing security for the science team as they
perform their work. I will expect the team to follow all orders
given to them by the marines without question.

On the other hand, the science team has
complete control over all aspects of the research. This is to be a
joint military - civilian operation and both groups must learn how
to work together. Sector command has classified all information
regarding the alien ship as level three secret. Everyone in this
room is cleared to that level of security. My security officer,
Commander Kovalesky, will explain what security measures have been
put into place to protect this information."

Commander Mikial Kovalesky was a powerfully
built black man of Russian descent. He spoke in a deep, heavily
accented voice. He remained very still as he spoke, only his head
moved slightly to glance at each person in the room. "Information
security will be maintained by control of communications. All
transmissions must be routed through security to ensure that they
have been properly encoded. The Hawking's computer has been
ordered to prevent the release of any information concerning the
derelict without proper Alliance approval.

"Physical security will be maintained by the
Komodo Dragon's marine detachment. Your researchers are free
to go wherever they desire as long as they are within sight of at
least one marine guard. Anything removed from the alien ship will
be under continuous guard until it has been returned. Are there any
questions?"

Stricklen had been watching McCallister as
Kovalesky had talked. He appeared to be getting angry and upset at
the security precautions that had been imposed. Stricklen was
worried about a potential conflict before the research had even
started. He decided to try to defuse McCallister's anger.

"I'm not sure why the Alliance has classified
this project," he said spreading his hands flat on the table. "I
want you to know that the marines are here only to provide
security. This project is your area of expertise and we will stay
out of your way while you work. If there are any problems with this
arrangement I want to personally know about it."

Stricklen glanced at McCallister out of the
corner of his eye and noticed that, although he was still unhappy,
he appeared to have accepted the situation. Stricklen knew he would
be trouble later on, but not right at the moment. Moving on he
said, "I have assigned my executive officer, Commander Doug
Scarboro, to coordinate any support which may be required of us.
Doug?"

Doug stood up and faced the group. "The
Komodo Dragon will provide whatever support you need to
complete your research. If you find that you need something,
contact either myself or my alternate and we will see what we can
do. We can provide things such as tools, computer time, shuttles,
portable scanners, or whatever else you may need. If we don't have
it, we will try to either make it or get it here if it is something
that is badly needed."

Doug returned to his seat and Stricklen stood
up. "Before I allow your team to begin their work," he said. "I
would like to know just what it is we have found. The Alliance
would not send a small fleet just to protect an old relic. And,
from what I've seen of the backgrounds of the scientists who have
arrived on the Hawking, we have found something considerably
more important than just an old cargo ship. Just what exactly is it
that we have discovered?"

"We don't know," Falnath replied. "We know as
much about this ship as you do. The Alliance military requested a
science vessel to be sent to this area. The S. W. Hawking
was the closest ship that could be freed."

"Why are you here," Stricklen directed his
question toward Falnath.

The Rouldian looked intently at Stricklen for
a moment before answering. "There are certain interesting
properties of the energy leaking from the ship. My research
activities on Almaranus was at such a point where I decided it
would be convenient to investigate this phenomenon myself."

"Damned military thinks there's some sort of
super-weapon on that ship," McCallister remarked. "They're going to
want us to figure out how it ticks so they can use it."

"I do not agree with your assessment of the
reasoning behind our being requested to come here," said Depna. "If
this ship is indeed as old as we believe it is, then we would be
exploring the lifestyle and technology of a civilization that
traveled among the stars before our various cultures had progressed
much beyond the use of stone tools."

"There is reason to believe that the object
in the ship's cargo bay may be powered by a power source far more
advanced than anything we are currently capable of building,"
Falnath added. "If so, then we could use the information gained
from studying the object to advance our technology by a
considerable degree."

"The military knows something they aren't
telling us," McCallister said. "Why else would they have classified
it so fast?"

"To be honest with you," replied Stricklen.
"I initially classified the information when we first discovered
the ship. I did so primarily because of its age. I don't know why
the Alliance has decided to maintain this classification. I was
shocked myself when the order to classify arrived. I intend on
finding out the reasoning behind their decision. In the meantime, I
have my orders."

Stricklen stood up and slowly began to walk
toward the exit. As he walked, he said, "You may begin your study
of the alien artifact as soon as you are ready. A marine detachment
will be there shortly. I would like a status report twice daily.
Thank you all for coming."

Stricklen waited until the scientists had
departed before turning to his XO. "McCallister has a point you
know. I'm beginning to wonder if he might be right."

Scarboro looked at his captain with
disbelief. "What? That the Alliance knows something they aren't
sharing with the rest of us, or that bit about some kind of
super-weapon? I find that a little hard to swallow."

"Tell me, do you know who Falnath is?"
Stricklen asked.

"Other than having a close resemblance to a
giant alligator, no -- why?"

"I would classify her appearance as more like
that of a dragon. Her being here raises more questions than answers
and gives some credence to McCallister's statement about the
Alliance knowing more than they're letting on. Falnath just so
happens to be the top expert in continuum physics. I once
read that she can juggle equations in continuum calculus as easily
as I can add two plus two. Some people think she understands the
complete set of equations describing the underlying principle of
the Kauffman stardrive as well as or better than Jay Kauffman
himself did."

Scarboro was thunderstruck. He knew that Jay
Kauffman, the father of the Human stardrive, had, by himself,
designed the first crude faster than light engine. From that simple
beginning it had taken decades of work from hundreds of theorists
and uncounted thousands of hours of super-computer time to develop
the complex equations which describe how a modern stardrive
works.

In fact, a completely new branch of
mathematics called continuum calculus had been created because the
existing mathematical systems of the time were unworkable. No
Human, other than perhaps Kauffman himself, had ever understood
even a fraction of the equations. He had just been within a few
meters of someone whom he would have to describe as a
super-genius.

"You're right," Doug said after a moment of
reflection. "Why would they send her all the way out here to
investigate a derelict ship unless they already knew what it might
contain. It also explains the large amount of firepower they are
sending our way. I'm worried now."

"Me to Doug. To be honest with you, I think
Falnath knows a lot more than she's want us to believe."

"How's that?"

"Somebody had to analyze the data we sent to
Sector Command to determine what we may have found. I think Falnath
just happened to be on Almaranus and they took advantage of her
expertise and asked her opinion of what should be done. She
probably took some of that data and plugged it into one of those
ungodly equations she likes to play with and out popped a
surprising answer. Now she's here, in person, to verify whatever it
is that she thinks might be on that ship."

"Whatever it is, I'm sure I probably won't
like it. Care to join me for a quick drink captain?"

Stricklen considered his schedule for a
moment then replied, "I think I will pass. I want to go over and
personally take a look at this alien machine. Would you like to go
with?"

"I think I'll stay here," Doug replied
turning toward the door. "I need to make sure I'm available in case
the science team needs some assistance. I guess that drink can wait
a while longer."

Stricklen rode over to the derelict with a
group of marines on one of the Dragon's small shuttles. An
airlock had been installed and portions of the ship were being
re-pressurized. Temporary lighting and heating had already been set
up along the major passageways but the temperature was not yet warm
enough for an unsuited person.

An engineering team had gone over the ship's
major systems and had determined that its artificial gravity
generator could be repaired. The engineers thought it best not to
attempt to restart any of the ancient fusion reactors so a power
cable was being strung from the Dragon. A power converter
was under construction. If all went well, the relic from the past
would soon have an up and a down.

Ken found his way to the cargo bay, slowly
approached the open doorway, and stepped inside. It was even more
spectacular in person. His attention was immediately drawn toward
the sparkling ball of energy at one end of the chamber. It crackled
slightly, sounding like the rustle of dry leaves on pavement.
Threads of multicolored energy danced across its surface.

Ken forced his eyes away from the hypnotic
effects of the unknown device and took in the rest of the room. The
various machines and devices all appeared to be functional and in
pristine condition. He would never have guessed that this equipment
had been in operation for the last 40,000 years. It was if he had
walked into some sort of high tech Alliance laboratory.

Stricklen slowly walked around the room
trying to identify some of the alien equipment. He stopped at the
control console and looked at the bewildering array of controls,
indicators, lights, and buttons. Most of the controls consisted of
touch sensitive computer interfaces, much like those found on his
own ship. Although everything was labeled, the language was unknown
and thus a complete mystery.

He completed his slow tour then walked over
and stood in front of the shifting ball of energy. His suit's
external sensors did not even register the existence of the energy
field and Ken wondered if something was wrong with the sensors.

A large figure approached and stood next to
him. He turned to see who it was and discovered Falnath standing
next to him. "Fascinating, isn't it?" she asked through her suit
radio.

"Something must be wrong with my suit's
sensors," Ken said turning his gaze back toward the shifting
patterns of force. "This is obviously some sort of force field but
it does not register on the sensors."

"Your sensors are fine. The energy field is
very tightly structured and radiates only a very tiny amount of
leakage. The visual effects are all that exist. Your suit sensors
are not sensitive enough to detect the tiny emissions."

"What is it?" Ken asked. His arm
involuntarily starting to move toward the surface of the
sphere.

Falnath quickly reached out and stopped him.
"I would not attempt to touch it. We do not yet know what effect it
might have on your suit. As soon as our equipment arrives we will
begin our analysis."

Falnath moved away to inspect the rest of the
room leaving Stricklen to stare into the hypnotic patterns. Soon,
several large pieces of scientific equipment arrived along with
their attending scientists. As they busied themselves at setting up
the equipment Ken reluctantly decided that it was time to return to
the ship. Taking one long last look around the chamber he exited
and returned to the Dragon.

Ken's mind was full of unconnected thoughts
on the ride back. The equipment he had just seen defied
explanation. Forty thousand years old and still operating. Doing
what? Build by who? And for what purpose? As soon as he could he
called Doug and told him he was ready for that drink. Stricklen had
a distinct feeling that they were over their heads on this one.





 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Peacekeeper
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Captain Stricklen woke to the sound of
reveille. Ordering the lights to half intensity he crawled out of
bed and made his way to the shower. Three seconds after stepping
into the steaming spray he was awake and cursing under his breath.
When he had gone to bed he had left orders to be notified when the
fleet had arrived. That should have been at least two hours
ago.

Stricklen angrily spun the valve to turn off
the shower then activated his wrist-com. "Bridge, what is the
current status of the Mobius?"

"We received a brief message about four hours
ago saying that they were responding to a distress call from a
heavy transport," the watch officer said. "We haven't heard
anything from them since."

"Why was I not informed!" Stricklen replied
his voice echoing in the shower stall.

"I. . . Ah. . . I did not see any reason to
sir," stammered the young officer. "The Mobius did not
indicate that they wanted our assistance and I felt our primary
duty was to remain on-station to provide security for the alien
ship."

The man's logic was sound. Stricklen calmed
himself, then said, "You were correct lieutenant. If the
Mobius arrives before I get to the bridge, please contact me
via com-link."

Ken completed his morning routine without
further interruption. After assuming control of the bridge he
discovered that he had a message waiting for him from Doug. The
scientists were going to present their first status report at 0900
and Scarboro wanted to know if this time was acceptable. Ken
replied that it was.

At 0733, the Mobius arrived. It took
the fleet until 0840 to match velocities and to position themselves
in a protective shell around the alien ship. In all, sub-fleet K140
consisted of three medium cruisers, five destroyers, and one very
impressive Tholtaran master-dreadnought. Ken had heard descriptions
of Tholtaran warships but had never before seen one. The size of a
Tholtaran warship was legendary.

The Mobius was roughly egg-shaped and
had a maximum diameter of over twelve kilometers. Its surface
bristled with weapon blisters. The Tholtarans had easily defeated
Earth during the brief Human-Tholtaran war which had occurred
shortly after Humans had journeyed into space. There were still
some bitter feeling between the two races even though the war had
ended over 50 years ago. Stricklen's own grandfather had been lost
in that war.

"Fleet Commander Trisk of the Mobius
on com-three for you sir," said the communications watch.

Stricklen put aside his feeling as best he
could then made the connection. The leathery face of a Tholtaran
appeared on his screen. "Fleet Commander Trisk, I am Captain Ken
Stricklen. Were you successful in your rescue?"

"No," the gravely voice replied. "We arrived
too late. All that remained of the transport was wreckage. We have
established a security shield around your position. Although
technically you are under my command, I have been ordered to
provide assistance to you in whatever way possible. Therefore, you
are considered under my command only in-so-far as fleet operations
are concerned. The research effort is to remain under your control.
Do you require any assistance from us at this time?"

It took a few moments for Stricklen to digest
what Trisk had just said. Ken had expected to be relieved of
responsibility for the research effort as soon as the Mobius
had arrived. "No assistance is needed at this time," Stricklen
replied. "The science team is about to present their first status
report in my conference room. You are welcome to attend if you so
desire."

"I will send a representative," Trisk replied
after a moments consultation with another officer. "Are the Mintaka
survivors ready for transport?"

The orders which Ken had received earlier had
stated that a small courier ship would be taking the survivors back
to Almaranus. As soon as the fleet had arrived Stricklen had sent
word for them to get ready to leave. "They are ready. I will have
them meet your shuttle at the docking port. I assume the courier is
docked within your ship?"

"Yes. It will leave as soon as the survivors
are aboard. Mobius out." The connection snapped and the
monitor went dark.

Ken called the conference room and told the
gathering crowd that he would be delayed a few minutes. He asked
them to wait until he arrived before beginning. He then made his
way to the docking port to await the arrival of the Tholtaran
shuttle.

The four survivors rescued from Mintaka were
there when Stricklen arrived. He exchanged pleasantries with them
while they waited. Ken was still amazed as to how well they had
handled the loss of so many of their close friends and loved ones.
The ship's psychologist had explained that these people were used
to death. She did say, though, that the miner's would most likely
have a strong emotional reaction once they reached their respective
homeworlds or at least the world they called home.

The shuttle arrived and discharged a single
Tholtaran. The alien looked very much like a 138 centimeter tall
vulcanized version of a Human with large ears. Their leathery skin
and deeply inset eyes acted to protect them from the harsh
ultra-violet light of their homeworld's sun.

Ken welcomed the Tholtaran aboard then turned
his attention to his departing guests. He made sure he shook each
individual's hand and bid each one a safe journey home. He watched
until the docking portal had closed, then, turning to the Tholtaran
representative he said, "The science team is waiting for us in the
conference room. Please follow me."

The conference room was packed with 23 people
when Ken arrived. Most were members of the science team and were
standing together at the back of the room. The murmur of a dozen
conversations slowly dropped off as Stricklen took his place at the
head of the oval table.

"Thank you for waiting," he began. "This is
science advisor Bronack of the Tholtaran republic. I have asked him
here as a courtesy to the Tholtaran fleet which will be providing
the area security during our stay here. I will not delay you any
longer -- Falnath, please proceed."

The dragon-like body of the Rouldian
scientist was positioned in an out of the way corner of the room. A
computer keyboard had been placed in front of her. She entered
commands and the room lights dimmed. A hologram of the derelict
ship appeared in the center of the conference table. As Falnath
spoke, the image constantly shifted apparently in response to
verbal cues which she had instructed the computer to follow.

"For the last twelve hours we have subjected
the derelict to an extensive series of tests. During this time we
have learned a great deal. Some of the results have been amazing. I
will start with the ship itself. Extensive testing has confirmed
that the ship is roughly 44,600 years old. The margin for error is
plus or minus 300 years. Multiple methods have yielded the same age
and we are confident that this is an actual derelict and not
something designed to appear as such.

"The general construction of the ship is
roughly equivalent to the technological level of most Alliance
spacecraft of about 20 years ago. We have not learned anything new
from the ship itself but we have found several modifications which
were made to the ship that are of a technological level superior to
ours. These modifications were not easily found and would have been
overlooked during a cursory examination of the ship. We are still
looking into exactly what these modifications do.

"The object in the cargo bay is not of the
same technological level as the ship but is far beyond even our
abilities. Based upon the evidence, we believe that a
technologically superior race was using the ship from an inferior
race to transport the object. This would explain the modifications
made to the ship and the presence of the object in the cargo bay.
We have no meaningful explanation as to why an advanced race would
use an inferior race's spacecraft as a cargo ship although several
theories have been proposed.

"We have concentrated most of our efforts on
the object in the cargo hold. As you are all aware, the ship was
originally discovered when the Komodo Dragon detected a
strange pulsating gravitational field. It is now known that a
single device is the source of those gravitational waves. Until
very recently, the entire object was shielded in such a way as to
have prevented any detection even upon close examination of the
ship.

"Recently, within the last forty-five days or
so, a small asteroid, traveling at a high relative velocity
apparently impacted the ship, penetrated the armor plate, and
inflicted minor damage to the object in the cargo hold. Part of the
shielding system was damaged along with an additional shielding
system for a device which I will describe in a moment."

Falnath turned and looked toward Ken as she
continued, "Captain Stricklen, you have seen this shielding system
up close. It's the shimmering force field you found so fascinating.
A tiny section of the force field emitter has been damaged. This
resulted in a leakage path for gravitational energy and, since the
ship was slowly spinning, the Komodo Dragon detected this as
a pulsating gravity field."

An overhead view of the object in the cargo
bay appeared on the large display screen at the front of the room.
The entrance was near the center of one side. Directly in front of
the entrance was a control console. The right side of the object
contained box-like equipment racks. The left end was taken up by
the large glowing, shifting, ball and was surrounded by still more
equipment. The entire back wall consisted of a single large
machine. As Falnath spoke, the various areas she was referring to
were highlighted.

"We have identified the equipment to the
right of the chamber to be mostly monitoring devices. They are
operating and, as far as we can tell, are functioning normally. The
large box in the far corner is a computer of extremely advanced
design. Most of its internal systems appear to be in some sort of
low power standby state. At present, we do not believe we can fully
activate it."

"I would think that doing so would be
unwise," the Dragon's security officer interrupted.

Falnath ignored the comment and pressed on.
"The control console is of a very complex design and its purpose is
still being researched. The object behind the console is a power
reactor."

Falnath lifted herself up until her head was
nearly at ceiling level. She scanned the room slowly then
continued. "Our instruments show that this reactor is currently
generating a continuous power output of 120 terra-watts."

The reaction Falnath expected was
instantaneous. "Impossible!" several people shouted at once. A
babble of voices clashed and then subsided until a single quiet
voice won out. The Dragon's chief engineer said, "That kind
of a power plant would be tremendously huge and, assuming we could
even build one, would consume enormous quantities of fuel each
second. Where is it getting the fuel? How is it controlled? And
most importantly what is demanding that much energy?"

Falnath surveyed the room until she found the
person she was looking for. "Mr. Demu, would you care to
answer."

The indicated individual, who was seated at
the table, stood up and glanced around the room. Mr. Demu was a
Shandarian, a race of people that from a distance could very easily
be mistaken for a Human. Similar in form and size the only
differences between the two races was the noticeably smaller nose
and mouth and the fact that the Shandarian eyelid moved
horizontally instead of vertically.

"We have not completed our analysis of the
reactor," Mr. Demu said in a surprisingly deep voice. "However, we
believe the ultimate source of power is based on matter/anti-matter
reactions. At its current power output level the reactor is
converting over 4.8 kilograms of mass to energy each hour."

Pointing to a structure on the screen the
scientist continued. "The fuel is being supplied by these two
globular structures near one end of the reactor. These structures
contain an extremely dense form of matter which is still being
analyzed. Our readings are being hampered by some sort of
shielding.

"The bulk of the power is being fed into the
large device at the far left of the chamber. This is the device
where we have focused virtually all of our research efforts. It is
generating a powerful, spherical gravitational field. The field
structure is very complex and we have detected other fields
embedded within the sphere itself.

"We have also been able to determine that
there is a null area of about seven meters in diameter within this
sphere. The surrounding fields of energy consist of a complex
mixture of gravitational fields and others, some of which closely
resemble those generated by a stardrive."

"Stop!" Bronack said loud enough to cause
everyone in the room to look in his direction. The Tholtaran got
out of his seat, placed both arms on the table in front of him, and
leaned as close as he could toward the hologram. The room was
silent as he seemed to examine the contents of the chamber more
closely.

After a moment Bronack turned to Falnath and
said, "This is rubbish! What kind of joke are you trying to pull?
Stardrive fields cannot exist within an area of space permeated by
gravitational fields. You are saying that this device is using a
combination of gravitational and stardrive fields to perform its
function? What you are saying is impossible."

Waving his hand in the direction of the
screen, the Tholtaran's tirade escalated. "You also claim that this
device is powered by a reactor of unimaginable power. You say that
this power is derived from a matter/anti-matter reaction, yet it is
common knowledge that anti-matter is too difficult to manufacture
in even minute quantities to be a useful power source. Again what
you are saying is impossible. Explain!"

Falnath looked at the Tholtaran. Stricklen
could not decipher the Rouldian's expression. She reached out to
her computer console and commanded the room's lights to full
intensity before shifting her attention toward Bronack. A low hiss
came from her throat before she replied. "I am presenting the facts
as we have discovered them," the vocoder translated. Ken could
barely make out her native language but he thought it sounded a
little raspier than normal. "If you dispute the facts then I will
be glad to discuss the matter with you at a later time. For now I
wish to continue with this briefing."

"I agree with Falnath," Stricklen said.
"Please return to your seat. You may meet with her after the
meeting if you still have questions."

Bronach seemed to hesitate for a moment then,
muttering something under his breath, sat back down.

"Please continue," Stricklen said to the now
silent room.

Falnath visibly calmed herself before
continuing. "We have theorized that the combination of fields
within the device has created a unique condition within the null
region of the sphere. Tell me captain, during your initial search
of the ship did you find any evidence of the crew?"

Stricklen was caught off-guard by the
question. "Um -- no, we did not."

"Have you wondered where they might be?"

"We assumed they had left the ship after it
was damaged. For some reason they never returned to tow it back to
a space-dock."

"I submit to you," Falnath said in a slow,
measured tone. "That the crew are still aboard the ship and have
been for the last 45,000 years. There is only one theory that
explains the existence of a hyper-gravity field in combination with
stardrive-like control fields. It is my theory that the object you
have discovered is nothing less than a time-stasis machine and that
the crew are inside the null point of the sphere in a state of
time-suspension."

As pandemonium broke out Stricklen's jaw hit
the floor. He sat stunned as everyone in the room tried to talk at
once. So great was the noise that he almost did not hear his
private com-link when it signaled an incoming message. "Captain,
this is Commander Raferty on the bridge," the tiny hearing aid like
device said. "The Mobius reports that one of its outlying
sensor drones has picked up a very small object heading this way,
possibly a probe. Drive wake signature is unknown. Distance -- 0.69
lights. Speed -- 1,250c. A class 4 HK has been dispatched to
intercept. Time to intercept 2.5 hours."

Stricklen reached down and clicked one of the
buttons on his wrist-com thus telling the bridge that the message
had been received. He then stood up and motioned for silence. It
took almost five minutes before order was restored.

"Falnath, would you please explain your
reasoning for this theory of yours?" Stricklen asked.

Falnath had remained passive during the
entire episode. In response to Stricklen's question she said, "My
reasoning is based mostly upon the research data which we have
obtained. I am sure that nobody in this room understands continuum
calculus so I am unable to present an accurate explanation. I will,
however, try.

"It is common knowledge that a hypergravity
field will affect time. In the presence of a hypergravity field,
time will dramatically slow down. A gravitational field, however,
also has other very undesirable effects which would normally render
its use as a time stasis mechanism useless. The largest factor
would be the tidal effects which would destroy any object near
enough to have its time affected.

"The alien device uses a combination of
hypergravity fields and space-warping fields that are very similar
to our stardrive fields, only of a much higher level of complexity,
to achieve a state of time-stasis within a null-point inside the
sphere. The exact amount by which time has been slowed cannot be
determined with our instruments."

"That might explain the device," Scarboro
said. "But why do you believe the crew are inside the sphere? What
was this thing doing on that ship in the first place? Whoever built
the supposed stasis device must be very technologically advance --
more advanced than any member of the Alliance is now. The level of
technology of the ship and that of the device are hundreds, if not
thousands of years apart."

"We don't know for certain why the stasis
device was on the ship," Falnath replied. "We do know that the
reactor has enough fuel to enable it to run for at least an
additional 8,000 years. I have a personal theory concerning the
presence of the device on the ship and the crew being inside the
stasis device."

"I would like to hear this theory," Bronach
practically sneered.

"Consider this -- Let us assume for a moment
that my race is technologically superior to all other races in the
Alliance." At this statement Bronack huffed out a short burst of
air which Falnath ignored.

"In fact, let's assume that we are so far
advanced that we are capable of doing what most other races would
consider as the impossible. Despite our advanced level of
technology we are non-aggressive and we try to live in harmony with
the other races of the Alliance but we do not share our technology.
How would Humans and the other members of the Alliance react in
this case?"

Scarboro considered the question for a moment
and was the first to reply. "There would be many that would want to
have your technology for themselves in order to give them a
technological edge against their enemies. If you were unwilling to
share it, your ships and people would be harassed or worse,
attacked, in order to get the technology."

"A most accurate conclusion," Falnath
replied.

She shifted her considerable bulk out of the
corner of the room to a position closer to the conference table
causing several people to scramble to make a path for her. "The end
result would be that our race would have no choice but to either
flee the area or eliminate all other inferior life-forms in order
for us to live in peace. Being as advanced as we are, the second
alternative would be rejected.

"The first alternative is equally difficult
because no matter where we tried to go the other races would pursue
us. A better alternative would be to either hide our existence or
flee in secret using the ships and technology of the inferior
species around us. I believe that this is what happened to the
builders of the stasis device.

"My belief is that the device was being
transported to another location and something happened to damage
the ship. If a distress signal had been sent, there would have been
a good chance that a member of another race might respond and find
the stasis device. It would make more sense for the crew to enter
the stasis chamber and wait. When the ship did not arrive at its
destination, another would be sent to investigate and thus a member
of their own race would eventually arrive to rescue them. This, for
reasons we can not determine, did not happen and the crew are still
in stasis."

"Why would such a race need to transport a
stasis machine anyway? What purpose would it serve?" Skip
asked.

"I cannot answer your question," Falnath
replied. "A stasis device would allow an individual who has been
injured to be transported to a more advanced facility to receive
care, or to store a sample of some short lived material while it is
being moved to a research lab. There are many potential uses for
such a device. This device, however, is capable of maintaining the
stasis for thousands of years. If I were to make a guess I would
say the device was meant to be used to place something or someone
in stasis for many centuries. To what purpose I will not attempt to
guess."

"Sounds like a plausible explanation to me,"
Scarboro said. "How do we go about verifying it? Do we know how to
turn the thing off?"

"That is still being looked into. Simply
interrupting the power to the device could do it. There are other
scenarios, however, which predict that interrupting the power could
result in a catastrophic shutdown resulting in an explosion of
quite titanic proportions. We are dealing with a technology which
we do not even dimly understand yet. Eventually we will have to try
something because as long as the device is operating we cannot move
it to a better research facility."

"Huh?" Stricklen said. Then remembering he
corrected himself. "Oh -- I understand. The gravity field is
preventing us from forming a stardrive field. That means we are
stuck here until we figure out how to turn it off. That could be a
problem because we might have some uninvited company soon."

"What do you mean?" Falnath asked, swinging
her head in Ken's direction.

"The Mobius has picked up the drive
wake of a small unidentified ship, most likely an alien probe
heading this way. My guess is that it has already informed whoever
sent it that a large gathering of ships is just sitting out
here."

"Great!" exclaimed Doug. Turning to Falnath
he said, "If that probe is from our friends who attacked Mintaka
you had better find a way to turn your time stasis machine off or
we may just have to leave it here."

"You will not," an authoritative voice
announced. Stricklen looked around and, following the stares of the
others in the room, located the speaker. He appeared to be a
Lamaltan as he was enclosed within a bulky environment suit and had
been standing along the back wall of the conference room.

Lamaltans could not survive in an oxygen
atmosphere but instead required a mixture of methane and ammonia at
a temperature of several degrees below zero. They were one of the
more bizarre life-forms making up the Alliance.

The figure stepped forward and, to the horror
of the crowd, unsealed his suit. Poisonous, frigid gas did not, as
everyone expected, pour into the crowd. Instead of a Lamaltan, a
darkly metallic clad figure stepped out of the environment suit. He
stood 173 centimeters tall and, except for his face, appeared to be
completely encased within black armor. A special issue blaster was
magnetically clamped to his left side.

Dark, penetrating, cybernetic eyes seemed to
stare into every corner of the room at once. Everyone recognized
him as a peacekeeper -- a cyborg invested with the authority to
maintain the law throughout all planets of the Alliance. They were
the equivalent of a galactic police force. This particular
peacekeeper was either Human or a race closely resembling one. Ken
was surprised since peacekeepers rarely traveled in secret.

"I am Sorbith, a Saulquin by birth," the
peacekeeper said, stepping up to the head of the conference table
and assuming command of the meeting. "This technology must remain
in the hands of the Alliance. All efforts to protect it must be
taken. Falnath, you are to concentrate your research efforts on
finding a safe way of shutting down the stasis device. Captain,
find a way to remove the device from the alien ship and place it in
your shuttle bay. This will allow your defense shield to protect it
in the event of an attack. I choose your ship because the
Mobius is not only an obvious target, but if needed, it will
be used to provide for your escape."

The orders of a peacekeeper were to be obeyed
without question and without delay. Falnath murmured an agreement
and left the room. "This meeting is over," Stricklen said. "Doug, I
want an emergency staff meeting in ten minutes. Sorbith, may I have
a word with you in private?"

On the way to the captain's quarters,
Stricklen received a message via the wrist-com. "A second
drive-wake has been detected sir. It has been identified as a
Seeker class scout belonging to a peacekeeper named Sorbith. The
ship claims its owner is aboard."

Stricklen brought the bridge up to date on
Sorbith's appearance and instructed them to inform Fleet Commander
Trisk of the nature of the incoming ship. Once inside his stateroom
he turned to Sorbith and said, "I would like an explanation as to
why you were aboard the science ship posing as a researcher.
Peacekeepers normally do not work undercover unless there is a very
good reason for them to do so. I have had suspicions that the
Alliance has been withholding information from us and your actions
have strengthened that opinion. If this is true, then I would like
to lodge a formal protest. I cannot adequately protect something if
I do not know what it is I am protecting."

Prior to the formation of the Galactic
Alliance, the FTL-capable races had created an organization known
as the Consortium. This organization was held together by a complex
set of interlocking treaties. The Consortium, however, was
fundamentally flawed. This had been dramatically demonstrated
during the short Human/Tholtaran war. The Galactic Alliance was
created to address the flaws inherent in the Consortium.

Under the Consortium, the law enforcement
agencies of one planet had found it nearly impossible to obtain the
arrest and extradition of a criminal who had managed to flee to
another world unless a specific treaty existed between the two
planets. Although information allowing individuals to freely travel
to any planet in the Consortium was shared over a common network,
law enforcement agencies typically did not share information
between planets. This, and other problems, had been addressed when
the Galactic Alliance was brought into existence.

The peacekeepers were created to extend
Alliance law throughout all member planets by embodying the power
to uphold the law into one easily recognizable law enforcement
agency. The orders of a peacekeeper were to be obeyed without
question and without delay by all members of the Alliance no matter
their species or position.

Peacekeepers did not interfere or concern
themselves with local politics or law, they had the power to
enforce Alliance law and on very rare occasions were called upon to
carry out the will of the Grand Council. The peacekeepers were
allowed this power because they were continuously monitored by the
computer aboard their ship. If a peacekeeper were to ever misuse
his authority the ship could command that individual's cybernetic
systems to shutdown.

All peacekeepers were cybernetically
enhanced. After receiving extensive training and screening they
underwent a series of complex and risky surgeries. Their bodies
were encased in an ultra-resilient black metallic armor. Their
limbs and many of their internal organs were replaced or enhanced.
They were endowed with phenomenal strength and abilities. Each
peacekeeper was then assigned a Seeker class scout ship. These
ships became their home and office wherever they went. The
capabilities of these ships and the peacekeepers was highly
classified.

"I was ordered to remain incognito unless the
security of the alien device was in jeopardy," Sorbith said. "Your
suspicions about withholding information is not only justified, but
it is correct. Since your ship will be providing primary security
for the device, I will provide you with the missing information.
What I am about to tell you is to be considered classified at the
highest level -- do you understand?"

Stricklen, still seething, sat down at his
desk and replied, "I understand."

"Approximately 36 standard years ago an
exploration team on a remote planet discovered the remains of a
probe which had crashed on the planet's surface. The probe was
taken to their ship and examined. The facilities aboard the
exploration ship were limited and they were unable to learn much
from it. The probe was eventually transferred to a research station
near Almaranus where it was extensively analyzed. It was later
determined that the device had been constructed over 40,000 years
ago.

"The crash had severely damaged the probe. We
were lucky that the planet where it had crashed did not have an
atmosphere. This prevented any further destruction of the probe's
mechanism through corrosion or weathering. The analysis of the
probe indicated that it had originated from a culture far more
advanced than any member of the Alliance or any species of which
the Alliance was aware.

"Because of the extensive damage, very little
could be learned about its operation. Two scientific advances
resulted from the examination of its mechanism. One was the
development of a superior stardrive and the other was the
improvement in FTL communications speed and distance. Far more
could have been learned if the probe had not been nearly destroyed
completely on impact. We know the builders had a knowledge of
continuum field dynamics that far surpasses our own.

"It was decided to classify the discovery in
the event that additional artifacts were ever found. When the
Komodo Dragon reported finding an ancient ship, I was
assigned to the science team in case your discovery was related to
the probe. Because of the technological advances that will be
possible from an examination of the alien device it must be
protected at all cost. It also must remain the property of the
Alliance and not allowed to become the sole property of any one
member. For this reason, the Grand Council has assumed ownership of
the ship and its contents. I am here under the direct authority of
the Grand Council to protect this discovery at all cost."
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