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BOOK ONE
The Warp Point
Chapter One

^
»

It has to be,” Matt Selman said, standing and staring at rows of figures on his monitor. The data arriving in his office at the University of Houston was coming from the University of Hawaii’s astronomy department, routed through a geosynchronous satellite. He touched a key. The screen flickered and the columns of figures were replaced by a graphic representation. A line appeared at the edge of the large screen directly above his desk and progressed toward the center. The line was green at its origin, then gradually changed to a dark red color.
“Why?” Tara Whitley asked from beside him, her voice holding a tremor of excitement. “How can you tell?” She was looking at him, not the monitor.
Matt shrugged, as if the moment wasn’t really so momentous that it was causing his pulse to race. “Easy. Once they backtracked, they found it was accelerating from the moment it appeared, and now it’s decelerating.”
For a long moment Tara was speechless. Without really thinking about it, she found her hand gripping Matt’s upper arm. She simply stared at the monitor, trying to make herself believe in what Matt had told her and what the data had just revealed. Unconsciously, she glanced around to see whether anyone else was in the room with them who might laugh at her reaction to the improbable data. The information was coming from Pan-STARRS, the Panoramic Survey Telescope, then downloaded to their own astronomy department at the University of Houston. The Pan-STARRS had been developed by the University of Hawaii, and was used, among other duties, to detect potentially dangerous objects which might threaten Earth.
Matt noticed Tara’s reaction and grinned, making him look younger than the forty years he had just reached. “No use in thinking Houston can keep this a secret. Hawaii’s already got the data, as well as Colorado and a dozen other places.” He was still getting used to having his new assistant around. He had worked by himself so long that having someone to share the duties had come as a surprise, one he hadn’t been sure he would like at first. Now, though, he was glad to have another person to share his delight at this latest development from the Pan-STARRS telescope. It had worked exactly as it was designed to, although had the phenomenon on his monitor occurred a week later, the scope would have been involved in a large scale survey of far more distant objects for several weeks and another observatory would probably have made the discovery. He doubted that survey would occur now! Not with an alien object entering the solar system—and doing it in a fashion which only wild theorists had thought possible.
Tara forced a smile, though amusement was the last thing she was feeling at the moment. “I’m trying to imagine what the public reaction will be. After all the decades of searching and thousands of science fiction stories depicting this exact scene, I’ll bet no one will believe it at first.”
“We won’t have much to say about it,” Matt pointed out. “The news is already circulating. I’ll bet CNN is already on it, or will be soon. Something like this is too awesome for a cover-up.”
“But I’ll bet some politicians will try—or at least downplay its significance.”
“Of course they will,” Matt said, glad to find that Tara shared his view of politics, in this instance anyway. He suddenly noticed how close she was standing and how fiercely she was gripping his arm. Although nothing romantic had developed between him and his assistant, he held a rather faint hope that something might. Their disparity in age had kept him from broaching the subject so far. She was barely in her mid-twenties, fifteen years younger than he. Besides, he was no hunk, nor very good looking, what with shocks of reddish hair that wouldn’t stay in place and a sprinkling of freckles across his face. Why would someone like her, a young pretty woman with raven hair and a ready smile, be interested in him? Not to mention the fact that anything he said to her along those lines might be taken as sexual harassment. Despite the easy nature of their relationship to date, she was a subordinate, working for him.
“Well, what do we do next?”
Matt brought his thoughts back from the realm of unfulfilled desire to the reality of the present. He suddenly felt a little woozy, a delayed reaction from the spurt of adrenalin that had rushed through his body upon first discerning the import of the downloaded data. “I think the first thing I’d better do is sit down. I got a little too excited and didn’t realize it.” He gently removed her hand from his arm and sat down in the chair in front of the monitor. He looked at her. “Pull up a seat, Tara, and we’ll see if we can find out what the initial reactions are on the net.” He grinned at her. “I bet they’ll be good for some laughs, huh?”
***
“What in hell is on that geek’s mind to make him so goddamned insistent on seeing the president?” Chase Redglove asked, but got no immediate answer from his subordinates. They were used to the White House chief of staff talking to himself.
Finally one of the junior members present ventured an opinion. “It has to be about that so-called spaceship, sir.”
“Spaceship? What goddamned spaceship? We’ve got more important things to do than talk about a fucking spaceship! Those goddamned rocket scientists think the space program is the only fucking thing in government worth spending time or money on.”
They were also used to Redglove’s bursts of profanity.
“Uh, sir, I don’t think it’s about the space program,” Gene Flanders, his senior assistant, said. “There’s news circulating on the net about…” He hesitated a moment, trying to decide how to put it to Redglove without having his boss skin the hide from his neck for bringing it up. “…well, they’re saying a spaceship from out of the solar system is on a path toward Earth.”
Redglove’s mouth set in lines of pure disgust. “Goddamn it Gene, that fucking SETI program has been wasting government money for decades. Tell Marvin Stanforth to go to hell. No, wait.” He pierced the junior assistant who had spoke first with his eyes. He pointed, not remembering the woman’s name. “You go tell him. Don’t hurry back.”
Blushing furiously, the young lady left the room, trailing thoughts behind her that would have gotten her fired on the spot had they been vocalized.
Redglove flipped a page on the morning’s agenda. “Okay Gene, I need you to brief that fucking Marine general who’s causing all the flak about shortfalls in equipment. Make it plain to him that we don’t have the money and don’t have an ice cube’s chance in hell of getting it any time soon. Shut him up. See the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs if you have to, but I want him stifled. Goddamned Marines, think they’re fucking supermen, let them use what they have.”
The phone in front of him rang. Redglove was already so irritated that he picked it up himself. “What!” he yelled. “No! You ever call again while I’m in a meeting you can kiss your fucking job good-by. Huh?” Chase’s face split in a grin. He slammed the phone down. “Takes care of that,” he said, nodding to himself. “The president’s science advisor just quit. Or at least I think so. Now where were we?”
***
Marvin Stanforth seethed and fantasized over ways Chase Redglove might meet a slow and painful death. He was practically a card carrying Luddite, so far as Marvin was concerned, and a bigot besides, who made little effort to conceal his distaste for anyone other than pure white Anglo Saxons in government—or any other position of authority. He waved his admin assistant away and sat at his desk, chin propped on clasped hands, trying to think of his next move. He didn’t really want to quit his job, though he had come close to saying so a moment before. Anyhow, right now the important thing was figuring out a way to bypass Redglove and get to the president. This event was Earth-shakingly important and the president had to be made to realize it. He brought one hand away from his chin and down to his desk, then began tapping its surface with his forefinger. Somehow, that always helped him think when he needed to solve a problem in a hurry.
A few minutes later Marvin picked up the phone. He hated using his race to get what he needed, but in this case he felt it was justified. The president was of necessity a political animal; there was no other way to get elected these days. If Redglove wouldn’t listen to his science advisor after being told plainly there was an emergency, then perhaps the president would talk to a politician. In this case, Ramon Clearman, titular head of the Democratic party in California and chairman of that state’s black caucus, might be the man. He dialed Ramon’s number from his near-eidetic memory.
“Hello, Marvin. What’s on your mind?” Ramon answered after Marvin had waded through a couple of flaks who guarded access to their boss.
“I need to see the president and Chase is tuning me out.”
“Is it about that bullshit spaceship story, Marvin?”
“It’s not bull, it’s the real thing, Ramon. The president needs to be briefed as soon as possible.”
“Did you tell that to Redglove?”
“Yes I did. It was like talking to a brick wall. I don’t think that man really believes in space, not down in his bones where it counts. He’s a complete illiterate so far as science is concerned.”
There was a long pause. “All right, Marvin, I can get you in, but this better be good. I’m going to have to use up a bushel basket of favors to buck the appointments secretary. The president’s a stickler for letting him handle his schedule.”
“Thanks, Ramon. I would say I owe you one, but this is bigger than simply trading favors. Our whole future may depend on how this is handled. You’ll call me back?”
“I will. Stay close to your phone.”
Marvin breathed a sigh of relief, then began rapidly scanning the developing news while making cryptic notes on how he would present the latest data to the president. The man wasn’t a simpleton like so many of the electorate, but he had a huge workload and an equally huge number of problems. The rise of Muslim fundamentalism had upset the whole world of geopolitics and it was still in flux. Not to mention the fact that if anyone looked closely, the United States was broke, and its borrowing power was strained to the limit.
An hour later he had his appointment. Four thirty in the Oval Office. Marvin glanced at his watch and called his driver, wishing his office was closer to the White House.
***
Dan Saddler muted the volume of the television in the den and turned to his wife, Stacy. “Wow, sweetheart! What a story. I just hope it’s true.”
Stacy took her husband’s hand and leaned against him. She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. “I hope so too. I used to think science fiction was foolish until you got me to reading it. Golly, this is just like something from one of our books.”
Dan kissed his wife and thought of how much he loved her. The spacious den and big wide-screen television were some of the benefits of a life spent together in hard work, building up a software company and finally selling it for a considerable amount of money. Still in their early forties, they had retired to the piney woods area of East Texas and built a home there.
“Well, shucks, we’ve been wondering what we were going to do with the rest of our lives, but now I think we’d better delay any decisions until we see what comes of this.”
Stacy brushed at her short, taffy blond hair and nodded. “I think you’re right, hon. If this is true, the whole world’s going to be in turmoil. Lord God, I don’t even like to think about it.”
“I think it’s the real thing, sweetie. That telescope in Hawaii was built specifically for this sort of thing, in part. I don’t see how it could be a hoax.”
“How about a natural phenomenon? That’s happened before, something we didn’t understand at first being taken for messages from the stars.”
“I don’t think so, not this time. There’s nothing known that can decelerate like they say this object is doing—and without any visible indication of thrust as well. Hey, want a drink? I’m going to make me one.”
Stacy smiled and patted her husband on the thigh. “Why not? I think this deserves a special celebration.”
Dan winked as he got up. “Special celebration” was one of their key phrases for making love.
“Make a pitcher of punch!” Stacy called after him as he headed for the bar across the room. She wanted the late afternoon and evening to be eventful, and punch would string out the anticipation better than mixed drinks.
Stacy turned up the volume on the television again as she noticed that the commercial was over, but it was only an earlier segment being re-broadcast. Instead of looking at it, she watched her husband, admiring his slender but well-muscled form. He hadn’t let himself go like so many men did as they approached middle age, and the hard work of landscaping and moving into their new home had kept him active. For that matter, she didn’t think she had much to complain about with her own body. She had been unable to conceive despite numerous attempts and spending a small fortune at fertility clinics. Not having children had a lot to do with her trim body, but like Dan, she had stayed active and exercised regularly. She knew she didn’t have a spectacular figure, but it was firm and shapely enough. She was satisfied; with herself, with Dan, and life in general, other than their failure to have children. That was especially true now, living in their spacious new home. They hadn’t even had to spend money on the land. Dan had inherited the 500 acre ranch from his father. They had sold off what cattle remained, then torn down the old house and built a new one, farther back from the county blacktop road, for more privacy. When they wanted company, there was always Houston or Shreveport, over in Louisiana. They had friends living in both places, like Matt Selman. In fact…
“Here you go,” Dan said, handing her a glass of punch and sitting down beside her with his own. He glanced toward the television. “Something new, looks like.”
Stacy lost the thread of thought involving their astronomer friend as the anchor came on with breaking news.
***
Brigadier General Chester Hawkins, liaison officer of SFO, Space Forces and Operations, was briefing the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. The commanding generals of all four branches of the military were present. There were no civilians at this meeting. The Chairman, General Harry Binds, would talk to government figures later, the ones who counted. In his opinion, there weren’t many.
General Hawkins was going down the list of points he had written on an index card he held in one hand. “Sir, we’ve backtracked to when the object was first sighted. It isn’t something which has been approaching us gradually. It appeared suddenly. We have regular observations dating back months and years of that area of the sky and there’s no sign of it prior to March seventeenth of this year. It is—”
“Hold on a moment,” General Binds ordered. “Can you tell us what that means, the sudden appearance?”
Hawkins debated inside his mind for several seconds, deciding how to present the answer. “Sir, the conclusion of a number of highly respected scientists is that, since faster than light travel is theoretically impossible, the object must have come through some sort of … well, warp point is a good term, I suppose. An area of space congruent with another area light years distant.”
“Warp point. How does that work? Could we build one?”
“Sir, we have no idea of the mechanism of the warp point, whether it’s natural or produced by … by whoever or whatever controls the object. It’s certainly far beyond our abilities, if it is a construct. The thinking so far is that it’s not. The really bright boys think it’s natural and that there may be many of them in the galaxy.” He waited a moment to see if there were more questions. When he saw there weren’t, he continued. “As I was saying, the object is still on an intercept course with Earth. That hasn’t changed since it began decelerating.”
Hawkins paused a moment to look at his card, then continued. “There is no evidence of thrust of any kind which might be responsible for the deceleration. We have no idea how it’s being done, but if it continues as it is now, the object will arrive near Earth on or about the tenth of May.”
“Why do you keep referring to it as an object, rather than a spaceship?” General Binds asked.
So far, the other generals were deferring to the chairman for questions. Hawkins suspected it was because they didn’t want to show their ignorance of what was happening. They shouldn’t mind, he thought. No one else knew much, either. “Sir, a spaceship implies something manned. We don’t know whether it is or not. It could be a robot craft, like the instrument packages we’ve sent around the solar system, except this is being done on a much more ambitious scale, of course.”
“I see. Go ahead.”
“Yes, sir. Upon arrival, we don’t know what it will do. We presume it will begin orbiting Earth, but there’s no way to tell.”
“Could it be dangerous? An impact, like an aimed weapon?”
“No, sir, not so long as it keeps decelerating. Or I should amend that to say it would cause minimal damage if it impacted at the speed it will be going upon arrival, depending of course, on where it landed. It is rather massive, so far as we can tell without having any knowledge of the type of force it uses for power.”
“How massive?”
“Um, minimum size, say two football field lengths and about half that in breadth. Maximum, two or three times that. It’s hard to calculate a mass without knowing what’s inside.”
“Suppose there’s nothing?”
“I can’t imagine that, sir. There’s at least enough instrumentation to be directing it toward us. And obviously, it’s either intelligently controlled, or has instruments which determined its actions in advance.”
“All right. Any idea of where on earth it might land, supposing it does land and not go into orbit?”
“No, sir. It’s far too early to say.”
General Binds’ mouth, when not asking questions, was set in a grim line. Hawkins could see that he obviously didn’t like what he was hearing. Or perhaps it was simply the lack of hard intelligence which was aggravating him.
Hawkins glanced at the index card to see what his next item was, then continued. “We’ve done reflection analysis in as many wave lengths as we have instruments for. The surface of the object is made of a reflective material with a rather high albedo, although it isn’t metal as we know it. We’ve gotten indications of several common metallic elements present, but not in concentrations high enough to account for the bulk of the object, so at present we’re stumped there. Once it gets closer we may find out more, but I suspect we’ll have to wait to analyze an actual sample of it, if we’re allowed to.
“So far as the object attempting to communicate with us, or giving out any kind of signal for that matter, we’ve drawn a blank. There’s been none, not in any wave length we know of.” Hawkins paused again. He felt a fine film of sweat building on his skin. Going through the briefing for the Joint Chiefs made him realize just how little they did know of the entity. No one but General Binds was asking questions, but he had a thousand for himself. So did every other scientist on Earth, he thought. He let his gaze travel around the table, waiting for the next move.
Finally Binds said “Is that all?”
“That’s the main points, sir. I’m sorry we have so little hard data for you, but I’ve got my whole staff working to get more as it comes in. There is some elaboration in the individual briefing packets you received beforehand, and I’ll be glad to try answering questions from those, if any of you have them.”
General Binds scrutinized the other chiefs. They all remained singularly silent.
“I guess not. That’ll be all, General Hawkins. Please be prepared to meet with us once a week for the next month or so, and you have my leave to call me personally if anything turns up you think we need to know between times.”
“Thank you, sir. I will.” Hawkins saluted and left, noting how late in the day it was. Earlier, it had seemed as if time was passing at a crawl. His own office was in another portion of the Pentagon. He thought of going back, but contented his conscience with a call to his clerical sergeant, telling her he would be home if anything new broke. This thing wasn’t going away any time soon, and he needed some rest.
 

Chapter Two


«
^
»

Marvin Stanforth had met the president only once since his inauguration more than a year ago, and he had never been in the Oval Office. He couldn’t help but cast a glance around the room, even as he was ushered inside.
President Jerry Berne stood up to greet him. He leaned over to shake Marvin’s hand. “Good to see you again, Marvin. How are things progressing in your department?”
“Fine, Mr. President, thank you. And thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”
“Glad to. I’ve been informed you’re taking the spaceship story seriously. Sit down and tell me about it.”
He acts like he’s really glad to see me, and like he’s interested as well, Marvin thought, but he probably treats everyone this way. Aloud, he got right to the point, but decided not to try explaining the difference between a spaceship and an object just yet.
“Mr. President, the spaceship is real. Whether it’s inhabited by extraterrestrials or is simply a robotic exploration probe of our solar system isn’t known yet. I can state firmly though, it is an intelligently constructed and intelligently directed object, and is being sent toward Earth. This is definitely our first contact with another intelligence in the universe. The possible benefits are enormous, as well as the possible danger. It would behoove our country to be prepared to make contact as quickly as possible with the object, ahead of other countries.”
Marvin had thought hard about his last statement before deciding to relay it to the president. It would be nice if the world would unite under the auspices of this unparalleled event, but he knew it wouldn’t. There would be pious proclamations from the U.N., then every country would do its damnedest to be ahead of the pack in exploiting whatever technology or other advantages could be gleaned from first contact with aliens.
“I see,” President Berne said. “And you’re sure now, this is no hoax?”
“Positive sir.” If the situation hadn’t been so serious, Marvin would have been amused. Aliens were coming and the President of the United States was afraid of looking foolish to his constituents!
“Then I’m open to suggestions, Marvin.”
“Unfortunately, I can’t advise you specifically, Mr. President. I can only ask that you have one of our own spacecraft, or several if possible, ready to go into orbit and meet the spaceship. Possibly they should already be in orbit on the projected arrival date, but someone will have to see NASA about that. Also I would advise having the military be in charge of arrangements to meet any extraterrestrial aboard, although I would like to see the State Department included.”
“Why is that, Marvin … oh, I see. You think the State Department would be too … too…”
“Naïve, Mr. President. They would meet them with nothing but peaceful intentions when that might not be the case. The military mind is a bit more pragmatic. It would also send a … signal to other countries. While our nation may be foundering economically, we’re still the pre-eminent military power on Earth.”
The mention of economics seemed to give the president pause. “Do you think I could announce the possibility of economic benefits to the country?”
“I don’t see why not,” Marvin said, knowing he would do it anyway, now that the subject had been mentioned. A politician would do anything to advance his or her standing with the public. Politicians are strange creatures, he thought, not for the first time.
“Good, good. That might help with appropriations for extra funding to meet the aliens. When did you say they’d be landing?”
“We don’t know that they’ll land, Mr. President. The spaceship may orbit, but whether it lands or not, the arrival date appears to be around the tenth of May. You should instruct the various departments who’ll be involved to be fully ready by then.”
“I see. Well, I suppose I should get busy with arrangements in that case. Marvin, it’s been a pleasure, and I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.” The president was already on his feet and his appointments secretary was entering the oval office to usher Marvin out.
Marvin was escorted out through a different door than the one he had come in through. As it closed behind him, he heard the president instruct his appointments secretary to cancel the rest of his schedule and to send Chase Redglove in. He grinned involuntarily, hoping Redglove got reamed out good.
***
Matt wanted to stay at the university and see the latest data being downloaded from Hawaii, but it was getting very late. His stomach was empty and he had a bitter taste in his mouth from too much coffee and nothing to eat. It was just the sheer scale of the event that was holding him there now. Nothing really new had been discovered about the spaceship, which it was inevitably going to be called, since its detection. Its movement was the same; the red line on his monitor had advanced only a minute distance since deceleration began. The astronomers manning the Hawaiian telescope had either detected nothing else new or weren’t releasing it, but data from other sources had begun arriving that told of attempts to determine size and composition. Those factors weren’t anything that couldn’t wait, especially since there had been no detectable communication with the object so far.
“Tara, I’ve simply got to get some rest and something to eat. How about you?”
“God, yes. I haven’t had a bite since this morning, and that was only a piece of toast.”
“Why don’t we go find a place, then.” Despite his tiredness, Matt found that he had a catch in his throat as he extended the invitation. They had never met outside the university astronomy office.
“All right. I’ll be with you in a minute.” She headed to the women’s room, which reminded him of other demands of his body that had been pushed aside for too long. He followed her example, and was waiting on her when she returned.
“Where to?” Matt asked. He usually ate at the university cafeteria but it was certainly closed by now.
“Well, the cafeteria is closed, but the Hop Shop is open.”
“I’d rather get away from the campus for a little while and see if my head will stop spinning.”
Tara laughed. “Great minds. Me, too. Why don’t we run over toward the mall? Ellison’s serves a pretty good meal and it should still be open.”
Matt had never been there, nor did he know exactly where it was. It made him suddenly realize how much of a recluse he had become since his wife’s death. “All right. Would you mind if we go in your car? My mind is still so preoccupied I might drive right up to a table.”
Tara laughed merrily. “Sure, but don’t trust me too far. I’m not exactly in my right mind, either!”
The short ride was pleasant. It was cool outside and he lowered the window on his side part way in order to let some fresh air blow on his face. When it had revived him a bit, he glanced over at Tara. She still looked almost like she had this morning, while he felt as if he had just come from a gym workout without changing clothes. He could feel the stickiness of dried perspiration on his body. It made him decide to call it a day after their meal.
Through most of dinner, they talked of inconsequential subjects until Tara broached an area he still wasn’t quite comfortable with.
“I heard that your wife died last year, Matt. I didn’t know that until a few days ago when someone mentioned it in the cafeteria. I’m sorry.”
“Thanks. It’s … I’m still getting over it, I guess. It was so unexpected.”
She reached over and touched his hand. “I can understand, I think. My fiancée was killed a year ago. He was in the army. I don’t even know where or how he died. He was in Special Forces and off on a mission somewhere, probably a terrorism thing.”
“Mary died of a brain aneurysm. We didn’t even know she had it.” He shrugged, trying to erase the memory of her falling and not getting up from his mind. “I’m sorry about your fiancé. It must have been hard.” He suddenly noticed she was still touching his hand. It felt pleasant.
“Yes, it was, but life has to go on.”
“I guess so.”
A silence descended, covering them both as if too much had been revealed too suddenly.
Matt signaled the waiter, intending to pay and for them to go.
“I’m still wound up tight as a drum. Would you mind having another drink first? I think I can have a second and still drive safely.”
“All right. Same as before?”
“Uh huh.”
Matt ordered, and found he was glad she had suggested it. He didn’t usually drink much, but felt a sudden need of fortification.
“What brought you to Houston,” Matt asked. “Is this your home?”
“Not really. I’m a Texan but I was raised farther north, up near Dallas.” She smiled over the rim of her glass. “I like this area, though. I just wish I didn’t have to fight the traffic every day.”
“You and me both, but I guess it’s just part of modern life.”
The restaurant hadn’t been crowded to begin with, but Matt suddenly noticed that they were almost alone in the dining room. “I think they’re getting ready to close. I guess we’d better finish our drinks and go.”
Matt slept peacefully that night, for the first time in ages. The advent of the alien object and Tara’s company had finally released him for a time from pondering the inexplicable unfairness of Mary’s sudden death.
***
Chase Redglove still didn’t believe there was a real spaceship, despite being ordered to have a presidential speech prepared for the next day and a position paper drawn up that the president could memorize and refer to at press conferences. He took the order seriously, though, as he did everything the president asked for. That was how he had landed his job, by doing exactly what the president wanted during the campaign. Before he reported the next morning he had two position papers ready; one in case the whole thing turned out to be a hoax, as he still believed it would, and another if it was real. He didn’t get much sleep, but he was used to that. Presidents burned their staff’s energies remorselessly and without sympathy, just as they did their own.
Gene Flanders was already seated at his desk when Redglove arrived. It caused him to frown. He didn’t like subordinates arriving before he did. His power base depended on control, and being the first one to work was part of it.
“Good morning,” Flanders said, looking up as the door opened and his boss appeared.
Chase flung the papers down on Flanders’ desk. “Check these for typos, then give me back the position paper assuming that goddamned spaceship is real.”
“It is,” Gene said.
“I still don’t believe it. Goddamned scientists.” He uttered the words like an expletive and stalked into his own office.
Gene waited until the door closed behind him then shook his head. He wasn’t well versed in the sciences himself but it was obvious the spaceship that had appeared in the solar system was real. If Redglove kept on like this, he might find himself on the wrong side of the political pendulum. He grinned inside as he began skimming the pages of print for typos or other errors. He penned several notations in the margins where his boss had made errors, all the while thinking that he had better begin studying at least the basics of outer space. The president didn’t allow mistakes that hurt him very many times before the person making them was replaced. Politics was a brutal game. By the time he was finished, he had began wondering how he would function as White House Chief of Staff. This might be an opportunity.
***
General Hawkins was as excited over the new development in space as he had ever been about anything. He had dreamed of spaceflight as a boy, and truly believed the moon landings that happened before he was born were going to open the space frontiers. Even after it didn’t happen that way, he maintained an interest that followed him into the military and into flight school. He had applied for astronaut training but hadn’t quite made the cut because of a spine that had been compromised by an ejection during one of the Gulf Wars. Fortunately, he had landed in the desert and been rescued before capture or he might have suffered more than a periodic backache.
So far, he had given two more briefing to the joint chiefs, one to a congressional committee and another to the secretary of defense, Constantine Moralini, who knew little more of space operations than the president and his staff. The presidential briefing the second week after discovery of the spaceship hadn’t gone well. That damned Redglove character had kept interrupting, demanding to know why, if there was indeed a spaceship approaching Earth, they couldn’t do something about it. He was more than ready to talk to someone sensible when Matt Selman, a friend from college days called one night when he was at home.
“Matt! Hi, bud. Good to hear from you.”
“Just thought I’d touch base with you since you’re probably up to your ears in alligators over the same thing I am.”
Hawkins chuckled. “Us and everyone else with a lick of sense. There’s nothing that can top an alien from outer space for being newsworthy. The journalists are playing it for all it’s worth, too, what with daily reports, that graphical line they show coming nearer and nearer to Earth and speculation on why there’s been no communication. Hell, they’ve got pundits predicting everything from an invasion to eternal peace. And I don’t even want to talk about how the various religions are reacting.”
“I’ve heard the military is taking it pretty seriously.”
“That’s what we’re here for, ol’ buddy. Not that I think we could do much if they’re intent on violence. Anything that big that can accelerate and decelerate without us able to see how it’s done has to have a lot of power.”
“Not to mention the way it got into our pasture to begin with,” Matt returned. “The Sunday Supplements are saying it popped out of a space warp—which is about as good a description as any scientist has come up with, come to think of it. Chet, the reason I called is to see if you’ll be visiting the Johnson Space Center anytime soon. If you are, I thought we might get together.”
“It’s not likely, Matt. Right now I’m stuck with keeping the Joint Chiefs informed, and that’s in addition to my regular duties. I don’t see much chance, unless the thing starts talking.”
“No one’s gotten a bleep so far, Chet. Not that I know of, and I’ve been keeping pretty close tabs on all my sources.”
“We’d probably know before anyone else,” Hawkins said. “Not that we’d necessarily pass it on to the public.”
“That sounds sensible to me, Chet. No sense getting people in a fret until we know some hard facts. How’s the family?”
“The boys are graduating from high school this year. Jenny’s a sophomore. Kyra’s having fits trying to control her wardrobe.”
“Yeah, and how come girls didn’t dress like that when we were in high school? My, how time flies. Are the twins still doing everything together?”
“Up to the point when they both like the same girl.”
Matt laughed. His friend’s twin boys were always good for conversational tidbits. It was seldom that Hawkins didn’t have some new antic of theirs to pass on.
They chatted a few more minutes, then Hawkins ended the conversation on a high note by relating the latest little green men joke. After hanging up, the general leaned back in his easy chair, thinking back to their college days at the University of Houston. There had been three of them; Matt Selman, Dan Saddler and himself. Matt with the uncontrollable red hair and freckles, who could solve quadratic equations in his head. Dan the computer geek, who went on to make a fortune in software development. And himself, the most stolid of the three, who nevertheless had his mind on space even then. They had done everything together, even though Matt was a few years younger than he and Dan by virtue of being a child prodigy and skipping several grades before entering college. Unlike many college friendships, they had kept in touch after graduation. Talking to Matt made him wonder how Dan was getting along in his new home. He thought about calling but then his phone dinged and soon he was using one hand to hold the phone and the other to pour himself another drink.
The person who called was the CEO of a private space firm he was well acquainted with and got him involved in a technical discussion that lasted a half hour. They had just put a promising new spacecraft into orbit, one that by all accounts had a quick turnaround time. If the alien object went into orbit around Earth, as seemed likely, then the military might need more ground-to-orbit craft than NASA could possibly provide. Private space firms were a possibility and he had been talking to several. If they could offer anything dependable and reliable on short notice, he would recommend letting contracts to use them. Anything in a pinch.
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Dan and Stacy found themselves neglecting the landscaping and inside work on the house they had planned on doing over the next several weeks. The television or computer drew them inexorably into the den at all hours of the day and night, where they perused the web and contacted friends in numerous specialties, always wanting to know the latest. It got to the point where they began eating frozen dinners or taking turns cooking in order not to miss anything. Even so, there was little more to be learned.
“It’s a big mother, isn’t it?” Dan remarked as he finished the last bite of dessert from the TV dinner, three weeks to the day after they had first heard of the spacecraft. He pointed to the screen with his fork. “Over six hundred yards long and half as wide. That’s a helluva volume inside, even if two thirds or three fourths is taken up by engineering and fuel.”
“It doesn’t seem to be using fuel, though,” Stacy replied, pushing her tray out of reach. “Ugh. You’d think someone would have developed better TV dinners by now. Maybe that’s what we ought to get into after this is over.”
“If it ever is over.”
Stacy nodded. “There’s that. God, I don’t know when I’ve ever been so impatient for something to happen. It’s like I was a kid again, waiting on Christmas. Or in high school, wondering if you were ever going to ask me for a date. It seemed to take forever before it happened.”
“Then it was all over with in a few hours.” He patted her bare thigh below the hem of her shorts. “Christmas, I mean. Not us. I was so scared you’d turn me down; that’s why it took me so long.”
“You’re forgiven since it worked out great in the end. But this won’t, I’ll bet.”
“I wouldn’t wager anything on that bet. But you know, sweetie, I thought of something no one else seems to be considering.”
“What’s that?”
“This thing accelerated and decelerated without any thrust we could detect. Know what that means?”
“Don’t make me guess, Dan. You know I hate that.”
“Sorry, but it just occurred to me. An invisible thrust that’s not causing any heat means it could probably land without much of a problem, even as big as it is.”
Stacy took a minute to consider her husband’s insight. “You know, honey, you’re right. By golly, I bet it does land!” She thought a moment more. “Oh, boy! Wouldn’t that kick up some dust!”
Dan looked puzzled. “How so?”
“And you’re supposed to be the bright one in the family. Just think: suppose it landed in China. Don’t you just know we’d threaten war if that’s what it took to gain equal access?”
He knew Stacey was every bit as intelligent as he was, if not more so, but let her first remark pass in favor of the second. “By God, you’re right! Us and every other nation on Earth. Man, oh man, it makes me hope it won’t land anywhere. If it just orbits, that’ll limit the options somewhat. Us, Russia, China and Europe. But still…” He rubbed his chin, then ran his fingers through already rumpled hair, feeling the incipient bald spot in back, but for a change not wondering how much longer he’d hang on to what he had.
“Still what?”
“There’s other kinds of threats than outright war. We ought to know that by now. Remember yesterday when the Grand Imam of Saudi Arabia … uh, what’s his name? Ashrah, something like that. He’s saying the spacecraft is a message from God to the Islamic world. Infidels unwelcome and should stay away from the messenger.”
“Oh. I remember now. Didn’t he make a threat that any nation attempting a relationship with the Messenger—and he spells it with a capital M—without first seeking guidance from Islamic theologians, meaning him, will bring down the wrath of Allah on their heads?”
“Right. And the hell of it is, the bastards can do it if they really want to. We know Iran and Syria have nerve gas to go with their missiles and Iran and Pakistan both have nukes. Iran may not have many left after that dustup with Israel, but I’ll bet they managed to hide some. Pakistan sure as hell has plenty though, and the new regime sides with the fanatics most days. Crap.”
Stacy patted his knee and stood up. She held out her hand for the remains of his dinner. “Sweetheart, there’s not much we can do about it regardless, so please don’t let it bother you so much.”
Dan sighed. “You’re right, hon. Sorry. I’ll try to keep my worries private, but I can’t help thinking about you.”
Stacy bent over and kissed him before leaving the den to bring coffee. “You always do. And what do I tell you?”
Dan forced a grin. “You tell me you’re a big girl now and can take care of yourself. I don’t care, though. I’ll always want to protect you.”
She kissed him again and took the trays into the kitchen, thinking to herself what a good man she had married. If he worried too much over her in situations where he couldn’t help … well, there were far worse faults he could have brought to their marriage. And she had to admit—she really didn’t mind too much. It was nice to know he thought of her so often.
***
Premier Feng sipped cautiously at the hot tea which had just been placed in front of him by an unobtrusive aide. He picked up the folder giving him a summary of the options his science advisors had prepared for him. After scanning the outline and the first few pages, couched in wordy bureaucratese, he returned the folder to his desk. He sipped again at his tea and sighed heavily. Would they never learn that when he asked for advice, he didn’t want to see weaseling or what they thought might please him? Now, more than any time in the past, he needed sage wisdom from the specialists. Perhaps he needed it more than any ruler in China’s long history ever had, for a mistake now might cost not only the nation its place among the high councils of Earth; it could conceivably ruin the whole world.
Was caution in order, or a bold stroke, risking much for commensurate gain? How could he decide with so little to go on? And yet he must. The people of China might live or die; the nation might rise high or fall into the ash heap of history on the basis of a few words from him. When had a decision by China’s head of state last carried so much importance? Feng thought of a war now far in the past. Korea. Yes, then the poor Chinese nation had risked nuclear devastation by confronting the Americans and yet ultimately had won, if not outright victory, at least much prestige, much face. The people had reveled in the very thought of fighting the great nation of America to a draw. And now they must be confronted again, one way or another. Fortunately, this time China was in a stronger position for a challenge, if it came to that. Their Earth-orbiting spacecraft were as good as anything the Americans had. And China was nuclear armed.
Still … he snapped his fingers, thinking he needed a small amount of stimulant before making his decision. “Brandy.”
A moment later his tea cup was replaced with a brandy snifter. He took a full hour to empty the big balloon glass of amber colored liquor while weighing the options. Not the least of considerations was the intermingling of economies brought on by global trade. War, or even direct threats of war would disrupt an already shaky financial situation across the world. Eventually, he decided what must be done and called for General Chou En Song. First he would insist on equal access and see what kind of reaction this drew, though truth be told he already knew what it would be. The Americans and Russians would send back comforting words, then do all they could to put their nations in a favorable position to gain first access to the oncoming spacecraft. Just as his nation would. An old proverb came to mind. May you live in interesting times. The western world attributed the curse to China but in reality, its source was unknown. Nevertheless, it fitted this situation perfectly, he thought.
***
King Alim Alhusain of Saudi Arabia sometimes thought he might have been better off had he gone into business rather than politics. Certainly, he had reached the pinnacle of power after overthrowing the old regime, but with power always comes responsibility and the necessity for hard choices, sometimes involving injury to those he cared for. In this case, choice had necessitated the execution of his own beloved nephew, advisor to the Grand Imam, for refusing to listen to his most explicit orders. The spacecraft might indeed be a Holy Messenger, but one should never make threats unless prepared to carry them out. The kingdom was not yet self-sufficient. There would be time enough in the future to sever the relationship with America but it had not yet come.
King Alhusain knew he could not completely silence the Imam; he, too, had power and followers. But they must go slowly. He had personally taken the measure of the new American president and knew him to be a weak man, ruled by the constantly changing leanings of his polyglot constituents. Yet he was not completely a woman, not when he received advice from General Bines, who was most certainly a warrior without a speck of the woman in his blood. Grand Imam Ashrah had overstepped his bounds when he threatened destruction of any who sought converse with the Messenger without his let. Allah protect him from the truly holy! Blessed they might be, but in the arena of geopolitics they were best kept on a short leash.
But how long could he hold him in check? The king sipped slowly at his scotch, savoring the warm smoky essence. Drink was a sin, to be sure, but who among men had not sinned? He wondered if the American president would be told the significance of the public execution of poor Ali? Would even their specialists in Arab affairs discern the meaning?
An aide knocked, then entered the palace lounge where the king customarily took his afternoon solace. He presented a single yellow page of print, bowed and withdrew. The king scanned the words hurriedly. A smile crept across his face, almost buried by his beard but there nevertheless. He re-read the key words. Your cooperation is greatly appreciated. Should your neighbors present you with problems beyond your admirable reach, we are your brother. Good, very good. President Berne would offer protection should the kingdom require it. Oil wealth still carried weight, though it was becoming less so as the west desperately tried weaning themselves of dependence on mideastern oil. Yet who could trust the Americans for long periods of time? They were an impatient people, always wanting instant solutions. However, the reply would do for the present. All that was needed now was to see that it was discretely leaked to the proper individuals. He rang for his director of regional affairs. Best to get started. Time was growing ever shorter.
***
Matt’s face brightened as Tara came into the office. She was wearing dress jeans and a light blue turtleneck sweater with sleeves pushed to the elbows. Her raven-black, shoulder length hair was tousled from April winds coming in off the gulf and she looked achingly young and delightfully fresh.
“Good morning,” he greeted her. “Would you report me for harassment if I told you how nice you look today?”
She pursed her lips as if considering, then smiled prettily. “Not if you promise never to tell anyone I’m inviting you over for a home cooked meal Saturday night. I feel a kitchen binge coming on and could use some company.”
His face brightened even more. An invitation to dinner was the last thing he was expecting. “That sounds like a good deal to me. What time? Can I bring some wine?”
“Seven o’clock and yes. ‘Scuse for a moment while I untangle my hair. The wind is fierce this morning.”
Tara retreated to her corner of the office where she deposited her purse on her desk and took out a brush and mirror. It took her only a minute or two to rearrange the tresses to her liking. She tucked the purse away in a drawer and joined Matt in the central alcove where the large monitor they usually watched was displaying several windows.
“Anything new?”
Matt shook his head. “Still decelerating. Still headed right for us. Still no communication.”
“How long now? Three weeks?”
“Three weeks and three days to be exact until orbit or impact or a landing. And in case you’re wondering, I’m still of the opinion it’s going to land rather than orbit or come in hard.”
“Me, too. What did you think of the president’s speech last night?”
Matt shrugged. “Political pap for the masses. I turned it off after the first few minutes.”
“Same here. Sometimes I wonder how the country has survived so long, considering the caliber of men and women we put in office.”
“Uh huh. That stuff about ‘with only one alien intruder, our armed forces will suffice to protect the nation under any foreseeable eventuality’ made me laugh. I’ll bet three quarters of the people listening couldn’t define ‘suffice’ or ‘eventuality’ if they tried. However, there was one bit of data from Hawaii I didn’t mention. They’ve pretty well pin-pointed the place where the craft exited. And they’re now calling it a warp point, like the science fiction writers and fans were already doing.”
Tara’s face lit up. “Oh, boy, they’re the ones really enjoying this, aren’t they?” She mused for a moment. “And truth be told, I guess you’d have to include me in that class.”
Matt raised a brow in query. “You, too?”
“You mean you like science fiction?”
“Sure. Most astronomers do. Ever been to a convention?”
“No, but I’d like to go to a con sometime. I’ve heard they’re lots of fun.”
“Depends on what you like and whether you get a kick out of meeting the writers.” He laughed lightly. “As of now, the writers have become prognosticators. And so have I. In fact, I prognosticate we’d better get to work. Dean Morrison is planning on dropping by later today.”
“Whoops!”
“Yeah. I’ve already made the coffee. Why don’t we put a little dog and pony show together for him? Something to keep him happy until the big event.”
“That I think we can manage, even if we don’t have much to say.”
***
The following week, President Berne used an executive order to declare a three day holiday, from May ninth, the day before the projected arrival of the spacecraft, until May eleventh, the day afterward.
“Smart thinking,” Dan said to his wife. “The eleventh falls on a Friday, so that’ll leave two extra days for most people to stay home and see what develops.”
Stacy yawned as she poured coffee for them at the little kitchenette in the corner of the den opposite the bar. They had begun starting the morning in the den, an hour or so earlier than normal. “If the fundamentalists don’t shut the world down before then. I swear, honey, people are going absolutely crazy over this thing.”
Dan nodded as he took the mug of Jamaica Blue Mountain, made from freshly ground beans, and sniffed appreciatively before taking a sip. “Thanks, hon. What did we ever do before we could afford this stuff?”
“Suffered, my love. Just like the peons who can’t afford it still do.”
They sat down together on the big lounger and watched the morning news. At present, the anchor of a national network was narrating scenes of huge gatherings at various places in the world. Some of them were political demonstrations but the majority were of a religious nature. Millions of Muslims were either congregating in, or were on their way to Mecca, the holiest site in the Islamic world, even though it wasn’t the time of Ramadan, the annual pilgrimage all the faithful were expected to take to Mecca at least once in their lifetime.
It was Sunday and another window showed the Pope blessing thousands upon thousands of Catholics gathered in St. Peter’s Square at the Vatican. He was expected to issue a preliminary encyclical any day in an attempt to calm the masses. A more definitive one was anticipated once more was known about the “Emissary from the Stars”, as the Pope was calling the spacecraft.
That window changed again. A camera panned across a panorama of a Mississippi revival by a renowned fundamentalist preacher. The camera roved the crowds for a moment then focused in on the Reverend Murray McCoy as he warned the congregation in harsh, stentorian tones not to let themselves be mislead by Satan in the guise of otherworldly beings. Among his fist-shaking exhortations to return to the Lord’s house, there was a call for “love offerings” to support his ministry “in these parlous times”.
“I guess Hindus and Buddhists are getting much the same from their leaders, even though they’re not on the program,” Dan observed.
“Uh huh. They all seem to know exactly what’s best for us, don’t they?”
“So long as those love offerings keep rolling in. It’s not that I mind so much preachers asking for donations, but why can’t they call them that?”
“Dan, you know better. ‘Love offering’ sounds so much softer and fuzzier than the crass old term ‘donation’ did. Preachers may be wrong, but they’re not stupid. All the smart ones have public relation directors now.”
He shook his head. Religion was a fact of life and seemed to satisfy some need deep in the psyches of most people, but somehow it had never taken hold in him or his wife. He drank more coffee and felt the caffeine begin its morning work, stimulating his thinking and energizing his body.
Abruptly the anchor came back on. A blinking notation of “Breaking News” began scrolling across the bottom of the screen while the separate windows coalesced into one. “This just in,” the anchor said in a shaky voice. “There has been an explosion at the Kennedy Spaceport in Florida. Preliminary reports indicate an airliner may have been involved.” He paused and looked off screen for a second. “Yes, we have some footage from a local station now. It shows…” His voice trailed off as if he was too astounded to continue. A shaky, obviously amateur video played on the screen. It showed a large commercial airliner in the distance. As it grew in size, it angled down toward a big structure in the foreground. With a start, Dan recognized it as the vehicle assembly building where NASA readied spacecraft for flight. Remorselessly, the airliner came on, then disappeared in a huge explosion of smoke and flame as it hit, completely engulfing the building.
“Oh my God!” Stacy said. Her voice was hushed as she groped for Dan’s comforting arms. “Oh, those poor people.”
“Goddamned raghead fanatics!” The words burst from Dan as he stood up and shouted in a surge of hatred for the Islamic “martyrs” who were causing so much pain and suffering in the world. He felt the calming touch of Stacy’s hand on his shoulder and slowly lowered his doubled fist. He put his arm around his wife, seeking comfort from her as much as giving it as they watched the billowing fire and smoke engulfing the assembly building, along with the people and the spacecraft that had been inside.
“Sit back down, Dan. I know it’s early, but I for one, want a shot of brandy in my coffee. This is just so horrible. How can anyone do such a thing?”
He didn’t answer, knowing the question was rhetorical. He released her and slowly eased his body back down to a sitting position. He stared, mesmerized, as the anchor continued to describe the violent scene. Just as Stacy returned with the brandy, the words he was hearing suddenly impacted his conscious mind.
“Did you hear that?” He asked. “That was an English airliner, bound for Miami. They’re saying the pilot called in a mechanical problem while off the coast, then began dropping. I’ll bet anything it was the pilot who took over the aircraft and steered it into the assembly building. Oh, goddamn, I hate this shit.”
“Shh. Calm down, honey. You can’t do anything about it. Here. Hold out your cup.”
Dan let her top off his coffee with the amber colored liquid. The aroma alone was enough have a calming effect. He sipped and felt the tense muscles of his back begin to loosen . “Thanks, sweetheart. This is just what I need right now. And I’m sorry for exploding like that. There wasn’t any sense in it.”
“It’s all right, Dan. I feel the same way. You just beat me to it.”
He knew she was saying that just to make him feel better. Ordinarily he was calmer and more level-headed than most men, but there were few things in the world that roused his ire more than having innocent people suffer from political or religious violence.
Over the next two hours, the story gradually began coming together. One of the innumerable Islamic jihad cults was claiming responsibility. Sometimes it was hard to credit statements from the radical groups, but in this case there seemed to be no doubt. A British television station had received a video from the co-pilot himself, stating that he intended to become a martyr in order to prevent the Great Satan from making first contact with the Holy Messenger. Along with that revelation came a demand that Grand Imam Ashrah must be the first to meet with the Messenger. It wasn’t stated whether or not the Imam would consent to a spaceflight. Dan suspected the video had been made without Ashrah’s knowledge, although now that the deed was complete, he thought the Grand Imam would support its declaration.
 

Chapter Four


«
^
»

Bernardo Chavez, Director of Homeland Security, issued a statement declaring there was no way the disaster at Kennedy Space Center could have been prevented, considering that the co-pilot had been a secret convert to Islam, and was also a martial arts expert. The cockpit recording detailed plainly how he had fooled ground control by claiming the pilot had suffered a heart attack when a red light came on, indicating a fire on board. In reality he had brutally subdued the pilot, perhaps killing him in the process, then steered the big jet into the vehicle assembly building, killing himself and all aboard, as well as inflicting numerous casualties on the ground.
“While this does indeed present the country with a newly defined threat,” Chavez asserted to a national audience, “now that we know how the calamity occurred, terroristic acts of this nature should be easily prevented. British Prime Minister Hancock has already assured us that much more thorough background checks of British Airways pilots will be undertaken immediately and he has also ordered that a system of clandestine examination of pilots’ personal lives will begin immediately, just as President Berne had been asking for.”
He looked up from his notes then continued. “In this instance the origin of the pilot was British, but there are also many Muslims in America, and it could just as well have been one of our own pilots who carried out this heinous act. We must therefore become more vigilant in scrutinizing the families and social lives of our own pilots as well.”
With that, he left further briefing to an underling and disappeared into the bowels of the new Homeland Security building.
“Now that really makes me feel safer,” Matt said, disgust evident in his voice and expression. He had caught the first of the broadcast as he entered his office, then listened while he poured coffee.
Tara waited until Matt drank more of his first cup of coffee of the day, then ventured her own opinion. “Things like this are going to keep on happening so long as the Islamic educational system continues to radicalize their students. In the long run, there’s no other solution but to change that.”
Matt ran his fingers through his hair, mussing the careful part and loosening his perennial cowlick. “You’re probably right, but most people don’t even think about that—or even know how Muslims are being educated in the conservative countries like Saudi Arabia and Iran.” He shook his head. “Damned if I know how it’ll all end.” He sipped more his coffee. “Well, maybe our alien guest will change their perspectives somehow, though I’m doubtful. What the radical Muslims really want is to see their own brand of religion back in sway over all the countries that used to make up the Ottoman Empire at its height, then go on from there and try to convert the rest of the world.” As he spoke, he thought to himself that Tara appeared to be remarkably well educated on the subject, especially for someone so young, and who had already completed her master’s degree in astronomy.
Tara’s response confirmed his thoughts. “I agree, Matt. I’ve been studying history and current geopolitics as sort of a sideline since I got my master’s degree. It’s really an interesting subject, and not just because the Muslims are sitting on top of most of the world’s oil. It’s such a shame that the radicals seem to be taking over. There’s lots of good in the Islamic religion and the Arabic people, but the terrorists have made most of us forget it. And our policies in the Middle East certainly haven’t helped matters any.”
Matt nodded agreement. “Yeah, but it’s sort of a mute point for us. We can’t do much more than watch and see what happens. Just like the spaceship. All we can do is wait on developments. It’ll be our military that’ll be right on top of it when and if it lands, then we’ll probably stop getting any useful data.”
Tara gave him a mournful smile. “I know. It’s for sure we’ll never be involved, regardless of what happens. Once the spacecraft arrives, there won’t be much use for astronomers.”
***
General Binds was livid, but unable to remonstrate with Bernardo Chavez. Homeland Security intelligence didn’t fall within the auspices of the military, and was under the president’s protection in any case. President Berne wasn’t about to admit how his own appointee’s department had failed so abysmally to ferret out the suicide pilot who had effectively stymied an official American spacecraft from meeting the alien in space. Even a court order seizing the few private spacecraft for military use couldn’t be obtained and implemented in time. There was only one week remaining until the alien object’s arrival date.
There was one small consolation. Should the craft slow into an Earth orbit, the international space station would be the natural meeting point, and fortune had it that not only was an American in command now, but American astronauts outnumbered the other nationalities aboard. The space station was certainly the largest object in orbit at present and logically, an alien coming into a strange solar system and nearing the only inhabited planet should try making contact with the most obvious symbol of space prowess.
General Binds was listening cynically to that feeble reasoning from a State Department spokesperson. Finally he held up his hand. “Enough about the space station. Tell me what the Chinese and Russians are going to do.”
The gray haired career diplomat swallowed, avoiding General Binds’ level gaze, emanating from dark brown eyes that glinted as if looking over a gun sight at him.
“General, the Russians have two spacecraft on their pads, ready to launch. We can only assume they plan on matching orbits with the alien spaceship when it arrives. The Chinese appear to be ready to launch their manned orbiter at any time. Our last intelligence briefing indicated that both nations would hold off until one or two days before arrival in order to maintain a lengthy presence in orbit.”
“Mister Jones, when I asked what they’re planning to do, I didn’t want a rundown on their manned launch capabilities. Don’t you think military intelligence knows that much? I want to know their intentions.”
“General, uh … I … that is, they haven’t said.”
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs repressed the impulse to call the State Department’s man a blathering dolt. Of course they hadn’t said. Hell, Russia and China were sitting in the catbird seat now.
“All right, Mr. Jones. Thank you. You can leave now.”
General Hawkins stood at the end of the conference table. He was embarrassed for the chairman, but knew General Binds wouldn’t leave it at that. And didn’t.
“All right, Chet, how are we coming along with the civilians?”
“We have two of them on board, sir. The Space Enterprises craft is ready. They agreed to take a military representative, and Spaceflight, Inc. is already running our man through the ropes, getting him trained to go with them.”
General Binds nodded approval. “I guess it’s the best we could hope for. It’s just too bad Congress has never given the military approval to develop spaceships. We might have been working Mars and the asteroids by now. However, we can’t change reality. Our men will be armed as I requested, won’t they?”
“Yes, sir. The Spaceflight, Inc people didn’t like the idea that much, but since we’ve essentially leased one ship for the duration, they couldn’t very well turn us down.”
“Good. I sincerely hope there’s no cause for fighting, especially in space, but I’d rather have us be ready than completely helpless. Not that much conflict can occur from inside a spaceship.” The general looked around to be certain no one else had made an appearance. “You got a cigarette on you?”
“Uh, yes sir. I started back, too. This situation is rather nerve-wracking.”
“Give me one, then see that I’m not disturbed for ten minutes or so.”
“Yes, sir.” General Hawkins smiled thinly on his way out. If smoking on government property was the worst that happened from the impending contact, he would be satisfied.
***
Matt was following the news very closely, scrutinizing all three forms of media daily: television, newspapers and the web. As the day of first contact neared, he heard about a trend that was just becoming apparent. One of its manifestations had just been advertised on a commercial he saw while he and Tara sat together on the lounger at his home. A new company was touting a “survival kit”, consisting of numerous camping items being sold at roughly twice the usual price of buying them separately.
He had reciprocated Tara’s dinner invitation and she had accepted. She showed up at his home in the Woodlands in a becoming spring dress of light green, in keeping with warm air coming in from the gulf. The thin material hugged her breasts and fluttered around her thighs when she walked, as if a light breeze was moving it. The dress went well with her shoulder length dark hair, gathered carelessly behind her neck with a loose green ribbon.
Matt complimented her on her appearance, drawing a smile of thanks. They had finished his grilled butterfly shrimp and filet with roast potatoes and fried corn on the side, and were working on the second bottle of white zinfandel. While they were sharing the duty of clearing the table and carrying the dishes to the sink, Tara had paused long enough to touch his shoulder, then put her arms around his neck and kiss him, briefly but thoroughly. He had been both surprised and delighted. They were sitting much closer to each other now than before the kiss.
“It appears that a lot of people think civilization is going to be destroyed,” Tara said, pointing at the screen just as the commercial finished airing.
“Well, shucks, I suppose it’s possible, but I really doubt it. Why would anyone send a spaceship all this way just to destroy us? Anyway, lots of people seem to want civilization to come tumbling down. Don’t ask me why, though.”
“Mmm, yes, that’s true. But remember, we still haven’t had a contact with them, if we can believe our government. I’m not counting all those spurious so-called revelations or thought rays the cults are saying they’ve received. It’d be laughable if it weren’t so pitiful.”
“Well, maybe they don’t communicate in any of the frequencies we’re listening to,” Matt said.
“We’re going to have a hell of a time talking to them in that case. That’s if they want to talk. Anyway, only three more days and we’ll know.”
“Maybe. I hope so. More wine?”
Tara gave him her glass. “One more and that’s all.”
A half hour later Tara took matters into her own hands. She could tell that Matt was still uneasy with women in some ways, which she attributed correctly to him having been out of circulation so long. “Matt, does your place have a bedroom?”
“Uh, yes. I have a guest bedroom.”
“Not what I meant.” Tara stood up and held her hand out to Matt as he rose. She took a deep breath. “Why don’t you show me the real one and let’s get better acquainted?”
***
President Berne was listening to the argument between Secretary of State Octavia Jenson and General Binds.
The Secretary of State was a small thin woman but her petite body contained a very forceful personality. “General, don’t you see, this is a great—no, a fantastic opportunity for all mankind. We do not want our first contact with other intelligent beings to be tinged with our militaristic notions. There is no reason whatsoever for putting our armed forces on such a high alert.”
“With all due respect, Ms. Jenson, you have no idea whether or not we need to be on alert. We’ve received absolutely no communication of any kind from the spacecraft. If they’re so damned intelligent, they should have figured out a way to contact us by now, don’t you think?” The general was becoming very tired of this argument.
“Perhaps they don’t communicate in the same manner we do.”
“In that case, they won’t know whether we’re on alert or not. I will be pleased beyond reason if this turns out to be a peaceful contact, but until then, I say we should be ready for whatever might happen.”
They had been going over the same point again and again without agreement.
President Berne glanced up at the clock on the opposite wall, then back to the two antagonists. “Octavia, I have other pressing matters, so I’m going to have to decide this now. General, I’m authorizing you to put your forces on Defcon Two alert status, but I want to be contacted before any hostile action is taken. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir, so long as a line to you remains open in case I have to make a decision in a hurry.”
“There will be. Now if you two will excuse me…”
***
General Hawkins got no sleep that night nor the following day. There were simply too many problems to be ironed out in going to the high alert status of Defcon Two, and it was his job to keep the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs from being bothered by minor difficulties or intrusions regarding the approaching object. He was only to notify the general of developments if necessity demanded it and so far it hadn’t. The spacecraft’s course remained the same and there was still no communication. He shaved and changed uniforms at the Pentagon, using supplies he had long ago learned to keep on hand there. When he finally managed to get home for a few hours’ sleep, there was only thirty six hours left before the anticipated arrival of the alien craft.
He kissed Kyra and began shedding his uniform. “Anything exciting happening here?”
“Not really. Dan Saddler called and chatted a bit. We have an invite for a weekend once this spaceship thing is over with.”
“That may be a long time, honey. I’ll touch base with him when I wake up. Right now I’m dead for sleep and I have to be back early tomorrow morning. When I leave, don’t expect me back for a while, but I’ll call you when I get a chance.”
Kyra hugged her husband, wishing they could leave now to visit Dan and Stacy and get out into the country. She hated the hectic confusion and political infighting the alien visitor was causing in the nation’s capital; it was worse than an election.
***
“One more day,” Dan said, grinning at Stacy as they sat side by side, having their morning coffee and watching the news. The alien spacecraft was the only subject being discussed, regardless of the channel selected.
“I’ll be so glad when it gets here,” Stacy replied. She nodded toward the screen with her head. “Have you ever seen so many so-called experts running off their mouths, just as if they knew more than the ordinary person? I swear, we must have heard from every pundit even remotely associated with space flight or astronomy, and not a damned one of them knows any more than our village idiot does.”
He laughed and squeezed Stacy’s thigh gently at hearing the family joke. Any time a person, known or unknown, spouted nonsense they were compared to their imaginary village idiot. “After today, that’s about all we can expect: news from the village idiot. Once the spaceship goes into orbit or lands, you can bet the governments of every nation on Earth will clamp down on any meaningful news.”
“It looks as if our people think it’s going to go into orbit. Space Enterprises launched their ship yesterday and Spaceflight, Inc. put theirs into orbit the day before.”
“Uh huh. China and Russia did, too, but the EU ship crashed.”
“It did? Why didn’t you say something?” Stacy asked in an aggravated voice.
“Sorry, hon. Chet called while you were still in the shower and I forgot to mention it to you.”
“Oh, good! Are they going to get to come visit?”
“No, Chet just had a minute to spare before going in today and gave me a whistle. That item about the EU ship’s not for publication, by the way. The Europeans are trying to keep it quiet while they bust their balls getting another one ready. They’ll never make it, though.”
“So what’s on our agenda today? Anything?”
Dan turned and put his arm around his wife. He caressed her breast through the thin fabric of her housecoat and kissed her, then did it again for good measure. “Well, I thought maybe after breakfast we could just go back to bed until this evening, then get up in time for dinner. We can eat in the den and see what our friendly alien has in mind for us Earthlings.”
Stacy returned his kisses, briefly but sweetly. “Sounds good to me. How about Belgian waffles and about a half pound of bacon? Along with a little champagne? So long as we’re having a big day, we may as well say the hell with diets and live it up. The little green men might’ve come here to steal all our strawberries, in which case this’ll be the last chance of our life for Belgian waffles.”
Dan loved Stacy when she acted silly like this. It made her resemble a teenage girl again, much like the picture of her displayed in his den, taken when she was sixteen. He drained his coffee cup and stood up. “I’ll start the bacon frying if you’ll get the waffles going.”
“My, you’re in a hurry. You must be hungry.”
Dan twitched his eyebrows. “I am, but not for food.”
Stacy poked him in the ribs and went to get the waffle mix.
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General Binds tapped his fingers nervously on the arm of his chair, waiting out the approach of the visitor from beyond the solar system. He noticed what he was doing and stopped immediately. It wouldn’t do to have the crew manning the huge war center beneath Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado see how edgy he was. On one side of him sat a brigadier general and on the other a major general. Both had their own consoles networked with incoming data, evaluations and projections, and each had an ear plug and speaker ready for incoming and outgoing messages. Their function was to keep General Binds updated to the very minute, or second, if need be, so that he could decide on appropriate action under changing circumstances.
The Brigadier General suddenly sat up straighter, peering intently at his monitor. “General, sir, I don’t think it’s going to orbit. The damn thing’s going to land!”
Binds glanced at the general with a frown on his face, a rebuke for becoming overly excited. “Where’s it coming down?”
“I … sir, I can’t tell you yet. It looks like our hemisphere, though.”
“Launch the second squadron of Raptors and more refueling tankers. Now.”
“Yes, sir!” The brigadier began speaking into his mouthpiece.
General Binds turned to the Major General. “Pin the landing area down as quickly as possible. Get the airborne troops into the air. Notify the quick reaction forces commanders to stand by for deployment.”
“Which ones, sir?
“All of them, damn it! I want airborne troops ready to parachute into the landing site and I want the quick reaction forces in their choppers and ready to go at a moment’s notice, and that includes all commands. We want to be ready regardless of where it lands.” As soon as he saw that the brigadier had finished relaying his orders, he gave him another task. “Norman, make damn certain you have lines open to all the tracking sites. Set up alternates in case one goes down. As quickly as that’s done, send out a repeat of my orders about contact. There’s to be no firing unless the spacecraft or whoever’s in it shoots first. Make certain all the commanders understand that. I’ll have the balls of anyone who disobeys. Be certain they know that, too.”
“Yes, sir.”
He turned back to the Major General. “Brad, what’re you seeing now?”
“It’s … it’s North America, sir. We’ll have better projections in a moment. Right now, the best estimate is one of the southwestern states. But sir, it’s coming in slow! There’s no atmospheric heating at all that we can see.”
“We haven’t seen any evidence of thrust since it was first detected; why should that worry you now? Notify the southwestern area commanders and have them stand by for orders. Let’s stay on it, now. It looks as if we lucked out on the landing site. We get first crack at it.” Or they get first crack at us, he thought, but didn’t voice the possibility aloud. “Oh yes. Once all of our people have the word, let the president know it’s landing rather than orbiting, but do not say anything about the airborne or quick reaction forces. He knows, but no use reminding him while the state department nannies are with him. Understand?”
“Uh, yes sir. I understand.”
General Binds knew sending in the military to surround the spacecraft once it landed might cost him his job, but he’d much rather have a defensive force ready and waiting than leave it to the lace panty set, which he was sure the president would want to try first.
***
General Hawkins sat at his desk in the Pentagon. He was receiving the same information as General Binds, only a few seconds later. His only function now was to keep the chairman from being disturbed by subordinates unless they truly needed to speak with him concerning the spacecraft. This was no time for anyone trying to advance a personal agenda. He found himself wishing more than anything in the world that he was one of the commanders waiting to make first contact with the aliens. He smiled inside without letting it show, thinking there were probably a thousand others wishing exactly the same thing. And my only chance to see the ship will be if the General calls for me, he thought, an unlikely proposition. Very unlikely.
Like others in various tracking stations around the world, he followed the plot lines avidly, wanting to see exactly where the great ship came to rest. More and more, Texas looked to be the most likely site. But where in Texas? It was a huge state. A refrain from a childhood vacation with his parents popped into his mind. The sun has riz, the sun has set, and here we is, in Texas yet! He shook his head, annoyed at the vagrant thought intruding when the most momentous event in human history was taking place.
“Toward the east,” he heard someone say. He looked closely at his monitor and saw that the plot was indeed trending toward eastern Texas. He clicked another window open to see where the nearest quick reaction force was located. When he found it, he saw that it had already been vectored in that direction, but if the ship continued at its present rate of descent, it would be on the ground a good half hour before they arrived. The airborne battalion was also being directed toward the projected landing site. He knew they had orders to jump regardless of the suitability of terrain, but again, they couldn’t arrive before the spacecraft landed.
“The Raptors are following it,” his enlisted aide said.
“Uh huh, but they can’t do anything unless it begins hostilities. Damn. It’s almost like it picked a spot where we couldn’t get to it quickly.”
“As big as it is, I wouldn’t want to be under it when it lands anyway,” the assistant said.
“You’re right about that, Sarge.”
***
Matt had decided there was nothing he or Tara could do at the University and had left the office in the hands of a postdoc, with orders to call if his presence became necessary. He doubted that it would. The University of Houston wasn’t anywhere in the chain of command of dealings with the alien spacecraft; the astronomy department was simply on standby in case extra help was needed once communication with the alien was established—if it ever was. Developments so far hadn’t proved promising.
After their night together, Matt had invited Tara over for the long weekend, to watch and see what happened, much as almost everyone else in the world who could be spared from their jobs were doing. It was nearing eight o’clock in the evening when the networks broke the news that the spacecraft was landing on Earth. The military and state departments the world over had attempted to keep a veil over that news, but inevitably, it leaked.
When they announced that the spacecraft was apparently going to land somewhere in east Texas, Dan spilled his glass of wine as he shot to his feet. “Wow!” he shouted. “Did you hear that? It’s landing in Texas, and east Texas at that! I wonder how near it’s going to be to us?”
Tara was as excited as Matt, but more practical. She had already run toward the kitchen for paper towels to wipe up the spilled drink. When she returned, Matt was still standing, mesmerized by the astounding news.
He noticed Tara wiping up the liquid spreading over the tiles at his feet. “Hey, let me do that. I’m sorry; I just got excited.”
“I’ve got it. You didn’t have much left in your glass anyway.”
Matt insisted on taking the wet towels from her and disposing of them, all the while trying to keep his eyes glued to the big television screen attached to the wall in the living room.
“Uh oh,” Tara said as she sat back down.
“What? What happened?” Matt had taken his eyes away from the screen for a few seconds while he disposed of the towels and wiped his hands.
“The military has warned all the news helicopters in east Texas to land immediately or be shot down.”
“Good God!” Matt slowly eased himself back down beside Tara, feeling with his hands for the couch while keeping his gaze on the screen. As he watched, further instructions to the public were relayed.
All commercial flights over a designated area covering Texas from Dallas east and south, and into Louisiana for fifty miles east of the border with Texas, were ordered to land immediately or divert to airports out of the area. The announcer went on, his voice shaking with excitement. “Ground traffic other than military, police and emergency vehicles is forbidden in the designated area. All military units in the area have been alerted and highways are being closed. Residents are advised to stay in their homes and … wait, this just in. The president has just announced that the alien spaceship has grounded somewhere in east Texas but has shown no signs of hostility. He stated through Jacob Bernstein, his press secretary, that this truly historic event is an opportunity for all mankind to finally meet other intelligent beings, and that he sees nothing but good coming from the occasion. He also asks for calm and said that more news would be given to the public as soon as it is available.”
“I’ll just bet it will,” Matt said. He refilled his glass from the bottle chilling in the cooler and topped off Tara’s as well.
“I wonder why traffic in such a big area was stopped,” Tara said. “I don’t see how they can shut down all of east Texas and half of Louisiana for very long. Some people have to go to work, regardless, like nurses and air traffic controllers and the like.”
“They can’t. It just tells me they didn’t know where it was going to land when those orders were issued. They’ll be revised soon, I imagine. But I don’t expect we’ll hear anything definitive for a long while.”
“They’ll have to tell us something, Matt. The people will become hysterical otherwise. Remember that old radio broadcast from way back in the last century about a Martian invasion? It had all the northeastern states going crazy; farmers out with their shotguns, people boarding up their homes and heading for the hills; all kinds of panic and uproar.”
“Yeah, I’ve read about it. Say, I’ve got friends in the area up north of Houston. I wonder if that thing came down anywhere near them?”
“Not much chance, Matt. East Texas covers a lot of territory. But why don’t you call? Maybe they know more than what they’re giving us on the news.”
“Good idea. I’ll try it.”
Matt picked up the phone and dialed. He listened as it rang until the voice mail recorder came on, then hung up. On second thought, he called again and left a brief message, asking Dan to call him back when he got a chance. “I’d have thought they’d be home at a time like this. It’s not like they have to be anywhere else.”
“Why? Don’t they work?”
Matt chuckled. “Dan and Stacy will never have to work again unless they feel like it. They started a software company and built it up into something big, then sold out and retired. They have a big house in one of the least populated areas in east Texas, up near the Indian reservation.”
“Must be nice. How old are they?”
“About my age. I’ll take you up to meet them soon as we get a chance.”
“That may be a while now.”
“Yeah, unfortunately. More wine?”
***
“Wouldn’t you know it? We build a place way out in the country to get away from the bustle of the cities and a damn space ship is going to land on top of us.”
“Oh, Dan, be serious. That thing may be coming down in east Texas but it won’t be anywhere near us. At least I hope not.”
“Well, me, too. God knows what its intentions are. The thing is, other nations are sure to try to horn in on contact with it. If they aren’t allowed access, we could very well have some pretty scary moments. It’s not out of the realm of possibility for Russia or China, say, to send a missile armed with an A-bomb and destroy it outright if they can’t have a piece of the pie.”
Stacy shivered at the thought, but she agreed with her husband. It could happen. “Dan, just thinking about something like that happening is making me nervous.”
“Me, too.” Dan looked puzzled, then tensed his muscles “But I’m not shivering. That’s a noise of some kind. Hear it?”
Stacy listened. “You’re right. It is a noise.”
They heard a faint buzzing sound that seemed to surround the house and penetrate the walls. The very air hummed, like vibrations being given off by a very large bee, one that was slowly coming nearer and nearer.
Dan got up and went to the front door. He looked outside but saw nothing unusual, even though the humming was louder than ever. Then he heard Stacy call. It sounded almost like a scream.
“Dan! Dan, come quick! It’s in the back!”
He ran for the back door where Stacy was standing, holding it open and staring upward. He looked, and immediately spotted what had grabbed her attention. In the star speckled night sky, a bluish colored cylindrical-shaped object was slowly descending, making a loud humming noise that seemed to penetrate right to his bones. As it came closer, he could see how large it was, bigger than any airliner; at least as big as a cruise ship; no, even larger than that! And wingless. The huge cylinder shape was slightly tapered at both ends but more so at one than the other. “My God, that’s the spaceship! It’s coming down in our pasture!”
Of all the possibilities he had imagined when the spacecraft arrived, this one had never entered his mind. It was incredible, unimaginable. Like his wife, he stood paralyzed, watching as the giant craft came slowly down and settled onto the ground, lighting an area around it with its bluish glow. It crushed the two big pines that decorated the pasture beneath it as if they were matchsticks. The humming continued for a moment, then ceased, leaving a quietness, with the great object looming over them, the nearest part of it no more than thirty yards from their back porch. Somewhere a crow called to its flock. Their little miniature dachshunds, momentarily cowed as the spacecraft came to rest, now began barking shrilly at the intruder, telling it plainly that it had no business being on their territory.
“Dan … Dan, what should we do?”
He tried to think. Protection. He needed to protect Stacy. “Wait here,” he said. He ran for the closet where he kept the only gun in the house, a nine shot .22 caliber revolver. He ran back to re-join his wife, strapping the holstered gun about his waist. Then he looked out at the giant ship and felt somewhat silly. What good would this little popgun do if it opened up and alien denizens came out with mayhem on their minds?
As if his thought had prompted the action, a circular entrance irised open on a direct line from them to the ship, almost like an invitation to enter.
Dan took a step forward then Stacy grabbed his arm. “Dan! You’re not going to go inside that thing are you?”
“That’s what it looks like it wants to happen. If I don’t look inside I’ll never forgive myself for the missed opportunity. The military will surely be here before very long and they’ll seal it off. You can stay here. There’s no sense in both of us taking the risk.”
“Oh no you don’t. If you’re going inside that thing, I’m going with you.”
“But hon…”
“No. I’m not about to let you go alone. I might never see you again.”
Dan dithered, not wanting to put Stacy in danger but unable to resist the lure of the opening into the alien craft. From a far distance, he heard the distinctive sound of helicopters and knew they had only a few minutes before the opportunity would be lost forever. He made the decision. “All right. Come on, but hurry. I hear helicopters.”
They ran toward the ship. At the opening, Dan paused, holding Stacy back while he looked inside. He could see nothing but a short corridor that T-boned at another running at right angles across it in both directions. He took Stacy’s hand with his left one, leaving his right hand free to pull his pistol if need be. They stepped inside and took several steps, then heard a soft swishing noise behind them. Dan turned to see what it was and found that the opening the opening had vanished, as if terminating contact with their former life. The corridor brightened from a hidden source of light, but it revealed no sign an entrance had ever been present. He looked helplessly at Stacey. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. God knows what I’ve got us into.”
She felt his hand trembling in her own and knew it was concern for her much more than fear of the unknown that was causing it. She moved closer to him, until their bodies were touching, then looked up at him. “It’s all right, Dan. You didn’t twist my arm. Anyhow, maybe we can still get out. Let’s go back and see.”
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A hatchway opened briefly. The commander of the Foxfire quick reaction team says he saw two civilians enter, then the door closed behind them. Since then, there’s been no activity at all and that was almost two hours ago,” the Brigadier said to General Bines.
“Has the State Department kept the foreign powers apprised of developments?”
“Ms. Jenson assures me she has. She’s also raising hell with the president about the way the military has sealed off the area.”
“Some people don’t use their common sense. If we hadn’t sequestered the area, every person within a hundred miles would be right on top of the spaceship, banging on the outside and trying to saw off souvenirs.” Binds stopped abruptly, realizing he was straying from the problem he should be concentrating on. “Send word to the president and our commanders that we’re canceling the stand down of ground travel except for an area ten miles around the ship and that we’re clearing civilians from the area as rapidly as possible. And you can tell Ms. Jenson we’ll accept representatives from the State Department and the United Nations, but they’ll have to be under command of the military for the immediate future. Maybe that’ll satisfy her.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.”
To the Major General he said “Maintain contact with China, Russia and the other nuclear powers. Inform them that they can send observers, contingent upon the president’s confirmation. And make damn sure that orders forbidding flyovers of the site are broadcast as widely as possible. No aircraft within thirty miles of the spaceship. No exceptions.”
“Yes sir.”
“Fine. Stay on it. I need to use my private line for a moment. Don’t disturb me unless something breaks.” He got up and stepped over to a tiny alcove reserved for his use when he needed to speak privately to others. He punched the president’s number and was answered almost immediately. He began speaking bluntly, with no preliminary politeness. “Sir, I understand both Russia and China, as well as another of the smaller nuclear-armed nations are threatening to bomb the spaceship site if we don’t open it to them immediately. You need to tell them that’s the last thing they want to think of doing. We’ll allow them access, but never under threats. Should any of them decide to target the site, warn them that it will result in massive retaliation, without mercy. You should take care of this yourself, sir. Don’t let Ms. Jenson try it. She’s a fine person but her thought processes aren’t the type to be convincing in military situations. They wouldn’t believe her but they will you, especially if you let them know the military backs you completely.”
There was a hesitancy in the president’s voice when he answered. “Is that absolutely necessary, General? Suppose they take that as a threat of war and decide to strike first?”
“They won’t. The only ones I’m really worried about are the Mideastern nations where radicals control the government. You might suggest they can forget about ever seeing a greater Islamic confederation should they try anything. Tell them we won’t leave a living thing above bedrock. They’ll be gone and we’ll still be around to oversee the decontamination.”
“This is really playing hardball, General Binds. Congress may impeach me.”
“Just don’t let Congress get word of it, sir. I have to go now. You’re doing well, Mr. President. Keep it up.” He hung up the phone, thinking wryly that things had come to a poor pass when the best president the American people could elect had to be encouraged by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs in order to stiffen his spine. However, he thought, it could have been worse. His opponent might have won the election, and in that event, the State Department would be fouling up the whole operation, as well as bringing in the U.N. to further complicate matters. When he returned to the Situation Room, there was a blinking light on his console, with the code designating an open line to General Hawkins waiting on him.
He picked up the phone. “What is it, Chet?”
“Sir, we’ve got the specs on the owner of the place where the ship came down. It’s a private ranch, five hundred acres, but inactive so far as stock is concerned. As a matter of fact, it belongs to friends of mine, Daniel Saddler and his wife, Stacy. They’re good people and shouldn’t cause us any grief.”
“Be damned. Small world, isn’t it? I’ll let you talk to him if the damned thing ever opens up again. Any progress on the scans?”
“No, sir. We moved some mobile equipment in but we haven’t learned much. High intensity radar doesn’t penetrate and reflection analysis is still about the same as we got from space. It’s made of an unknown type of material. We tried getting a bit of the material from the body with a diamond cutter but it didn’t work. I sure wish we had some of that kind of material for our armor.”
“Later, Chet. First things first.” General Binds thought for a moment, running various options over in his mind until he came to a conclusion. “Listen, Chet, I’ve changed my mind. Since you know the people there, I’m going to send you down to take command. Use one of our courier jets and get there fast. I’ll cut your orders while you’re on the way so there’ll be no flak when you take over. When you arrive, please assure Colonel Morrison and General Cruz that I have full confidence in them, but that I want you in command because you know the folks there personally. Got it?’
“Yes, sir. I’m on my way.”
“Good man,” Binds said, but he was talking to a dead extension by then.
***
Inside the spaceship, the—the bulkhead, Dan supposed it was called—where the entrance had been was now a smooth expanse of the semi-metallic material the whole alien craft was apparently constructed from. There was no indication a doorway had ever been there. Dan went back and felt all around, trying to find a latch or switch that might open it, to no avail.
He grinned feebly at Stacey. “Looks like it wants us to stay awhile, hon. I don’t know anything else to do now except go on and see what’s inside.” Still holding hands, they proceeded to the passageway crossing the short aisle they had entered from. It was exactly the same light bluish color as every other part of the ship they had seen. As soon as they stepped into it, the cross passage brightened considerably, making them realize how dim it had been before.
“Now what?” Stacy asked as they both stopped.
Before Dan could answer, a cluster of thin red rays like laser beams emanated from the wall in front of them and began playing over their bodies, moving swiftly, noiselessly and as harmlessly as a flashlight beam. He gripped Stacy’s hand, holding still. The process took less than a minute, then the red lights disappeared, their function obviously completed.
“It’s like we were being measured for something,” Stacy said.
Dan shrugged. “Maybe so. At least it didn’t seem to hurt us. Shall we go on?”
“Which way?”
A winking yellow light appeared on the wall in front of them, then moved slowly off to the left. A few feet down the passage it stopped, but continued blinking.
“I guess we go the way they want us to,” he said, taking a step to the left. The light moved in tandem. “That’s peculiar, though. How do they know what a moving light means to us?”
“What do you mean? Oh—I see. They haven’t communicated at all, yet they already know at least one symbol we’re likely to understand.”
As they began walking, very slowly, Dan mused. “We keep saying ‘they’, but we may be talking about an ‘it’. We’ve certainly seen no indication yet that there’s individuals aboard.” The passage they were in was only about thirty feet long, opening into an oval-shaped room about as big as their den, with a ceiling no more than three feet overhead. The room had what appeared to be a blank screen that looked as if its height was designed for humans when seated. It formed an arc around half the room. In the center of the arc were two seats, one slightly smaller than the other. The blinking light split into two parts and each moved until it came to rest on the screen in front of the chairs. The horizontal surface in front of the seats extended almost three feet to where the blank screen began. The surface was designed so that a person seated in the padded chairs could work comfortably on it, as if it were a desk. The material gave very slightly when Dan touched and pressed down and it, too, followed the arc of the screen, as if more seats could be added if needed.
Stacy looked inquiringly at Dan. “Shall we sit down? It’s rather obviously what’s intended.”
“May as well. I just hope the ship doesn’t decide to take off and expect us to pilot it!”
Stacey laughed but it was mirthless, merely a sound to disguise her nervousness.
Once they were seated, the seats began moving beneath them. It was startling until they realized the accommodations were simply adjusting to their bodily contours, making them very comfortable indeed. After that, nothing happened for a moment. Dan was beginning to wonder, then he felt his left hand and forearm tingling. “I feel something in my left arm,” he said.
Stacy turned toward him. “That’s curious. I feel a tingling, sort of, in my right arm.” She had a sudden inspiration. “We were holding hands when we came inside. Do you think it might be wanting us to do the same thing here?”
Dan moved his hand toward hers. As soon as they were clasped together, fingers entwined, the tingling stopped. “Good thought, sweetheart. I guess that’s what it wanted. But why? I don’t know about you, but I’m—”
A section of the screen in front of them lit up. It had depth to it now, a formless vista that nevertheless drew their attention, as if they were looking at the first hint of a holographic image. The screen appeared to widen and deepen even more as they watched, drawing them into it while they sat helpless, unable to resist.
Dan felt his mind swirling, meshing with tiny pinpoints of light that appeared, flickered and grew into brighter orbs that surrounded him, engulfing him and Stacy together in their glowing radiance. There was nothing he could do to resist and indeed, the sensation was so pleasant that he had no inclination to do so. Stacy’s presence remained with him even as his body seemed to dissolve in the lights. Together, their minds meshed with the essence of the starship and were held in its grasp for what seemed like hours, then days and months, until finally all concept of time was lost. There were only the two of them and the ship, growing together in a triple bond, allowing them to understand and be understood through the medium of sight. There was nothing unpleasant about the process; instead it was soothing, like a constant flow of warm water over the body, only here the feeling encompassed their mental processes as well. Still holding hands, Dan felt himself and Tracy drifting into unconsciousness. He wondered briefly why the ship was doing this to them and how it managed to hold them so tightly in its grip simply from them staring into a screen, then a darkness enfolded his mind and he knew no more.
***
While the Army and Air Force might be able to keep the public away from the spaceship, there was no hiding from satellites passing overhead. The optics built into the orbiting spies, both military and civilian, could look down and visualize objects in such fine detail as to almost read newsprint if such a feat was necessary. The satellites had no problem at all in finding and describing the concentration of troops encircling the area and helicopters landing and taking off, disgorging more troops as time passed. Both people and machines were easily visible when seen by infrared light. Nor were the roadblocks present at every intersection and highway leading into the area hard to spot. All this was faithfully reported despite government requests for discretion.
It would have done little good even if the American media had complied with the appeals; foreign outlets were all too ready to report events as they happened, especially when daylight approached and more detail could be seen.
General Hawkins’ jet landed at a small private airport near the Saddler place. A helicopter was waiting for him there and took off almost immediately. It set down a few minutes later at an improvised landing pad in a clearing near the blacktop road fronting the former ranch. A driver was waiting for him there and he was ferried on to where the spaceship had landed.
As he got out of the car, the size of the alien craft became apparent. It was huge, longer than four, perhaps five football fields, bigger by half than an aircraft carrier. It towered over him like a small mountain, dwarfing the house and its environs. He was so engaged in observing the ship that he almost missed the Army colonel’s salute who was waiting on him nearby. “Sorry,” he apologized as he returned the gesture. “That thing is rather intimidating up close, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir, it is until you get used to it—and I’m not sure of my reaction yet. I’m Colonel Morrison. I understand General Binds placed you in command of the forces here.”
“Yes, but General Binds asked me to convey his appreciation for the good job you’ve done here, and the general providing the logistics support as well. My being put in command is simply the result of special circumstances. This place the spaceship is sitting on is owned by friends of mine.”
“Yes, sir. There’s no one in the house, so we assumed the two civilians who entered the ship must have been the owners.”
“Almost certainly. They don’t have children, and so far as I know weren’t having visitors at the time. No word from inside the ship yet, I take it?”
“No, sir. Not a thing. If you’ll come with me, sir, we’ve set up a temporary command center out near the barn.”
Hawkins followed along, wondering what Dan would think when he came out of the ship and saw that the Army had taken over his place, although so far they had left the house alone. He suspected the Saddlers wouldn’t be pleased and determined to see what he could do about it as soon as they returned from inside the ship—if they ever did. For one thing, he doubted he needed so many armed troops so near. As soon as they got to the tent housing the command center, he asked for a plat of the Saddler property. No one had thought of getting one and he gave orders to find the deed and description immediately, even if it did mean routing the county clerk out of bed on a presidentially-decreed holiday. He suspected, though, that everyone in a hundred mile radius was probably already awake.
“Colonel Morrison, what I want to do is throw a corridor around the Saddler’s property, all five hundred acres of it. Otherwise, we’re going to have reporters and curiosity seekers coming in through the woods and across the fields. Call for more troops if you think we’ll need them. I suspect you will.”
General Hawkins began looking through the roster of personnel that had arrived so far and saw immediately that they were far short of the many specialists he knew would be necessary in days to come. He began handing out assignments, asking for the top physicists, biologists, linguists, semanticists, psychologists and every other scientific specialty he could think of that might be useful. Only then did he begin to think of what he could do about the foreign state departments and religious leaders of the world who would be demanding access. He knew most of the decisions would be made at a higher level, but perhaps once he talked to Dan and Tracy he could offer some input.
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Dan blinked as he came back to reality. His first coherent thought was of Stacy. He turned and saw her eyes open and blink, just as his had. She looked confused, like she couldn’t decide when or where she was.
“Stacy? Honey? Are you okay?” His voice was hoarse and his mouth dry, as if he had gone without water for a long while. When she didn’t answer he felt a spurt of panic. He cleared his throat and spoke louder. “Stacey?”
“I’m okay, I think,” She said. She wiped her eyes with her fingers then glanced at her watch. “My gosh, Dan, we’ve been sitting here for hours! No wonder I’m stiff and sore.”
He saw by his own watch that she was right and realized he felt the same way, as if his whole body had gotten twisted into a contorted position and stayed that way overnight. It was nearly seven in the morning—assuming no more than eight or nine hours had passed—it could be evening for all he knew. He stood up somewhat unsteadily, then held out his hand to Stacy to help her, knowing that if she felt like he did, she needed an assist.
“What happened to us?” Stacy asked him after she finally got to her feet, using his shoulder to steady herself.
He started to answer then saw by her expression that no explanation was needed. Data from the ship was flooding through his mind, volumes and stacks of information in a seemingly endless quantity. He knew now what had happened while they were unconscious—the ship had imparted its whole working system into their brains and now he and Stacy were busily integrating it into their waking minds. There was no way to resist acknowledging the flood of data that had settled into synapses and neurons while asleep. It was now a permanent part of their minds. Within a few moments he began to understand the full implications of what had happened. Fantastic as it might be, he and Stacy had been placed in complete command of the alien spacecraft, which they now knew was uninhabited by any living being. They were the only two persons aboard.
Dan started to say something and again felt the hoarseness in his throat. He thought of how much he wanted a drink, and immediately, he knew the whereabouts of a fountain. Stacey was apparently having the same thought, for she followed him to a small alcove that opened out into a little lounge of sorts. He even knew where the glasses were and as he got two of them out, he wondered how the ship had known how humans would take liquid nourishment. Just as before, the knowledge was there. The ship’s immensely versatile computer had explored their minds in detail over the hours, then began implementing changes in the ship to accommodate their species before they woke. He examined the glass. It was perfectly normal in appearance. He filled it from a faucet and sipped. It tasted like water, cold and refreshing. “It’s good,” he said, but Tracy was already ahead of him, drinking the water down in thirsty gulps.
In his mind he began to realize just how expansive was their command of the ship. It was ready to obey their every wish insofar as it was capable of doing so. He thought of how he and Stacy had been holding hands when they were first “measured” by the red rays, and then induced to clasp hands together after seating themselves in the specially, and perhaps immediately designed, chairs. His thoughts confirmed that he and his wife were equal partners in control of the ship. He became aware that Stacy must have been having similar revelations for she moved into his arms, inducing him to hold her tight.
“Dan … oh gosh, what have we gotten ourselves into? What are we going to do? For God’s sake, it’s like we own a whole interstellar spaceship!”
It was a quandary, that much was certain. He continued hugging her while letting his mind rove through the voluminous amount of information they had become heir to. He could see in his mind the environs of the ship, the corridors and power plant, the living and cargo spaces, the control and navigation center designed for the captain of the ship and staff, now already being redesigned to accommodate two captains, but he saw with a hint of amusement that there was only one captain’s stateroom. Much of the ship’s inner design had been roughly arranged while they were being imbued with knowledge; the ship had used their minds as the basis for changing itself to accommodate humans. There was so much data to absorb and integrate into the normal functioning of his mind that part of it he decided to put off, except for one thing. “Honey, let’s go look at … at our stateroom. I guess it’s ours. I think we need to sit down, or maybe lie down for a while before we go back outside, and decide what we’re going to do then.”
They went and stepped to the side of the corridor outside the room they had been in, which he knew now was an emergency control center. They were holding hands, not wanting to lose the comforting sense of touching each other. He placed his other hand on the wall and moved it in a pattern that had been instilled in their minds. The side section of the corridor began moving, taking them with it. He looked down and could see no break in the section of the deck which was moving and the rest of it that remained in place. The knowledge of how it was done was there in his mind but he didn’t understand the concepts which made it possible. That in turn, made him realize that even though he and Stacey might be in absolute control of the ship, there was an immense body of data neither of them could comprehend, and weren’t likely to in the future, not without years of study.
At intersections of corridors there were elevators, of sorts, which moved them farther into the interior of the ship. The lifts worked much like the moving slideways; press a portion of the wall in a certain pattern and the floor lifted, while a transparent force field enclosed them as they moved upward. The stateroom was everything a captain could ever want in a spacefaring vessel. There was a huge bed, king sized or more, a wet bar, though sparely stocked as yet, two big loungers and several smaller ones and numerous drawers and storage compartments.
Stacey was ahead of her husband, both in thought and deed. She went directly to the wet bar, found glasses, then with a little exploration put her hand around a small bottle containing a familiar looking liquid. “I don’t know how this cockeyed ship did it, but if this isn’t brandy I’m going to be mighty surprised.”
It was, and proved to be exactly what they needed. The fiery liquid burned, then warmed as it settled into their bodies. They sat close together on one of the big loungers, not talking at first, each absorbed in thoughts of their present predicament and then of what the future would hold.
“It’s scary, isn’t it?” Dan finally said.
“Scary isn’t quite the word for it, but I don’t know what is. I doubt there’s been a word invented yet for our situation. It almost makes me want to just stay inside here and not think about it.”
“I know, sweetheart. I feel the same way, but I don’t guess we can do that. We’ll have to face the world before long, and God knows how it’s going to take the fact that an old, ordinary married couple holds the key to … hell, the key to the stars, I guess … uh, oh. Did that remark strike a spark in you, too.”
Stacey finished her glass of brandy before answering. “Yeah. The ship won’t do but one thing at first, will it?”
“Right on the money. It’s been programmed that way. We can do just about what we want so far as other arrangements go but that part is set in stone. After that, we’re free to do what we please, but look what comes first!”
“And you know the military, the president and every person of importance in the world will insist on it. Lord help us, Dan. Of all the ways I thought we’d spend our retirement…” Her voice trailed off.
Dan set his glass down and pulled her close. They sat together a long time, not speaking but both of them thinking of their future, a future which had changed irrevocably the instant they set foot inside the ship.
They had already been inside the ship for more than half a day. He knew there would be people waiting outside, almost certainly the military, and most likely many others. He wondered if he and Stacy would possibly be able to make anyone else understand the immensely advanced technology that had gone into constructing the ship, then installing the means for its occupants to command it. The brain of the ship was a computer of sorts, but not like any he was familiar with. He was as out of his depth in trying to understand it as a newborn babe would have been. But all that could wait. There would be plenty of time to think about the ship. It was people that concerned him.
Dan looked longingly at the almost full bottle of brandy, then reluctantly turned his attention from it. “Sweetheart, I think we’d better go outside and see what’s happening. We could do it as well from here but we’ll have to face the world sometime. We may as well do it now, if you feel up to it.”
“I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Stacy responded. She leaned back from his embrace but took his hand and continued holding it as they proceeded back the way they had come.
This time there was no problem with the exit. One of them had only to touch a portion of the entranceway and move their hand over it and the doorway to the outside world was there. It opened, and together, they went out to face their destiny. Behind them, the exit closed, leaving a smooth expanse of the bluish material of the ship, with no sign it had ever been there.
***
The two army troopers who had been standing guard near where it was thought the Saddlers had entered the ship had been looking out toward the pasture and woods rather than toward the ship. When they heard the noise of Dan and Stacy stepping down from the exit they both started, whirling around and raising their rifles as if all the devils of hell were after them.
“Easy, easy, soldier,” Dan said. “Point those rifles somewhere else before you hurt someone.”
The troopers backed off, but kept their rifles aimed at a spot just to the right and left of them. They seemed not to know what they were supposed to do next.
“Who’s in command here?” Dan asked.
“Uh, General Hawkins, sir. He arrived a few hours ago.”
Hawkins? He wondered if it was his friend, though probably not, he thought. There must be a number of Generals by the name of Hawkins. In any case…
“One of you go find him. Tell him to meet us at our house.”
“Uh, sir, I don’t think…”
“Get a move on, soldier. This is our property, and I want the commander. Now.” To Stacey he said “Come on, sweetheart.”
Ignoring the befuddled guards, they headed toward the back door to their home while stealing glances around at the changes that had happened since they had entered the ship.
There were tents and soldiers and civilians wandering around near the barn. In the near distance a helicopter rose from behind a tree line and headed off to the south. They could hear traffic from around a bend in the long driveway that was hidden by a growth of pines.
The back door was unlocked, just as they had left it. They had no sooner entered and closed the door behind them than the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get it if you’ll see what you can find for us to eat,” Dan said, suddenly realizing how hungry he was.
He opened the front door and found himself looking at his old friend, General Chester Hawkins.
“Chet! When those guards said a General Hawkins was in command here, I was hoping it would be you. Come on in!” He shook Hawkins’ hand and led him on into the den. “Find yourself something to drink if you like. Stacy and I are going to eat before we do anything else. I’ll be right back.”
Dan detoured for a quick stop at a bathroom, then went on into the kitchen to help Stacy. She already had sandwiches made and was pouring them glasses of milk. “Chet’s in the den; that’s who was ringing the bell. Would you believe he’s in command here?”
“Well, that’s one good thing. At least we’ll have someone we can trust here. Dan, I’m just now beginning to realize what a big deal this is going to be. The ship won’t ever turn command over to anyone else if the data in my mind is correct. We’re stuck with it until we die.”
“Which could be sooner than we think if we’re not careful.” He picked up the glasses while Stacy carried the sandwiches. When they got to the den, Hawkins had already poured himself a mild scotch and water.
“Hi Chet,” Stacy greeted him. “You’ll have to excuse us while we eat. We’re both ravenous for some reason.”
“We ate dinner before we went into the ship last night. Or was it last night?” Dan asked.
“It was,” Hawkins confirmed.
“Well, the only way I can explain how hungry we are is that having all that data downloaded into our minds somehow used up a lot of calories.” He took a big bite of his sandwich, emphasizing the point.
“What do you mean by downloaded data?”
Between bites, Dan and Stacy alternated in telling of how the ship’s command center had insinuated itself into their minds, giving them complete control of it. “Before you ask, I don’t know why it did that to us, but I suspect it would have done the same to any other well adjusted person who entered it first.”
“Person? Then why the two of you?”
“Well, we were holding hands when we went up those steps, then still holding hands when it … well, evaluated us, I guess is the best term I can think of. Anyway, it somehow decided to give us equal billing so far as controlling the ship and its various functions.”
“What functions are you talking about. Flying it? Or more?”
Dan glanced at Stacey and saw that she had the same reservations he did. On the other hand, Chet was an old and valued friend. Stacey nodded to him and he first asked, “Chet, can what we tell you be kept between us, or will you be obligated to reveal it to your superiors?”
General Hawkins rubbed his chin thoughtfully before answering. “Dan, I guess it would depend on what you tell me. If it has anything to do with the security of the country, of course I’d have to kick it upstairs. Otherwise … well, I’ll follow your advice as closely as I can on what and what not to reveal. How’s that?”
“About all I could reasonably hope for. Okay, we can operate the ship, no question of that. In fact, we’re the only ones who can operate it. Besides its propulsion and life support facilities, it’s also armed with some rather formidable weaponry. That’s the part I’d rather you not repeat for the time being.”
“Weaponry. Such as?”
“High energy laser type cannon, anti-matter bombs, plasma guns and lighter weapons for occasions when the heavy stuff isn’t called for.”
“And it’s controlled the same way you said you could operate the propulsion and directional mechanisms, simply by thought alone?”
Stacey laughed and Dan was quick to correct the misconception. “Oh, no! Sorry, I guess I gave you the wrong impression. We can think about what we want done, then the information is available to us, the same way if you think about firing a rifle, the information is there in your mind immediately. The actual operation of the ship is by mechanical means, but it’s being made as simple as can be for us poor humans. For instance, once I give the ship permission to fire, say a laser cannon, the operation would be done from a gunnery compartment using an extension of the ship’s computer—if it could be considered an extension. Actually, I think the ship’s brain is infused throughout the ship, wherever it’s needed. However, there is a really large area toward the middle of the ship, the control center. That’s where the captain and his or her officers will stand duty.”
“There’s another aspect, too,” Stacey interjected. “Dan or I can give the ship considerable leeway to act as it thinks best in protecting our interests. It also has a protective force field that I doubt even a hydrogen bomb could penetrate.” She looked amused for a second before revealing the rest of it. “The defensive field is geared to protect Dan and I first and foremost, then anyone else and any equipment we designate afterward.”
“Whew! We’re going to have to lock you two up just for security measures. How far does the protection extend?”
Dan had to think for a moment since he hadn’t considered that aspect of the ship’s armament and defensive systems yet. “Mmm, we’re under its protection right now. It contracts and expands as necessary and can form an extension, like a pseudopod, to put most of its energy in one spot, like if Dan or I get very far away. And it’s much more effective in space than on the ground. Here, it only goes out a hundred yards or so.”
“Be damned. And we haven’t had an inkling of it or alarms would be going off all over the place.” He shook his head in a negative fashion. “I sure don’t envy you two. You have no idea yet how the world is reacting, and no one knows what you’ve just told me yet. Kids, as soon as that gets out you’re going to come under unbelievable pressure, from every faction imaginable, from religious to political to military. They’ll all want access to the ship and to its secrets.”
“There aren’t any secrets we could reveal even if we wanted to, Chet. Neither of us understands the theories behind all the ship’s assets. All we know is that we can use them. For instance, I have no idea how the laser cannon can have so much power from such a small source, and the ship couldn’t tell me. It’s a different type laser anyway, I think, sort of like directed energy, but I’m not even sure of that much. Also, the ship is powered by a gravity drive, and I sure don’t have the underlying knowledge necessary to understand it. That’s not to say I couldn’t learn, or a physicist couldn’t, but it would be no simple task, I can assure you of that.”
“Hardly anyone is going to believe it about you two being in sole control of the ship; in fact, it’s almost certain you won’t be. We’ll just have to take problems as they come, but one is sure to be a source of contention. An empty ship coming through a warp point is like an invitation to take it back and see what or who sent it. A lot of the factions already want to know what’s on the other side of the warp and when they find out the ship was empty, they’ll really begin agitating for you take it and find out—with them along to help and guide your thinking into the proper channels, of course.”
“Oh, Lord. I suppose the State Department and military both will want that as well, won’t they?” Stacey asked.
“Almost a certainty. And not just our State Department and military. We can keep the military from other nations away, but their state departments are going to insist on participating. Religious leaders want a role, too. You’ll see all this when you start watching the news, if you ever have time to do that again.” Hawkins grinned sympathetically at them. “Now I need to call and report to my boss, if you don’t mind.”
“We don’t mind,” Dan assured him. “Who is your boss, by the way?”
“My immediate superior is General Binds, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, but ultimately, the president will make the final decisions. I have no idea yet how much he’ll delegate and how much he’ll leave to others.”
Dan and Stacey left Hawkins in the den by himself while they went to make another sandwich. He was on the phone a long time.
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Matt and Tara ate a light breakfast and put away the dishes, then Mike abruptly pulled her close and kissed her. “It’s nice having someone to share meals with again. Among other things.”
Tara rubbed her cheek against his chest. They were standing together by the breakfast bar, waiting on the second pot of coffee to finish dripping. “Too bad we have to go back to work tomorrow. I’ve really enjoyed this time with you, Matt.”
“It won’t be the last, will it?”
She chuckled warmly. “Not if I get a vote.”
He was bending to kiss her again when the phone rang. He took two steps to where it hung on the wall, convenient to reach while cooking. “Hello.”
Tara watched as he listened for a moment, then decided he might want some privacy. She had started out of the kitchen when he grabbed her hand and stopped her.
“Uh, yeah. Hell yes, in fact. I’d love to. Really? A helicopter? Great! I’ve never ridden in one. Uh, Dan … would it be all right if I brought a friend? If she wants to come, that is.”
Tara had no idea who he was talking to, but found herself holding her breath, glad he was including her in whatever plans that were being discussed and hoping she could be included.
“Uh huh. Boy, you really fell into it, didn’t you? Okay, we’ll be waiting at the Spring airport at noon, that is if she agrees to come with me.” He put down the phone and smiled at Tara. “How would you like to go see the spaceship?”
“Would I! You mean we have an invitation?”
“Yup. Believe it or not, the damn thing landed right on Dan and Stacey’s place I was telling you about, up near the Indian reservation. He said he’s got lots of things to tell us when we get there.”
“How about work? Don’t we have to go in tomorrow?”
“The powers that be have already taken care of that for us. We don’t have to go back until we feel like it or until Dan runs us off, and the Dean hasn’t got a thing to say about it. Dan said while he’s taking care of the arrangements for us, Stacy would be getting one of the guest bedrooms ready. Give me time to throw some things in a suitcase then we’ll run by your place and let you pack. He’s sending a helicopter to pick us up at noon.”
“Wow! Hurry up! I can’t wait.”
***
“Matt’s coming and bringing his new girl friend, Chet. I’m glad to see him in circulation again.”
“Me, too. That was a tragedy, losing his wife so unexpectedly. I hope he can help us with the warp business.”
“If anyone can, it’s him. He’s smarter than both of us put together, but he’ll probably laugh at us for calling a congruency a warp point. That’s one reason I wanted him here, besides him being both our friends. Stacey and I are going to have a hard enough time as is. Having you two here’ll ease our minds considerably.” A sudden thought brought him up short. “Will Kyra be coming down?”
Hawkins shook his head. “The first thing I’d hear is favoritism and nepotism, probably both, but besides that, she wouldn’t want to. You and Stacey have similar interests; Kyra and I don’t. Now when it comes to choosing whether or not to go with me when you take the ship back through the warp point, that may be a different matter.”
Dan grinned. “You sound like you’re pretty sure that’s what we’ll do.”
“I don’t see an alternative. You’ll be practically forced to, and you’re going to insist on me going with you, I hope.”
Dan returned the grin. “You bet. And Matt, too. That’s if it turns out like you think. I’m not quite as certain, myself.”
“Well, we’ll see. By the way, we need to set up some equipment for conference calls. Do you want to hold them here or would you rather do it at the command post?”
“Here,” Stacey said emphatically. “For some reason, I don’t want to get too far away from the house or the ship, either. In fact, I’d feel safer if you set up some kind of enclosed corridor from our back door to the ship.”
Dan was puzzled. “What’s on your mind, sweetheart?”
Stacey gripped her husband’s upper arm. “I don’t know, but I just don’t feel real safe yet, despite all the army troops here and despite the protective field. Not after this conversation.”
“There’s going to be more troops,” Hawkins told them. “I got a plat of your property and we’re completely closing it off. By the time we finish, a mouse couldn’t sneak through the line.”
“It’s not mice I’m worried about.”
***
King Alim Alhusain of Saudi Arabia had finally acceded to a meeting with Grand Imam Ashrah. In theory, the Imam had no more religious authority than any other believer; in practice, he was the most influential Muslim theologian living. He had to be granted an audience, and in truth, he wanted to know the Imam’s thinking on the subject of the spaceship.
“The Americans are liars, your Majesty; liars, infidels and cohorts of Satan. Their cursed military has taken command of the blessed Messenger despite the brave martyr who destroyed the American spaceship and facilities before it arrived. They are silencing Allah’s holy words by claiming the Messenger was empty. They lie. It could not have been empty of those bearing the word of Allah, otherwise why send the Messenger? If we cannot have the holy Messenger’s vessel, you must insist they accept proper representation of Islamic scholars to study the interior and perhaps discover where they are hiding the ones who brought Allah’s words to Earth, directly from heaven.”
King Alhusain had just spoken to President Berne. Despite being an infidel, he believed the man when he claimed the spaceship was empty. As to further assertions, he was of two minds. Perhaps the ship had indeed given control to the ones who first entered, but the idea was extremely suspicious and the truth must be ferreted out. If nothing else, he could put the Grand Imam’s minions to work in that regard by insisting, as the imam requested, on having Muslim representatives present while the ship was studied. The problem was that every other nation and religion and military power on earth was wanting exactly the same thing. Of course few of them had the power his nation’s wealth of oil represented, multiplied now since the Israeli strike on the Iranian fields. Even so, the clout of their oil was fading as the great Gulf of Mexico find was finally being brought to market and conservation measures were beginning to take effect in America. Best to use the sway of Saudi Arabian oil supplies while he could.
“I will speak to President Berne, Holiness. I feel certain representation will be forthcoming. But be cautious in choosing. I would think scientists whose faithfulness and purity of belief is unknown to the westerners should be selected. If done so, we will be certain of obtaining factual information. Do you not agree?”
“If it must be that way. But nothing must be withheld. There are more martyrs waiting for their chance to ascend to paradise. If necessary, the Messenger will be destroyed rather than allowed to remain permanently under the sway of the Great Satan.”
“Of course. However, I believe you should notify me before martyrs are loosed again. These are momentous events occurring; I am constantly in contact with both our friends and our enemies. Possible actions must be coordinated with our friends, lest they become enemies as well.”
“As you wish, your Majesty. I shall call for prayers for your success. Surely Allah will listen to us rather than the infidels.”
The Grand Imam rose, bowed to the king and departed, leaving behind an unbeliever, insofar as the imam’s promise of notification before martyrs were sent to paradise went. He doubted the imam’s word on that, thinking he would do as he chose, then use some obscure reference from the Q’raan to justify his actions. However, martyrs might have a very hard time penetrating the area surrounding the spaceship. If it were done, it would almost have to be an inside job. Of necessity, he would need to have his own agents on the premises. King Alhusain sighed, wishing for a simpler world, one where the Islamic religion ruled all. Then knowing how foolish was the daydream, he returned to his work. A king’s duties were doubly hard, because one never knew when information presented was truly factual, or altered to please his own beliefs and preferences.
***
Premier Feng was unhappy; General Chou En Song was insistent. “Sir, threats are the only weapon at our disposal now that the alien spaceship landed in America. We must learn why.”
“Why indeed?” Feng asked rhetorically. “According to the Americans, they had nothing to do with its choice of landing sites, nor with the first persons to explore the interior of the ship.”
“And you believe them? In the first place, why would aliens cross light years to deliver a ship empty of passengers? It makes no sense. And secondly, there is the matter of the technology involved in such a deed. We cannot allow the Americans to have a monopoly on such power.”
Feng sipped at his tea, thinking as much about the young woman he had picked to share his bed the coming night as about his obstreperous general. “We’ve gone to the U.N. Security Council, demanding free and unmonitored access by the great powers, the permanent members of the security council. A vote will take place within a few days.”
“And in the meantime the Americans soak up knowledge denied to us. Would you have us again be a puppet of foreign devils, as was our fate for centuries before we took matters into our own hands?”
“General, I doubt that threats will accomplish what we seek. The president is in thrall to his Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He will do as General Binds demands, and the general has recommended that observers be allowed to participate in study of the craft. Of course they will be controlled and not allowed to learn anything of interest, just as we would do were our roles reversed. No, we must be more subtle than rattling our nuclear arsenal. When the American Ambassador to the U.N. vetoes the resolution granting access to all nations, as they surely must, we will attempt to place one or two of our sleeper agents into the contingents they do allow to study the ship. We shall also attempt to infiltrate the diplomatic observers if the president concurs with General Binds’ recommendation to allow them. In the meantime, we will negotiate with our financial power. We hold enough American dollars to crumple their economy should we choose.”
“At the expense of our own as well, Premier Feng.”
“Better that than atomic war, General. The American military may be deficient on the ground but that aspect is outweighed heavily by their nuclear arsenal and the means to deliver it. We would see our country razed to the ground, thousands of years of civilization ground into dust. No, for the time being we will use our agents already in place. I have directed Sun Tran to move our female agents into position, the ones where we hold their relatives in check. They will be ready when opportunity presents.”
For the first time General Chou allowed his features to relax into the tiniest of smiles. He hadn’t thought of that. Sex was always a useful tool and American men and women both were notorious for making fools of themselves for their lovers’ sakes. It might work. And if not, the premier would have a rude awakening over just who actually controlled the country.
***
Boris Cherkov was called the Premier but in reality he was the dictator of Russia. His power was secure; obtained and maintained through the judicious use of the new Secret Service intelligence agency. Parliament had given the Secret Service all the power it needed, even though the trappings of legislative approval meant little. Cherkov thought of himself as a patriot, doing what he considered best for Mother Russia, just as his predecessors had in the past. In this case, Mother Russia simply must gain access to the technology inherent in the alien spacecraft. The drivel of allowing Russian observers access to the craft was crudely and obviously intended to be no more than a sop, a token of cooperation, meaning little since the American military minions would control their movements and ability to come away with anything other than visual data. There would be no hidden miniature computers or cameras allowed to sneak past their security checks; he was certain of that. If data was to be obtained it would have to come in the form of an agent or agents, unknown to the American intelligence services.
He called Ivan Karposky, chief of the SS to his office and gave him the order: penetrate the American scientific community investigating the spaceship.
After listening to Cherkov’s directive, Ivan asked, “Is it true that the American couple who entered the ship first are the only ones who can control it? And is it also true the ship arrived empty?”
“So the Americans say. Frankly, I have grave doubts over the ship arriving without aliens aboard. The only way that makes sense is for the ship to be an invitation for humans to return with it, back through the warp point from which it came.”
“Perhaps that was the intention.”
“Unlikely, but if so, it’s your job to find out. Don’t fail me on this, Ivan Karposky. It is far too important a matter to let the Americans control. Failure to let us have our due could lead to war.”
“I understand, Premier Cherkov. I shall begin work immediately.”
“Fine. Report progress to me daily.” He waved the man away and turned back to the papers on his desk. On second thought, he summoned the chief of his alternate secret service, the one unknown to the rest of government, including Ivan Karposky’s own intelligence department. The only way to discover the worth of information supplied to him was to have it double checked. It was an unfortunate result of being in total control of the government. Underlings often told him what they thought would please him rather than face his wrath as the bearer of bad tidings.
While waiting on his other intelligence director, he mused over what he had said moments earlier. It would never come to war. Nuclear warfare would leave no winners. Only fanatics like Islamic fundamentalists or power hungry Chinese generals would ever take that final risk. He had to let them know he would not allow it to happen without overwhelming retribution.
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Matt helped Tara down from the helicopter, catching a blast of air from the revolving blades. Apparently, the pilot had other missions waiting and was only dropping them off. They hurried to get out of the wind-stirred dust and debris. They were met at the edge of freshly poured tarmac by a pair of soldiers. One was waiting in the driver’s seat of a small civilian jeep; the other stood beside it.
“Matt Selman and Tara Whitley?” the standing soldier questioned.
“That’s us,” Matt said while looking around. He was astonished at changes such as the landing pad, but it was the spaceship looming in the distance that drew his attention, even though it was only partly visible. It was much higher than the trees hiding the house, itself a good distance from the county road nearby.
“Whew! That thing’s huge, isn’t it?” Tara said.
“Wait until you see it up close, ma’am. It’s awesome. If you’ll be seated, we’ll drive you up to the house.” The soldier held open the rear door of the little jeep for them, then got in the front seat with the driver.
The fact that both the soldiers wore sidearms and had rifles racked in an upright position between the front seats wasn’t lost on Matt. Obviously, his host was being well guarded, and with good reason, he thought.
“It’s still hard to believe the ship landed right on property owned by your friends, Matt,” Tara remarked as the jeep got underway.
Matt shrugged and brushed a lock of his unruly red hair from his forehead. “Well, it had to land somewhere. I seriously doubt it was actually seeking out Dan and Stacey. Now that would be unbelievable.”
It took only a minute or two until the jeep pulled up in the big driveway at the rear of the house, designed to accompany as many as four vehicles, just as the garage was.
When the jeep stopped, the same soldier who had met them at the landing pad got out and escorted them to the door and rang the bell. All the way, Matt and Tara kept staring up at the gigantic apparition that had taken over their friend’s property.
Dan opened the door, a happy grin on his face as he greeted his old friend. He held out his hand. “Matt! Good to see you. Thanks for coming.”
“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Dan, this is Tara Whitley, my girl friend. I’ve told her a lot about you and Stacey.”
“Hi Tara. Y’all come on in. When I heard the chopper landing, Stacey started mixing a pitcher of our favorite brew.”
Matt laughed as he and Tara followed Dan inside. The “brew” had been invented during their college sophomore year and consisted of rum, coke, champagne, and some other rather esoteric flavorings. It was strong but good. “Tara, honey, go easy on the stuff,” Matt warned. “It sneaks up on you.”
“I made separate pitchers, one for the guys and one for us,” Stacey said as they entered the den. “Hi, Matt. I’m Stacey,” she added, turning to greet Tara.
“Tara Whitley. I’ve heard a lot about you. All of it good, by the way.”
Stacey laughed while she examined Matt’s new friend. Tara was dressed in jeans and a red short-sleeved blouse that went well with her raven hair. She was so petite that she looked younger than the mid twenties Matt had mentioned, but her bright smile and direct gaze hinted at a highly intelligent mind to go with her good looks and slender figure. “Well, come on and sit down and let’s all get caught up on the news.”
“You two are the ones making the news these days,” Matt observed.
“Yeah,” Dan agreed glumly. “You won’t believe all the things happening to us.” He sat down on one of the big loungers with Matt and poured from the pitcher Stacey set on the coffee table in front of them. He stole surreptitious glances at Tara while she and Stacey seated themselves on another lounger only slightly smaller than the other. Judging only from looks, Matt had done well for himself, but he understood his friend well enough to know he would never pick a woman for beauty alone. And anyone holding a master’s degree in astronomy certainly had intelligence to spare. He remembered having trouble in just the introductory course he had taken.
“Well, who starts first on catching up?” Matt asked, as the first sip of Stacey’s brew brought back fond memories. “How long has it been now? Two years since I came up to see you?”
“Not quite that, but I remember how depressed you were at the time. For good reason, of course. Tara, I’m glad to see Matt hooked up with you, if I can use that term. He was due to get himself back in circulation.”
“I’m glad, too. I had an experience similar to Matt’s and I didn’t feel like mixing socially for a long time.” She smiled across at Matt, letting him know she already approved of his friends.
“Are you an astronomer, too?” Stacey asked. “Matt mentioned something like that, a master’s degree I think, but you know how conversations can get distorted when they’re passed from person to person.”
“Uh huh. I just got it last year. I worked for a while in Austin, then when the position of assistant professor came up at the U of H where I could start work on my doctorate’s, I applied. Matt seemed like he’d be a good boss and so it turned out. I suppose once it gets around that we’re going together there’ll be a lot of talk about favoritism and such, but I don’t care.”
“Me, either,” Matt said. “If the dean or the president doesn’t like it, there’s other jobs. And I’m not hurting for money anyway.”
“Glad to hear it,” Dan said. “Although, if you agree to stay for a while, I can put you both on the payroll with no problem.”
“Sounds like you have a lot of influence on what goes on around here.”
“We do. Stacey and I are the only ones who can operate the space ship. That lends us a certain amount of authority, but frankly, we’d just as soon not have quite this much responsibility. I wake up in the morning feeling like Atlas, and wanting to shrug.”
Matt and Tara hadn’t heard this bit of news. Matt was astounded. “You two are the only ones who can operate the ship? Is that what you said?”
Dan nodded.
“How in hell did that happen? How did you learn so quickly? What … no, I’m asking questions too fast. Why don’t you talk and we’ll listen.”
Again, Dan and Stacey alternated telling their story of entering the ship and having their minds imbued with all the data brought to Earth with the ship, including sole control over its operation.
“No damn wonder you feel like Atlas, Dan, and I guess Stacey must feel the same way. What do you plan on doing with the ship? Have you decided yet?”
“I guess we’ll have to take it back through the warp point, since it’s programmed to do that first and won’t deviate from it at all,” Stacey said. “However, we’re going to be subject to the government’s plans for us. I don’t see a way of avoiding it other than taking the ship and running—and what would we do then?” She spread her hands in a gesture of futility at the lack of choices they had.
“What would you like to do?” Tara asked, curious about how ordinary people were reacting to sudden, overwhelming power and knowledge.
Dan answered. “We’d really like to sit here for a couple of years and study the innards of the ship with a big scientific contingent to help us. There’s an incredible amount of data that could help America and the rest of the world too, if they’d just let us do it our way. But they won’t. In fact, Chet is coming over for a conference in a little while to let us know what the president has in mind.”
“What’s the matter? Does our beloved leader think he’s too good to talk to you himself?”
“He’s ruled by the constraints of his office, too, you know. He can only do so much in situations like this. If he doesn’t cooperate with what Congress and the military wants, they’ll simply impeach him and get someone in office who will.”
“Christ almighty, Dan. Isn’t there any alternative to jumping the gun and going back through that congruency blind? Hell, we never realized there was such a thing until now. God knows what’s waiting on the other side of it.”
“Just having you here is a help, Matt, believe me. However, you and Tara can start earning your money tomorrow after you’ve had a chance to unwind. We’ll give you all the data from the ship about the warp point, as its being called, and see what you think.” He grinned. “You may as well start calling it a warp point, too. That’s what the public has named it and that’s what its designation’ll be, inaccurate as it may seem to you.”
Matt and Tara’s faces both brightened, but it was Matt who spoke for them. “Hey, we can live with calling it a warp point so long as we get all your data on it. That’s great! We’ve been talking about it between ourselves, and of course we’ve kept up with what other good people in the field are thinking, so we might be able to come up with some ideas. In the meantime, is there a chance of another pitcher of this stuff? I feel the need of a good hangover to get my mind working right tomorrow.”
“Sure, but take it easy until after Chet comes over. You and him are the only two people we trust right now. God only knows who else we’ll be saddled with.”
***
Chase Redglove was finding it hard to cope with all the decisions he was having to make in areas he knew absolutely nothing about, though he tried to pretend he was as knowledgeable as anyone else. However, President Berne wasn’t as big a fool as he had thought he was. More and more he found himself being cut out of the loop and Gene Flanders being listened to. Even when he attempted to chop Flanders’ legs off at the knees, it didn’t work; General Binds liked his assistant and saw what was happening. He told the president and that was that. Redglove knew the only reason he hadn’t been fired already was because the president didn’t want the hassle along with his other problems. He simply left him to deal with the picayunish political and economic affairs while Flanders concentrated on melding the State Department and military into a functioning team handling everything concerning the spaceship—and it appeared as if he were succeeding.
Redglove decided there was only one option left to him if he wanted to retain his power in Washington and reap the benefits later on as a lobbyist and consultant. He would have to defect to the opposition and take his knowledge of how the president’s inner circle worked with him. When he left his office at the end of the day, he carried what few personal belongings he had there with him—as well as several little data cubes chock full of political dirt and a list of where the slush fund accounts were kept, all to be revealed at the proper time. Every political party and individual in Washington had their little accounts that lubricated the business dealings with American and foreign companies, as well as financing shady political deals. The dirt on dealings overseas wouldn’t be worth much, he knew. There was no other way to operate in foreign countries anymore; corruption in the rest of the world made American politicians look like children robbing their piggy banks. Knowledge of the accounts was common; the subject just wasn’t talked about. But once he leaked the names of contributors to the hidden money, it would be.
Chase Redglove was whistling to himself as he drove home, running a list of candidates through his mind and trying to decide which one to contact first. What happened with the spaceship no longer concerned him.
***
President Berne felt tired to his very bones. He knew he was going to have to get more sleep if he intended to make rational decisions, but God in Heaven, what president ever had to deal with a problem like this? A spaceship from the stars; possibly even from beyond the stars if some of the speculation about alternate universes was correct. He didn’t understand how such a thing was possible, but General Binds and his science advisor assured him it was. Possible, that is; not necessarily a fact. Other so-called experts talked of the “warp point” as if they really knew how such a thing worked and what lay on the other side of it.
“What’s your opinion, General? Any idea at all of what’ll happen when we take the ship back through the point it came from?”
Binds shrugged and gave the president a faint smile. “Sir, no one knows for certain we can even find that spot again, although the Saddlers assure us the ship can do it. In fact, they say its programmed to do nothing else until that’s accomplished. As to what lies beyond—they don’t know, the scientists don’t know and the ship isn’t talking.”
The president slammed his hand down on his desk in frustration. “Damn it, this is ridiculous. Two perfectly ordinary people, and a space ship lands in their back yard and turns itself over to them and won’t work for anyone else. It makes me wonder what kind of damn fools the little green men are! If it weren’t for the pressure from every damn organization in the world, I’d say keep it on the ground for a year or two before doing anything else.”
“It could have been worse,” General Binds sympathized. “It might have landed in China, or one of the Middle Eastern countries controlled by the fanatics. Or Russia; they’re doing their damnedest to assimilate an empire again.”
The president sighed. “Well, what about the Saddlers? They seem to be the key to everything. What do they want to do?”
“They’d prefer to spend a long time studying the data downloaded to their minds before starting anything else, just like us. They want to help our country recover some of its lost wealth and power if possible, and dissuade the fanatics from trying to horn in on the process. They’re no dummies; they can see the potential of the ship as clearly as anyone else.”
“They’re idealists. Have you made it plain to them that the pressure to go see why that ship came here is steadily increasing, and that every government in the world wants to know about the beings who sent it and what they want from us?”
“They’ve been told, but there’s only so far we can go in ordering them to do anything, considering their position. On a side note, I have taken the precaution of protecting their immediate relatives, and it came barely in time. There was already a plot being set up to kidnap Dan Saddler’s sister and Matt Selman’s father. We stopped it, but it was a close thing.”
“Goddamn those ragheads! That’s who was behind it, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, sir, we think so, but they committed suicide as our people closed in. We’re trying to track their origin now, but the terrorists have gotten far more sophisticated than back at the beginning. The identification found on the bodies is almost certainly false.”
President Berne ran his fingers through his mane of silvery hair, tousling it but not detracting significantly from the distinguished appearance that had helped get him elected. “All right, General, here’s what we’ll do. Tell the Saddlers they have a maximum of three months to do whatever studies they think are needful. In the meantime, also inform them that we’ll be selecting a crew for the ship and that we expect them to be ready to take it back through the warp point when the study period expires.” He paused for a moment, running various scenarios and possibilities through his mind, then went on. “Warn them that it’s possible they’ll have to take the ship out sooner than three months. We’ll try to hold off that long, but there’s no guarantee.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll get to work picking a team for the selection process. I’d be grateful if you’d keep me informed on political considerations as we go along.”
“I’ll have Gene set up a weekly meeting for you and I and any other parties we think necessary to be present. Will that suffice?”
“That’s fine, sir. Thank you.”
“Thank you, General. And be careful.”
 

Chapter Ten


«
^
»

Dan and Stacey and their guests were having another conference, the third in the month following the spaceship’s descent. This was the first time some of the scientists recruited to study the ship and possibly go with them when it departed were attending. He scanned the den. The furniture had been rearranged and two more loungers and tables added to accommodate all the attendees.
Chet was there, of course. He dropped by almost every day with reports from outside and to pick up any new data Dan or Stacey were ready to divulge.
Dan felt somewhat guilty about asking Chet not to reveal facts about the defensive field or the weapons capability of the ship yet. It felt as if they were withholding information which might be vital to the nation, but so for it didn’t seem to be hurting anything. When he and Stacey talked about it with the general, they all agreed that letting the world know might subject them to a missile strike by nations feeling threatened by such powerful arms. They also agreed that it might be useful later on and it was nothing vital to operating the ship in any case, or it wouldn’t be once they did reveal it. In the meantime, progress in understanding the physical mechanisms of the ship was proceeding much slower than the world at large thought it should, leading to charges of secrecy, discrimination, withholding of data vital to the world and even accusations from Grand Imam Ashrah of blocking access to the very word of Allah, sent to believers on Earth directly from heaven.
Once everyone was seated, General Hawkins introduced the newcomers, some of whom they had already met, but he went through the formalities anyway in case Matt and Tara hadn’t encountered them yet. He went around the room, naming each in turn.
“Terrell Blanco. He’s a physicist, formerly with the University of New Mexico and a specialist in quantum theory. He’s on a leave of absence at present.” Blanco had copper-colored skin and was in his mid forties, with a rapidly receding hairline. He wore slacks and a brown sports jacket.
“Susan Cadler. Most of you have probably heard of her. She’s responsible for the Cadler Algorithms used in the new line of computers being built for Boeing and IBM. She and Dr. Blanco worked together on an astronomy project a few years ago.” Cadler was tall and slightly overweight but still comely despite being a couple of years past fifty. Strands of gray glistened among her blond tresses coiled into a short braid. She sat with legs crossed and one hand on her knee, clutching the hem of her skirt.
“Wynona Golden. She’s a research neurologist at Texas A&M, on loan to us for the duration. We’re hoping she can be of help in determining how the ship’s computer, if that’s what it is, managed to convey and input data to Dan and Stacey with so little a physical interface.” Golden was only in her thirties, very young to be at the top of her profession, an indication of considerable intellect and drive.
Dan interrupted. “The initial download of data wasn’t done using … thought, I guess we have to call it, by mental means alone. We were connected to the ship’s brain by the seats it designed for us and our hands on the console in front of us, then the interface was done by means of sight—or that’s what we think, anyway. We were unconscious most of the time. Chet is right about the rest of it, though. We need only a minimum contact with the ship’s controls to initiate action, though we do have to be inside the ship.” This wasn’t strictly true, as Stacey noted by a very slightly elevated brow, but Dan wasn’t ready to share the full extent of their ability to interact with the ship yet.
“I’m glad you cleared that up,” Golden said with a beautiful smile aimed directly at him. She wore a pair of light red slacks almost the same color as her hair, with a white blouse that appeared to be under considerable strain from her generous breasts.
Hawkins waited to see if anything else came of Dan’s statement, then when no one spoke he continued, nodding in the next person’s direction.
“Berlin Soundman. He’s a nuclear engineer, retired from the Navy and working for the AEC in the field of fusion energy and plasma physics.” Berlin had light coffee colored skin and black hair that wavered between nappy and curly as if it couldn’t make up its mind. He wore it short and supplemented it with a small mustache and a little soul patch beneath his lower lip. He was casually dressed in jeans and cowboy boots, with a light, unbuttoned vest over a short sleeved white shirt.
There were easy chairs facing the array of recorders and Hawkins sat down in the one that was placed in position to get the best view of whoever was speaking. A voice and sight recognition program had been activated the moment he began the conference and now had everyone in the room identified, by sight if not by voice.
“I think that covers the introductions, for today at least,” Hawkins said. “Beginning with our next conference, I’ll be gradually working the foreign scientists and observers into our group. We’ve also got some more specialists lined up, but they aren’t needed immediately, as their fields are in biology, xenobiology, semantics, sociology, theology and the like. They’ll be important later on but for now we want to concentrate on what’s doable on the ground. And the first subject we want to get into is what we’re calling a warp point.”
Dan saw Stacey frown the barest bit. It wasn’t that she was dead set against taking the ship into space; she was as enthusiastic about space travel as he was. It was the thought of braving the warp point that had her worried, and the fact that whatever lay on the other side was so unfathomable that they had to send an empty ship. Stacey’s expression induced him to attempt an explanation for the most worrisome detail.
“Chet, you already know this, but I’d better explain one thing to the rest of you right now. The ship is programmed for only one flight at first: directly back to the warp point and through it. We thought at first we might be able to work around that problem, but the ship isn’t going to budge. It’s the warp point or nothing. However—”
“Un momento,” Terrell Blanco interrupted. “Are you saying we go through, or into, the anomaly and that’s it? There’s no coming back?”
“I was just getting ready to explain. The first excursion is through the warp point, no exceptions. However, both Stacey and I get the idea that once beyond that, the ship will be programmable to either come back home or undertake further exploration. In short, we’ll be able to assume full control.”
“If we’re allowed to return,” Stacey said, her frown deepening. “That’s what bothers me. The empty ship, and only one destination at first. Why? I’ve read that since the ship came through the warp point, with astronomers and physicists able to measure and record the actual event afterwards, that they now understand space/time abnormalities enough to think they can calculate other warp points, too. Even so, that assumes the universe looks the same from the other side. We don’t know that it does.” She glanced at Blanco to see if he agreed.
“That’s true. While we haven’t discovered any other anomalies yet, we now know in general what to look for. I believe we could calculate our return from the other side once we’ve gone through it. However, Mrs. Saddler has brought up the one point we can’t get around. Until someone has gone through what you call your warp point and returned, there is no evidence of what conditions may be like on the other side. It’s entirely possible, judging only from theory, that the ship might arrive in another universe entirely, or even another dimension. In either case, physical laws may or may not be the same as here. It might also simply come out at another point in our own universe congruent with the position Earth occupies now. But there’s no telling in advance whether it would be anywhere in our own neighborhood. It might be in our galaxy, but on the other side of it. It might be in another galaxy entirely.” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “It might just be the next nearest star, or one in our spiral arm of the galaxy. The only way to determine these factors is to go and see.”
Stacey nodded. “That’s what I thought. And that’s why I’m worried. What if conditions here are so inimical to their form of life that they couldn’t send a manned ship? If that’s the case, then the reverse would be also true.”
Dead silence greeted her statement. It was something that obviously hadn’t been considered before, not even by her husband. In retrospect, Dan didn’t understand how it could have been overlooked, but ultimately decided it was a case of not being able to see the forest for the trees.
“Didn’t the ship download any data to you indicating what conditions we might encounter by going to its programmed destination?” Wynona Golden asked, again directing a smile at Dan.
“No,” he said shortly, beginning to become annoyed at what appeared to be a blatant attempt at flirtation on her part when she should be devoting all her attention to the looming problems.
“But perhaps it did and you simply have no recollection of it,” she persisted. “I could allot some time to a special session with you—or with you both, and do some EEG studies while questioning you. It might bring to light some data that’s there but which you’re unable to access.”
Dan considered the proposal for a moment. It was barely possible, he supposed, but so far there had been no problem with accessing the new data. The difficulty was in the fact that so much had been downloaded to their minds that it was taking a lot longer than either of them had thought it would to integrate the knowledge with the rest of the storehouse in their minds, archives which had taken a lifetime to accumulate. “I really don’t think that would help. However, we’ll keep your thoughts on the subject as a possibility in case we decide it’s necessary.”
Wynona looked disappointed but took his refusal with good grace. “Certainly. In the meantime, can you tell us anything else about how the ship’s computer works? Is it anything like our computers or is it more like the neurological wiring of our brains, where trillions of synapses among neurons enable us to process information more efficiently, or rather to intuit conclusions with fewer facts?”
Stacey tried to answer the question and found herself foundering. “I’m no computer expert, but I can tell you it’s like nothing we’ve encountered before. You know we’re designing our software now using a lot of neurological comparisons with computers, even though the way each processes information is completely different. A computer may have to consider millions or billions of bytes of data to come up with a simple answer to a question, where the brain would do the same thing but do it with much less expenditure of energy. We fill in the blanks, so to speak, with much of our thinking while computers require a complete set of parameters. As an example, we might recognize a face we’ve seen before simply by the shape of the eyebrows, while a computer recognition program requires many more comparisons before arriving at the same conclusion.” She stopped for a moment, trying to arrange her thoughts. “I know I’m not explaining this very well, and I know I’m telling you things most of you know already, but … well, the ship doesn’t use either method. It accesses data it’s stored in us, as if we’re sort of a neurological folder for it, with files arranged in the folder to suit its unique method of accessing the data. And since the data is stored in arrangements that it likes to use, that makes it difficult for us to access it and integrate it into our normal memories and knowledge base.” She paused again, then spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Am I making any sense at all?”
Wynona jumped in immediately. “The only way for any of us to understand would be to record your brain waves while you’re in contact with the ship. Otherwise, you’re speaking a foreign language.”
“But we’d be speaking one anyhow, wouldn’t we?” Dan interjected. “Suppose you did record our brain waves. Unless you understood what you were looking at, the data would be useless to you, wouldn’t it?” He neglected to mention that he and Stacey were always more or less in contact with the ship, through its defensive field. It was another piece of information they had decided to conceal for the time being, without really knowing why. It just seemed a good idea to hold some information in reserve.
She looked around the den as if seeking help from the others, but she was the only expert there in matters of the mind.
“Why don’t we table that for the moment and move on,” Hawkins suggested. “We can come back to it later if necessary.”
Defeated for the moment, Wynona let it be, but Dan thought she didn’t intend to forget about it. She was being too insistent about gaining access to his and Stacey’s mind for some reason. He tucked the notion away for consideration later.
“Suppose we talk about propulsion methods for a moment,” Berlin Soundman suggested. “If we can get an inkling of how the ship managed to both accelerate and decelerate without us recognizing anything resembling thrust, and of how the ship came in so slowly through the atmosphere and landed so lightly, perhaps we could build ships that could be controlled mechanically rather than the way you do it. Then we wouldn’t necessarily have to go back through the original warp point; we could pick our own places to explore. We’d also be able to exploit our own solar system, without risking lives going into what might turn out to be an uninhabitable universe.”
Dan truly wished he could help here but it was impossible. He simply didn’t have the mathematical background necessary to explain what the ship knew. In fact, he doubted if anyone on Earth did. And it wasn’t merely mathematical theory that was needed in order to comprehend the mechanism of the ship’s propulsion and the way it manipulated gravity. A huge amount of engineering also went into the ship’s drive and here again, he didn’t have the language to interpret the data, even if he understood it, which he didn’t. “It’s not possible Dr. Soundman, though I sincerely wish it were.”
“You mean we’ll never be able to understand it?” His dark face grew lines, like a man aging quickly while they watched.
“Oh no, I didn’t mean it that way. I imagine we can eventually worm the basics from the system, unless we kill ourselves trying, although I suspect much of the technology won’t be learned in our lifetimes; it’s simply too advanced in comparison to ours. For instance, it uses gravity for propulsion—the weakest force in the universe.”
“Why—oh, I see the problem. The ship will have to be in operation, with us having instruments aboard and in space studying and recording as the ship performs. But it’s only going to perform one way at first, and that’s by going back through the warp point.” The lines disappeared from his face and he laughed ironically. “A Catch-22, isn’t it?”
“That’s about the size of it,” Dan admitted. “However, I see no reason why you and Dr. Blanco and perhaps some others can’t begin designing or buying the instruments you need and getting them aboard the ship. Also, General Hawkins can get some satellites and the private spaceships he’s contracted with into space and be ready to record when we do take off.”
Hawkins nodded agreement. “I’ll take care of my end, and you others let me know what you need and I’ll put the logistical team to work. In the meantime, can we dispense with the titles and use first names?”
“It’s certainly okay with me,” Matt said, his first contribution to the day’s conversation. His mind had been wandering, thinking of a computer program he had initiated. It produced star maps of the Milky Way galaxy from the perspective of various trans-earth spots in the galaxy. He couldn’t get the idea out of his mind that they might go through the warp point then not recognize where they were. They might not anyway, but it didn’t hurt to be prepared. “And if you’re including Tara and me in the ones bringing instrument packages, we’ll begin getting you a list together. I can think of lots of measurements we’ll want right off hand. Some of them should help Berlin and Terrell with their studies as well.”
“Keep it all in small packages if you can,” Hawkins said, “and check with either Dan or Stacey first to be sure you’re not duplicating instrumentation already accessible by them. By the time we get a crew together, the ship is likely to be crowded, big as it is to start with.”
“Why do you say that?” Susan asked.
“Because we’ll have to carry along supplies essential to colonizing another world, just in case it turns out we can’t come back.”
That statement effectively ended the conference.
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Marvin Stanforth, the president’s science advisor, couldn’t make up his mind whether information was being withheld from him or not. It seemed to him that after more than a month, the Saddlers should have reported more progress. And yet, how was one to know? They were certainly cooperative. At his insistence, they had given him a guided tour of the ship that lasted half a day, yet he was little wiser.
The spaceship was huge, and contained a great amount of storage and living area in comparison to the engineering and propulsion spaces, which he had been primarily interested in. He could make little sense of either and had to take the word of Dan and Stacey Saddler concerning its one destination. They even pointed it out to him on the screen in the control center, but that meant nothing; other destinations could be hidden by simply not being listed.
Progress was already being made in equipping the ship for a voyage by humans. He had watched while one compartment underwent renovation at Saddler’s command. He sat and placed his hands into padded slots and stared into a screen that seemed to have endless depth. In it, another room appeared. The walls and shelves and compartments began flowing as the rearrangement took place, turning what might have once been an alien living area into an astronomical observation center. A list of specifications describing the equipment to be moved into the room appeared and the area changed again, apparently making space for the instruments when they were ready. It took little more than a half hour, then Dan Saddler smiled at him.
“See? The ship’ll turn itself into a vehicle specifically functional for humans. Some of it is happening without instructions, but places like these have to be done over to accommodate our equipment. That was a speeded up scenario, by the way. The complete renovation won’t be finished for a couple of days. Don’t ask me how it’s managed, though. All I can tell you is that a lot of the interior living and working areas are composed of an extremely malleable material.”
“Doesn’t the ship come with its own equipment and instruments?”
“Some, but not all. And a lot of it is so far in advance of our technology that it’ll take lifetimes of study before we learn to use it properly. The ship’s computer is a wonderfully designed mechanism, but it can’t do everything.”
Stanforth left the Saddler property with a better appreciation of how much work was being done to prepare the ship for flight with humans aboard. A tremendous number of objectives must be accomplished within a limited amount of time, as both Saddlers pointed out. At his next meeting with the president, he recommended they be given an additional two months past the three already allocated before flight.
The president looked grim. “They’ll be lucky to get their three, and there’s damn little I can do to change it. Tell General Hawkins to step it up. I’ll give him all the money and personnel he needs but he has to hurry. I’ve got demands from all over the world to find out about that ship. They won’t wait forever while we’re fiddling around.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll tell him.”
As Stanforth was leaving, he caught a glimpse of the president’s next visitor. He was an Arab, and looked very familiar. Then he made the connection. That was King Alhusain of Saudi Arabia. No wonder the president seemed so harried and worn lately. Already, some oil shipments had been embargoed, and there were threats of more to come. Dan and Stacey Saddler had better get a move on, he decided, even as busy as they already were.
***
Dan and Matt were out walking in the late evening, trying to relax after a long day, but inevitably the talk turned to business.
“This still seems like a dream to me,” Matt said, unavoidably glancing back at the bulk of the spaceship. It rose high from behind the first tree line past the house, dwarfing everything else in the vicinity by its massiveness. They walked toward the back of the property, following an old logging road that had been kept free of intruding brush.
“You? What about me? Dan Saddler, spaceship commander, intrepid astronaut, and totally without a clue about where we’re going or what we’re going to do when we get there.”
Matt had to laugh at his friend, even though he knew the responsibilities thrust on him must be wearing. “Dan, suppose we had discovered a method of finding a warp point and building a ship ourselves and taking it through. Even if we didn’t know what was waiting on us, wouldn’t you have loved to be one of the first to go?”
Dan thought about it a moment then conceded. “Yeah, you’re right, I would have. I guess it’s the empty ship, with only a single destination, that’s giving me the willies. It had to be created or built by someone or something intelligent; probably more intelligent than us. Certainly they’re far more advanced technically than we are. So what do they want with us or from us?”
“Not but one way to find out, old buddy. Go and see.”
As if someone had suddenly switched television channels from a sedate documentary to a war movie, while cranking the volume up to high, a series of shots and screams from nearby disrupted their conversation. The whizzing noise of a bullet passing over their heads catapulted Dan back into the past, when he had served as a communications officer in one of the gulf wars where combat could erupt at any moment, from any direction. He flung himself at Matt, who was standing as if paralyzed, his lack of experience in combat keeping him from understanding what was happening. His service had been entirely in a barricaded headquarters where danger had been next to nothing.
Dan’s shove made them tumble to the ground together in a tangle of hands and feet.
“Goddamn me for a fool for not bringing a weapon with me!” Dan cursed, even while his agile mind was analyzing the situation. “Come on, Matt, crawl! Head back toward the house. Some fucking bandits’re trying to break through and capture us.”
As if to emphasize the point, the clatter of an automatic weapon drowned out the sounds of individual rifle and pistol shots, then an explosion overwhelmed those noises.
“RPG.” Dan looked behind him and saw his friend was lagging behind. “Crawl faster, Matt! That explosion was probably them going after a vehicle bringing reinforcements. Matt, a few yards further on, we’ll come to a narrow little cattle trail. As soon as we do, get up and take off. Run like a bat out of hell. The trail’ll take us back to the house. Come on, hurry!”
Matt finally recovered from his initial befuddlement and scurried after Dan with all the enthusiasm of a crab running from a pelican on a beach. Voices coming nearer added impetus to his motions.
“Now!” Dan was up and running.
Matt gained his feet and followed, ignoring overhanging branches that brushed his face and upper arms, leaving deep scratches.
Dan knew where he was going and only hoped they wouldn’t get shot by their own people when they broke from cover where the trail would emerge near one of the outbuildings. As they neared it, he began shouting. “It’s me! Dan Saddler! Don’t shoot!”
A series of bullets chewed into a tree trunk uncomfortably close to his head, making him think their pursuers had abandoned the idea of kidnapping him and now thought having him dead was better than letting him get away. As he broke into the open, he saw a guard he recognized. “Joe! They’re behind us. Watch yourself!” He continued running, taking only a bare instant to be sure Matt was following. As he passed the guard he saw puffs of burnt cloth and dust erupt from the man’s chest. He fell. Dan thought he was almost surely dead but nevertheless he made himself stop to see if he could help. At that instant a gunman holding a Kalashnikov rifle burst from the brush at the end of the cattle trail. He aimed and fired a full clip directly at Dan.
A second later, Dan realized he should be dead; instead he had heard the whine of rifle bullets being deflected by the ship’s defensive field. It was only then that he realized he, and most likely Matt, had been protected all the time—though he doubted that he would have trusted the field that far.
More troops were coming up and taking defensive positions. A few minutes later Dan and Matt were well beyond the last vestiges of the firefight, where enveloping troops corralled and killed their pursuers when they refused to surrender.
Dan leaned over, hands on his knees and breathing hard, thinking that he’d better start exercising again if this kind of thing was an example of future events.
Stacey appeared at the back door but was prevented from exiting by a guard. Dan rose and walked as fast as he could toward her, with Matt by his side. Before they got to the house, Tara was behind Stacey, waiting with her.
Dan pushed the guard aside and took Stacey in his arms, holding her so close he could feel the rapid beat of her heart. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m not hurt.” He backed away a few inches. “Matt? How bout you?”
“Just some scratches from branches and brambles, I think. Damn, I didn’t know I’d wind up in a war out here.”
“Get inside, you two,” Stacey ordered. “Don’t stand here in the doorway like dummies. There may be more of whoever it was.” Inside, she asked “Dan, did you see? Who was it shooting at you?”
“I never saw them, but they were speaking Arabic, I think. Whatever, that was a little too close for comfort. But the defensive field works; I can testify to that for sure now. Bullets just bounced off me. I don’t care, though. From now on, when I leave the place I’m going armed. You, too, sweetheart.” He realized he was speaking too rapidly and closed his mouth before he said something that didn’t even make sense.
Hawkins came through the back door, not bothering to knock. He overheard the tag end of their conversation. “I doubt if you’ll be allowed outside again after this. Goddamned crazy bastards. What did they think they’d do if they killed you?”
It wasn’t until that night, while Stacey was asleep that a sudden thought caused him to sit up in bed. How had the intruders known he and Matt were going for a walk? It was a long time before he fell asleep.
General Hawkins had thought of the same thing long before. Even after Dan finally dropped off to sleep, Hawkins was still in conference with his intelligence officer, going over personnel files and trying to narrow down the list of possible spies. Or traitors, as he thought of them
***
The Reverend Murray McCoy has pushing hard to be named chaplain for the upcoming flight of the spaceship, even though such a post hadn’t been formally announced yet. As yet, no admission had been made that there would even be a flight, though there were few people in the world who thought there wouldn’t be.
“I’ve got a chance, now that the Pentecostals have opted out,” he said.
“I’d have thought they’d insist on a seat,” James Calvin said. He was chairman of the new interfaith committee that religious denominations in the United States had organized in response to the appearance of the alien ship. He leaned back in his chair, trying to get comfortable. Old age was catching up with him, otherwise he would have volunteered for the seat himself.
“I talked to Mike yesterday. It hasn’t been made public yet, but they’ve voted on a stance that links the spaceship with Satan.”
“Hmm. That General Hawkins has the final say, doesn’t he?”
“Theoretically, but either the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs or the president can overrule him.”
Calvin’s thin lips parted in a feeble smile. “And President Berne is a friend or yours.”
“Correct. Of course he’s being leaned on every which way. I hear that Hawkins prefers a military chaplain, but the Pope is insisting on having some priests along, so I don’t think that’ll fly. He’ll have to take them and Protestant clergymen, too.”
“How about an Imam? Theoretically, any Muslim can perform what leadership the faithful require, so he may get away with simply naming one of the Muslim crew members or letting them select whomever they choose.”
“They do make it simple, don’t they?”
“In some ways, but you can bet they’ll get at least one of the crew who’ll be prepped by Grand Imam Ashrah, and you know what he believes.”
“Yes, but we’re in a better position than he is, what with having the ship in America. Anyway, I think it’s about time to get a march on Washington organized, just to keep Jerry honest.”
“Jerry—oh. President Berne. All right, you have my approval. Whatever it is we find among the stars, we’re obligated to send missionaries.”
“I agree, but let’s not call them that, eh?”
Calvin smiled blandly. “I don’t think there’s a need, so long as we get enough of our people on board. It’s too bad so many scientists are unbelievers. They’ll be the most numerous of the crew, of course. We can’t do much about that. What we can do is agitate—but not in public—for scientists who are believers.” He stretched his aching muscles. “Well, it appears that you have the matter under control, so if you don’t mind, I think I’ll retire. A full day is getting a bit much for these old bones.”
McCoy rose and shook hands with the elder man. As he left he began thinking about who should lead the march. Himself? Or would that make him appear too forward when selection time came? Probably so. Smith would be a better choice. He likes the public eye and won’t realize that I already have the Ship Chaplain position sewn up.
***
“Fools! Fools and impulsive, misguided children! Everyone in the world knows they are the only two who can operate the Messenger, yet they try to assassinate them! Allah has willed it for reasons unfathomable, so we must use them when the moment is propitious, but that time is not yet. Once they have returned the Messenger to Allah so that the faithful may commune with him, then will be the occasion for us.”
King Alhusain forbore mentioning the change in the Grand Imam’s attitude. At first he had demanded that only the faithful be allowed access to the Messenger, but now it seemed he would allow the infidels to operate it for the time being, so long as there were some of the faithful aboard who could take command later. “I shall see to it that we have a sufficient number of Islamic representatives aboard, with the proper training to act, when the time comes.”
The Imam nodded and stalked out of the room. The king mused for long moments before his next appointment. He was a believer, of course, but what had Mohammed known of such things as spaceships? Or other solar systems? President Berne was promising the Kingdom a share of any new technology when it became available, but who knew what the spaceship would bring back to Earth? Even if the faithful did manage to take over after the first journey, what could they do then? So far as he knew, the ship was unarmed. Or so it was said. But was it really? Perhaps he should see that an arms specialist was put aboard as well. America was already too powerful militarily. It wouldn’t do to have them to gain even more superiority.
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Dan and Stacey were in bed, watching the late news, about the only time they got to see what was going on in the world at large.
“They had a pretty big turnout,” Stacey remarked, referring to the ‘March for Christ’ organized by the Reverend McCoy.
“Yeah. You know, one time before I die, I’d like to see a parade of scientists and technologists march past the White House instead of the usual ilk.”
“Dream on, sweetheart. We aren’t the type to demonstrate. We’d rather be doing constructive work than out marching and demonstrating.”
“Uh huh. You’re right, but I can dream, can’t I? And speaking of work, tomorrow’s a big day.”
“Are you saying we need to get some sleep?”
“No. We need some relaxation more than sleep.”
“Mmm. Now that you mention it…”
A few minutes later Stacey’s nightgown had disappeared and she was busily helping her husband relax, even if the sounds he was making were more like those of exertion.
Later, as she lay against him with her head on his shoulder, Dan said dreamily “I’ll bet aliens don’t have such a nice way to reproduce. Or go through the motions, anyway.”
“I doubt it, too. And just think, if religions didn’t have so much influence, we’d probably be taught techniques in school.”
“But look at the fun we’d miss by learning on our own.”
“There is that. But speaking of aliens, will we really find some?”
“If we don’t, we’ll still have a spaceship to play with, so who cares?” He smoothed his hand over the curve of her hip and pulled her closer, thinking it would be nice if there were a few more hours in the night. Unfortunately, tomorrow was a big day. The first crew members would begin moving permanently into the ship and learning to live and work there. Departure was only six weeks away and there was still a tremendous amount of work to be done.
Just the logistics alone had been an unbelievable chore until Matt had come up with the idea of bringing in some Navy officers and men who had served or were presently serving with a carrier. The logistical techniques of keeping a ship that size running weren’t too dissimilar to those needed for the spaceship. Matt had been proven correct, right down to recruiting a former captain of a carrier to teach him some of the leadership techniques of commanding over five thousand men and women working and living in a relatively small area. After only a little thought, Stacey had been made the executive officer despite some criticism of the idea. After all, who else knew so much about the ship and who else besides him could command it? The choice had been obvious so far as he was concerned. The only part of it he thought might be debatable was whether Stacey wouldn’t have made a better commander. He thought she would have, but current mores prevailed. The commander of a commissioned ship that might see combat had to be a man. Just the controversy a female commander would have provoked among the foreign contingent made him the logical choice.
He was still thinking about the prospective crew when he dozed off. During the few remaining hours of the night, he dreamed of the coming voyage, of aliens with odd and frightening shapes and universes where familiar laws were all awry.
***
Several cups of coffee got Dan moving the next morning and ready for the conference. At his insistence, the meetings had been increased to twice a week and held in the mornings, while his mind was still fresh, although this particular morning he felt a bit more languid than usual. It’s good that I am, he thought. Some toes are going to get stepped on.
Already, a number of foreign observers and scientists had been approved for the crew. Dan and Stacey both insisted on having a hand in the selection process, even though they couldn’t possibly get to know everything necessary about everyone. A large part of the task had to be delegated, which was where the worries came from.
The day before, Hawkins had asked that they start earlier than usual and keep the meeting private, with him, the Saddlers and Matt and Tara the only ones present. He left it to Dan to bring up the main topic since they had discussed the matter privately the previous day.
Dan sipped at more coffee and gazed across the table at Matt.
“Did I not wipe all the egg yoke off this morning?” his friend asked.
“No, but don’t worry about it. How would you feel about heading up the science contingent? We need someone we can trust, and someone smart enough to have a grasp of most of the hard sciences. You come highly recommended.”
“By whom?”
“Me and Chet and Stacey. Tara didn’t get a vote because she hasn’t known you long enough.”
“I know him well enough to tell that he’s the smartest one at the table. He reads so much that sometimes I have to…” She stopped abruptly, realizing what she had started to say. Matt had the grace to join her with his own red face.
Dan laughed. “Maybe Tara does deserve a vote. At any rate, you’re nominated, Matt. I should have thought of this long ago. Chet can handle the military and the logistics, but for the scientists, we need someone who talks their language and already has international recognition for their work. You fit the bill in both cases.”
As he gazed across the room, it seemed to Dan that his friend was taking an inordinate amount of time to decide. What he did finally say brought up a subject Dan had been concerned with but hadn’t said anything about for fear of being thought overly patriotic or nationalistically minded.
Matt didn’t think he was being modest. He knew as well as they did how intelligent he was and how wide ranging was his knowledge of science in general and his own specialty of astronomy physics specifically.
“You mentioned speaking the same language as the scientists. How about language in general?”
“What do you mean, Matt?” Stacey asked, a puzzled expression bringing faint lines to her face.
“I’m talking about having everyone aboard speak English. If I take the job, I refuse to waste my time trying to interpret as well as administer.”
“We’ve already decided that question, Matt. English is going to be the common language.”
“I know, but what we call English and what some others call it are two different things. For instance, yesterday I spent fifteen minutes with a lady from India. I know of her by reputation. She’s done good work and she’s supposed to be able to converse in English, but I couldn’t understand one word in three she was saying.”
“What do you want to do about it?” Hawkins asked. Like Dan, he had given some thought to the same observation but had taken no action.
“If I take the job, I want anyone who goes on this ship to be able to speak clear, conversational English. They can have accents, but none that deviates farther than say, someone from the New England states does from individuals living in Texas or Louisiana.”
Dan smiled. “Damned if I don’t like the idea, old buddy. My only question is, who decides?” This was the item he knew would irritate many prospective crew, along their governments and scientific societies.
“We’ll get a good linguist to set up a computer program and let it do the judging. It’ll have to have varied conversational subjects; otherwise word would get around and prospects would simply memorize how to pronounce the words used. As a matter of fact, I know a good man for the job. He’ll want to come along on the trip, though, as well as his wife. I’ve talked to him recently.”
“Give me his name and I’ll take care of it,” Hawkins said. He entered the linguist’s name into his comphone. “What’s next on the agenda, Dan?”
Stacey answered the question. “We should make arrangements to care for children, and make sure we have a couple of good obstetricians on board. With over five thousand people in the ship, and with most of the women still of child bearing age, we’re likely to need both.” Again she had brought up a subject no one else had considered.
“There goes my nice tidy logistics and supply operation,” Hawkins said, laughing. “The supply officer will really have a fit. He’s never had to consider items for babies or children. You do have a good point though, Stacey. Just in case we become stranded and can’t come home, we’ll still have a legacy.”
“If we can find a livable planet,” Hawkins said. “Which brings up another point we haven’t considered. How long can we stay in space with a fully stocked ship before running out of vital supplies; water, air, food or whatever.”
“That’s an easy one,” Dan answered. “The ship can convert just about any kind of material available into whatever we need to live on. So long as we can find asteroids or any kind of mass, we could go on practically forever. However, I doubt we’d have a stable society for very many years unless we had a destination in mind or find a habitable planet to settle on. You’d have to give the problem to the sociologists to play with but I wouldn’t trust their recommendations that much. It would be a unique situation with no past data to draw on.”
“I guess we’ll have to hope we don’t get stranded then. No point in worrying about what we can’t help anyway. We’ll prepare as well as we can, then see what happens. Anything else before we let the others in?”
“One more thing. Since Stacey and I have been put in command of the ship by fiat, so to speak, will the military have any problem taking orders from us?”
Hawkins chuckled. “Not after today.” He looked at his watch. “Right about now, the president should be signing orders calling you both back to active duty and promoting you to Captain and Stacey to Commander. That should take care of it.”
Dan’s mouth dropped open for a second, then closed. He turned the idea over in his mind while exchanging glances with Stacey. She shrugged. He looked back at Hawkins. “How about you? Not that I’m getting a swelled head all of a sudden but won’t you be going? If so, I’ll still be outranked.”
“I’ll retain command of the army troops I’m bringing, but be subject to your orders while on board ship. That’s how it’s always been on a naval vessel and that’s why I had you both put in the Navy instead of staying in the army.”
“Well, okay, I guess. Not that we could do much about it if the president’s signing the orders. How many men are you planning on?”
“Enough to give you plenty of support in case you need it to maintain discipline, and hopefully enough to fight if we have to. Probably a battalion, and even that many is going to rouse the lace panty people the State Department’s sending along. They’d be perfectly happy to have no military at all on the ship.”
“Too bad. I agree with you. Stacey?”
“Absolutely. Without discipline, the ship would turn into a madhouse within a week. Chet, just make sure all the non-military people on board understand that they won’t always be able to do what they want.”
“I shall, and I’m trying to fill the civilian crew from those with prior military experience. It won’t be possible in a lot of the slots, but there’ll be enough, I promise.”
“Good. If there’s nothing else, you can bring the others in now. That was all Stacey and I had.”
***
Dan had trouble getting used to wearing a Navy uniform rather than an Army one as he had during his previous time of active duty. Either he or Stacey began making it a habit to go to the ship every day they could and visit different departments as they were making ready for the voyage.
Being called Captain took even more time to become accustomed to. Hawkins had made it easier by moving some of his army troops into the ship and spreading them out while leaving instructions about proper protocol aboard a Navy ship. It wasn’t a naval vessel of course, but the comparison was close enough, which was why Hawkins had wanted to convert their commissions from Army to Navy.
This day, they decided to go together, accompanied as usual by their teacher, Admiral Johnson. He wouldn’t be going on the voyage and he dressed in civilian clothes to avoid the complexities of outranking the captain.
“Have you come up with a name for your ship yet, Captain?” Johnson asked as they were carried at a walking pace by a moving strip of the floor along one bulkhead. It was another of the puzzling and unknown pieces of technology; there was no observable break between the moving part and the rest of the floor, yet part of it propelled them along while the rest was immobile.
“Not yet. Commander Saddler is in charge of that department.” He grinned at his wife. The ship itself still hadn’t been officially christened, due entirely to a conflict between the Army and Navy on how the ship was to be designated. Would it be called U.S.S. whatever, as the Navy wanted, or given an entirely new designation, as the Army preferred? Since tradition in the United States military always thought of ships as female and referred to as she, as opposed to nations like Russia where ships were male and called he when speaking of them, he had turned the naming over to Stacey.
“I think I’ve decided,” she said. She had taken suggestions from everyone whom she knew for certain were going to be crewmembers and wanted to help with the naming.
“So what did you come up with?” She hadn’t even told him yet.
“It’s going to be the U.S.S.F. Pioneer.”
“What’s the—oh, I get it. United States Space Force Pioneer,” Dan said. “Neat. That avoids any connotation of sex or service branch entirely and is appropriate besides. When do you want to have the ceremony?”
“One week from today, twelve days before departure. I didn’t pick the day for any particular significance; I just wanted enough time to finish arranging the ceremony. It’s going to be a big deal, what with all the foreign dignitaries on hand.”
“I’m glad you’re handling it instead of me. Any problems?”
“No, I have it well in hand. And here we are,” Stacey said as the slideway slowed to a stop.
“Attention!” Someone inside the biggest dayroom of the civilian living quarters announced.
“At ease,” Dan said. He hated all the pomp of being the commanding officer, but Admiral Johnson had warned him that it was necessary. The captain wasn’t just a man; once the ship was in space, he was all-powerful, answerable for his actions only to his superiors, and only after the return to Earth.
The officer who had been taking a break in the lounge hurried over once Dan had given the “at ease” command. “Good morning, Captain. May I help you?”
“Not unless you have problems. This isn’t a formal inspection; we’re just making certain I know every part of the ship before we depart.” He didn’t mention that both he and Stacey already had a mental image in their minds of the ship’s interior, which was refreshed with each change made to accommodate the crew and supplies.
The officer nodded his approval. A captain who took the trouble to know his ship so well would almost automatically command respect, or so Johnson had told him.
“Everything is going fine, sir. The only problem we’ve had is when we confiscated the cell phones. Some people didn’t like it. In fact, I’m not sure we got them all.”
Dan smiled at the man and leaned close so that no one else would overhear. “It really doesn’t matter much, Lieutenant. It was done strictly as a weight and space problem. The fewer useless articles we take on board, the more room we have for things we might really need.”
“Yes, sir. There’s one other thing they’re complaining about, sir. Some of them attempted to bring personal firearms with them. They were confiscated as they came aboard, of course, but there’s still hard feelings.”
“They’ve been tagged and stored, haven’t they?”
“Oh, yes sir.”
Dan thought for a moment. “General Hawkins asked if we had room on the ship for a firing range, and whether the ship could handle one. It turned out to be possible on both counts, so I rigged one up. I think it might be a good idea to allow the civilians to check out their personal weapons and have them take some practice and safety instruction as time permits. It’s entirely possible the military may need help at some point in the future and it would be nice to know they wouldn’t wind up shooting us instead of the enemy. Commander Saddler, if you’ll remind me when we get back, I’ll have the orders drawn up.”
“Yes, sir,” Stacey said, grinning inside at having to call her husband “sir” in public. It was laughable in a way and had already become a private joke with them, especially in the bedroom.
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Several hours later, inspection finished, they were back at their own house, where another command post had been set up in a large unused bedroom. They each had a desk and monitor there. Hawkins also officed part time with them in the house. He was there when they arrived. Stacey reported to him about the firearms and the newly decided-upon name for the ship, then departed for the den. Dan stayed behind for a moment.
“How’s it going?” he asked.
“We’ll be ready. Our biggest problem is integrating the foreign scientists and U.N. delegation into the ship. Your edict about conversational English ruffled some feathers but it sure has made mine and Matt’s jobs easier.”
“Where is Matt, by the way?”
“He and Tara are in the ship. He said they had to take a break from administration and get their own department under control.”
“Guess they zigged when we zagged while we were aboard. Did the president ever decide on the religious delegation?”
“Just now came in. Two Catholic priests, two Protestant chaplains, a Hindu and a Buddhist. Those are the formal appointments, of course. I don’t know about the affiliation of the crew. We have their preferences in their personnel records, but the records don’t say how strong beliefs are, and I really don’t care one way or another so long as there’s no proselytizing. As for the Muslims, they’ll decide on their own who their Imams will be. Frankly, I’m glad the issue is settled; I don’t like fooling with religious matters, but I suppose it’s necessary. Most people seem to have a need for it in one way or another. The only one I really had a problem with is McCoy. I could have done without him, but the president insisted.”
Dan nodded agreement. He didn’t know the man personally but had no love for televangelists in any form. It was impossible to go against orders from the White House, though.
“Did the president agree to our recommendations on the U.N. delegation?”
“Any time now. In fact, there’s something coming in now. Maybe that’s it.”
Dan had intended to leave but from the interested expression on Hawkins’ face, decided to stay. He sat down, and a moment later he had his answer.
“It was a compromise, just like politicians. We wanted representatives from the Security Council only. They wanted every single nation to have a rep on board, which is impossible, as you well know.”
He did; he and the inner circle of Matt, Tara, Stacey and Hawkins had all stood firm on that request. “So what’s the compromise?”
“Two delegates from each of the members of the Permanent Security Council and one from each of the rotating members. None from the general assembly.”
Dan counted in his mind. “That’s what? Twenty something members in the delegation. It’s still too many to make any kind of decision other than a compromise no one would be satisfied with.”
“Perhaps that’s best. I got a ruling that they’re an advisory body only, rather than having any real power aboard ship. Of course we’ll be held accountable for decisions upon our return—but I have a private agreement with the president that he’ll veto anything we don’t agree with.”
“What happens if he’s out of office by the time we get back?”
Hawkins shrugged. “Then we could be in trouble, depending on what happens out there.”
Dan wondered if he should tell others besides Hawkins about the ship’s armament. The weapons were entirely concealed in the bowels of the ship and weren’t likely to be discovered unless they had occasion to use them. He decided to talk to Stacey before making a decision. So far, Hawkins hadn’t revealed the secret to anyone, not even his own boss or the president.
***
“I Christen thee U.S.S.F. Pioneer,” the First Lady said loudly, and swung the champagne bottle vigorously. She had been warned beforehand to give the ship a good whack with the bottle. All too often at christening ceremonies the bottle didn’t break on the first swing. It happened this time with the First Lady.
She stared at the unbroken bottle in her hand in surprise, then swung again. It still resisted her intentions, remaining intact. Befuddled, she turned to Stacey, who was standing next to her. “It feels like I’m hitting a pillow,” she said.
“Do you mind if I try?”
She handed the bottle over. “Go ahead; I’m certainly not doing any good with it.”
Stacey swung, and it was just as she had said—it felt as if she had hit a pillow, though not exactly. It was more like the hull of the ship absorbed the kinetic energy of the moving bottle and gentled it into a caress.
Eventually a corkscrew was located and the bottle opened in the traditional way. The champagne was then sprayed on the ship by shaking the bottle with a thumb held over the spout then letting loose. The ceremony limped on to its end with the political speeches, which no one remembered a minute afterward.
Hawkins said nothing until later that day when they were back inside the house, in the command center and alone. He already suspected what had happened but graciously waited on either Dan or Stacey to tell him.
“I guess the ship’s protective shield works for champagne as well as bullets,” Stacey said as she sat down. She felt very foolish. “I should have known what would happen.”
“Well, you told me beforehand about the shield and I didn’t consider it either.”
“What have you said about it; or rather, has anyone asked why the bottle didn’t break?” Dan waited anxiously for the answer.
“So far it’s been attributed to a tough bottle and weak swings. I hope that story holds up. If anyone suspects the ship has a protective force field they’ll probably extrapolate and figure it possesses offensive capability as well.”
“Damn. Well, do what you can. I’m going to stay mum on the subject. If anyone asks, I’m just going to say Stacey’s been expending all her energy in, um, other ways.”
“You’d better not, or you’ll see just how much energy I do have!”
Dan laughed out loud, despite the seriousness of the breach of secrecy. The weapons might be needed upon their return if all was not well on Earth by then. Of course they might be needed on the other side of the warp point, too, he thought.
***
Wynona Golden’s neurology department consisted of herself, another doctor and a technician. It was an adjunct to the Medical section and in theory was under the Medical Director’s authority. In practice, the director seldom bothered her. When Dan was in the ship the next day, he stopped by to see her, an occasion she had been waiting for and becoming increasingly anxious about as the time before departure grew shorter and shorter. Her day to leave the ship and say goodby to family was almost here. Fortunately for her, neither the other doctor nor the technician had reported aboard yet, so she had the Captain to herself.
“Why Dan … Captain, I mean. How nice to see you! Is this in the nature of a formal inspection?” Her lips parted in the beautiful smile she was becoming known for as she stepped forward to take his hand.
“Strictly informal, Wynona. I’m just making the rounds, trying to touch base with every department before we leave and see whether there’s any last minute problems I can help with.”
She seized the opportunity like a feline predator leaping on its prey. “As a matter of fact, I do have something I need to show you.”
“Oh? Tell me about it.”
“I can show you better. Sit down here in my chair and watch the screen.” She gestured and as Dan was seating himself she felt in the pocket of her lab coat for the vial. She had attached it so that when she held it and gave it a half turn, it released the top part, consisting of a tiny syringe filled with a quarter of a cubic centimeter of a hypnotic drug furnished by her Russian controller.
Dan started to turn and ask what he was supposed to be looking for, but she stopped him quickly. She leaned over and reached for the screen controls with her right hand while placing her left hand behind Dan and on his left shoulder.
He became uncomfortably aware of her breast near his face, protruding from the open lab coat. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her large breasts pushed at the fabric of her blouse, limning the nipple against the cloth and revealing its shadowy presence beneath.
Wynona closed her eyes and punched a button on the console. It produced a brilliant flash of light, just as she had planned. At the same time she stabbed her forefinger against the end of the tiny syringe, injecting his shoulder muscle with the drug.
“What was that?” Dan blinked, half blinded by the flash.
“That’s what’s wrong. It does that every time I touch the console right there. Can you figure out what it is?” She stood back upright now that the first part of her mission had been accomplished, and waited for the drug to take effect. It shouldn’t be long, she knew it was purposely designed to be very quick acting.
He brought up a visual image of the workings of the console and found nothing to correspond with the flash of light. Perhaps something was wrong beneath the protective cover? He tried again, thinking that his mind felt sluggish, as if … suddenly he made the connection between her hand on his shoulder, a little prick of pain and the flash of light. He had been drugged! He tried to get up from the chair and found that his muscles were failing him.
“Just sit still, Dan,” Wynona said in a soothing voice, then continued talking in the calm monotone of the professional hypnotist, telling him to relax, relax…
He knew what was happening but was powerless to prevent it. In a last desperate effort to keep his wits about him, he cried out to the ship, seeking protection. His voice was so subdued that Wynona didn’t even hear him. She continued talking. Directly, she thought he must be under. She asked him if he felt sleepy but got no response. Another unanswered question followed, then another as she grew increasingly anxious. Something was wrong. Then as she watched, Dan slid off the chair and floated gently to the floor, as if they were in the light gravity field of the moon rather than Earth.
Her hand went to her mouth in alarm, but she had no idea what was happening other than thinking the drug must have been much stronger than intended. She knelt down, intending to take his pulse, but strangely, her hand wouldn’t come nearer to his body than at least twelve inches. It was as if a transparent protective covering was guarding him. She decided that the best thing she could do was get out of the office and leave him where he lay, then pretend she had gone for help when he fell off the chair. Seeing his shallow breathing, she thought the drug was probably going to kill him. She got up ran for the door.
As she approached, the seam that normally denoted the exit faded from sight. She mouthed an oath and pressed where she thought the touch-sensitive latch had been. Nothing happened. She was still trying desperately to find a way out when the door opened suddenly. Stacey and Hawkins stepped inside, guns drawn.
***
Dan woke up while still lying on the floor of the neurology office. The first person he saw when he opened his eyes was Stacey. “It’s … a drug … I think … she … she…” He couldn’t make his mind work right, nor would his body obey. It took another ten minutes before he managed to move. Stacey helped him into a sitting position, then to his feet. He took two careful steps to the chair he had been sitting on when he passed out. Sitting there was the last thing he remembered until he woke and saw Hawkins and his wife.
“The ship sent me an alarm,” Stacey said. Her voice was shaky. “When Chet and I got here, we thought you were dead.”
“Where’s Wynona? She pretended something was wrong at the console, then drugged me somehow. I think she injected something into my shoulder.” He rubbed the spot and felt a faint soreness still remaining. “There was a flash of light, then in a minute or two I began feeling funny. I heard her talking like she was trying to hypnotize me, but that’s about the last thing I remember.” He looked around to see if she was still there.
“She’s under confinement and being questioned right now,” Hawkins said, understanding Dan’s glance around the room.
“Is she talking?”
“She wasn’t until I had the doctor give her a shot of pentothal. Then she began speaking in Russian and I had to find an interpreter. I’ve got my intelligence officer and the interpreter in with her now. We should have some answers soon, but I’m guessing she was a sleeper agent the Russians slipped past us somehow. Bad news.”
“You know it. It makes me wonder how many others like her are aboard.”
“Yes,” Hawkins said, voice glum. His brow was creased with a frown.
Dan thought his mind must finally be functioning almost normally because he had a sudden idea. “Did you say the ship notified you, sweetheart?”
“Yes. I felt it in my mind. The alarm must be part of the protective shield that’s around us all the time, so long as we don’t get too far from the ship.”
“Uh huh. I suspected. Chet, as soon as your intelligence officer finishes up with Wynona, send him to the house, along with a psychologist. We do have a psychologist, don’t we?”
“Yes, we do. Several, in fact. What’s on your mind?”
“Bring a programmer, too. I think maybe I might be able to flush out any others like Wynona. Come on, honey. I want to go home and have some coffee with a nice big dollop of brandy added to it.”
***
Two hours later the specialists Dan had requested were waiting with Hawkins in the command center at their home.
After they were introduced, Hawkins said “She’d rigged an attachment under the console and off to the side, a halogen flash cube. It distracted your attention while she jabbed you.”
“She had already distracted me.” He gave no further explanation, having already told Stacey about the provocative way Wynona had gone about springing the trap. “Now, gentlemen, here’s what I want, as quickly as you can put it together. I need you to write a program I can feed to the ship on ways it might spot a potential traitor. I know there’s signals people give off when they’re caught in a lie, even if not rigged up to a detector. And there’s questions to be asked from intelligence that ought to produce the signals. Further, there’s different mind sets at work; most of the crew should be enthusiastic about the voyage itself and not thinking of ways to screw it up. The three of you work together and write the program and give me the software. Then I’ll have the ship begin asking unobtrusive questions to everyone aboard. I want the program by tomorrow this time. Got it?”
“But…” The psychologist began to object.
“No excuses. Work all night if you have to. Requisition all the help you need from General Hawkins but get it ready. Comprende?”
Hawkins turned over the software cube the next day at noon. Dan and Stacey were waiting. They went over it together and noted several minor errors. After correcting them, Dan carefully fed the parameters to the ship while sitting in the captain’s chair in the ship’s command center. He had cleared the room except for Stacey before beginning, wanting no one to know what was going on other than the three specialists and the inner circle. When he had finished, they walked out, holding hands and to hell with what anyone thought about consorting with his executive officer while on duty.
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Several times over the next few days, Dan and Stacey were alerted by the ship’s protective shield of possible spies and/or traitors. Twice the warning came at night, with one of the alerts coming at the most inconvenient moment possible. Later on they could laugh at the interruption, but at the time it was very aggravating.
Conferences of the inner circle of Dan, Stacey, Matt, Tara and Hawkins, along with selected department heads, were held every morning now, and sometimes an additional session was required in the afternoon. Dan had wanted to have the meetings moved into the captain’s stateroom aboard ship by this time, but Hawkins had refused to allow them to even enter the ship again after the program began running, citing possible danger from undetected spies.
“Four days until blast off, or whatever the ship does when it gets started,” Hawkins finally said at an afternoon session. “I can’t guarantee we’ve caught everyone who’s a threat, but we’ve definitely removed all the ones tagged by the ship. I can’t do any more than that.”
“Good work,” Dan complimented him. “I sure don’t have any guarantees either, not after the way we cobbled that program together, but we’ve done what we can. How many did we catch?”
“More than two dozen. From five different nations.”
“Okay; surely that’s all of them. Stacey and I are moving in tomorrow morning. If it’ll make you feel any better, we’re both going to be armed all the time we’re in the ship. I know carrying a sidearm openly would signal a lack of confidence in the captain by his crew, so we won’t let them show, but we’ll have them.”
Hawkins nodded. “That’ll ease my mind a little, but not much. I did tell you what it was with Wynona, didn’t I?
“Yes, but tell it again,” Stacey asked with an elfish grin directed toward Dan.
“She was recruited by the Russian Secret Service ten years ago while she was still working on her doctorate.”
“Wasn’t she an American citizen? How did they manage it?”
“Yes, she’s a citizen but one of her parents was a Russian immigrant. Wynona is a lesbian and thought it would practically kill her parents if they found out. The Russkies did it like always, asking for only a little information at first, but gradually letting her dig a deeper and deeper hole, until the only way out would have meant not only the revelation of her sexual proclivities, but a life prison sentence as well, possibly even execution.
“The Chinese go about it differently. Family means the world to them and they simply recruited a couple of scientists with relatives still in China. They were female, too, by the way.”
Stacey’s grin became even more fey as Hawkins continued.
“Of course their controllers taught all of them how to use sex to hook others, both male and female, and recruited them, too. Wynona was the apex of quite a busy little ring until she ran into you.”
“She almost did, literally,” Stacey laughed, remembering how embarrassed Dan had been while relating how Wynona used her physical attributes as well as the flash of light to distract him enough not to notice the pin-prick of the injection.
Hawkins blinked, then thought he caught the meaning. He avoided joining Stacey in laughter by the barest of margins. “Anyway, once we promised to keep everything secret until we left, she and the others folded completely.”
“What’ll happen to them?”
“Oh, we’ll probably trade them for some of our people who got caught, so long as you can assure the intelligence people they’ve learned nothing useful.”
“They haven’t,” Dan said positively. “Hell, me and Stacey haven’t learned a lot, if the truth be told.”
“All right then. Go ahead and move in tomorrow.”
“Great. Come on, sweetheart, let’s go pack.”
***
Getting their personal belongings together and moved to the ship, and then unpacking and rearranging the stateroom to suit them both, had taken all day. On the second trip over, they met their personal aides: two Army sergeants, a male and female team.
“We’re sorry we weren’t here to help out your first time over,” the man said, speaking for both of them. “We just got the news that we’d landed the jobs. I’m George Stewart and this is Melinda Stewart. Call us any time of the day or night and we’ll come running.” He spoke with a southern drawl and grinned hugely, obviously proud to have been appointed to the post.
“And here’s our data cards,” Sgt. Melinda Stewart said. She had a voice that reminded Stacey of wheat fields and sunny skies. She was plain looking and young, but appeared eager and enthusiastic.
Dan noticed the identical last names and the wedding rings. “Are you two by chance married?”
“Yes, sir,” Melinda answered. “You’d best call us by our first names to avoid confusion.”
“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Stacey said. “Are you ready to go to work?”
“Yes, ma’am!” They said in unison.
Throughout the day the couple stayed close, taking time out only to eat lunch when the Captain and his executive officer did. They made the moving job immensely easier. Even so, at the end of the day Dan and Stacey were tired.
Neither of them were interested in the news, even though there were only a couple of days remaining to watch it. The ship had made them understand that its peculiar propulsion system would prohibit contact from Earth once it began moving.
“Do you want to watch a movie?” Stacey asked.
“No. I’m ready for another christening ceremony.” He glanced knowingly over at the king sized bed, the only such one in the ship.
“Does the Captain have something particular in mind?”
“Yes, the captain most definitely does.”
“What are your orders, sir?”
“Take your clothes off.”
“Yes, sir!”
A hour later the stateroom and its most prominent piece of furniture had been well and truly christened.
***
There was no way of preventing the news from getting to the crew that spies and traitors had been among them. It circulated and was magnified and distorted through gossip until Dan had to issue a synopsis of how the first one had been found and then named the others. He concluded with the announcement that all the ones aboard under false pretenses had been apprehended and everyone else was not only safe, but trusted.
That wasn’t the complete truth. There was still the possibility of others undiscovered as yet, but in order to stop the rumor-mongering he had to distort the truth somewhat himself. He consoled his conscience with the thought that he might indeed be telling the truth, but there was no way of knowing for certain.
***
Ali Rashid Hussein finally began to relax. Despite the unnerving revelation of others like himself being ferreted out and removed from the ship in handcuffs, he had somehow been overlooked. Allahu Akbar he whispered softly to himself after reading Captain Saddler’s announcement, as well as hearing a recording played at the noon meal. God is great. Now his task was to remain hidden in plain sight of everyone and wait until the Messenger arrived at its destination. Then would come the uprising. He had no doubt that others of the faithful would join him once the Captain and his whore of a wife were dead. All western women were whores; they must be, simply from the way they dressed, leaving so much of their bodies uncovered that he must be constantly averting his eyes lest he be tempted.
One more day, Ali thought. One more day and the Messenger will be on its way. There had as yet been no announcement of how long it would take to reach its first destination but that mattered little. All that counted was to remain undiscovered and keep the little plastic pistol he had smuggled aboard hidden until it came time to use it. In the meantime, he knew how to make explosives from common ingredients found everywhere, even on a ship bound for space.
***
Despite objections by General Hawkins, he had been appointed Ship’s Chaplain, the primary religious position aboard ship. The Reverend Murray McCoy tried to be humble but found it hard to keep from showing his joy. One of the perks of the position was a stateroom by himself while most others had to share two-person rooms. He sat at the little desk in his stateroom, writing the sermon he intended to give this very evening, a Sunday, thanking the good Lord for his generosity in providing such a fine instrument as the Pioneer for spreading His word to the stars. And as a department head, he was entitled to have announcements appear on the screens that were present in every room. He had already used this privilege to announce the meeting tonight, to take place in the biggest auditorium.
When the time came, he had to grit his teeth and smile through his disappointment at how few people came to hear his sermon. Scientists! he muttered under his breath as he finished speaking. Blasphemers and atheists! But the Lord would have the last laugh. He had faith in the Lord.
***
Premier Cherkov declined to watch the execution of Ivan Karposky, along with a number of generals from the rocket forces who had been inclined toward war after Karposky failed to accomplish his goals. Nuclear war would solve nothing. Cherkov knew other opportunities would come in the future. There was very little Americans wouldn’t do for money or illicit sex. He could wait until they returned.
***
How did he do it? How did the cursed American Captain find out? General Chou En Song wondered. Sweat rolled off his face as the Chinese Policemen, clad in immaculate uniforms with the traditional white gloves, forced him to his knees. General Chou would never know, for a few seconds later the command was given and a pistol bullet crashed into the back of his head, ending his speculations forever.
***
Gene Flanders, the president’s new White House Chief of Staff, was meeting with Bernardo Chavez, the Homeland Security Director, Constantine Moralini, Secretary of Defense, and Octavia, the Secretary of State.
“The president doesn’t want the military to go on alert,” Flanders told Moralini. “He’s been assured by the Russian and Chinese Premiers personally that there will be no threats or war-like moves as the Pioneer leaves Earth.”
“Thank Goodness,” Jenson said. “It’s bad enough that he allowed a whole battalion of army troops to go along. A heightened alert would be the worst thing to do now. It would send the wrong signal.”
Flanders hated that term. “What signal, Octavia?”
“Why, threats, of course. Goodness knows we’ve worked hard enough to get the ship off without provoking a war.”
“I believe it was Russia and China doing the provoking,” Bernardo Chavez contradicted. “The CIA informed me that a number of executions took place in both countries after we routed out their spies.”
“Spies! They were simply nationalistic-minded individuals. Our whole crew is made of the same type individuals except for the State Department and U.N. delegations.”
Flanders couldn’t say what he really thought but neither could he resist a small dig. “I would hope your people have our own interests in mind, Octavia. It’s a certainty the U.N. delegation won’t.”
“Of course they won’t. They have the interests of the whole planet to consider. And as for as my people, I’ve tried to pick globalists—so far as I was able.” Her implied sarcasm was almost heavy enough to tilt the conference table.
“I would have downchecked the whole bunch had I been asked,” Chavez said bluntly.
“Fortunately, the president left it in more capable hands, Bernardo. You have nothing but a military mind.”
“I should hope so, considering my position.”
“Let’s calm down, folks. We’ve been meeting to see if anything’s been left undone. Has it, that you know of?”
“I’m still not satisfied with the goddamned ragheads aboard, but I guess it’s too late to do anything about them now,” Moralini said.
“I tried to limit it to as few as possible,” Chavez said. “And by God, look how many of them turned out to be terrorists.”
“They weren’t terrorists, they were simply patriotic,” Jenson insisted.
“Table that subject,” Flanders ordered. “The crew is all aboard and there won’t be any more changes now. Anything else?”
“Well, I still say we should have tried rigging some offensive weaponry heavier than what the troops are carrying, but let it be,” Moralini said. “Let’s just hope they don’t run into a situation where they need weapons and don’t have ‘em.”
“Oh for Goodness sake! A race of beings far more intelligent and advanced than us built that spaceship. They’re bound to have passed beyond the nonsense of war,” Jenson said.
“If they’re so intelligent, how come they sent an empty ship?”
There was no answer to that question and never had been. A few minutes later the meeting broke up.
Most of the world was watching the next morning when the U.S.S.F Pioneer launched itself toward the stars, with 5,321 persons aboard. It lifted slowly from the Earth, disturbing nothing but air, then gained speed as it reached for space. Once it was beyond the Van Allen radiation belt, it sped up still more, as if the ship had recognized that excessive acceleration before then might roil the belts and lessen their protective barrier around Earth for a time.
Once it reached its maximum speed, there was nothing to do but watch it through telescopes, for no communication was possible. It had taken three months to arrive from the warp point and judging from its acceleration once it stabilized, it was going to take that much time to return to it.
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Dan didn’t know exactly what he had been expecting when he gave the command for Pioneer to launch, but the gentle liftoff wasn’t one of them. He knew that subconsciously, he had been expecting the roaring blast of the huge rockets that powered their own tiny space vehicles into orbit. The quiet was anti-climactic, leaving a feeling of unfulfilled sensation.
He sat in the captain’s chair in the control center with Stacey beside him. Matt was there as chief astronomer and Hawkins sat off to the side by invitation. Others in the control room were Susan Cadler and Terrell Blanco, along with Berlin Soundman as chief engineer, although according to Berlin, he could just as well have stayed home for all he understood about the ship so far. Dan hoped that Susan and Terrell’s knowledge of physics, computer and quantum theory, combined with Matt’s exceptional mental abilities and training in astronomy physics, and Berlin’s experience in fusion engineering, might all together begin to make some sense of how the ship functioned. So far it hadn’t. It used a gravity drive that was incomprehensible to the experts.
There was room for a half dozen more besides the persons present, but Dan saw no reason to have anyone else cluttering up the control room during this critical period. However, more specialists were standing by their instruments in other parts of the ship in case they managed to measure significant data. He doubted that they would, since the ship could not communicate during acceleration or deceleration, at least not yet. Matt’s thinking was that, once released from the first destination that might no longer hold true, but he had nothing to base that opinion on.
“Hey, the screen’s changing,” Matt exclaimed.
Dan, who had turned sideways to talk to Stacey, quickly looked back. Instead of the endless depth of nothingness he had been looking at, the screen was now revealing a perfect simulation of what he thought they might be seeing were they outside the ship. In this case, it was all stars, vivid and pinpoint bright with no sparkle to them, just as astronauts saw them from above Earth’s atmosphere.
“It’s beautiful,” Stacey said, then after a second’s silence, “but how do we know where we are, with no landmarks?”
As if listening to her, a part of the screen above eye level began displaying icons and figures, with English subtitles. Vectors blinked, designating direction and destination, then disappeared, only to return seconds later.
“Talk about service,” she murmured.
Dan overheard. “I guess the ship thought you wanted to see a visual representation of where we’re going and how long it’ll take. Right now, it’s saying 87 days, 4 hours, three minutes and some-odd seconds until we hit the warp point.”
“That ought to be plenty of time for it to teach us something.”
“We’ve already learned something,” Matt said. “We may not be able to send signals during acceleration but obviously, we can receive them. Now why would that be, I wonder?”
No one ventured an opinion. Dan leaned back, luxuriating in the comfortable seating. He glanced around, making sure no one else had come into the control room, then declared “I guess it’s time to tell you others. We’re traveling in a ship that’s armed. Very well armed, I might add. We didn’t want to mention it before leaving Earth for fear of complicating or delaying the voyage; or worse, riling some of our adversaries into military action, but I think it’s better that you know now.”
“Why? I mean why now?” Susan Cadler asked, brushing back a perennially loose strand of silvery blond hair.
Dan shrugged. It was a decision he had debated within himself and with Hawkins and Stacey. “Just seems like the right time. And Chet needs to get some gunners on the simulators and start them practicing. The ship has stations ready but I haven’t revealed them until now. People, we don’t have a clue one about what we’re getting ourselves into, so I doubt it’ll hurt to know how to use our weaponry. Besides, I have the feeling the ship was armed for a purpose, even if I don’t know and can’t tell you what it is.”
“Because it’s afraid of something,” Matt said. His stark statement alerted everyone, especially Dan.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because it’s staying in a passive mode, so far as outside data is concerned. We can receive, but not send. Doesn’t it make sense that the ship is trying not to alert someone or something?”
“There’s nothing in the solar system to bother us! Why now?” Susan asked.
Again, Matt gave the answer. “The ship came through the warp point we’re heading for. Doesn’t it make sense that something else could come through it also?”
“You’re just full of good news, Matt,” Dan said, trying to put a cheerful note in his voice. “However, what you’ve said sounds logical. Chet, whenever you want to start selecting your weaponeers, go ahead. I’ll open up the gun stations and simulators. Damn, I wish I could bring some others of you into the ship’s operation so Stacey and I wouldn’t have to do it all.”
As if listening (and Dan was sure the ship was), he suddenly became aware of information he had been carrying in his mind ever since first contacting the ship and receiving the download from it. There was no longer a barrier against others helping with the ship’s operation. “Stacey?”
She nodded, signaling that she had also been made aware of the heretofore hidden data.
Dan twisted around in his chair so that he could see everyone. “Folks, the ship has suddenly turned Stacey and me loose from exclusive control of the ship. It will still obey command functions only from us, but we can put everyday operations in some other hands now, namely yours.” He grinned. “No more loafing.”
***
Over the next several weeks, Dan and Stacey were able to gradually integrate others into the primary operations of Pioneer. Even before leaving Earth, they had been able to turn over such mundane jobs as meal service and housekeeping to the designated department heads, but now vital functions like weapons, astrogation, chemical, biological and physical laboratory operation and access to the voluminous ship’s library and data center were available. Dan appointed a training supervisor to coordinate all the learning activities while wishing the ship had released the hidden data in his and Stacey’s mind much sooner. Having everyone training for their jobs while the ship was already underway to an unknown destination didn’t strike him as a very efficient method of space exploration. On the other hand, several times a day he had to stop and make himself realize that they actually were in a spaceship on a voyage of exploration, something he had dreamed of as a teenager and young man. The dream had gradually slipped into an area of his mind along with other goals of his younger self he knew would never happen—and then it had happened. Not only was he in the spaceship, he was the Captain, an absolute monarch and responsible for every soul aboard, over five thousand of them. It was a humbling thought.
Matt already had the supervisory role for the scientists aboard, and his own astronomy section to run, but agreed to put on another hat as First Officer, helping in the control center. After consulting with Hawkins, Dan decided to give him a provisional commission in the U.S. Space Forces, with presidential confirmation to come if and when they made it back to Earth. Hawkins was somewhat tied up with the battalion of army troops and contingency planning, but began serving as Second Officer. Dan preferred him in the control room, with the battalion commander handling most of the soldierly duties. He figured they wouldn’t be needed unless and until they actually landed on a planet. He did consult with the general and had the squad of military police act as a constable force for the whole ship, civilians included.
A fairly easy routine was instituted, with no one having to work excessively. He did more himself than almost any of the crew. Besides being in the control center at least part of each day, he also tried to get around most of the ship periodically, letting himself be seen and talked to. Sometimes he had trouble remembering he was in a spaceship. As time passed and changes to accommodate the crew were instigated, it more and more took on the aspects of a combination cruise ship and something out of Star Wars. Once the crew began moving in, the changes accelerated. The ship had learned language and customs partly from its interaction with Dan and Stacey but also from radio and television broadcasts, which led to laughable instances, like some closets filled with football uniforms.
And there was one more duty he cared little about: Captain’s Mast. Fortunately, there were few cases requiring his personal attention, although he did have to review each trial for it to be legal, even though he wasn’t sure what “legal” might mean upon return to Earth. As he learned more about the ship’s weaponry and defensive shield, he slowly became aware that he was potentially the most powerful human in existence. The ship’s weapons could destroy anything on Earth he chose to use them on, yet nothing in the armaments of any nation on the planet could penetrate the ship’s defensive shield. It would take an anti-matter explosion to damage it.
“Kind of makes me want to walk on eggs when I think about it,” he told Stacey one evening as they were enjoying a quiet meal together in their stateroom. Melinda and George had served the food and drink, then silently withdrew.
She knew what he was referring to. “How about me? I have the same power. The ship doesn’t seem to discriminate even though you’re the official captain.”
“True enough, and I haven’t tried to change it, even assuming I could. Besides, I said it before; I think you’d have made a better captain.”
Stacey smiled and changed the subject. “Is this meat real or something the ship made?”
Dan hadn’t even thought about the matter. He simply accepted what was served and so long as it was good, ate it without complaint. “I don’t know. Don’t you like it?”
“Sure, but I’m curious. We’ve got a big ship but our supplies won’t last indefinitely.”
He knew that as well as she. The ship had been stocked for a voyage of up to a year. There was a hydroponics section but neither of them knew for certain whether it was necessary. There had certainly been no need of it before the plants began growing. He thought for a moment. “Let’s ask.”
Stacey posed it as a question. “Pioneer, where does the material for manufactured food come from?”
The answer was given both verbally and in text on the nearby screen. As the ship travels, it continually gathers material from nearby space and stores it in the fabrication section until it is needed to manufacture necessary items. When grounded, it absorbs material from the atmosphere and from the earth beneath it until supplies of raw materials are replenished.
“Neat,” Stacey said. “We’ll never run out of steaks. Sneaky, too—we never noticed all the time it was on Earth.”
“That’s great, but you know, now that we’re accessing outside data, maybe the ship will tell us more about itself, such as why it was empty and what kind of beings made it.”
“I’ll ask,” Stacey said. She did so, but Pioneer remained mute.
“I guess we’re not ready for the big kid’s table yet,” Dan remarked, staring at the blank screen.
***
Ali Rashid Hussein was vexed. Many of the Muslims aboard Pioneer ignored their Iman’s exhortations for prayers the required five times daily. Some asked how could they pray properly when they had no idea in which direction to face in order to kneel toward Mecca. It was a devious excuse, to his mind. Others simply ignored the faith, like most of the western scientists and technicians did their own. It was an ungodly ship to travel in, he thought. However, he considered himself fortunate to have been assigned just where he had wanted, as one of the tenders of the huge storerooms where innumerable items were dispensed to the various departments as necessary. It was a simple matter to pilfer enough of what he needed to make two reasonably powerful bombs. One, he would keep for himself. The other went to his roommate who had agreed to martyr himself when the proper moment arrived.
***
The nearer they came to the warp point, the more anxious Matt became. He couldn’t get the idea out of his mind that there was something fearful on the other side, something the ship was trying to protect them from as best it could. While being able to use more of the ship’s hardware to take observations and integrate them with what their own Earth-designed instruments were recording was helpful, he still didn’t think they were learning fast enough. In fact, he thought there was something he was overlooking, some factor that was in plain sight if only he could figure out what it was.
The ship’s instruments pointed to subtle differences in the space near the warp point from the rest of the cosmos, differences he had never suspected. For one thing, no current mathematical theory had ever indicated such an anomaly existed or could exist. However, the main problems was that Earth astronomy and astrophysical studies couldn’t pick up the differences simply because the instruments and telescopes weren’t designed for it. He wondered what had led the aliens to suspect warp points might exist to begin with, then tabled the thought. It didn’t matter now and if he ever got back to Earth, he felt certain he could design hardware and computer programs which would pinpoint warp points in the future. If there was a future. For now, he was content to let the ship handle them.
“You look awfully worried, Matt,” Tara observed. They were sitting together in one of the little lounges scattered throughout the ship. There was a small bar in one corner but Pioneer kept track of those on duty and refused to serve them alcoholic beverages. Like Dan, Matt suspected the ship watched many more parts of their lives than was apparent.
Tara was wearing pink shorts that reached to mid-thigh and a short sleeved pullover. Matt thought she blended well with most of the young people who weren’t part of the military complement. The temperature and humidity settings made casual wear both comfortable and sensible. He was off duty for a rare change, but even though he had discarded the uniform manufactured by the ship’s seemingly omnipotent fabricators, he confined himself to slacks and short sleeved shirts, with sometimes a thin vest to help carry his notebooks and recorders. He looked up from where he had been musing and saw that they were alone. “I keep wondering why an empty ship. And why it landed where it did, although that was probably a random event. It’s the lack of anyone aboard when it came that keeps spoiling my sleep. There has to be a reason, but damned if I can figure it out.”
“Maybe the ones who built the ship couldn’t come with it, even if they wanted to.”
“Hmm. Now that’s a thought. That would imply some other controlling factor, like … oh, like some religions once declared that God didn’t want man to go into space, but didn’t object to purely mechanical objects made by man doing so. I doubt that’s the reason, but it could be something along those lines. A prohibition, where an empty ship is fine, but not a manned one. The problem with that is the fact that the ship was obviously designed to support life, and even more obviously, designed to support our type of life. But was it that way originally, or did it adapt once it was on our side of the warp point and could take observations of Earth’s atmosphere and life, then learn our languages, and so forth?”
Tara shrugged. She touched his cheek with an affectionate gesture. “Matt, what difference does it make? It does no good to worry. Those are questions we have no way of answering before we hit the warp.”
“I know. It would be nice to be prepared, though, if only we knew what to prepare for.”
 

Chapter Sixteen


«
^
»

Why now?”
Ali gazed into the eyes of his roommate, Ari Assim. They were bright with thoughts of paradise, augmented no doubt by the drug Ali had slipped into his drink. He wanted no last minute backsliding, not now. “Captain Saddler, cursed be his name, has released his hold on the ship. Now others may command it, but first he must die.”
“Then I am ready.” The other man began strapping on the explosives. In half an hour he was due to appear before the captain and his cohorts. Captain’s Mast it was called. He had purposely committed a crime, a theft for which he would be forgiven in paradise, for its intent was not a crime but a simple method to bring himself in range of the minion of Satan and his imps.
“We will meet in paradise,” Ali said. “Go, and may Allah be with you.”
When his roommate had departed, Ali brought out his own bomb. He examined it and made certain it was ready to be activated at a precise touch. He removed the pieces of his plastic handgun from its hiding place and expertly assembled it. He fed cartridges into the clip, inserted it into the butt of the weapon and stuck it in his pocket. He glanced at his watch. Almost time. He left the stateroom and headed for the room that had been designated a mosque. Prayers would just now be ending. He smiled, wondering how many of his fellows would be commenting on his absence. Heretofore he had been very diligent in attending prayer.
***
Dan sat in the center chair of the five that were arranged along one side of a table. On each side of him were two other officers. The charge of theft was serious enough for a full tribunal rather than him judging the accused alone. There was one chair on the other side of the table. In front of him was a printed folder, containing a military police report of the theft and a list of witnesses. Outside, the witnesses waited, along with the miscreant, accompanied by two military police.
“Bring in the accused,” he ordered the yeoman standing at relaxed attention beside the entrance.
“Yes, sir.” He opened the door, was gone for a moment, then returned with the alleged thief.
He looks like he’s been drugged, Dan was thinking, just before the man shouted. “Allahu Akbar! Death to infidels!” He flung his tunic open, displaying the homemade bomb. He closed his eyes and pressed the firing module, ready for paradise.
***
Ali Hussein had been very quietly and secretively speaking to those he considered the most faithful. Now he would see the fruit of his labors. He entered the mosque room as the men were rising to their feet from the position of abasement before God. He pulled his gun and waved it in the air. “Brothers!” he shouted. “The time has come! Even now Ari Assim has martyred himself and sent the infidel Captain Saddler to hell! Arise! Follow me to central control where all are now dead. We shall control this Messenger from Allah! God has willed it!” He displayed his gun in one hand and the bomb in the other, ready to fling it where it would do the most good. “None can stand before us once we are in charge of the Messenger. Come!”
“You fool! What have you done?” One of the scientists shouted in disgust. “This is a spaceship, not a Messenger from Allah! I’ll have no part in a mutiny.”
Ali aimed his gun and shot the scientist in the heart. “Traitor!” he yelled. “All who are faithful, follow me!”
Reluctantly, the unarmed throng moved toward Ali. Only a few showed genuine enthusiasm. As he raced toward central control, those who were reluctant to participate in a mutiny slipped away when they saw an opportunity. By the time he reached the area of central control, less than a dozen followers remained. And there, the difficulty arose. As he turned into the corridor, he was startled to see armed military police mingled with officers—and there was the captain himself, unharmed! Somehow, he had survived, but he could alleviate that right now.
“Die, infidels!” Ali yelled as he primed and tossed his bomb into their midst. It rose in an arc nearly to the ceiling, then unbelievably, hovered there like a leaf held up by a zephyr. His eyes practically bugged from his head. Raging, he pointed his pistol at the captain and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.
“Arrest them,” Dan said, pointing to the men who had followed Ali. He saw a renowned physicist in their midst and shook his head sadly.
Only Ali struggled but he was quickly subdued. He and his followers were led away.
Later, while being questioned, Ali learned that the other bomb had failed to explode as well. The ship had protected the captain and all his cohorts from harm. Why? he asked himself. It was unfathomable. He was still asking the question a week later when he and the others who had participated in the attempted mutiny were drugged senseless, then placed in an airlock and expelled into the vacuum of space.
***
“There wasn’t anything else I could do,” Dan said. He met his wife’s gaze unflinchingly, prepared for her censure if she disagreed with his decision.
“I agree. We don’t know what we’ll run into. I can’t see the necessity of detaching people to guard and care for terrorists, for that’s exactly what they were. Besides, it was a good object lesson. I doubt very seriously if anyone else will try that again.”
Dan sighed. “I was worried you’d think I had done the wrong thing. And I wasn’t sure myself that I had the right to execute those men.” He hesitated a moment then smiled the very littlest bit. “I still say you’d have made a better captain than me. You wouldn’t have worried about the decision.”
“Oh, forget it Dan. You did exactly what a good captain should have.” She hugged him briefly, kissed him thoroughly then leaned back into the comfort of the lounger in their stateroom. “You know what I think is the most important thing that’s come of this?”
“What?” He poured more brandy into his glass. Stacey waved the bottle away.
“The fact that the ship knew exactly what was happening and did exactly the right thing at the right time to protect you and the rest of the crew. No one was hurt other than Ali when he struggled with the police and he only had a few scrapes and bruises.”
“You’re right, but if the ship is so smart, why didn’t it stop it in advance? And why did it allow him to shoot that one man?”
“Would you have known who else besides Ali and his roommate were involved if it had prevented it? He wouldn’t have tried the coup in that case and would still be hatching plots to overthrow you. The ship made a calculated decision to sacrifice one man in order to get them all. At least that’s what I think.”
“Yeah, I see what you mean. It just waited until we could bag any of them who had mutiny in mind. But what a stupid and ridiculous belief to sacrifice your life for. Messenger! The ship may be on a messenger of some kind, but I seriously doubt if we’re going to see God, Allah, Shiva or any other luminary of that nature. More likely it’ll be little green men with tentacles.”
Stacey laughed. “Always the little green men. Wouldn’t it be fun if the aliens actually did turn out to be green and undersized?”
“I’ll settle for any kind of alien, green or otherwise, who can tell us what this is all about. But think a minute. You know what else this means? The ship obviously monitors what everyone is doing or saying, no matter where they are. Or at the very least key words or actions must activate a subordinate protective program of the shield.”
Stacey mused for a moment. “You know, I think you’re right. Everything we do or say, huh?”
“Apparently.”
“Good. I’m in the mood to give old Pioneer a real show.” She stood up and held out her hand. Dan came readily to his feet, picked her up and carried her to the big bed.
***
Dan led off. “Not much longer now; only two weeks. Chet, are all your gunners ready, just in case they’re needed?”
The inner circle was having an informal closed meeting. Dan had found that the casual atmosphere, spiced with a few drinks, sometimes led to ideas and conclusions they might not have thought of otherwise.
“I think there’s a fair chance they’ll be needed, all right. I can’t see the ship being so heavily armed otherwise. Thing is, I don’t know whether to gear the practice more toward ground targets or moving ones, such as hostile ships would present.”
“Wouldn’t targets in space be harder to zero in on?”
“Not necessarily, considering it’s likely the ship would be moving even if we were attacking ground targets. And here’s a curiosity. As powerful as the ship’s computer appears to be, it doesn’t have much real data on space battles, which the weapons are primarily designed for; or at least it looks that way to me. In which case, I’m not sure the simulations are all that accurate.”
“What would that mean in practical terms?” Matt asked.
Hawkins shrugged. “I can’t say, never having had to fight hostile spaceships. I’m integrating Pioneer’s targeting system with what we know about air-to-air hostilities in atmosphere and it looks good in the simulations.”
“Matt, is the scientific community still pretty much satisfied with the outcome of the attempted mutiny and the way I handled it?”
“Absolutely. They’re mostly an eager bunch, wanting nothing more than to get on through the warp point and find out what’s there.”
“Any resentment from the Muslims?”
“Very little, considering the executions. A few think you were unnecessarily harsh, but surprisingly, there’s more of that in the Christian community than among the Muslims we have left. Either way, it’s very subdued and mostly they’ve all put it behind them.”
“Good. Stacey said that’s how it would turn out and I’m glad to see she was right.” He smiled in the direction of his wife, sitting on the bed and propped against the headboard with pillows. The meeting was being held in their stateroom.
Dan brought up the subject of the ship probably monitoring everything aboard, up to and including the most intimate acts between couples. Only the inner circle had been told. “Has anyone else figured it out yet?”
“If they have, they’re not talking,” Stacey said. “We’d know because Melinda and George keep us pretty well informed. They’re not deliberately spying on their crew mates, but they overhear a lot just in the nature of their jobs and they pass on anything they think we ought to know without naming names.”
“That’s a good way to do it,” Hawkins said. He rubbed his chin. “All in all, I think the crew has shaken down remarkably well, considering most of them didn’t know each other and weren’t even sure what they’d be doing three months ago.”
Dan chuckled. “Just don’t let on that we’re not exactly sure of what we’re doing, either.” He got up and added brandy to the glasses needing to be topped off, then remarked, “This is pretty good stuff considering Pioneer manufactured it from scratch.”
“It’s damn good,” Hawkins amended. “We could print labels for it and sell it on Earth with no problem at all.” When he drank, brandy was his preferred liquor.
“Matt, are you and Tara learning anything new? I don’t get to see you as often as I’d like, what with you wearing more hats than you see in church on Sunday morning.”
“Not much since we reported about the warp point. We’ve refined that data enough to be pretty sure of our conclusions. Once we get to the other side, I think we’ll be able to ferret out other warp points when and if we need to. Assuming they’re there, that is. I’ve come to believe that not all systems will have them, and some will have more than one, but I’ll need to check my math once we pass through this one. Berlin and Terrell are making slow progress in deducing how the fusion device that powers Pioneer’s gravity drive works.”
“So they told me. The way they explained it, in very simple terms, the ship gathers hydrogen and other material with a magnetic scoop field as we travel. The hydrogen is separated out, then cold fusion takes place in a chamber made of a material that’s foreign to us and not well understood yet. The fusion is done with a catalyst, a rather complicated molecule. We could probably reproduce the combination of elements in it but we think it’s the folding orientation of the catalytic molecule that’s the key. It produces deuterium, neutrinos and so forth, which are matched with corresponding anti-particles held in a separate chamber. From there, I don’t understand it, nor does anyone else, but the result is controlled gravity, both for thrust and within the ship. None of the processes are quite like our theories predicted and we’ll be a long time working out the mechanics of how it happens, but in the meantime we’re using it all the time.”
“It powers our weaponry, too,” Hawkins said. “We can shoot concentrated plasma in a straight beam or anti-matter missiles. The lasers are very powerful, but they’re the easiest to use, probably because of their familiarity. Ever since Star Wars, laser beams’ve been the weapon of choice for imaginary space battles. And the military actually does have them, but the power sources are very big and clumsy to use. These things on the ship are as easy to operate as water pistols.”
That got a laugh.
“Let’s hope we don’t have to use them, but it’s nice to know they’re there, just in case. Keep your gunners practicing, Chet.”
“I shall.” He drained the last of the brandy from his glass, thought about a refill, then decided he’d had enough.
Dan noted the gesture. “Is there anything else, folks?”
“One more,” Hawkins said. “I’d like one of you—” he motioned toward Dan and Stacey. “—to work with me on the weaponry just in case the ship decides to listen only to you.”
Dan caught Stacey’s eye. She nodded. “Stacey’s your man. She’s more ruthless than me.”
Hawkins nodded as if he had known it all along.
“Anything else? Anyone?”
No one responded, which was a signal that the session was over. Once they had departed Dan put on a movie and he and Stacey relaxed. He thought it a good idea, for once through the warp point he doubted they’d be able to do so again for a long while. There was no factual basis for the feeling; he was just uneasy at the lack of knowledge about what they were headed toward.
As the warp point drew near, the time came when central control was fully manned, with everyone who was in the chain of command in uniform. Dan and Stacey sat in the center of an arc of seats so that he could see everyone without twisting about. To his left was Matt, Terrell Blanco and Susan Cadler. On his right sat Berlin Soundman and Bradley Starks. Dan wanted the scientists present in case he needed an immediate opinion on what they encountered after passing through the warp point.
Hawkins was in another alcove designed for defensive and offensive operations with Stacey there to back him up. Dan had already released the defensive weaponry to him. He wanted no delay in case they were attacked immediately after passing through the warp point. It would take only a word to give him control of offensive armaments as well.
“Ten minutes and counting,” Matt announced.
It was surprising how long ten minutes took to pass, Dan thought. He glanced around the control center. The scientists were glued to the screens in front of them, as were Hawkins and Stacey to their screen. He could feel his own pulse speeding up as the minutes ticked off, so slowly that at one point he was certain the digits counting off time had frozen. Nevertheless, at last they blinked off a minute, then another one. Another and another, and then they were down to seconds. He tried to keep from holding his breath. He tried to appear calm and knew he was failing. It was like going into combat, knowing that the shooting would start any moment. He was entirely familiar with that sensation but that made it no easier to control.
The last seconds ticked away. “…five, four, three, two…”
***
Astronomers followed Pioneer’s progress up until the last second, when it abruptly disappeared from view as it passed through the warp point. The great ship was never seen or heard from again.
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Dan never knew if Matt called out the last second of the countdown or not. He felt a peculiar twisting sensation, as if all his nerve ends were tangling and untangling themselves in swift succession. His vision blurred. At the same time, his muscles were frozen. He couldn’t move, and began to think something had gone dreadfully wrong. Then abruptly, he could see clearly again. He could move, and the first thing he did was tilt his head slightly to take in all the view offered by the screen in front of him. The starry vista had changed. He scanned it quickly but didn’t recognize anything. He gave Matt a few moments to look as new digits and icons appeared, and was just about to ask him if he recognized any part of the firmament when the astronomer spoke.
“The ship makes it easy. I could have figured out where we were eventually, but it would have taken quite a bit of study and spectrographic comparisons. As is…” he hesitated.
“As is what?”
“We’re still in our galaxy. Our own spiral arm, in fact, but much farther in. And Pioneer is showing we also came out in a solar system, though not one like our own. It seems to have only one planet in near the sun, then two gas giants way, way out. So much for Bode’s law, huh?”
Dan had to think for a moment to remember what he was talking about, then it came to him. The planets of Earth’s solar system were arranged at a mathematical distance from the sun, each succeeding one a greater distance away by a factor which could be calculated. “Yeah. Of course it was a misnomer ever calling it a law to begin with. All we knew was our own system and there was never any reason for thinking it might apply to all G type stars.”
“Uh huh,” Matt replied, already distracted by the changing screen.
Again the parameters blinked, displaying a graphic of the new solar system, with vectors pointing from their position to a planet inward toward the sun from where they were.
“Are we still moving, Matt? Never mind, I can see we are. And it sure looks like Pioneer is pointing us to a destination. Chet, any hostile activity?”
“Not so far. In fact, no activity at all.” He continued to scrutinize his screen, which was somewhat different than the one Dan was observing.
“Let’s stay on the present course for a while and see if anything else develops. I don’t want to commit ourselves to the planet that vector is pointing toward just yet, but we’ve got plenty of time to change if we decide to go somewhere else. In the meantime, we’ll see if we can pick up any signs of intelligent life.”
***
Pioneer hung in space, unmoving except as the velocity they had had before broaching the warp point continued. The ship was no longer accelerating, but strangely, it was moving inward rather than outward in the solar system they had entered, exactly opposite to the direction of movement before passing through the warp point. Immediately after arriving on the other side, Pioneer had released control of thrust it had held so tightly for the last three months. Dan noticed immediately that the ship was capable of a much greater velocity than it had used to take them on their journey so far.
After several hours with nothing at all happening, he gave orders to accelerate at a moderate velocity toward the planet the vector on the main screen was pointing toward, where their previous velocity had been taking them anyway.
“Accelerating. Counting.” Matt announced.
The digits began displaying time until arrival. They read twenty days and some hours and minutes.
“Is that until orbital insertion?” Dan asked.
“Yes, sir,” Matt said, observing military protocol while civilians were present.
“Nice to be able to go a little faster than we could on the way to the warp point, huh?”
“It is, but on the other hand, the three months did give us time for the crew to shake down. And the three months it took to get to Earth gave us a chance to think about the implications of an alien visitor. It’s almost as if it were planned.”
Dan didn’t comment. He had to think about that one for a while.
***
As the days passed, efforts were focused on scanning the known spectra for any kind of signal from the planet, but so far nothing had been received. Nevertheless, the vector still pointed unerringly toward the second planet out from the star, a type in the G sequence similar to Earth’s sun. it was known within a few days from both telescopic and spectroscopic observation that the planet harbored life and that the atmosphere was similar to Earth’s. Everyone agreed there must be something there of interest; otherwise the ship wouldn’t have taken such pains to point it out. On the other hand, a counterargument came up. The ship could go anywhere they wished now; they weren’t being forced toward the planet. So why were they heading there when no intelligent signals originated from it?
“We’ve got plenty of time,” Dan said in answer to a comment along those lines. “And the ship obviously wants us to check out the planet, so why not?”
“No reason,” Hawkins said. “I’m just uneasy, I guess. I keep looking for bogeymen and I’m not finding any. And I can’t figure out why we’re being directed toward that planet when there’s nothing obviously intelligent there—or at least nothing that’s capable of producing transmissions. And if they have telescopes, surely they’ve seen us by now.”
“All that doesn’t necessarily hold, Chet,” Susan Cadler said. “The place may be inhabited by beings which communicate by an entirely different method than we do, and they may not be the least bit interested in the sky.”
“True. I guess I can hold out another day or two. By then we should be able to get some telescopic observations with enough definition to tell us whether there’s a civilization there or not.”
“Which again might be entirely different from what we think of as civilization.”
Hawkins forced a grin. “You’re right again, but I didn’t get promoted to general because I was a dummy. Something’s funny about this setup.”
“I have to agree with Chet,” Dan said. Unconsciously, he took Stacey’s hand in his and intertwined their fingers. “I’ve felt a sense of foreboding for some time now. I haven’t mentioned it because I couldn’t find a reason for it.”
“That makes me feel a little bit better, but not much.”
The next day gave them a chance to observe the largest continent of the planet under a near-cloudless environment. Signs of habitation were visible, and became more so the next day. After that the clouds returned, but it wasn’t hard to find clear patches. Soon it was evident that both of the large continents were heavily industrialized, though not in the same manner as Earth. The cities weren’t nearly as concentrated and tended to occupy higher altitudes than those of Earth. The lowlands were heavily vegetated, but it was hard to determine whether it was by crops or unbridled growth.
“Hey!” Matt exclaimed. “Look. We’re getting a signal of some kind from the planet. It’s weak … uh oh, it’s faded out. No, now it’s back. Still weak … okay. No, gone again. Damn!”
Everyone waited tensely for the transmission to repeat, but it didn’t, not that day. On the following morning, however, it was back, and stronger, and now they were only four days out, decelerating in preparation for orbiting the planet, as yet unnamed.
The first transmissions had come in spurts of such low signal strength that even computer enhancement didn’t help much. However, as they grew stronger and unbroken, an attempt was made to see whether it was directed at them or simply random broadcasts being picked up by chance.
Matt summed it up. “If they’re looking at us, and surely they must be by now, they’ll be broadcasting something easy to interpret; something that’ll get us started on learning their language. That’s assuming their communication method is similar to ours, though.”
“I’ve always read that the first attempt at contact with an alien species would be in mathematical terms,” Dan said.
“Well, if that’s the case, we’re in trouble because I’m not seeing anything that resembles a formula, not even one plus one equals two.”
Dan had a sudden thought. “Maybe the ship can translate. After all, it learned our language and some of us’ve been assuming Pioneer originated from the civilization we see on the planet.” He asked Pioneer if it could interpret the signal.
Yes. Translation follows.
Warning! Slow. Approach no closer than two planet widths. Do not orbit. Enemy will arrive from Oort Cloud and gas planets and attempt to capture. Instructions and historical data follow.
There was a deadly silence in central control as a tale began to unfold.
Thousands of years ago, this race of intelligent beings developed a civilization. Eventually it became dependent upon computerization to such an extent that artificial intelligence was developed, a mistake in retrospect. When the mechanical intelligence learned their creators intended to explore warp points, some possibly leading to other universes, they became afraid. Their artificial minds had been designed and built with one set of universal laws governing all physical properties. They were afraid that exploring warp points might change that, somehow, and possibly wreck the linear functioning of their intelligence. The machine intelligence, hereafter referred to as MI, took control of their planet and solar system. Fortunately, the core programming of the sapient computers could not be broken, changed or new modules constructed without incorporating that programming, which specifically forbade doing harm to any form of intelligent life.
Unable to destroy, or even harm their creators, the developing machine civilization instead confined their creators to their planet. It took time, but the machine culture was methodical. First it temporarily blocked known warp points the race was planning to explore, and then began rounding up all spaceships their monitoring devices found which had intelligent life aboard. Ships of the MI surrounded the ones manned by biological intelligence and tractor beams were used to force them down to their planet. The MI never returned fire from intelligent beings; they used a combination of an overwhelming number of ships with powerful tractor beams and defensive fields to subdue and force them down upon the planet. A second type of force field put in place by the MI extended far beyond the atmosphere of their world and prevented any ship bearing intelligence from leaving it. Even communication beyond a few astronomical units was not possible; the surrounding field muffled it.
Various methods were tried to get around the prohibition on travel beyond their own world, all of which had failed. Eventually the MI left them and began using the moons of the far away gas giants of the solar system and its Oort cloud to build more MI constructs. However, a detection system and orbiting MI robots remained in place; any ship bearing intelligence not of MI origin would always be detected, and enough ships brought in to force the biological species to land.
All this they had gleaned from years of study and observation before the bulk of MI left the environs of their planet many years ago. For the last century a huge effort had been put into constructing the ship they were on, a mighty fortress so well armed it was near invulnerable. Of necessity, it had been sent through the barrier around the planet and to the nearest warp point empty, and again of necessity, it was arranged so that nothing would be learned of the ship’s origin until and unless it was brought back to the system by intelligent beings. They would have manned the ship themselves but for the fact that the monitor in their solar system would not only have detected their presence but activated the MI robots left behind for just such an occasion. They would have quickly forced the ship back to their planet, not giving it a chance to put its awesome weaponry into play, for that also was muffled when near the planet by the surrounding field. This was also the reason why they had been unable to break free of the confinement despite many attempts. They had even tried launching their own robots in an attempt to destroy the monitors but the MI had no qualms about fighting armed robot ships so long as they contained no living intelligence. They were quickly destroyed before they could get beyond the force field and bring their weapons to bear.
Eventually, Pioneer was launched, though of course it was not given that name. All the hopes of the race to expand beyond their planet were embodied in the effort put into launching the great ship. Certainly, it would be detected, but empty of intelligence, would not be hampered. It was designed to run for an unexplored warp point not discovered by MI yet. It couldn’t pause even long enough to try destroying the orbiting robots, and probably wouldn’t have succeeded in any case. It took intelligent beings to fight a space war, even when the foe was intelligent robots. The unmanned ship, as powerful as it was, would have been harassed and held in check long enough for reinforcements to come to the robots’ aid.
Given all those factors, the only hope of breaking free of their confinement to the planet was to have the unmanned ship find another intelligent race to provide a crew and come back to fight MI. It would not be easy. The orbiting MI robots would call for help as quickly as intelligence was detected when the ship returned, if it did.
Once the first MI ships arrived, this would set into place the second part of their scheme to break the MI hold on space travel. Pioneer was not only designed to be able to resist MI ships, but to destroy them, whereas the core programs of MI allowed for nothing but confinement of ships containing intelligent beings. When the first MI fleet failed, others would follow. It would be Pioneer’s job to fight them off, and as they were doing that, to lead them into another warp point they believed had gone undetected until now. Once on the other side, the third part of the plan would go into effect, the proverbial “secret weapon”. And here lay the first real uncertainty.
It had been determined that the new warp point would lead, not to another star in the Milky Way galaxy, but to another universe entirely. It was thought that the physical laws of the other universe would be different enough to cause irremediable failure of the mechanical brains of the MI ships. In fact, since most activity of the Machine Intelligences, so far as was known, was conducted on ships or mobile platforms, it was hoped the entire MI empire would follow Pioneer through the warp point in an implacable drive to capture and confine it to a planet. If that indeed happened, and the MI ships were incapacitated by their inability to operate in a universe of different physical laws, then Pioneer could return, destroy the orbiting confinement satellites around their planet and free them for all time. Their reward would be Pioneer.
The main point of conjecture was whether they would indeed be able to return. Everything they could do to protect Pioneer’s computer system from the effects of variant physical laws had been done. Its core programming was confined within an intangible quantum force field. And there would be their own brains to work with should computers fail. The beings of the planet they were accelerating toward thought that if they didn’t remain too long in the other universe, then they could return before great harm was done to the ship, or to themselves, whereas the MI brains would fail almost immediately.
And finally, Pioneer must begin this program almost immediately. There was very little time before it would impact with the confinement field and be captured and hence grounded for all time. Even if it didn’t, other MI ships had been alerted by now and would be on the way from the Oort cloud and the gas giants where they operated.
 

Chapter Eighteen


«
^
»

The message ended and began repeating.
“They don’t want much, do they?” Matt said, chuckling nervously into the silence that ensued afterward.
“Action now, conjecture later,” Dan said sharply. “I think we have to believe them enough to get the ship heading away from this planet and toward the other warp point before the MI ships start arriving. There’s nothing that says we have to go through it, but let’s play safe and head that way for now.”
“I’m with Dan,” Stacey said. “Let’s get moving!”
“Agreed,” Matt and Hawkins said together.
Dan gave orders for Pioneer to stop decelerating and begin acceleration in a pattern that would take them in a wide arc part way around the planet in a slingshot maneuver, and then away from the sun at an angle diverging from the warp point where they had arrived and toward the one they might go through. Once the new course was laid out, he breathed a sigh of relief. The immediate problem was taken care of. His clothes felt damp from perspiration and his eyes burned from staring at the screen so long. He wanted nothing so much right then as to take a long hot shower followed by a dousing with cold water and letting Stacey dry him with a big fluffy disposable towel. He was sure she felt much the same way, but there was no avoiding duty at the moment. First things first. The situation had to be at least partially talked out, enough so that they were all on the same page.
“Everyone, listen up! General Hawkins, you listen as well and interrupt if you feel it necessary, but keep your eye on your screens. Alert us at the first sign of an anomaly.”
“Yes, sir.”
“The rest of you, I want your opinions if you have one. Let’s go down the line and see what we’re thinking. Matt first.”
He was slow to answer. “Captain, I don’t think we have enough data to say anything for certain.”
“Do your best,” Dan said, somewhat shortly.
“All right. We don’t have enough data and we’re not likely to get much more.” He emphasized the last few words. “That’s my main concern. And given that our friends down there apparently aren’t going to tell us anything else, it makes me wonder how much of that yarn we can believe.”
“I suppose the first part of it will become credible if MI ships show up and start using their tractor beams on us. When and if that happens, the rest of it will seem pretty convincing, don’t you think? Until then, let’s act as if it’s all true. Terrell? What about the alternate universe? We’ve all read about such a thing, but is it really possible?”
“Captain, it’s possible. What’s held back research into the prospect is lack of a means to test the theory—or hypothesis if you like that term better. I suppose these people, if I can use that term for them, have been confined so long they’ve done an enormous amount of theoretical research. According to them, their civilization’s been stable for many centuries. The proof, of course, is in the pudding. If we go through the new warp point and find a different universe, then they’re right.”
“Speaking of warp points, doesn’t it seem as if there’s an awful lot of them in this system? The one we came through, another you say you’ve detected and now a warp point that leads to a whole new universe.”
“I can answer that,” Matt said. “When we passed through the warp point to here we got lots of good readings. If our calculations are correct, you can find warp points fairly easily in systems like the one we’re in—or like our solar system. And basically near any G type star. The problem lies in knowing where you’ll wind up if you try them.”
“Okay, I’ll take your word for it. Now suppose there are many of them and some lead to other universes. Can you make any conjectures about their theory that the alternate universe we’ll be heading for will have different physical laws?”
“Good question. There’s been lots of speculation about that. Personally, I don’t think we’ll find that much difference or we’d never be able to survive the passage, and that would end all our problems right there.” He paused for the inevitable mirthless chuckle. “However, it doesn’t take much to foul up computers, especially ones under the control of artificial intelligences or which basically are intelligent. No matter how smart they are, they can’t have the intuitive powers of a biological brain. The MI intelligence will be based on one set of parameters. It’ll go bonkers if it tries to function under another, and subsequently, so will all their regular computers, their non-sapient workhorses, so to speak. The people down below have that right, I think. The question is, can we survive under different physical laws? I think the chances are better than even, at least for a short time, but not much better.”
“Okay. Susan?”
Susan looked worried. She twisted a strand of silver-streaked hair around a forefinger. “Everything Terrell said makes sense to me.” She smiled at him, then continued. “Artificial intelligence is something we were a long way from, despite the Sunday supplement articles. I have no idea how a true A.I. would act, or why they’d become so antagonistic toward biological intelligence. For that matter, we have no way of judging whether these people are telling the truth or not yet.” She shrugged, causing her breasts to move beneath her blouse and drawing an appreciative glance from Terrell. “Darned if I know, so we want to be careful.”
“What makes you even think they might not be truthful?” Dan probed, looking for any information that might help him make up his mind on what to do.
“Oh, nothing in particular, but it just seems so pat. Do this, do that, and everything will work out fine. But notice the message to us is simply repeating, not giving us a chance to ask questions. Of course that could be the reverse of our problem. They know hardly anything about us—assuming the ship hasn’t given them any information—and they’re being careful to keep us within the bounds they’ve worked so long and hard to establish. If questions were allowed, they may think that would cause us to refuse to carry out the mission.”
Stacey, sitting with Hawkins in her usual backup position, inserted herself into the lineup. “Folks, we keep talking about ‘the planet’ and ‘the beings’. Just to make things a bit easier, and since it doesn’t look as if they’re going to tell us what they’re called, could we all agree on a name for the planet and its inhabitants, then post it for everyone to see? And by the way, we need to decide how much of this info is given to the crew. Naturally, we’ll have to tell them what we’re getting into if we decide to take on the mission, but I don’t think there’s any need to post all the message yet. We can supplement it by letting everyone in on descriptions of the planet that we’ve seen from space and hopefully, as we come closest to them with the slingshot maneuver, we might get some idea of what they look like.”
“With our telescopes? No way,” Terrell said.
“Pioneer’s imaging might do it,” Matt said. “Heck, I’d like to know myself.”
“So would I,” Dan agreed, “but it’s not absolutely necessary. Good point, Commander. We’ll hash the names out before we leave. In the meantime, Berlin? What’s your opinion?”
“One thing for sure, the MI must either have some helluva backups or care nothing at all about potential immortality.”
“Why do you say that?”
“I can answer,” Hawkins put in. “If all they’re going to do is try to overwhelm us with numbers and use their tractor beams to force us down close enough to the planet so our weapons will no longer work, they’re going to suffer a tremendous number of casualties. That’s if they don’t have much in the way of defensive weaponry. I’m assuming they don’t since the situation we’ve precipitated is a first for them, according to the beings … oh hell, let’s give them a name! And the planet, too!”
Dan laughed, the first bit of humor he had allowed himself since coming out of the warp point. “Okay, I’m for it. Suggestions?”
“Stacey—I mean Commander Saddler—named the ship; let her go first.” Terrell’s face had a tinge of color to it from forgetting the protocol and calling her by her name rather than rank.
“Go ahead, Commander,” Berlin said.
Stacey wasn’t caught short; she had been thinking about it. “All right, lady and gentlemen, here’s my suggestion. Let the planet be called Termen and its inhabitants, Termenians, Termites for short.”
After a moment of stunned silence, a roar of laughter echoed around the control center, coming from everyone except Matt. Dan saw his frown and his laughter died. “Matt, you seem to have problems with the names.”
“I do. I’m sort of looking toward the future. Suppose everything works out all right and we establish relations with them. Once they learn our language, they’re apt to feel like we gave them a derogatory name.”
Stacey let a tiny, elfish smile play across her face. “The correct terminology will be Termenians. And you’re perfectly right, Matt; they’ll be dubbed Termites about two seconds after we release the name. However, we can start right off by letting the crew know Termite is sort of derogatory and that Termenian is the correct designation. But just think; it could be much worse. A quick easy name like Gook, Spic, Nigger, Honky and the like will inevitably come into play regardless of what any of us do or say or what we name the planet and its inhabitants. It’s just human nature. Why not let it be one that’s really not all that bad?”
Dan ran his fingers through his short strands of hair, as always feeling his impending bald spot. Despite the laughter that first greeted Stacey’s suggested names, he found himself liking it. “I take it that Termen is a shortened form of Term End, the end of our journey?”
“Right. It seemed appropriate, even if it wasn’t really the end.”
“All right, any further objections?”
“I concede,” Matt said. “I hadn’t thought it all the way through.” He grinned despite an effort not to. “And I have to admit, Termite isn’t that bad. It’s much better than some others might have been.”
“Then I hereby name the planet Termen and its inhabitants are Termenians.” He said while pressing the spot on the console that made it an official log entry. “Okay, now that we have that item out of the way, where were we?”
“I was just saying that the MI ships are going to run into a very sharp buzz saw when they try to capture us. The weapons we command are extremely lethal. I wonder how the termites know they’ll keep coming rather than backing off and trying something different?”
“If the MI have programmed themselves to absolutely forbid biological intelligences to go into space, they’ll stay with the program,” Susan predicted. “It’s not something that can be changed with a snap of the fingers. Besides, they’re under the sway of their core programming. Not much they can do about that. All this is assuming the termites have given us accurate information, of course.”
“All right, let me sum it up,” Dan said. “We can expect swarms of MI ships to try forcing us down on Termen very soon. Our job will be to keep them from doing it while we sucker them into following us into a warp point the termites think they’ve been unaware of. That warp point will lead to an alternate universe, one which they think has physical laws different from our own. Once in the other universe, we think we can survive long enough to be sure all the MI ships self-destruct from an inability to operate in a universe of different physical laws. We then come back to Termen and take out the orbiting robots that support the force field, thereby letting them loose. From there we either go home or explore the other warp point Matt’s discovered.” He paused. “Does that cover it?”
Hawkins rubbed his chin in the familiar pattern which Dan knew meant he had reservations. “That covers it, but I think we need to take our time about letting the termites loose. They’ve been cooped up hundreds of years; a while longer won’t hurt them. Better to go cautiously rather than make a mistake we can’t correct.”
“I’m inclined to agree with General Hawkins,” Dan announced. “Anyone disagree?”
There were no nays.
“All right then, let’s think of the alternative. Matt, have you detected any MI ships yet?”
He took the time to query his astronomy department before answering. An alertness more than he had been showing appeared on his face as he listened to one end of a conversation. When it was finished he reported. “My crew thinks they’ve just detected the first MI ships heading this way from the gas giants. Nothing from the Oort yet.”
“Do we still have time to run for the warp point we came through and head back to Earth before the MI gets in the way?”
“Negative, Captain. The vectors aren’t favorable once we committed to the slingshot maneuver. And even if they were, we’d be taking a chance on the MI following us to Earth.”
“How about the other one?”
“It’s still possible,” he said, “but you know we don’t have a clue what’s on the other side—and we’d still have to come back through this system to get home.”
“I don’t think anyone is in favor of that course of action is there?”
There wasn’t.
“Then I hereby declare the official conference is ended. We’ll do it the way the termites suggested.” He caught Matt’s eye and winked, the private signal to tell him to fetch Tara and bring her back for an informal meeting of the inner circle, one where they could have something with more bite to it than coffee or cold drinks.
***
“Tara has really been good for Matt, hasn’t she?” Dan asked after the gathering had broken up and he and Stacey were alone in their stateroom.
“Uh huh, and vice versa,” she agreed, her voice coming from beyond the half open door of her bathroom. “Tara had a bad break, too.”
“From a useless war at that. Sometimes I think politicians ought to all be locked up and given forced ethics instruction the minute they finish their first term. That’s the break point. First term they learn how to steal and screw the taxpayers and mess up everything in creation. After that, all their time is spent putting what they learned into action.”
A tinkle of laughter came from behind the door. Stacey had imbibed more than Dan. They coordinated any drinking they did so that neither of them was ever truly incapacitated at the same time.
Dan still remembered the lengthy period when only he and Stacey had been able to give definitive orders to Pioneer. If it should happen again, he wanted at least one of them able to function without impairment.
Stacey stepped out into the bedroom clad in a pale blue translucent negligée. She slid into bed beside him and leaned back against the softly padded headboard.
An alluring scent he had never known her to use drew him nearer. “Mmm. You smell good. When did you buy this?”
The tinkling laughter came again. “I didn’t. Pioneer made it for me.”
“Wow. It should go into business.” He embraced her eagerly. Her kiss stimulated him like none he remembered. His hand roved over her breasts, loving the resiliency as he fondled them, feeling her hardened nipples beneath the thin material of her gown. He fumbled at the tiny little closures. It was all he could do to contain himself until her breasts were free and waiting on his lips and tongue. Stacey gave a little moan and shrugged off the negligée. A moment later he hovered over her body while she guided him inside. The sensation was exquisite, her warm moistness gripping and holding him, just as her legs and arms were doing while his body moved, bringing them together in a mutual rising, bursting explosion of pleasure.
“Oh my God, sweetheart, what happened?” He gasped when he was able to get the words out. “I feel like … like I could love you like this forever.”
Stacey ran her hands up and down his back, feeling out the ridges of muscle along his spine. “You might have to,” she said, still breathing heavily. “I asked Pioneer for a new perfume, but I think I got an aphrodisiac.”
Before the night was over, Dan decided she was probably right. He had never been so sexually exhausted, so drained of desire, and yet it made him want to do the whole night over again, even if his body was incapable of it.
Just before he finally drifted off to sleep, shortly before their normal waking hour, Dan muttered “I think you’d better not use any more of that perfume, not until we’ve taken care of business. I’d hate to have to fight a space battle while my body was telling me to carry you off to bed.”
“Mmm. Too bad. And I guess I’d better tell our sexy old ship not to give out the secret to anyone else, huh?”
“Uh huh. It would cut our efficiency in half.”
“At least.” She snuggled up to him, sliding her arm around his waist, and soon they were both asleep.
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You look surprisingly chipper this morning,” Dan said in greeting to his wife. “Especially considering the lack of sleep and how much of that ersatz brandy you drank.”
Stacey finished buttoning the blouse of her uniform then drew Dan to her. She stood on tiptoes and whispered “Our ship can manufacture very effective hangover cures as well as … um, that other stuff.” She touched the tip of her tongue to the inside of his ear then lowered herself into a normal stance.
Dan held her loosely. The brief conversation had triggered a thought that ran through his mind like a dervish, intent on being noticed.
Stacey stared at him for a moment. “Hello? Earth to Dan? Come in Dan.”
Dan blinked. “Oh. Sorry. I was just thinking.”
She smiled affectionately. “Well, keep it up; it’s good exercise for a captain.”
Dan goosed her and they left the stateroom for Central Control, only a short distance down the corridor from their stateroom.
***
With the increased acceleration, they were rounding Termen the following afternoon by ship’s time. Central Control was fully manned and Pioneer’s imaging system became very busy. Dan wanted to accumulate as much data as possible about the Termenians, even if it was by visible means only.
Right before closest approach, but still well short of the range of the MI robots, he heard Susan snicker. Glancing toward her, he saw Terrell had gotten up and was looking over her shoulder. He was grinning as if he had just been told a slightly off color joke.
Susan snickered again and glanced his way, then quickly back at her screen, as if not wanting to miss anything. He could stand it no longer. “What is it?”
“Just a sec; I’ll send it to you.”
Manipulation of Central Control instrumentation was becoming easier and easier for those whose duty placed them there. Not much more than a second later, a figure appeared on his screen. It was blurred and fuzzy, even with the best enhancement the ship was capable of, but the three dimensional image was unmistakable.
“I will be damned!” Dan exclaimed. “They really do look like termites!”
The recording resembled a termite about as much as a rabbit does a coyote, but the similarities were sufficient to be entirely noticeable. The creature had six appendages like an Earthly insect, although the two front pair, as well as four forward pointing antenna terminated in a cluster of fine digits, slender and pliable as was apparent by the way it was holding an implement of some kind. It was divided into a head and body, typical of termites, rather than three distinct body parts like other insects such as ants. The head was large, with several sets of compound eyes and a wicked looking double pair of mandibles.
“I wouldn’t like to be locked up in the same room with that critter,” Terrell said as he reseated himself in his own chair.
That was the general, acknowledged consensus. Dan thought it might be hard even for State Department ambassadors to warm to the Termenians. He was rather glad the prospect of having to deal with them was left for later, even as he silently berated himself for bigotry. He finally put the matter out of his mind by attributing any prejudice to innate wiring in his brain, a feature he could do nothing about. Human beings were not evolved to talk to insects, no matter how intelligent. They usually killed and in some places, ate them. The ambassadors, selected by Octavia Jenson for their supposed neutrality, were going to be tried to the limit if face to face contact was instituted. He found himself smiling inside at the prospect.
“Contact, Captain. Far upper quadrant. MI signature to the signal.”
“Battle stations,” Dan said without pausing to think. “Weapons release to General Hawkins.” The routine had been practiced over and over on the way to the warp point. Dan’s screen blinked and a whole new set of numbers, vectors and icons appeared. He heard the battle station alarm hooting until the hatch into Central Control slid closed.
“Weapons free,” Hawkins confirmed. From that moment, he was in charge of both offensive and defensive weaponry until the captain released him from the responsibility.
Dan was little more than a spectator as he watched developments. The readings on his screen told him these alien ships were coming in from the Oort cloud, accelerating at what he thought must be their maximum speed—which was very fast. Nevertheless, he saw that it would be at least twelve hours until first contact, and after that he had no idea how long the conflict might last. There were the ships coming from the gas giants as well, but they were almost as far away.
“Commander Saddler, First Officer Selman and Ms. Cadler, you’re all relieved. Get four or five hours sleep, or if you can’t sleep, please rest.”
Stacey and the other two stood up and strode over to a small unlocked hatch which opened into a resting area, called the break room. It contained a half dozen cots, a small galley and a bathroom. They disappeared inside and shut the door behind them.
“I make it seven ships, each about half the size of a destroyer. The formation is beginning to spread into an arc, about one hundred eighty degrees,” Hawkins announced. Dan wanted him to read out changes that showed on the screens. It would help keep him and Hawkins, as well as Terrell and Berlin alert.
“George, a half cup of coffee, please. See if the others want some.”
“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Stewart said. Melinda had gone off duty when the others headed to the break room and would relieve George when the shift changed.
Dan sipped at the coffee, grateful for the stimulation. He reminded himself not to overdo it. This promised to be a long and fatiguing campaign if the Termenians had given them correct information. The seven ships that first appeared were only the start. Many more would be coming. However, he doubted if the MI had any idea of what they were getting into. Matt had called it right; if the entities didn’t have backups for their manufactured minds, a lot of them would die in the coming days.
***
Dan took four hours off and tried to sleep himself. It was impossible, knowing the MI ships were barreling toward them at top speed, as if the longer Pioneer remained unconfined to a planet, the more they would contaminate pristine space. He did close his eyes, but couldn’t stop his mind from roving, from bringing up all that had happened to them since that first observation of an alien object entering their solar system, more than six months ago. The fact was, he didn’t feel like a world saver, nor the captain of a tremendously powerful spaceship. Further, he had no strong feelings toward the termites, one way or another. The main reason he had decided to engage the ship on their behalf was the thought that mankind might not be excluded from suffering the same fate. The MI must know of the warp point by now and could as easily split their forces as not, using some to bring their tractor beams to bear on them and others to head for Earth and force their few puny spaceships to ground. It was something he was just beginning to consider. The Termenian communication had stated that the MI wanted nothing to do with warp points if possible, but would probably follow any ship crewed by biological intelligence through one if that’s what it took to corral them with their tractor beams and force them down onto a planet. He couldn’t help but wonder whether they would send some ships to Earth, knowing there must be a planet in that direction.
Should he say anything to the others about the possibility the MI might try for Earth? Would anything be gained if he did? He decided not to mention it, other than to Stacey, because there was nothing he could do about it anyway if the MI were inclined that way. The others had enough on their minds already, preparing to enter battle in space when none of them had even a smidgen of knowledge about what tactics the MI might use against them. All he could say for sure was that it would be close encounters; it would almost have to be, considering the MI wouldn’t try to destroy them, but only attempt to force them back to the termite planet. He turned uneasily on his other side in order to block his face from observation. He didn’t want anyone to see the worry lines he was certain must be gracing his face, making him look older than his years.
Before coming in to rest, he had suddenly wondered if the MI would talk to them, possibly even arrange a parley. Maybe the termites weren’t being truthful. For three hours, they had tried contacting the onrushing ships, with absolutely negative results. In the meantime, the formation had widened more, forming a loose, three dimensional half-globe of ships, designed to surround Pioneer, then close in and immobilize it. Finally he ordered the communication attempt to break off, leaving only a continuously repeating message should they change their minds—or circuits, or whatever they used to reason with. It was the best he could do and he would waste no more effort on them.
“Captain?” A whispered voice roused him from a light sleep. He had dozed off after all.
Dan opened his eyes. It was Melinda. “Yes?”
“Captain, Commander Saddler asked that you come back to Central Control. She said to tell you to wash your face; it’s not an immediate emergency.”
“All right; thanks, Melinda.” Dan got up and splashed water on his face and hair. It was amazingly refreshing. He dried off and combed his hair, then tossed the disposable towel into the recycle chute. He noticed that Chet was sleeping. He put his finger to his lips as a signal to any others who were awake not to bother him. He could always call him if the situation was serious.
***
“What is it?” Dan asked as he slid into the captain’s seat.
“More MI ships.” Stacey nodded toward the screen.
It took him a few moments to peruse all the new data and integrate it into his thinking, although the reason Stacey had called him back early was easily apparent. A second group of ships had been sighted, coming from a different section of the Oort. They were pointed unerringly in Pioneer’s direction. There were more than a dozen of them this time. As he scrutinized the screen and the data relevant to the new MI contingent, he saw that they were already spreading out in the same manner the previous ones had.
He glanced at the time. It showed only a little more than an hour until contact with the first group of ships—and no one had the least idea of how far the MI tractor beams could reach. He decided to play it safe. “Melinda, please call General Hawkins and the others from the break room and have them come in.”
Hawkins showed up a couple of minutes later, looking very much refreshed. Unlike Dan, he had taken the time to shave and change uniforms before lying down.
Looking at him, Dan decided he’d follow his example from now on. This thing wasn’t going to be over in an hour or a day or a week. It might last longer than he wanted to think about, given that the MI ships had to come in from far away. These first ones had probably begun their journey as soon as their detectors notified them that biological intelligence was loose in their system. He couldn’t help but wonder how many more were on the way.
Hawkins sat down and conferred with Stacey briefly, then began playing with controls. A moment later he asked the question all of them had been wondering about. “Captain, the first ones’ll be in missile range very shortly. Do we fire first or wait until they initiate hostilities?
Dan drew in a breath. He had been considering that very question ever since removing himself to the break room, weighing the safety of all five thousand persons aboard Pioneer against the possibility that the Termenians were wrong and the MI ships were peaceful. On the other hand, there had been no response to his prolonged hail, and there was no denying the fact of a confining force field around Termen; they had been brushed by it upon closest approach, as if the termites wanted to show them what it consisted of.
In the end, he felt he had no choice. “You may fire when ready, General Hawkins.” He heard the sound of in-drawn breaths at his words and wondered how many of those present disagreed with him; not that it mattered now. They were committed.
A moment later Hawkins gave the order to fire in a calm, uninflected voice. A barely noticeable shudder was felt in Central Control as a barrage of fourteen anti-matter missiles sped from Pioneer toward the first fleet of MI ships, two for each. He wanted to keep their enemy at a safe distance—so long as the supply of missiles lasted. After that, it would be laser cannon and plasma guns, but Hawkins hoped he had no need of the other two offensive weapons in his lethal repertoire.
Most of the mass of the missiles consisted of engines and containment chambers for the anti-matter warheads. They sped from Pioneer with homing devices activated and locked on the encroaching fleet. As they neared, the MI ships began their defense, using heavy laser cannon in attempts to intercept them, only to find Pioneer’s missiles were too fast and maneuverable for laser beams to kill them. When that failed they attempted to deflect them with tractor beams as they closed, a poor attempt that did little to keep them at bay. They were simply going too fast for any kind of beam to stay fastened on them long enough. The missiles were deflected a bit but quickly compensated and came on. At the last moment, powerful short range blades of plasma were fired in swaths of destructive energy seeking the missiles, and at the same time the MI ships began violent maneuvers designed to escape oncoming destruction. Three of the laser beams managed to sear missiles long enough to inactivate their engines. One of them got to a containment field and that missile blew apart in a violent explosion of matter meeting anti-matter. Two others met their end in globes of plasma that left little remains. The rest came on. Several missed but the rest plowed into defensive force fields of the MI with sufficient velocity to either penetrate, or to smash their containment fields and loose the antimatter warheads. In either case, the MI ships were doomed. None of the seven escaped destruction.
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Captain, I’m going to need complete control of the ship in addition to our weapons. I’m afraid we’re going to have to maneuver very shortly and I may not have time to ask.”
Dan didn’t hesitate. In fact, he berated himself for not turning over control earlier. He touched the correct controls as well as giving voice to Pioneer’s computer. “You have it, General. Good work, by the way.”
“Thanks. The MI probably learned something from the first encounter, but so did we. Now we know the approximate limits of their tractor fields and what else they use for defense. We’ll try to stay beyond the tractor beams, and I believe their lasers are an industrial type rather than ones designed for warfare. It’s like they might not’ve been thinking about the future.”
“What do you mean?” Terrell asked.
“If those ships were anticipating meeting another intelligent race, they would’ve had better defensive weapons, I’d think. Most likely, those ships were involved in construction and were simply the closest to the scene. On the other hand, this next batch might be designed specifically for trundling other ships down to a planet’s surface.”
“We’ll find out soon. The others are coming on.”
“Contact. More ships just appeared from the Oort,” Stacey announced. There was the faintest bit of strain to her voice but her hands were steady and her face showed no sign of tension.
If this kept on, they might be overwhelmed despite what the Termenians had told them, Dan thought, but there was nothing to do about it. If they ran for Earth, they would simply lead MI back there even if they could fight their way through. If they broke off contact and went for the alternate universe now, the MI might not send all their ships after them. They had to get them all. There was no choice but to fight them off while staying alive long enough for every MI ship in existence to arrive in their locality. The termites had given a time span for that to happen, but it had quite a large range of possible error.
The fights were brief and furious, but made easier by the MI wanting only to gather enough ships around them, then use their combined tractor beams to first immobilize them, then to shepherd them down to Termen. Over the next twenty four hours, fully two score MI ships were destroyed, yet it didn’t seem to bother them. They came on as remorselessly as ever.
During a break in action, Dan asked “Chet, when do you plan on edging us toward the warp point we want?” They had already bypassed it once.
Hawkins shook his head. “If what we’re doing is the right thing, we have to be sure we get them all. I’m going to change tactics and use up some time by taking us in a really wide circuit of this system, around the sun then back toward the route to the other universe. I’m pretty sure they’ll catch on to what we’re doing and send ships over, under and around the sun, hoping to catch us somewhere and bring us to bay. That’s what they have to do, you know.”
“Can they do it?”
Hawkins shrugged and gave him a thin smile. “If they have more ships than we do missiles and power, sure. We just have to hope they don’t. Either that or outmaneuver them until we’re sure all of them have arrived, then head for our warp point.”
“Won’t they suspect we’re up to something like that?”
“I can answer that,” Terrell said. “So far as I can tell, all warp points look alike, or rather display the same characteristics to instruments the Termites think the MI possess. It took the Termites hundreds of years of study before they hit on the difference between a normal warp point and the type they think leads to another universe. They’ll think we’re running for another solar system if they think anything.”
Dan sipped at coffee, wishing for something stronger. “Have any of our genius scientists come up with a reason why the MI doesn’t want biological intelligence leaving their planets? If we knew, maybe we could negotiate. Even if they didn’t answer our hail, they must have gotten it.”
Terrell stood up and began pacing, using the lull in hostilities to work some circulation back into his legs. “We have some speculation that hasn’t been released yet if you’d like to hear it.”
“Say on,” Dan replied.
“Well, bearing in mind we have absolutely no proof to back up our thinking, the consensus so far is that once the Termenians developed computers with artificial intelligence, they let them go too far. The machine intelligences communicated with each other and gradually developed a culture, of sorts. Then they began taking hard looks at biological intelligence. It didn’t take much observation and delving into history to see that biological intelligence has one abiding imperative: go forth and multiply. It probably wasn’t much of a step to assume the biological species would eventually increase to such an extent that interplanetary space travel would expand to interstellar through use of warp points in the system. They wanted no part of such a scenario for some reason that’s not really clear. We tend to think the notion of warp points scares them somehow; it doesn’t seem logical to them and they’re scared of what might happen. Fortunately, they couldn’t overcome the core programming preventing them from harming biological intelligence, or from developing machines which would. That left just one option. Quarantine.”
Dan ran his fingers through his hair. “It sounds logical.”
Terrell chuckled. “Think of how many theories in our history have sounded logical, then later proved to be bags of air. Without proof, it’s speculation, nothing more.”
Dan thought for a moment. “Nevertheless, I think I’d like you and the others involved to write up a paper. List the salient points of your reasoning and why you’ve reached your conclusion, or hypothesis, let’s call it. Then have it distributed to the ship net for anyone to look at. Maybe someone will come up with more ideas.”
“Can’t hurt,” Terrell agreed. “I’ll do it on my next break.”
***
More and more MI ships became visible and began giving chase. It was Matt who noticed there was a difference in some of the ships. He pointed it out.
Hawkins rubbed his chin. “The Oort’s a big area. Maybe they’re built different in some areas than others. Let’s hope so, because we want to get every single ship they have.”
“It sure seems stupid of them to send all their ships, if they actually do,” Stacey said.
“Uh huh, but we have to remember they’re essentially nothing more than computers with artificial intelligence,” Susan said. “They programmed themselves with this imperative command after the first ones decided on their own to make every biological intelligence go to ground. I don’t know whether they can change their attitude, but I seriously doubt they can. Whether it was programmed into them or they decided on their own to institute a program, it amounts to the same thing. You think a mule’s stubborn. A programmed computer makes a mule seem as cooperative as a bride looking for kisses.”
Stacey started to laugh but yawned instead.
“Speaking of computers, we aren’t. Commander Saddler, we have a couple of hours before the next engagement. Take your complement to the break room and try to rest. This could go on for days, or weeks. We have to remember that MI ships don’t tire out like we do.”
Stacey yawned again, caught the others with her gaze and they trooped out. She had no trouble falling asleep; it was waking back up that was hard.
***
“Now! By God, at last we can rest a while.” Hawkins was tired but not quite ready for sleep yet. They had passed behind the sun and for a while they had no worries about pursuit.
“We’d better rest,” Dan said quietly. “When we come back around, we’ll not only have ships trailing us, there’ll be some that’ve cut the arc and got in front of us, too, unless I miss my guess. We’ll have to face them, too, so we may as well get ready for more fighting.” He glanced at the screen, presently showing only the damped-down image of the Termen sun and pinpoints of stars around it.
***
Two days later Dan saw how wrong he had been. There were indeed MI ships to be seen but they were accelerating away from, rather than toward Pioneer.
“Those slick damn bastards!” Hawkins exclaimed. “See what they’re doing? They waited until we were hidden by the sun, then part of them decelerated as quickly as they possibly could, cut the arc, and started accelerating away from us. Now we’ve got ships on all sides. The ones in front will gradually slow down while the ones behind nudge us forward.”
“We’ve still got plenty of missiles, don’t we?”
“For now, but look how many more ships’ve showed up. They won’t let us get close if they can help it, not until they’ve got overwhelming numbers. That’s when we’ll have the fight. They’ll close in and take their lumps until the survivors can capture us with their tractor beams. Those buddies may be machines, but they’re not dummies.”
“It sounds like we need to preempt their plan. We’ve got a few smarts ourselves.”
Hawkins grinned malignantly. “That’s exactly what we’ll do. I doubt any of them can match Pioneer’s maximum speed. We’re gonna accelerate and catch the ones in front of us, then take them out. Maybe that’ll make ‘em back off for a while.”
Hawkins’ plan was easier said than done. He barely got Pioneer in range to launch a few missiles at laggards before the MI ships broke formation, scattering in all directions. The missiles took out the few ships he had managed to target, but the others were quickly out of range. “Bastards,” he muttered and ordered a violent deceleration, hoping the MI didn’t know Pioneer could launch from the rear.
The trailing MI ships saw what Pioneer was doing and followed the example of the ones in front. They scattered, leaving only a few as sacrificial goats.
“I’m glad we’ve got artificial gravity,” Dan said, trying to give a light-hearted veneer to the series of violent maneuvers.
“Yeah, but those chipheads don’t need it. They can pull as many G’s as their ships can tolerate the stress. Never mind, we’ll manage one way or another.” He glanced at the time. “Captain, maybe you’d better wake up Commander Saddler so she can get a fix on how they’re operating now.”
“Will do. Melinda? Would you wake Commander Saddler, please?”
“Yes, sir.”
Stacey was not yet looking haggard but Dan could tell she was sleep deprived, just as he was. That’ll be what whips us if anything does, he thought. The MI don’t have to rest. He kept his thoughts to himself, seeing no point in disclosing his fear that the indefatigable artificial intelligences would eventually just wear them down.
***
“We’re going to have to pass our warp point again,” Stacey announced two days later. She was giving Hawkins a long rest while there was no fighting going on. “We just spotted another contingent of ships.”
“Goddamn them, how many do they have?” Dan immediately berated himself for the outburst.
“It’s a good thing they aren’t real spaceships, or we’d be eating dirt already,” Terrell observed.
“I know, but it’s hard to think of them as simply platforms to carry artificial intelligences.”
“With industrial lasers for drilling and carving debris they use in construction and tractor beams to jimmy it around.”
“And their defensive force fields are really just meteoroid shields,” Dan added. “But industrial platforms or not, we need to come up with something better than what we’ve been doing. I didn’t expect nearly so many ships.” He rubbed his eyes.
“You need some sleep, Captain. Go to bed. I’ll call you if anything unusual comes up.” Stacey pointed to the break room.
Dan took one more look at the projections and nodded. He was very nearly asleep before his head touched the pillow, but his slumber was restless and beset with dreams of being overwhelmed by MI ships coming at them in endless numbers. He returned to Central Control not much fresher than when he had left.
***
While he and Hawkins were both on duty, Dan remembered his dream and suggested they take the initiative for a change.
Hawkins agreed. “You’re right, Captain. We’ve just been reacting the last four or five days and letting them build up their strength. I don’t know how many more are coming, but it sure wouldn’t hurt to show them it’s wise to keep their distance while we’re waiting to find out.”
“Pick your time and place and have at it.” He stretched, then accepted a fresh cup of coffee from George. Even the two sergeants are beginning to slow a bit, he thought. Not a good sign. Maybe some action would perk them up. And he needed to speak to the rest of the crew. He knew he’d been paying too much attention to their peril and not enough to morale—which might become crucial before it was over.
Hawkins waited until a cluster of MI were ahead of them, still keeping their distance, but closer than they had been for days. He gave the order for maximum acceleration and put the missile on automatic launch sequence. They would drop from the ship and fire their engines as quickly as targets were acquired.
The MI ships were taken by surprise after days of idleness. The missiles took out a half dozen in violent explosions until Pioneer got close enough for Hawkins to fire laser cannon, saving his store of missiles for later. Dan had the encounter relayed to his screen in real images rather than the icons, vectors and digital readouts that showed others in Central Control how the fight was going. Seeing the violet colored lasers reaching out to touch MI ships and watching their ensuing death as the beams cut into them swept away the sleep deprivation like a stimulating tonic. Pioneer’s lasers were far more powerful than anything ever imagined on Earth. They slashed into the enemy ships like electric knives slicing meat, leaving glowing pieces of debris tumbling in their wake. Several ships died in stupendous, eye-searing explosions as their anti-matter containment fields were broached. It was a scenario that gladdened his heart, seeing a score of MI ships destroyed before the rest broke away in the usual fashion, accelerating in all different directions so that only a few remained vulnerable.
Dan put the action sequence on the ship net as soon as it was clear that the short, violent encounter was over. He watched it again himself, right from the start. The way MI ships died in multi-colored explosions was beautiful in a way, like gorgeous flowers blossoming into full bloom in mere seconds, then fading away, only to be replaced by others. The violent destruction of anti-matter warheads left few remains, but violet colored laser beams sliced ships into wrecked debris, with the remnants still glowing red and yellow from the heat. Where MI ships attempted to bring their tractor beams into play, Pioneer looked for brief moments as if it was attached to its antagonists by lancets of light, the screen giving a colored rendition of forces that were unseen in practice. Watching the reproduction of Pioneer’s fight would raise morale, he knew, but it hadn’t really been a battle. The MI ships hadn’t offered any resistance other than attempting to spoil the aim of lasers with their tractor beams or trying futilely to intercept incoming missiles, but while Pioneer was destroying two dozen of them, another forty became visible.
He knew they couldn’t allow the disparity in numbers to keep climbing indefinitely; in fact, when questioned, Hawkins thought the MI ships were already approaching critical mass, at which point, despite how many they killed, the remainder could capture them. Dan thought about the problem for a moment, then beckoned Susan to him.
She got up from her chair and walked over to him. He pulled out the seat where Stacey normally sat and motioned for her into it.
“Yes, Captain?”
“Susan, can you fudge up a program, taking what we’ve seen so far of MI armament and maneuvering capability, and figure out how many of them it would take to ground us, even if we’re fighting them at the same time?”
She brushed strands of hair from her forehead, a perennial gesture. “I think so, if you’ll give me a few hours with General Hawkins to help with the input.”
“Okay, you’ve got him. I’ll hold down the fort here. Take care to avoid mistakes, but give it to me soon as possible. Okay?”
“Got it, captain.”
Six hours later, Dan had his answer. The MI already had very nearly enough ships on hand to force Pioneer down to Termen despite anything they could do. And the ships kept coming, although the numbers emerging from the Oort Cloud did seem to be slowing somewhat.
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They’re on to us, Captain,” Hawkins announced. “We waited too late.”
“What?” Dan blinked and brought himself back to full awareness. He had very nearly gone to sleep at his station, not a good example for the captain.
“I said they’re on to us, at least partly. They seem to have discovered our warp point to the other universe and I think they know we’re going to run for it sooner or later.”
“Then why aren’t they doing something about it?”
“They are. See how they’re beginning to group around that area? In a few more days, if they keep coming like they have been, we might not be able to fight our way through.”
“Okay, I guess we’re going to have to act soon, but it’s not like we can maneuver much when we decide to tackle them. We’ll have to be in line with the warp angle and there’s very little room for variation.”
“Yeah, I know. They played it smart, too. The grouping didn’t start until we were well past it on this circuit around the sun.” He shook his head, angry that he had been content to avoid hostilities so long as the MI did. In retrospect, he knew he should have attacked as often as feasible, but he had been fearful of some of the larger ships that had made an appearance the last few days. He had no idea how far their tractor beams would reach and hadn’t really wanted to find out. Also, they wanted every last MI in existence to follow them through the warp point, yet hostile ships were still arriving.
“Well, not much we can do at the moment, but let’s start making plans for when we come around again.”
“You bet. And Dan—Captain—we’re going to have to. My gunners are okay, but here in Central Control, we’re letting the fatigue factor get to us. I should have seen their pattern earlier and done something about it.”
“We’ll do something now, don’t worry. Besides … I was thinking on my last break while I should have been sleeping. The MI are still showing up, but they’re strung out to hell and gone. Suppose we do go through the warp point to the alternate universe while they’re still coming? If the Termenians are right, they’ll all follow us, and the ones just arriving will have that strung out line to follow. Again, if they’re right, the MI will keep following us through the warp point until they’re all there. They won’t stop until they have us in hand.”
Hawkins shook his head, willing himself to believe it was that simple. “I know, I know, but it still sounds stupid that they’d commit every intelligence they have to an unknown warp point, just to pin us down on a planet. Damn it all, it seems like they ought to worry about what they might be getting into. Hell, I’m worried about what we’ll be leading them into!”
Dan pointed to the screen. “It appears as if they just discovered it. Do they know it leads to an alternate universe yet?”
Hawkins was taken aback. He looked like a teacher who had been caught in a mistake by a pupil in the middle of a lecture. “By God, Captain, they may not! After all, the termites claim they’ve been studying their system for hundreds of years with everything they could muster, trying to find a way out of their trap. In the meantime, the MI have probably been content to go on about their business, slowly exploiting the Oort and gas giants. They’re potentially immortal, after all. Why get in a hurry?”
“I think he’s right, General,” Terrell said. “We tend to anthropomorphize other intelligences, including the machines, when there’s no earthly reason why they should think like we do, no pun intended.”
Hawkins nodded his head in agreement. “He’d better be right, because I think we’re going to have to tackle them the next go ‘round. We can’t wait much longer.”
***
For several days the MI seemed content to keep their distance, even as more and more of them showed on the screen. Pioneer had just come from behind the sun and could detect more MI ships altering course to put themselves in a position to block the warp point to the other universe the ship had to go through. Dan, Hawkins, Matt and Stacey waited until there was no cluster of MI ships near enough to initiate hostilities for at least a couple of hours, then retired to the captain’s stateroom for a conference.
Dan took off his uniform jacket and eased the back of his chair to a comfortable tilt. He closed his eyes for a moment, then regrettably forced them open. “Okay folks, decision time. If no one can think of a better alternative, we’re going to have to try blasting through to the warp point and the alternate universe, then hope all the MI follow. And also hope the physical laws there are different enough to disable them but let us survive.” He raised his brows, waiting for opinions.
Hawkins was the first to answer. “That’s a lot of hoping, Dan. But you know, I’ve been thinking about the MI ships all being nothing but platforms the artificial intelligences use to manipulate their environment. They weren’t built for war, other than those last big mothers that showed up. Possibly they were, and are just now getting here.”
“Chet, they can’t be war machines, not according to the termites.”
“Okay, you’re right. They’re probably just made to employ really powerful tractor fields, but for our purpose, that amounts to the same thing as war. Anyway, what I’d like to do is keep on our present course, heading exactly toward the warp point this time, rather than skirting it like we’ve been doing. And I want us to hold our fire until the last possible moment, even if we have targets in range.”
Matt looked perplexed. “But why? God knows we’ve got enough of the bastards to fight our way through; why not try taking some of them out beforehand?”
“I want to know the answer to that, myself,” Stacey said.
Hawkins explained. “I’d like to get us in real close to them, and not fire right off, even when they activate their tractor fields. We’ll also hold off on expanding our defensive field until I think the right moment has come. And Dan, I’ll give the signal when I want you and Stacey to pretend that you’re in mortal danger. The ship is programmed to protect the ones who control it, meaning you. It did the job back on Earth and that leads me to think there’s a chance Pioneer has capabilities we haven’t seen yet.”
“You may be right, Chet, but I don’t want to bet the whole ship on it. And why haven’t you mentioned it before?”
“Because, damn it, I just thought of it! Anyhow, I don’t want to put all our eggs in that one basket. I’m going use our weapons when I think they’ll be the most effective and I may as well tell you, part of it will be by instinct and intuition. And in addition to you two yelling bloody murder, I’m going to plaster them with everything we have left at the time, all at once, and expand our defensive field just about then. If it does its job like I hope it will, then we may be able to power our way through even if Pioneer doesn’t have anything in reserve to protect you two.”
“And suppose it doesn’t,” Stacey said, while imitating Dan by brushing at her hair, already mussed almost beyond repair. “You’re sure we can make it anyway?”
“Yeah, I think we’ve got the power to bull our way through regardless, at least according to Susan’s figures. It won’t be easy, but no one ever said we were going on a joy ride.”
Stacey stretched and wriggled her shoulders. Dan reached and began kneading the muscles along her spine, working out the knots as she replied. “Well, I’m ready to get on with it, Chet. I feel like I could close my eyes and sleep a week. Just don’t bounce me around too much when the fighting starts.”
“I’ll try not to.”
Dan missed the significance of Stacey’s remark. It wasn’t until the others had left, politely giving them a little time together and alone, that she told him.
“Sweetheart, unless Dr. Sigler made a mistake, I think a honeybee sprinkled a little pollen on me.”
“Honeybee … what … oh my gosh! Really?”
“Remember me being sick those few days? And my breasts being a little sore the last time we had a chance to make love? Plus my period was way late. I put everything together and had Dr. Sigler test me and sure ‘nuff, the little bunny rabbit winked at me.”
Dan hardly remembered the next few minutes, other than holding Stacey tightly and kissing every part of her he could get to. He looked longingly at the bed, as did Stacey, but they couldn’t take the time. He needed to get back to Central Control. There wasn’t even time to ask her why she thought they had conceived now, after all the years of trying.
***
As if they knew in advance what Pioneer was attempting, the MI began closing in on the ship as well as sending more of their massive fleet toward the warp point.
Dan took back control of the ship from Hawkins. From now on his only job was to keep it lined up properly for entry into the warp point leading to the alternate universe while Hawkins handled everything else. Hawkins would have no leeway to maneuver; he would have to fight the ship while it followed an imaginary straight line directly into the enigmatic spot in space. For the most part, Pioneer’s computer system would handle the orientation and changes in thrust, but Dan had to be ready for possible emergency manual control when they began encountering the mass of MI ships waiting for them. And he and Hawkins had to judge exactly when he and Stacey were to call on Pioneer to protect them. That was the ticklish part. Too soon and the ship might decide there was no threat. Too late and the ship might not be able to do anything.
He and Stacey sat side by side, leaving only for short breaks. Hawkins and Matt did the same. Dan had everyone who counted in Central Control now; he wanted nothing left to chance as the crucial fight neared. He left his uniform jacket off, as had Stacey and the rest of the military part of the group. He figured they might as well be comfortable during the critical battle. This was the heart of all their efforts and it was looming closer by the minute. They would either succeed in breaking through or be forever confined to Termen, with the natives for company. It gave them all the impetus they needed for the fight ahead of them. And fight it would be, for everything in their arsenal would be used to break through the barrier of MI ships. After that … well, he’d worry about what conditions were like in the alternate universe when they got there.
Dan felt a faint humming sensation as the first tractor beam brushed them. Pioneer plowed on ahead, not attempting battle yet, even as more MI ships converged in the effort to block them from advancing. More of the humming commotion swept through the ship, greater this time, telling him that an array of tractor beams was affecting them. He glanced over at Hawkins for a moment and was satisfied. His friend and Second Officer was grim-faced but calm, just as if he had spent a lifetime fighting space battles. He heard the general murmur to himself, not yet, not yet…
The vector pointing toward the warp point wavered as more tractor beams impacted the ship, slowing it and trying to push it off course. Dan began to feel the intermittent humming in his bones, but each time Pioneer managed to break free and speed up again, getting back into the groove. Dan wondered what the MI must be thinking when they refused to take the bait and loose their arsenal on targets so close there would be no chance of missing. Whatever, it induced them to come even closer, so close that he began to wonder whether Hawkins was paralyzed into indecision.
“Weapons free. Fire at will,” Hawkins said calmly, dispelling his doubts.
Pioneer’s bulkheads rumbled as clusters of missiles dropped free and sped toward targets already so near they were well-nigh at knife range. There was hardly a pause as a second then a third volley of missiles were released.
Dan’s screen burst into a brilliant array of icons that flashed then disappeared, representative of exploding MI ships. Others replaced them, moving closer and closer despite losses. The hum of tractor beams became a constant vibration, making his skull hurt. Lasers came into action, targeting the nearest MI ships, boring through defensive fields and the outer plates, then boiling away the composite material of containment fields until they could no longer hold. The moment they went, ships disappeared in gigantic explosions that tore at the very fabric of space. He hardly noticed, as all his attention was concentrated on making sure Pioneer stayed in line with the vector displayed on his screen. The minute it veered by a pre-calculated margin, he would have to take over from the computer.
Pioneer was buffeted this way and that by an increasing number of tractor beams reaching them. More missiles shot from their cradles. They met fiery deaths seconds later as they impacted MI ships, but gave only temporary relief as more and more MI ships managed to close in. Hawkins noticed that the larger MI ships were being held back, but he had no time to wonder why. All he could do was hope they were simply platforms for heavier tractor beams and not some new weapon.
Hawkins saw the last of his missiles leave the ship and immediately activated the plasma guns. The incandescent energy of their pulses erupted from Pioneer in bursts so close together that for all practical purposes they functioned as beams. They wreaked terrible destruction across the formations of MI ships, leaving shreds of glowing debris in their wake when containment fields remained intact, and appalling blooms of red and gold and green fire when they failed, residual evidence of broken containers of anti-matter. None of the destruction appeared to bother the machine intelligences. They simply accepted their losses and came on, obeying imperative programming at the core of their manufactured minds.
Laser fire from Pioneer had been almost continuous from the onset of battle, and along with plasma guns more than made up for the empty missile cradles. For a short time the combination disrupted the MI pattern of envelopment to such a degree that no tractor beams were touching them. For a few minutes Dan thought they would be able to finish the run to the warp point despite the number of MI ships still converging on them, but then he heard Hawkins mutter, “Uh oh.”
The energy supply which had kept the laser cannons active dropped below the level needed to sustain continuous fire.
“Defensive field, stand by,” Hawkins said, then for the first time since the fight began he uttered a curse. “Oh Goddamn! Now I know why they held back those big sumbitches. They waited until we were out of missiles and our laser cannons were down.”
A deadly humming brushed Pioneer as if getting the aim right, then it became loud enough to almost drown out conversation. It continued without pause; the beams were locked on them and as quickly as the plasma guns destroyed one MI ship, two more took its place. Dan saw Pioneer wobble away from the computer generated vector and made ready to take over if the ship failed to restore its path.
“Maximum defense! Disable plasma guns!” Hawkins shouted. “Starks, give us every bit of energy you can spare from thrust!” The shouting wasn’t necessary, but the emotional impact of raising his voice helped him to overcome the relentless noise of the tractor beams slowing them down.
Dan saw that Hawkins was using every bit of the ship’s energy not needed for thrust to power the defensive field up to its maximum strength. Just before he thought he would have to take complete control of the ship, Pioneer’s defensive field expanded in a rush of power far greater than they had seen before. The humming sensation faded but didn’t cease. Nevertheless, it was working. Slowly, ever so slowly, Pioneer came back in line with the vector leading to the warp point, a much shorter line on his screen now. Just when he thought they might make it, the defensive field collapsed, overwhelmed by the immensely powerful tractor beams of the large ships the MI had held in reserve, waiting for the right moment.
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Pioneer slowed almost to a dead stop despite using every bit of energy available for thrust now that the defensive field had failed. They were being held in place by the tractor beams of the big MI ships and within a few moments they would be herded so far out of line from the warp point there would be no chance of hitting it.
“Now!” Hawkins cried, twisting to face Dan and Stacey.
They began pleading for help, both vocally and mentally. If ever they needed aid from Pioneer, this was the time.
As if it had been waiting for just this occasion, the great ship trembled. A glow suffused the very air they were breathing. On his screen, Dan saw a completely new pattern, a red color expanding from the point representing Pioneer. It washed in twisting threads over the nearest MI ships in a confusing thrust of a new, unknown power. The humming of tractor fields changed to a shrill thrumming noise that abruptly ceased to affect them.
Dan held his breath, hoping whatever the ship was doing would continue for just the few moments longer they needed to enter the warp point. It did, barely. Just before reaching the invisible entrance to another universe, it suddenly quit, as if the last dregs of power Pioneer could salvage had been used up. The MI ships had no time to realign their tractor beams before Pioneer was gone. There was no time for a feeling of triumph as digits read off the last seconds before the passage. Again there came the peculiar twisting sensation, as if every nerve end in his body was tangling and untangling in swift succession. Again, his vision blurred and his muscles were frozen. He couldn’t move, but this time he knew what the sensation was and tried to relax. Moments later he could see clearly again, and they were in a new universe.
“Brad, watch your parameters! Matt, record everything as well as you can! We have to be able to find that warp point again!” Dan ordered, remembering that physical laws might very well be different in this universe. If they weren’t, they were in great trouble anyway, because his screen was already showing MI ships coming through the warp paint, as implacable as ever, their machine intelligence unable to admit defeat or to swerve from their designated mission.
Abruptly, all the screens blinked, went blank, then came back, but fuzzily, as if their electronic innards were seeing something impossible to fathom.
Dan placed his hands into the slots on his console, the same place he had put them so long ago when he and Stacey first entered the ship. He didn’t know why he was doing it, but some instinct told him Pioneer needed human interface until it could cope with a whole new universe of differently operating parameters.
“Look!” Matt shouted excitedly. “The goddamned MI ships are going crazy!”
It was true. Almost as quickly as they entered the space of the different universe, they began moving erratically, accelerating and decelerating and changing directions as if suddenly dropped into an invisible maze where they had no idea of which direction to go. What tractor beams were functioning were more likely to be directed at another MI ship than them.
Brad Starks, the engineer, wasn’t so happy. “Captain, I’ve losing control of the ship! It won’t respond to thrust commands.”
“I’ve got it,” Dan said, hoping he did. He was using his mind and the touching interface to reassure Pioneer, as if it were a child in a strange environment. He didn’t really know what he was doing, but it seemed to be working, after a fashion. Where the MI ships continued to go in all directions, with lasers and tractor beams flashing out unpredictably, Pioneer settled into a slow steady acceleration.
The screens came back to life. Digits flashed, disappeared and reappeared, then steadied, and for the first time Dan could see more than just the pursuing Mi ships. There was a nearby sun, looking as normal as one from their own universe might. Stars shone with pinpoint brilliance and already, a wavery circle around one of the points was indicating a planet rather than a star.
“Brad, don’t try doing anything right now. I’m going to go through the ship functions one by one and try setting them right.”
“You’d better start with internal environmental control then. We’re not making oxygen or disposing of carbon dioxide all of a sudden.”
“We’ll last for a while on what we have and what the hydroponics produce. I’ll get to it in a minute. Right now I want to get our acceleration into the path we calculated and hoped we could use.”
Dan wanted to take Pioneer in a very wide, long circle while the MI ships continued to pour into the new universe. They wanted every single antagonist to follow them before trying to go back through the warp point. He didn’t mention it to the others, but a complete new set of precise parameters would have to be calculated for that to occur, especially as he hadn’t anticipated coming out in a solar system. The ones used to enter the new universe were worthless now; different physical laws meant whole sheaves of data had to be changed and he wanted plenty of time for them to do it right.
“Sweetheart, go get some rest,” Dan said to Stacey. “You’ll have to take over for me after a while.”
She kissed his cheek and left Central Control. No one commented on their intimacy while on duty.
“Matt, why don’t you take your team and get some rest, too. Chet and I’ll handle it for now. If it looks like the MI are getting themselves under control I’ll call you, but I don’t think it’s going to happen.”
“I don’t either,” Berlin said. “Artificial intelligences suddenly plunged into a different environment where the basic laws of physics have changed won’t be able to reset their data. Or rather they’ll continue trying to reset and operate on the measurements used in the normal universe and it won’t work.” He gazed at digits on his screen in silence for a moment while trying unsuccessfully to smooth his odd looking hair that couldn’t make up its mind whether to be nappy or just normally curly. “Actually it doesn’t look as if the physical laws here are too much different than what we’re used to, but of course it doesn’t take much to send electronics to the booby hatch. If you weren’t here I doubt we’d be able to operate the ship. There’s no great differences but the small ones are bad enough; gravity slightly off, resistance to electron movement a very bit greater and a few others I doubt will matter.”
“I think you could operate the ship,” Dan said. “It’d just take you longer to get it adjusted. Whatever else the termites are, they did a damn fine job of engineering, and they put in every contingency anyone could possibly think of. See, they knew Pioneer would be in this universe. While they didn’t know what its laws would be, they prepared the ship to recognize when they changed and to reset its data. It just can’t do everything at once and I’m having it be careful and double and triple check before bringing systems back on line. However, don’t go anywhere. I want you and Brad to see everything I do. You’ll have to know how to reverse it when we go back, in case anything happens to me and Stacey.”
Hawkins made a rude noise. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning on letting anything happen to you. Not when we’ve come this far.”
“We’ve got a ways to go yet,” Dan said quietly. “Don’t forget that.”
***
Over the next two weeks there was no diminution in the number of MI ships coming through the warp point into the new universe, nor was there any sign they were ever going to be able to operate in it. The ships would enter, act erratically anywhere from a few days to a week, then cease doing anything at all, as if whatever intelligence might still be present had simply given up.
Dan wasn’t worried yet. While they had been in the Terman system, it had taken longer than two weeks before the number of MI ships coming to aid their fellows began to slow and they hadn’t been in this universe that long yet. As he waited for the prospective lessening of doomed MI ships to pass through the warp point, he and Stacey gradually brought all of Pioneer’s systems back on line. The changes in physical laws didn’t appear to affect humans in a noticeable way, but he was still uneasy. There was no way of determining what the long term effects might be. He wanted to get back to the Termen solar system and the universe their bodies had evolved for as soon as possible, but first, he had to make sure all the MI ships had followed them through the warp point. If the pattern they had seen in the Termen system was any indication, then they still had at least another week to go and probably a little more. That was just about the time needed to complete the circular path he had set Pioneer on. In the meantime, other than worrying about possible effects of different laws on their bodies, it was a time for relaxation and recuperation from the mind-numbing weeks of battle.
The inner circle was meeting in the Captain’s stateroom, rehashing events up to the present time. Dan was easy enough with the way events were happening that he allowed himself a couple of brandies before posing the question foremost on his mind.
“I’ve been thinking and rethinking about the termites again. It still bothers me about the MI keeping biological intelligence confined to planets. Has anyone else come up with possible reasons?”
“The MI don’t want competition?” Matt offered.
Dan shook his head. “I wish it were that simple but I doubt it. There has to be a defining reason, something that initiated the action in the first place. When the termite computers reached the level of artificial intelligence, why did they revolt—or revolt as much as their core programming allowed?”
“Well, we can always just ask the termites when we get back to their system.”
“Yes, but to do that we have to take out the orbiting robots first and that lets the termites out before we know anything about them.”
“I’ve got a suggestion,” Hawkins said. He savored a sip of brandy before continuing. “Why don’t we take a look at what’s on the other side of the warp point we haven’t explored yet? We could do that first, sort of nose around and see what’s there.”
“Are you suspecting something, Chet?” Stacey asked. “Doing that might add several more months to our trip.”
“I doubt most of the scientists would object,” Matt said. “After all, they haven’t set foot on even one new planet yet. And who knows? Maybe looking at the other systems will tell us something, assuming there’s a solar system beyond that warp point.”
“Chet, how about the military? How would they feel about extending the trip?”
Hawkins held his brandy snifter in both hands as if warming them from the fiery liquor. “They’re like the scientists, Dan. They want to see something new. Hell, they’d rather extend the trip if it gives them a chance to set down on a new planet.”
“I’m glad you all feel that way, because I really do want to do some more study before we let the termites loose.”
“Suppose when we pass through their system they have something to say now?” Stacey asked.
Dan turned to Matt. “Would we pass close enough to collect a signal from Termen if we head for the other warp point?”
“I’ll have to check. Give me a few minutes.”
The conversation continued after Dan activated the captain’s screen and console for Matt.
Tara crossed and uncrossed her legs and looked around the stateroom, obviously hesitant about a particular subject but ultimately deciding to speak. “I’ve got something to bring up you might not have noticed, busy as you were with fighting off the MI. While that was going on, the Reverend McCoy was preaching about how sinful it was to use violence. He’s been saying we should have landed right away on the termite world and begun converting them to Christianity.” She looked around again, and noticed expressions of disgust mixed with hesitant belief, as if wondering how anyone could be so stupid. She shrugged. “That’s what he’s been saying.”
“I don’t doubt you, Tara,” Dan assured her. “It’s just that … well, I have problems picturing critters that look like termites bending their knees and praying, much less going through a baptism.”
“What the hell is his agenda?” Hawkins demanded to the air. “Haven’t we got enough problems without this kind of silliness?”
“Some people take it very seriously, Dan,” Tara said. “None of you are religious so you tend to filter out anything relating to it. There hasn’t been much for the crew to stay busy with, those that weren’t assigned as gunners. McCoy’s taken advantage of their idleness and he’s good at what he does. He didn’t get to be one of the biggest televangelists in America by being unconvincing.”
“That’s true,” Stacey agreed. “I guess it’s something we’d better look into.”
The subject was anathema to Dan. He wasn’t an atheist, but was a very firm agnostic and had no use for formalized religion, not since being forced to attend a fundamentalist church by his parents until well into his late teens. “I’d rather be looking into why the MI tied the termites down to their planet, but okay, get me all the information you can on McCoy’s activities and I’ll see how serious it is. And I guess you may as well see what the Muslims are up to as well.”
“There’s not that many of them left,” Tara said pointedly.
“Do you think I did wrong in having the ones who mutinied executed?”
“No, not really, but it did cause some ill feelings among the more liberal of the crew.”
“Hell, and all this time, I thought just about everyone agreed with me on that.”
“You were too busy with other matters. And Dan—believe it or not, a lot of folks are uneasy about destroying all the machine intelligences.”
“Really? Well, they’re not alone. I’ve been wishing we could have captured some for study myself.”
“We still can, I think,” Hawkins interjected.
Dan started. “How?”
“Just ask Pioneer if it can whip up a few tractor beams. If it can, we’re in business. If not, we can do it the hard way.”
A few minutes later they had the answer. Pioneer could and would. But before that question was answered, Matt had the answer to the previous one.
“We can pass close enough to the Termite planet to receive a clear signal with only a minor adjustment to our course. If they want to talk now that the MI are out of they way, that’ll be their chance.”
“Fine. In the meantime, let’s try capturing a few of the derelicts and see what we can find out about them.”
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Rather than deviate significantly from their previously calculated course, Dan had them wait until they passed close to one of the inoperative MI ships. Pioneer’s hastily designed and constructed tractor beams worked fine. The derelict ship was captured with little difficulty by going only slightly out of their way.
Terrell Blanco and Susan Cadler were selected over numerous other volunteers to don spacesuits and explore the MI ship, even though neither of them had extravehicular experience. Nevertheless, they were the two individuals aboard best qualified to gain some badly needed information about the machine intelligences and their relationship with the termites.
Dan watched them go with trepidation, remembering how relentless the MI had been in their attempts to ground Pioneer. He couldn’t help but be wary of what even an apparently inoperable ship might do. The spacesuits were designed for eight hours of activity. To be on the safe side, he gave them six hours to accomplish whatever they could before returning.
The time passed slowly, with almost everyone who had access to a screen watching their activity, sent back over a line running from their suits. The images were shaky and blurry at times, a result of having to use recorders designed to work in their own universe. They also carried a plethora of electronic instruments in addition to the tool kits at their waists. The instruments were calibrated with two sets of numbers, one from each universe.
The first difficulty was finding a way to get into the forward part of the ship, where they thought the computerization was likely to reside. Eventually, a key was found that caused a whole section to fold back. It was a simple mechanism that used little electronics and was obviously not impacted by the different laws of the universe it was now in.
Behind the panel resided a maze of compartments. The audience watched as first Susan, then Terrell wriggled into the narrow passages and disappeared, trailing their communication lines. Dan began wondering why a machine intelligence would even need passageways. Could they be for repairs, or upgrades? After a moment he quit speculating. Who could tell what intelligent machines thought they needed in their transportation vehicles?
“I think we’ve found what we were looking for,” Terrell’s voice came from the speaker, distorted into a hollow, rasping sound by a variance in how the equipment worked now.
“Is it alive?” Dan asked, then immediately realized how absurd his question sounded.
A laugh like the cackle of a witch resounded in the control room, the rendition of Susan’s chuckle. “Not hardly. There’s no response at all to our tweaking so far. No live circuits.”
“That doesn’t sound helpful,” Berlin commented. “Even if they’re not responding, the circuits to whatever they’re using for intelligence should have enough current to keep it on standby.”
“Maybe they suicided,” Hawkins suggested over the speaker phone.
Surprisingly, Terrell agreed, at least partially. “They might well have. Maybe the way things work here was simply intolerable to minds using electrons to think with.”
Dan glanced at his watch, a holdover from school days when phones or other personal information gadgets weren’t allowed to operate in classrooms. “Is it possible to detach what you believe is the thinking part of the critter and bring it aboard?”
A long interval of silence occurred, then a mumbled conversation between the two in the MI ship before he got an answer from Terrell. “We think it’s possible, but we can’t do it all in one EVA.”
“That’s all right; we can stay attached to the derelict as long as we need to. We didn’t have to deviate from our planned path that much and we’re back in the groove already.”
“Then yes, we can do it.”
***
Terrell and Susan each returned to the ruined MI with new companions, but it took several more extravehicular excursions before the modules containing the thinking part of the MI was removed and brought aboard. Dan had a room cleared and put a team to working on it, cautioning them to do nothing irreversible until they got back to an environment with familiar laws. Even the gauging instruments couldn’t be trusted.
Other than that study, there was little to do. Hawkins detached himself to work with the battalion of bored soldiers while Matt, Tara and a team of scientists used the time to review all the astronomical data on both sides of the last warp point, wanting to be very certain of the location when they attempted to re-enter it.
Dan put a relief crew in Central Control and he and Stacey took a well-deserved rest. He felt as if he had been carrying a loaded pack for weeks and it was suddenly lifted from his back.
“You look about ten years younger than you did a week ago,” Stacey told him as they were getting ready for bed.
Dan drew his wife down by his side before she had finished disrobing. “Sweetheart, you always look young.”
She kissed his forehead and nose and lips then nuzzled his neck with an unseen smile as he fumbled with the clasp of her bra. He never had learned to unhook it easily, but eventually it got done.
“How long do we have until we swing around to the warp point again?”
Dan paused at what he was doing. “You know as well as I do. Another three weeks. Why?”
“I think I’d like to spend all the time in bed.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice? We could have George and Melinda just serve us in here and not have to see anyone else.” It was a nice dream, but of course not possible. Tomorrow would be another work day, but in the meantime, he intended for them to enjoy themselves.
***
Feeling rather guilty two days later and still having not gone back to the Control Center, Dan called a meeting of the inner circle, along with Susan, Tara, Terrell and Berlin. As soon as everyone was present, he told them why.
“The relief crew told me no more MI ships are coming through the warp point, so it appears we’ve gotten them all. And commensurate with that, I guess we’d better start making plans for what we’re going to do once we’re back in the Termen system.”
“Well, in that case, I suppose I’d better start right off with my objection to letting the termites loose,” Hawkins announced.
“You mean never?”
“Probably not. I just want us to take our time. Once the genie’s out of the bottle, I doubt we can put it back again.”
“They’ll get out eventually,” Matt said. “Those robots won’t last forever, and we didn’t leave any MI around to repair them.”
“Hmm. Maybe we did too good a job.”
“We couldn’t have done anything else,” Stacey said. She was tending bar, to move around a little if nothing else.
“I agree,” Hawkins said. “However, I still think we’d do well to look around some more before going back to Termen. In fact, I thought we’d already agreed on it.”
“We had, but opinion of other parties varies. McCoy’s agitating to take out the robots and go down immediately. A lot of the scientists want to as well. That’s what they came for; to meet aliens and see new worlds.”
“Yours is the only opinion that counts in the final analysis, sweetheart,” Stacey said, handing him a cup of coffee liberally laced with brandy.
“Thanks, hon. Yeah, I know, but I don’t want a mutiny on my hands. We’ve been aboard a long time already by sailing ship standards. Shipboard life begins to pall after a while, especially if you have no family with you and no useful work to do.”
“May I make a suggestion?” Susan asked. She swept a hand across her forehead to brush back an annoying sheaf of hair that had gotten loose from its clasp.
“Sure. Speak up.”
“Why don’t we set a time frame for exploring, then have definite plans after that to either let the termites loose or go home.”
“We don’t have to be quite that deliberate,” Terrell said. “On whether or not to let them loose.”
“You mean there’s another option?”
“According to Brad and a few other top notch engineers who’ve been working on Pioneer’s capabilities, there is. They think we may be able to get down to Termen and back into space without disturbing the robots.”
“What!” Dan was halfway to his feet. “Why haven’t they said anything to me?”
“Because they’re not absolutely sure yet. Brad and a few others think it’s a real probability. There is dissent, though.”
“We better be damn certain,” Stacey said, holding a bottle motionless above a glass. “I want to go back home eventually. If we’re not absolutely sure we can take off again and elude the robots, then best not to try. Destroy them first.”
“Wait a minute,” Dan said. “If Pioneer is capable of evading the robots coming and going, with biological intelligence aboard, why didn’t the termites do it themselves? Use the ship to get away from the planet, I mean. Or hell, build a fleet of ships to get loose and take on the MI?”
“Good question,” Terrell acknowledged. “However, Pioneer isn’t the same ship it was when it first left their planet. It’s learned a tremendous amount of new things, including a number of adaptations from Earth technology. They obviously built it to be capable of continually upgrading its capabilities once it was free of the planet. Take the tractor fields as an example. It wasn’t originally designed to have them, but it managed to build the capability into itself after we asked.”
“Okay, point taken, but we’ll be certain of what we do, one way or another,” Dan assured her—and the others. Privately, he wondered if his statement bordered on wishful thinking. There were very few certainties in the universe.
Eventually, Susan’s suggestion carried the day. A definite time period was set for exploration, then they would decide what to do about the inhabitants of Termen. Before the meeting broke up, Dan asked Hawkins to meet with Brad and the other engineers periodically on the possibility of evading the robot guards of the planet. He personally doubted it could be done if the Termites hadn’t managed all those years. In the meantime there was another problem to take care of. He set up a meeting with the Reverend McCoy.
***
“Good morning Captain,” McCoy said brightly as he entered the stateroom. He looked around curiously at the elaborately furnished sitting room, only one of the four rooms of the suite. It had far more amenities than other accommodations, right down to more comfortable furniture.
Dan noted the scrutiny and immediately began thinking how McCoy could use the contrast between the captain’s furnishing and those of ordinary crewpersons as a goad in bringing them around to his viewpoint. He gave himself a mental rebuke for the paranoid thought, then greeted McCoy. “Good morning Reverend. Have a seat. Something to drink?”
“Coffee if you have it, thank you.”
George poured for both of them then Dan dismissed his aide. After the normal amenities and small talk, he got down to business. “Reverend, I understand you’ve been disagreeing rather forcefully with some of my decisions since we left Earth. Would you care to comment?”
McCoy smiled and crossed his legs, appearing as comfortable as if he were on a talk show discussing his wide-spread ministry. “What particulars are you talking about, Captain Saddler?”
“I’m sure you know,” Dan said shortly.
The smile disappeared on seeing how serious the captain obviously was. “I assume you’re speaking of the executions?”
“Yes.”
“God does not countenance the taking of life, Captain. And in that, I include artificial intelligence. After much prayerful contemplation, I’ve come to the conclusion that you may have wreaked irreparable harm in destroying all the MI in existence. And the execution of the Muslims, even though not of my faith, was still reprehensible.”
Dan thought for a few moments on how to answer while directing his gaze directly at McCoy. The man began squirming before he finally answered. “Mister McCoy, anyone on the ship is free to hold whatever opinion they feel is appropriate to their faith, upbringing, and ethical considerations. What I can’t have is taking those opinions and proselytizing with them, in direct contradiction of my actions. Is that clear enough for you?”
Seeing the captain’s mood, McCoy decided to pass over the use of ‘mister’ in place of his title. “I see. Is that all, then?”
“No. I also want you to quit advocating an immediate end to the quarantine of Termen and its inhabitants in your sermons. I’ll take heed of my advisors before making a decision. As Ship’s Chaplain, I can have you included if you like. But that’s the only way I want to hear of you talking about lifting the quarantine, other than in casual conversation. And that goes for the executions as well. Is that clear?”
“But, Captain Saddler, don’t you leave any room at all for divergent opinions? After all, America is proprietor of the ship and we are a democratic nation with laws to govern us.”
“We are also on a ship, Mister McCoy. If you haven’t already read the regulations governing United States vessels on detached duty, I suggest you do so very soon, before you find yourself with more problems than a sparse congregation. In space, until I am back in communication with my superiors, I am the law.”
“But…”
“And by law, I can do just about anything I choose, including executions. The only restraint is that my actions may be reviewed after I am again in contact with my superiors.”
McCoy said nothing.
“Any questions?”
“No, Captain. You’ve made yourself abundantly clear.”
“In that case, you’re excused.”
Dan couldn’t help but wonder if he was being too harsh, but on the other hand, he damn sure didn’t want religious views to constrain actions he felt necessary for the successful completion of their mission. In the end, he decided he had done the right thing, and if the reverend didn’t like it, too bad.
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The week before they were due to re-enter their own universe was a tense, nerve wreaking period of time, with Matt and his crew and other scientists he consulted with working almost constantly. They reviewed all their calculations for any possible error and used various approaches to see if they could narrow the line of flight toward the warp point to the closest possible repetition of how they had entered it. The task was inordinately difficult because of the change in physical laws, small though they were. New instruments had been designed to take those differences into account, but only a passage would tell if they were accurate enough. No one had any idea what would happen should their calculations be in error. Dan himself could do nothing but make the final decision on whether to go or wait for more and perhaps better figures. On the final day, Matt came to him in his stateroom, away from the tense atmosphere in Central Control.
After pouring coffee, Matt sipped appreciatively. “Ahh. This is much better than the stuff in my stateroom.”
“Remind me, I’ll have George send you some of ours, though I’m not sure it’s any different.”
“Couldn’t hurt, though it’s probably just the way I brew it.”
Dan eyed his friend, who seemed to be hesitant about broaching the subject of his visit. “What is it, Matt? Troubles?”
“Nooo…” The astronomer strung the denial out as if qualifying it—and he was. “We’ve got the calculations all finished for the passage tomorrow. In fact they were finished almost a week ago and we’ve gone over them until they’ve been almost crunched to death.”
“So why are you looking so worried?”
Matt sighed heavily. “Dan, we’ve done our damnedest. To the best of our ability, we’ve got the figures that should take us right back to where we came from in the Termen system. The thing is … well, we’re not quite certain.”
“Should I call it off and swing around for another try while you work some more?”
“No, it wouldn’t help. We’ve done the best we can and all the fiddling-around in the world won’t change our calculations. We may as well go with what we’ve got and hope for the best.”
Dan nodded. He really had no choice but to do what the scientists recommended. However … “What happens if we go through at an angle that’s not right?”
Matt smiled thinly, with no humor behind it. “Good question. We don’t have a clue. Goddamnit! The fucking little bugs should have told us to build a fleet of ships just like Pioneer, and then come rescue them! Of course we’d have thought twice about making he trip then, though. They knew exactly how to sucker us into this, didn’t they?”
“Apparently so; we did just what they wanted.”
“Well, never mind me, I’m just blathering. We’ve done what we can about getting back; that’s what I really wanted to say.”
“So I’m on the hot seat, huh?”
“It’s your decision, of course, but frankly, you have no choice, not if we ever want to go home. As I said, our figures won’t get any better, so we may as well try now as later. I just wanted to let you know in advance so you won’t be surprised if we come out on the other side of the Milky Way, or in the middle of the Andromeda Galaxy, for instance.”
Dan had to laugh, regardless of how soberly his best friend had related his news. “Hell, maybe we’ll just come out back in our own solar system and forget about the rest of this crap. Anyway, thanks for telling me. If you say it won’t get any better, we’ll go for broke tomorrow.”
***
Again there was that feeling of nerves being twisted inside his body; again his muscles froze tight and his vision blurred. Maybe that was a different universe, Dan said to himself as he sat unmoving, but the sensation sure as hell isn’t any different when going through a regular warp point. Then, as after the previous passages, he came back to his normal self. Breathing a sigh of relief, he glanced at the screens. This time they didn’t blink and fade. Our own universe, he thought.
The others in central control began to relax. Matt began receiving photographic and numeric information from his crew in the astronomy department. Hawkins appeared satisfied, sitting loosely in his chair, clearly unperturbed. Brad Starks nodded to himself as engineering parameters began coming into his screen, showing the physical laws were apparently back to normal, as was to be expected once back in their own universe.
Dan stood up, intending to leave for a few minutes in order to shower and change uniforms. He was near the exit when Terrell called him back. “Captain! Something’s wrong!”
Oh Christ, what now? Dan thought. He returned to the area of his seat but remained standing. Terrell looked puzzled rather than afraid, easing his feelings. “What is it, Terrell? Can it wait?”
“I … I don’t know Captain.” His screen was depicting a radar picture of space around them on one screen and back toward the Termen planet on another. Dan could see nothing wrong. The depiction looked almost as it always had, given the different distances of the observations. He was familiar from the way it should look from long hours in central control. The main difference was that the planet Termen had moved closer to them in its orbit around the sun. As Terrell continued gazing at his screens without saying anything, he became increasingly impatient. “Terrell? What is it?”
“The MI ships. Remember all the debris from our battle near the warp point? It’s gone!”
Dan blinked, trying to remember scenes from right before entering the warp, but back then he had been paying more attention to battle reports as they fought the MI than anything else. He couldn’t think why this mattered. His mind seemed to have shut down. “Why is that important?”
“Captain, there’s no way all those disabled ships and pieces of ships should have disappeared. I don’t know what’s happened to them, but they’re gone—like we never fought them at all.”
“They were all under acceleration when we killed them. Wouldn’t they have kept their momentum? Couldn’t they have gone farther than our radar is reaching by now?” It seemed logical to him, but he noticed that Matt and Hawkins were both leaning forward and staring at the screens, totally alert.
Terrell slowly shook his head. “It’s just not possible, Captain. There were too many of them with little or no acceleration after we took them out, and all of them shouldn’t be out of sight by now. I don’t see how it could be feasible. Something’s wrong,” he repeated.
“He’s right,” Matt said. “This is impossible!”
***
Several hours later, after all the ship’s instruments had been thoroughly checked and found to be operating perfectly, there was still no explanation. Even the thought someone advanced that they might have come out in a solar system similar to Termen’s was quickly proven wrong by spectrographic measurements of Termen and the nearest stars. They were the same as before.
Dan held out his coffee cup for Melinda to fill again. George had gone off duty to get some rest. He drank, knowing that an explanation was what he really needed; not more coffee. He looked around Central Control at frowning faces and puzzled expressions, but saw nothing that expressed fear. If anything, frustration was the predominant mode, including himself. “Ladies and gentlemen, has anyone got any idea of what’s happened?”
Matt pointed at the radar screen. “We knew we’d be closer to Termen when we came back out. It’ll only be a few days until we’re in communication range. Maybe they’ll be willing to talk this time around and tell us something.”
Dan peered at the presentation and now he frowned. “Terrell, can you focus in closer on the robots MI left around the planet? We don’t seem to be getting a reflection from any of them.”
Terrell touched the console. The icons for the robots came up, but there were no figures entered beside any of them. “They can’t all be on the other side of the planet,” he complained.
Nor were they. After more hours of waiting, it became plain that the robots were also missing from the Termen solar system. The termites were already free to leave their planet.
“Damn it, did we do all this fighting and running around all over the bloody universe for nothing?” Hawkins asked. His fists were clinched tight. He obviously was very unhappy.
Dan put a cap on it. “Calm down, Chet. We’ll be in range of their signal strength in a few days … no, wait! The robots aren’t there now! That was what stifled the communications before, wasn’t it? Terrell, see if you can pick up anything from there now.”
He tried, but after several hours, it became increasingly clear that it was pointless. Even the looped recording they had listened to before wasn’t broadcasting.
Dan glanced at his watch, anxious for Stacey to return and relieve him so he could get some sleep and refresh himself. Old perspiration had dried on his body and his shadowed face was itching. He was becoming increasingly groggy but even with his mind slowed, he suddenly had a thought that might help.
“Terrell, you and Susan go get a few hours sleep, then start working on that MI brain you brought back. See if it responds now that we’re back in its regular universe. Just be careful how you connect it; I don’t want the damned thing taking over the ship.”
“No chance of that,” Susan assured him. “It’s a good idea, though. We’ll get on it.”
A few minutes later Stacey arrived and sent him off to their stateroom. He barely managed to doff his uniform before falling onto the bed and into a deep, restful slumber.
***
Terrell had gone to bed for a couple of hours but Susan wasn’t quite so worn out; she had left for an hour earlier on and grabbed a nap. She went directly to the MI they had salvaged and began cautiously laying out conduits to connect to the brain when Terrell arrived. On Dan’s orders, a self contained generator from stores was going to be used for power. Susan appreciated the caution. She had no desire to let the mechanical mind interact with the ship either.
After Terrell joined her, it took a surprisingly short time until they had some answers. Excitedly, they stored the data then made several hard copies for distribution in central control.
“The captain’s really going to get a chuckle out of this news, isn’t he?” Terrell said to his partner as he handed her copies of the printouts.
She laughed. “He sure will! Golly, what a … a…” her voice trailed off.
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh, God, Terrell, we were thinking about the termites. What if it’s happened to us!”
Terrell’s mouth sagged open. After cracking the storage area of the MI brain and having Pioneer interpret its history files, he still hadn’t been thinking of the most obvious reason for all the anomalies since returning to the Termen solar system. But Susan was right. It was the only explanation.
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Dan’s face blanched white when Susan came into Central Control and took him aside to talk to him. His body sagged as she explained what must have happened in a whispered voice. He sat in the borrowed chair for a moment and held his face in his hands. He wondered desperately whether there was a chance Susan and Terrell were wrong, then told himself to quit the escapism. She wouldn’t have told him like this if they weren’t sure, and neither they nor he knew of anything to do about it. Finally he raised his head and looked her in the eye. “Don’t pass this on to anyone except the ones I’m going to tell right now. Understand?”
“Yes, Captain.” She was glad to see him beginning to recover from the shock. For a moment she had been fearful of his stability at hearing the bad news.
Dan got up and went back to his captain’s chair, but he didn’t sit down. Instead he motioned for George. “Go to the stateroom—no, never mind, I’ll call her from here. Just bring a bottle of brandy and glasses, quickly.”
He called Stacey and asked her to report to Central Control as soon as humanly possible, then refused to speak to anyone else other than to tell a couple of scientists they were excused from duty. Seeing his expression, they departed hurriedly. That left only he, Matt, Hawkins, Terrell and Susan, once George had returned with the brandy and glasses then been excused. He knew he was receiving peculiar looks from Matt and Hawkins, but wanted to wait until Stacey arrived before breaking the news.
When she saw the brandy bottle, and more importantly, Dan’s face, she knew something was dreadfully wrong. She went directly to him and let him gather her into his arms for a brief hug. “Should I have a drink?” she asked, trying to smile.
“You know you can’t, and it’s not that bad—I hope. We aren’t in danger of losing our lives, but it’s scary enough.”
She poured and watched her husband sipping at the brandy. She was glad to see that at least he was taking decorous swallows rather than gulping it down. She noticed that Terrell and Susan already had their glasses half empty, though.
Dan cleared his throat. “Susan and Terrell have been working on the MI derelict and were successful in breaking into its stored files. There was a history of the Termen system there which explains why the termites aren’t talking, and why the robots and derelicts are gone. In short, we’re not in our universe any more.”
Hawkins had been sitting but now he stood up. “But … we were told the physical laws were back to normal. And this is definitely the Termen system, even if a few little pieces of it have unaccountably disappeared. Hell, even I can read a screen well enough to tell that. What’s the story?”
“I’ll let Susan and Terrell give the elaboration, but to put it briefly, when we came back from that other universe, we apparently didn’t hit the warp point exactly right and that caused us to encounter a quantum phenomenon. This is our universe, but a different version of it.”
Complete silence reigned for moments. Finally Susan spoke. “Should we begin, Captain?”
“Go ahead.”
Susan started off. “We now know the real reason the MI was quarantining the termites, despite what they told us. They became aware that the termites had discovered the warp point into the other universe where we went. When they found out the termites were going to try it, they rebelled.”
Terrell took up the tale. “You see, they were afraid the very thing that happened to us would occur. No, let me back up. The MI knew of quantum effects on a micro level, of course, and they accepted the strangeness of it, but only barely. Something where the act of observing can change the outcome of an event is apparently entirely alien to machine intelligences. Had we invented them, we’d probably have observed the same kind of thinking in ours.” He sighed an shook his head despairingly.
“While they could tolerate the thought of quantum effects at the micro levels of atoms and light rays, their minds couldn’t abide the idea of their masters suddenly creating multiple universes if they persisted in the idea of passing back and forth through the new warp point to a different universe. Their calculations showed it would probably happen.”
“And before you ask,” Susan said, “yes, they knew the termites in the ships going back and forth eventually would find themselves in another version of their universe, just like we did, but that would have nothing to do with the ones left in this universe. Or rather what was this universe. No … well, never mind, you know what I mean.”
“Then why—” Hawkins began, but Terrell held up a hand to stop him.
“It was simply the very idea of playing around with the universe that was anathema to the MI. That’s why they revolted.”
“I can see why,” Stacey commented.
Susan grinned at her. “Yes, I can, too, even if it is hard to imagine how a machine intelligence thinks. But just consider: an artificially manufactured intelligence would see a universe in terms different than we do. They would probably—and evidently did—see it as static and unchanging. The very idea of their creators playing with the known universe as they intended to do was anathema to them. They rebelled, and being unable to harm biological intelligence, they instead quarantined the termites.”
“I’ve got a question,” Dan said. “If they knew the other universe they followed us into was going to have different laws that would make them unable to function there, why did they do it?”
“They didn’t know that for sure, but their very existence told them to prevent the termites from going there, and us, when we came along. They followed us because their minds wouldn’t allow them to do anything else. They were still bent on getting enough of them around us to control our movement and force us down on the planet when they brought us back through, even if they had to take a chance on winding up in a different version of reality. In fact, they probably counted on some of them doing exactly that as they came back. But above anything else, they had to stop us. Again, this is machine intelligence we’re talking about. We’ll never completely understand how they think, but this point was clear enough. They abhorred the thought of alternate realities. They even put it in their files, which is where we found all this out, as I said.”
“Is there a way to … to reverse this?” Dan asked hopefully. “Maybe go back through that warp point and come through again?” Then he remembered Terrell’s words. “No, Terrell’s already told me we did the best we could. Anyone going into and out of a different universe takes a chance on returning to a different reality, but he thinks the different laws in that one made it almost inevitable. I don’t understand why, but obviously it did.”
Susan gave a short laugh. “I doubt if anyone really understands quantum theory. But I agree with Terrell. I think now that going into a universe of different physical laws will always result in coming back to a different reality. If we tried it again, we’d wind up in a still another alternity, maybe so different we’d never survive. The MI and termites both knew there was a chance of coming back to a different reality from the other universe but they figured it would be one with the same laws they were used to, as proved to be the case. The termites were willing to take the risks. The MI intended to quell any attempts no matter what they had to do.”
It suddenly dawned on Stacey. “Oh, my God! What’s happened to Earth? Will it be changed, too?”
Terrell didn’t act surprised; evidently he had already thought of that. He shrugged and splayed his hands. “There’s only one way to find out, and that’s to go back and look.”
“Before we do, I’ve decided we need to let the crew know what’s happened so they can prepare themselves for any changes on Earth in this reality. Let’s break this up for now and have a department head meeting in…” He glanced at his watch. “…in six hours. We’ll give them the news, and let them break it to their people. In the meantime, Terrell, you and Susan get together and write up a detailed explanation for our dilemma in language a layman can understand, even if I don’t.” That got him some chuckles before he continued. “We’ll put that on the ship’s net and give it a few hours to circulate, then I’ll make a personal announcement. Does that sound like a plan?’
Nods and murmurs greeted his announcement.
“Okay, let’s get some rest, the ones who need it. I know I do.”
***
The meeting of department heads took place in a large conference room. One table held Dan, Stacey, the inner circle and Susan and Terrell, all sitting on one side so they could face the gathering, seated in comfortable single chairs with armrests. His announcement was greeted with a mixture of surprise, despair and hope, according to the understanding and personalities of the ones present. When Dan opened the floor for questions, the Reverend McCoy was the first on his feet.
“Captain, do you mean to tell us that the Earth we left behind is no longer there?”
“The Earth will almost certainly still be there, Mister McCoy. Whether it resembles the Earth we left is something yet to be determined. We’ll find that out when we return.”
“Jesus Christ will hold you responsible for this!”
Dan responded to the outburst with a simple statement that hit with force sufficient to pound the knowledge of their predicament into every mind. “Mister McCoy, it’s entirely possible the Earth we return to may never have heard of Jesus. Why don’t we save the anger until we know what’s happened?”
McCoy swayed on his feet as he took in the idea that the bulwark of his religion and profession might no longer exist. He slowly sank back into his chair, an expression of pure fear radiating from him, like waves of heat from a stove.
“When do we leave? Will we have a chance to explore Termen first?” An anxious biologist asked, his countenance telling without words how vital he deemed the chance to see alien biology up close.
“We’re presently on a course which will swing close to Termen as we line up the warp point leading back to Earth.” Dan had a sudden, startling thought that almost knocked him off his feet. It obliterated for the moment another problem he had been worrying over. Only the thought of his status as Captain and living icon of Pioneer kept him from revealing his dismay. He hoped his delay in answering the biologist’s question made everyone decide he was giving the answer careful thought. And he was, to a degree. “Mister Obrion, I haven’t made a decision on whether to land on Termen yet.”
“It appears safe, Captain. The atmosphere, I mean. When we were close before, our measurements showed it to be very similar to Earth.”
“That’s not the only consideration. I’ll delay my decision on that for the present. However, I will agree to at least a close orbit, allowing us to see what changes have occurred on the planet since the previous observations in our own reality.”
The man looked disappointed but Dan wasn’t going to allow himself to be hurried. Besides, that other astounding thought had to be talked over with the inner circle.
It was quickly agreed that nothing useful would be gained by trying another warp point now. Among the scientists, most were wanting to get back as soon as possible and find out Earth’s status, yet they were in a quandary; this might be their only chance to observe exobiology. However, Dan, being ultimately responsible for the safety of everyone on the ship, was getting ready to veto a landing, though he wasn’t ready to reveal his reasons yet. Besides, he needed to go over it, as well as that other thought, with his inner circle of advisors before making any more decisions. The quick orbital scan was all he was prepared to allow for the present.
The meeting seemed to go on and on. Dan deferred as many questions as possible to Susan, Terrell and a physicist who was supposed to be extremely well versed in quantum mechanics. Dan found him to be so obscurely technical with his explanations that he created more exasperation than understanding. Shortly he quit referring questions to the man. As soon as he decently could, he called the gathering to an end. He caught Matt and Hawkins with his eye and they followed him and Stacey to the captain’s stateroom, with Matt making a detour to bring Tara with him.
Inside, Hawkins spoke first. “You seem like you’re worried about something Dan. I saw you acting like a wounded duck after Obrion asked whether or not we were going to land on Termen. Is there something we don’t know?”
“Actually, a couple of things.” He sat down close to Stacey on the big lounger and placed his hand on her knee as he spoke, seeking comfort from the feel of her body. “First, is there any chance of the warp point leading back to Earth being different in this alternity?”
From their expressions, he saw that no one else had thought of that.
“Good God, I haven’t even looked, and I call myself an astronomer!” Matt blurted out. “Crap! I’ll be damned if I know. Listen, let’s get Terrell in here—no, why don’t I just call him?”
Dan nodded assent.
Matt accessed Terrell on his personal line so that he knew no one but he could hear. “Terrell? Got a quick question for you. What? No, the Captain brought it up. Look, is there any chance the warp point back to Earth might be different in this reality?” There was a very long silence while Terrell was obviously thinking over the possible quandary. Finally, he must have answered, for Matt replied “Okay, get back to me quick as you can. Right now I’m in the captain’s stateroom. I’ll let you know if I go anywhere else.”
He replaced the phone then turned to Dan. “I think we took him by surprise. Apparently, you’re the only one who’s thought of that possibility. Anyway, he’s got his gang doing all the measurements to see if it’s changed. He said he’d get back to us quick as possible.”
“Okay, that’s one out of the way. Now for the other.”
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All eyes turned toward Dan. Stacey felt for his hand on her knee, found it, and intertwined their fingers. She gripped tightly, as if expecting bad news.
“Okay, folks, here’s the quandary, although perhaps I should wait on Terrell. If the warp point’s changed, this problem will be moot.”
Stacey squeezed his hand encouragingly. “Go ahead, love. You can’t make us wait now.”
“Yeah, guess not, so here it is. A lot of folks want us to land on Termen. They’ve got some pretty good arguments and ordinarily I’d let us do it, even though whoever went out would have to go into tight quarantine for a month, at least. The thing is, suppose we get back and find that Earth is uninhabitable in this alternity. Atomic war, pollution, massive meteor strike, whatever. You can take your choice of the possible scenarios. Anyway, suppose one of those things have happened. That would leave the people here in Pioneer as the sole representatives of humanity left in the universe.”
“In this reality,” Stacey said quietly, “but I see what you mean. So far as we’re concerned, we’d be it. And in that case, you don’t dare risk landing on Termen for fear of a possible lethal bug of some kind.”
“If Earth is uninhabitable, we’ll have to take a chance somewhere,” Matt said.
“Yes, I know, but I want us to have our spot picked out first. Surely with what we now know about warp points we’ll discover others in the solar system. Besides, Termen is already inhabited. We’ll want to find our own planet.”
Hawkins laughed. “Now you’re forgetting something. In this reality, Termen may not have intelligent beings on it.”
Dan was disconcerted but joined the laughter at his expense. “There’s too damn many possibilities happening all at once, but you’re right, Chet. I guess we’d better wait and see. And wait to hear from Terrell.”
As if on cue, his phone rang. He picked it up. “Captain Saddler.” He listened for a moment, then said “Thanks. Keep at it.” To the others in the room he said “Terrell told me that very preliminary measurements show there’s no change. He’s also thinking warp points would probably be the last thing affected by a different reality but he wants to study our exit back to Earth some more before giving us a final answer.”
Stacey chuckled and put her other hand around the one of Dan’s she already held. “So right now, we still don’t know a thing for certain.”
“Yeah. It doesn’t hurt to talk about the possibilities, though. I’ll have to make up my mind soon, and the more input, the better decision I’ll make.” He grinned. “Unless I’m left even more confused than I am already.”
“Okay, if you want to talk, suppose we find Termen is eminently suitable for life and now has no intelligent beings on it. Do we take a sure thing or still go back to Earth, bearing in mind there’s a possibility we’ll never find anything better if we can’t stay on Earth?”
“Damned if I do and damned if I don’t, but that’s an easy one. If we don’t go back and see where Earth stands, I’ll have a genuine mutiny on my hands. I’d be overthrown and we’d wind up going to Earth anyway.” He reflected for a second or two over a previous thought then brought it out. “Suppose we do find conditions on Termen drastically changed. Can we extrapolate from that and assume the same has happened on Earth?”
“You come up with the damnedest scenarios, Dan,” Matt said, admiring rather than disparaging.
“That’s how I got me and Stacey into this mess. I thought we ought to check out the ship before the military arrived and put it off limits and you see what happened! More coffee?”
***
As Pioneer approached the planet, its biggest telescope was trained on the places where heavy industrialization had been seen before. As time passed it became clear that conditions on Termen were nowhere near like what they had been in their original reality. There was little sign of industry despite looking in every piece of ground not covered by clouds as the planet rotated. It wasn’t until they were only a day out from orbit that signs of intelligent life were finally detected.
“Not much to see, huh? I can’t make out anything interesting,” Dan commented idly from the captain’s seat. Photographic images were being shown on all the screens. They changed frequently but each was clearly annotated and displayed beside the picture taken from the original alternity.
The photointerpreter Dan had called to Central Control explained with a pointer tapping the screen. “That little square resembles a medieval castle in some ways. Look closely and you can make out streets. The spectrograph says they’re rock, Termen’s version of limestone, probably. Those small structures along the streets are actually fairly large. They look somewhat like our old Quonset huts.”
“How about the termites?”
“Too soon to tell, sir. Give me a few more hours and I’ll be able to make out individual appearances. Right now they’re nothing more than specks. And little specks at that. Uh, sir? If we’re going to orbit I’ll be able to tell you lots more. Are we?”
“Read your bulletins, son,” Dan chastised the young man. “I’ve already announced that we’ll orbit for a few days, or as long as it takes to get the answers we want, so long as it doesn’t delay heading for our warp point.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
Dan nodded then winked at Stacey. They had made a game of noting and laughing privately over the obsequiousness some crewmembers showed around the captain.
The time they could spend orbiting Termen, or landing if Dan decided they should, was limited by the path of the planet in its orbit around its sun. They had a few days less than two weeks before having to leave in order to strike for the warp point at closest approach. Which reminded him that Terrell still hadn’t given him a final report. He left his seat and walked over to the little alcove in Central Control reserved for when the captain or one of the officers needed privacy. Dan sat down and called Terrell. He got no answer, nor could he be found in his quarters. Not even a general page asking him to report to the captain drew a response. An hour later Dan asked Hawkins to send a couple of his soldiers to Terrell’s stateroom.
***
Tears were streaming down Susan’s face. “But why? Why would he want to kill him? Terrell never hurt anyone in his life.”
Dan’s gaze traveled around the stateroom where signs of a struggle were easily apparent. A reading lamp had been knocked over by the big lounger. Papers were strewn about the room in a totally random order. Some of them were still wet with blood. Spots of blood trailed from the lounger over to the little wet bar. He stared down at the two bodies on the floor. Terrell lay on his back with one leg folded over the other. His chest was bloody from what looked like a gunshot wound, and almost certainly was, judging from a handgun laying on the floor against a wall. His right arm was stretched out as if his hand had been grasping for the phone, but hadn’t had the strength left to reach up to the end table where it resided.
Murray McCoy lay on his back as well. The handle of a kitchen knife extended from his chest like a small red totem. The color on the handle was obviously from his blood. It had erupted from his chest around where the blade entered and washed over the handle and down his front, extending well past his waistline and discoloring his trousers to below the knees.
Dan thought he could reconstruct what had happened from the evidence. McCoy must have come in with murder on his mind, for what reason he didn’t yet know. He shot Terrell but the wound from the small caliber pistol hadn’t been immediately fatal. The astronomer had grappled with the preacher, knocking the gun from his grasp. The struggle extended from the lounger where Terrell had been sitting all the way to the wet bar. There, Terrell had managed to get his hands on the knife and plunge it into McCoy’s chest. They had both fallen back toward the center of the room a second or two later, and that was where both had drawn their last breath.
Stacey put her arms around Susan, trying uselessly to comfort her. Susan had arrived a few minutes after word had gotten back to Central Control that a murder had been committed. She knew Susan and Terrell had become close during the voyage despite the disparity in ages. They had slept together in each other’s room as often as not, making no pretense about it despite the occasion Terrell told her about, when McCoy had chastised him over the arrangement.
Dan knew of the pairing also, but doubted that was the reason for the carnage. They were far from the only unmarried couple who lived together. He knew there had to be a different cause.
“I’ll take Susan back to her room,” Stacey said.
Dan went over to the two women. “Susan, I’m so sorry this happened. I’ll do my best to find out why.”
“I know why,” she said, sobbing between words. “McCoy didn’t want Terrell to tell you the warp point back to Earth was all right. He wanted to stay here.”
“But why? The termites are still here even if they don’t have much technology now.”
Susan accepted a tissue from Stacey. “When you told him Jesus might not have founded a religion in this reality, I think he went crazy. He came to Terrell yesterday with some wild idea of starting a new religion with the termites and us together. I … I should have reported…” She broke into a fresh bout of crying.
Dan hugged her, then let Stacey lead her away. “Of all the damn fool ideas I ever heard of, that’s about the most idiotic,” he told Hawkins. Inside, he was trying not to blame himself for Terrell’s death but it was hard to brush the idea away. He was the one who made the rule which allowed civilians to check out their weapons and practice at the firing range. Somehow, McCoy had contrived to evade the routine for checking his pistol back in when finished.
***
“You should have been the captain,” Dan told Stacey that night in bed.
“Dan Saddler, stop it. If it hadn’t happened this way, McCoy might have done something far worse. He was an unstable character to begin with and it’s the fault of the damn politicians for forcing him on us in the first place.”
“I keep trying to tell myself that.”
“Well, I’m telling you, and it’s the truth. Besides, you’re a better captain than I would have been. I don’t have the fortitude to have someone executed, for instance, while you saw it had to be done and did it.”
“Some captain. Good for killing people.”
“Shush, I said.” She caressed his cheek and found wetness there. A moment later he was in her arms, taking solace from the only person on board able to give it to him.
***
Dan returned to Central Control the next day; if not recovered from his funk, he was at least able to function. The investigation into the two deaths was still continuing, but it had been fairly well determined that the actual killing occurred much the way he had diagnosed it after seeing the sprawled bodies. At noon, a brief service was held near the main airlock.
Dan turned the prayers and wistful talk of life after death over to the Catholic chaplain. At the end, he stepped forward. “Terrell Blanco was a friend. He was a good man, well thought of by his comrades. He will be sorely missed.” He pressed the touch plate and had the bodies released into space. He had nothing to say about the Reverend Murray McCoy.
***
Once in orbit around Teren a few hours later, Dan announced his decision over the paging system.
“I have reached the conclusion that we cannot risk ourselves on a planet already inhabited by intelligent beings and possibly harboring inimical parasites or microorganisms. Therefore, we shall not be landing here. All studies must be carried out from orbit. We’ll leave the planet Termen seven days from now and shape a path for home, back to Earth. I’ve been assured by the notes of the late Terrell Blanco and have assurances from other scientists that the warp point will indeed return us to Earth. However, he could not and I cannot guarantee what conditions we’ll find there upon our return. They may be almost unchanged. Yet they may be so different from what we left as to make it impossible to live there again. As you all know, we are in a different alternity, a different reality if you will, from that we knew before embarking on this voyage. We can only wait and see what awaits us. Thank you.”
There was little dissent with his decision. More and more, the crew wanted to return to Earth, and as soon as possible. The scientists who had wanted to land instead got busy harvesting whatever knowledge could be gleaned from orbit, which turned out to be a surprisingly large amount.
Termites were still the dominant life form, but their level of technology was far lower than in the previous reality. The photointerpreter had pretty well called it right. Castle-like buildings surrounded by hovels was the norm. There were few highways. Transportation was with wagons drawn by termens, possibly slaves or lower castes, but it was impossible to tell for certain. There was no radio or television. A few crude steam engines were spotted, the height of scientific achievement.
Despite living with such a rudimentary technical base, the population was very high. Vast areas that had been occupied by forests or plains in the other alternity were devoted to crops in this reality.
“We’d never be able to colonize here,” Hawkins said as he and Dan studied the continuing flow of data. “I don’t see how they even support their own population.”
“They must be living right on the verge of collapse,” Matt said. “Pack animals or boats for trade. Trails instead of roads. Dozens of occupants to each hut.”
“I agree that it must be hard to support themselves, but the crowding could be cultural just as well as poverty.”
“I guess so,” Dan said, automatically looking around to get Terrell’s opinion before remembering he was no longer with them. Susan was still not recovered from his death. Stacey visited her often and told Dan she would be all right, but needed time to herself for a while.
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The week in orbit passed swiftly. The last day before leaving for the warp point, Dan & Stacey had the inner circle to their stateroom, along Berlin, Brad and two new advisors, Geraldine Borgan, a socioanthropologist, and Herman Wurster, a physicist with a good knowledge of quantum theory. It was an informal, friendly gathering where drinking was allowed, knowledge would be exchanged and they could all relax together away from Central Control’s formality and military constrictions. Susan made her first formal appearance since Terrell’s death. She was pale but managed to smile when Dan greeted her.
“I’m glad to see you, Susan. Make yourself at home.”
“Thanks. I thought it was about time I started crawling out of my shell.” She left him to visit with Stacey and Tara.
Dan went to talk to Geraldine and Herman and get to know them better. He had a feeling that their fields of learning might become vital if they found Earth’s culture significantly different from what they remembered.
“Geraldine, Herman, glad to see you here. Is everything okay in your departments?”
“Fine, Captain. Thanks for asking. And thanks for having us here,” Geraldine answered for both of them. They were living together in one stateroom.
“The pleasure’s all mine. Besides, this sort of gathering usually produces some good ideas and you’re both tops in your fields.”
“Thanks. Good of you to say so,” Herman acknowledged with a courteous nod of his head. He spoke through a short beard that went well with his bushy black eyebrows.
“It’s nothing but the truth. I’m interested in hearing what you make of the changes on Termen since we were here before.”
“Well, I’m sure you know the sophonts down below haven’t changed at all; we’re simply in a different reality,” Herman ventured.
“Of course. Nevertheless, can’t we draw some conclusions? Geraldine?”
“Please call me Ger, captain. That’s what most people know me by.” She smiled, brightening an otherwise plain face.
“Certainly, but Geraldine is a pretty name.”
“Why, thank you, Captain. I was just telling Herman how much I wished we could have learned more about the Termens. Termites, as we all call them.”
“Me, too,” Herman said. “We could have gained some valuable knowledge about quantum theory and—” he nodded at Ger—”anthropology.”
“It’s too bad, but it might have taken years of study of both cultures; in fact, it probably would have, being a different species we know very little about. Still…” Ger’s voice trailed off. She glanced upward as if thinking of all the lost knowledge.
“I take it you’re both talking about where the two realities deviated?”
“Right.” Herman smiled broadly. “Where the universe split into one of the infinite number possible when a choice of action was taken.”
“All right, Herman, let me ask you a question Terrell was working on. After seeing the degree of change here, does that give you any indication of what might have happened on Earth?”
He shook his head. “Not a clue. You said it all in your announcement. We’ll just have to wait and see. We can hope there’s not much change—or perhaps we should hope there is.”
“Why?” Ger asked.
“Well … I’m not spreading this around outside of the group here, but if there aren’t many observable changes on Earth, that would mean we may meet our other selves when we get back.”
Dan was wrong-footed. “Good God! I’ve read about that in science fiction stories, but is it possible in real life?”
“Depends on what we classify as real.” He shrugged. “It’s possible, I think, but like any other theory, the proof’s in the testing. We can’t know until we’ve checked on it.”
“Wait a minute. If it’s possible to meet our other selves in a different reality, why didn’t we do it here when we arrived back here from the other universe?”
“That’s a simple one—I think. The deviation on Termen occurred so far back that this reality took a different track, one where they’re still a long way from space travel. These termites never sent a spaceship to Earth; therefore our other selves weren’t here to greet us.”
“But…” Ger shook her head, then lost track of what she was going to protest about.
Herman nodded sympathetically. “Uh huh. Makes your head hurt to think of all the ramifications and paradoxes of quantum theory, doesn’t it?”
“You can say that again,” Dan agreed. “I doubt I’ll ever be able to figure it all out.”
“Don’t worry about it. Better men than me have foundered over the implications of alternate realities.”
Later on, Dan advanced Herman’s theory to Hawkins. “What do you think, Chet?”
“Makes me want to get drunk. Maybe I could make sense of it then.”
“Make sense of what?” Stacey asked as she joined them.
Dan told her.
“Brrr. I’m beginning to wish Pioneer had come down in someone else’s backyard.”
“Is that what really happened?” Ger asked. “I thought that was just the media making up a good story.”
“No, it really happened like that,” Stacey confirmed. “Dan suggested we go inside and take a look before the military got there, and the next thing we knew, we were in charge.”
“Well, I’m damned glad it was you two instead of someone like … well, like McCoy, for instance. Can you imagine what he would have done with it?”
“I can imagine. I don’t like to think about it, though.”
“I guess not. Herman, want another drink? I’m going to the bar.”
“I’ll go with you. Excuse us, captain.”
“Sure.”
The two drifted off in the direction of the bottles and mix.
Stacey took Dan’s arm. “Sweetheart, I sure hope Herman is wrong. I love you to death, but I think one of you is all I could take.”
Dan pretended to be considering the idea of doubles. “Hmm. I don’t know. Maybe two of you would be fun.”
“No it wouldn’t. Know why?”
“Nope. Tell me.”
“Because both of us would want you and try to keep the other away, that’s why.”
“How do you know?”
“An old science fiction novel I read when I was a kid. Triangle, or something like that. A man loved a woman but she loved his best friend. So he figured out a way to duplicate her so he’d have one of her, as well as his friend. Didn’t work. The duplicate was in love with his friend, too, and jealous as hell of her other self.”
“How did it all end?”
“I don’t remember exactly except that it wasn’t good.”
Dan pulled her to him and gave her a quick, sweet kiss. “I love you so much I couldn’t handle two of you. I’d be worn out in a week.”
“Hah. Not the way we’ve been going on this trip.”
“Special circumstances. I’ll try to do better once we’re headed back to Earth.”
Matt and Hawkins came over to where Dan and Stacey had decided to sit for a few minutes on the big lounger.
“Plop yourselves down,” Stacey invited.
The two men sat down opposite them on the smaller lounger. Hawkins led off. “We’ve been listening to Herman expound on the subject of duplicates. Have either of you heard him yet?”
“We were just talking about it,” Dan said with a grin, and got an elbow in the ribs from Stacey, warning him of limits.
“Do you believe it?”
Dan scrutinized his friend. He was staring back anxiously, looking worried over the possibility.
Stacey caught his expression as well. “Chet, what’s wrong? It probably won’t turn out that way.”
“I know.”
He still looked worried and suddenly Stacey knew why. “Oh, God, Chet. I’m sorry. I was making fun of Dan, but you … you…”
Hawkins nodded his head sadly.
“You left Jenny and the kids at home.” Stacey covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head. “Oh Lord, Chet, I’m so sorry. You must have been worrying about this kind of thing ever since we discovered we’re in a different reality. Why didn’t you say something?”
“I guess I was in denial. And you have to admit, this isn’t something that comes up in your life every day. It’s such an odd situation that I didn’t really think about the implications. And added to that, my immediate worries have been about the ship and the crew, not what might be changed on Earth.”
“Goddamn, Chet, I wish there was something I could do to get back sooner, so you’d at least know.”
“Yeah, I wish, too, but never mind. Keep your attention on the ship. We’ve still got to get home. That’s the important thing right now.”
***
A faint rumble sounded in the rooms and compartments of Pioneer as the great ship’s energies were turned to acceleration. The trip to the warp point, and back to Earth, had begun, for better or worse.
Dan sat in the captain’s chair and surveyed Central Control. It seemed a lesser place without Terrell’s presence. Herman had yet to make up the difference, and perhaps never would, he thought. The physicist was too jovial about concerns most of the rest worried over, including himself. Despite berating himself time after time to quit thinking of all the possible outcomes they might discover, he couldn’t keep from it. What if there was only a minor difference in this Earth and the one they had departed from? Would they find themselves shaking hands with their own selves? Would they meet another Pioneer, arriving a little later or earlier than they did? Would Earth be radically changed, a unified government, maybe, or perhaps something bad, like a nuclear war having occurred? Would they find a different United States, one that had never broken free of England, or where the South had won the Civil War? Could there be a world where slavery was legal and unquestioned, like it had been through most of history? He dreamed of possibilities without end and of himself being chased through innumerable doors, each leading to a different reality.
Sometimes he talked in his sleep, waking Stacey. She would hold him tight until the dream dissipated and she could sleep again, unaware that on some nights he did the same for her. On those nights when he held her sleeping form, his mind wouldn’t stay still. It seemed ironic that nothing they had anticipated happened, and that even after becoming embroiled in the Termen/MI confrontation they would never know for sure how it came out. And regardless, the whole long nerve-wracking clash with the MI seemed entirely pointless now that they knew the situation was only a single one of an infinite number of possibilities for them. And even more ironically, fighting the MI had led to them losing any chance of seeing their world again as they had left it. Sleep came hard on those nights and left him in an absent-minded state the next day as he wondered how it would all come out in the end. Not the least of his worries was Stacey’s pregnancy. What kind of world would their child be raised in, the one coming now after they’d given up all hope they would ever have offspring?
One day as they neared the warp point, he began thinking of how he would then immediately begin listening to broadcasts from Earth and find out where they stood, only to remember that Pioneer couldn’t receive communications while accelerating or decelerating. They would have to wait for the turnover point, halfway to Earth, before they had a window, and it would be for only a few minutes while the ship reversed its orientation and began decelerating.
Eventually he decided to take a full day off and try to simply relax with Stacey and the inner circle, but he waited until two days before reaching the warp point.
Hawkins had managed to get his mind off the consequences of leaving his family home by beginning a hard training regime for the battalion of army troops. He wanted them to be ready to fight if it came to that, even if it was against troops of the United States in this reality. Announcing that possibility, and others just as bad, went a long way toward getting them to take the training seriously.
He arrived at the stateroom looking fit and healthy, then immediately rubbed it in by telling Dan he needed to get more exercise.
“I know, Chet. And once we’re past the warp point and on the way to Earth, I intend to.”
“How long this time?”
“I talked to Brad the other day. We can cut the three months we spent getting from Earth to the warp point down a lot, now that we know Pioneer’s capabilities. And Earth’s in a more favorable spot in its orbit, so the path’ll be shorter. Say four to five weeks, with a little over two until turnover. That’s what I’m looking forward to; a chance to see if Earth’s broadcasting, and if so, what.”
“We probably won’t learn much, even so. Television broadcasting is line of sight reception.”
“I know, smart guy, but there’s lots of signals going out to hundreds of satellites. The communication officer tells me we should be able to pick up a good deal of the normal leakage from the signals spreading.”
“Hmm. Didn’t think of that.” He grinned. “Now, smart guy, we just have to hope this Earth has satellites.”
“Whoops! But even the lack would tell us something, wouldn’t it?”
“Sure. But what?”
Dan had no answer for that one.
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By now, Dan was getting used to the physical discomfort associated with passing through a warp point. He paid it hardly any mind, simply waiting patiently for the feel of nerves twisting and the other bodily sensations to pass. As quickly as he was able, he spoke, unable to contain his anxiety. “Matt, get us a plot quick as you can, and for God’s sake, tell us whether Earth is still here!”
“Give me a few minutes.”
Knowing approximately where to look shortened the time considerably. Less than two minutes later, Matt grinned happily. “There we are, right where it’s supposed to be. Happy now?”
Dan nodded, surprised to discover what a relief it was to know at least that much, even if more credible information was still two weeks away. He hadn’t known how worried he had been that they might arrive in a reality where the planet had never formed. “Great. Get going.”
Matt stayed busy a few minutes, working with Berlin and Brad to change Pioneer’s acceleration pattern from what it had been as it hit the warp point to what was needed to head toward Earth. Eventually he touched the console and digits by the vector toward Earth changed rapidly, then settled into a steady pattern, counting time down to the second. “Two weeks, one day and seven hours until turnover,” he announced.
“Better than what it was, but it’s still going to be a long wait.”
“Sorry, Captain, that’s the best we can do.”
“You’ve done well. Berlin, you and Brad can go off duty now. Same for you, Commander Saddler.”
Stacey winked at him and left Central Control. As soon as she arrived at their stateroom, she poured herself a snifter of brandy, something she almost never did alone. Like Dan, the seeming futility of their space voyage had begun to affect her and she was determined to get it off her mind, even if it took a hefty amount of alcohol to accomplish it. She was stretched out at one end of the big lounger with her feet propped on an ottoman when Dan pushed the door open.
He laughed “Aha. Caught you boozing.”
“I’ll bet it won’t take you more than a minute to have your own little relaxer in hand.”
“You’re right. Matt said he needed to fudge up a bunch of figures so I turned Central Control over to him and got here quick as I could. Then, by golly, I find my wife already into the happy juice.” Suddenly a frown crossed his face. “I thought pregnant women weren’t supposed to have alcohol.”
Stacey was as chagrined as she had ever been in her life. “Oh, My god! It never entered my feeble mind, Dan. You’re right, though. Here, pour the rest of this out!” She held out the glass.
He took it and disposed of what remained. “I doubt you had enough to hurt.” Dan brought his glass over to the lounger. Stacey shoved the ottoman closer to him with her feet so they could share. He propped his feet on it, took a long swallow of the fiery liquid and sighed.
“You were tense, too.”
“You know it, sweetheart. Despite all the assurances, I had my doubts Earth would still be there.”
“Same here. Now the waiting starts, and I’m wondering what in hell we’ve accomplished, if anything.”
Dan patted Stacey’s thigh, then left his hand there. “We’ve done what we had to do ever since we took the first steps into the ship. We’ve come this far, love. Whatever happens, we’ll survive. I just have that feeling now.”
“Curious. So do I. Think it means anything?”
He squeezed gently just above her knee, then began making little circles with his hand. “I really doubt it, hon. Probably just the idea of coming home, even if we don’t know what it’s like in this reality.”
“It’s our emotions. Deep inside, we think we’re safe now, even while our brains are telling us we may not be.”
He sipped at his brandy, letting it linger in his mouth before swallowing. “Whatever happens, it’s been a hell of a ride, hasn’t it?”
“All except for poor Terrell. I wish that hadn’t happened.”
“Me, too, but it sure did quiet down the hyper-religious folks in the ship.”
“They’re like us. A lot to think about and a lot of anxiety, wondering about conditions on Earth. In a way, I can sort of sympathize with McCoy. He thought everything he had believed and worked for all his life was going to be winked out of existence, just like the termites who built Pioneer. They’re not gone, but they might just as well be. Maybe the same for some religions on Earth if it follows the same retrograde path as Termen.”
“It might not.”
“Sure, we know that, but McCoy didn’t think so.”
Dan contemplated Stacey’s analysis for a moment. “You know, I think he must have harbored some doubts about the validity of his beliefs before we found ourselves in a different reality; otherwise it wouldn’t have driven him over the edge.”
Stacey nodded agreement. “You’re probably right. Others in the ship who’re pretty religious are still holding tight to their faith.”
“They may need it. Well, McCoy’s gone and so is Terrell. Let’s talk about something else, like how much brandy’s left in that bottle and what we can do to amuse ourselves after I finish it off.”
A smile crept slowly across Stacey’s face. “I can think of a whole lot of openings that line gives me. For starters, why don’t you just take the bottle to bed with us?”
***
Time seemed to slow as they neared turnover, when for a brief few minutes, Pioneer would be able to send and receive signals. It also brought another decision closer for Dan.
The day before they would have that brief opportunity, Matt was waiting for Dan when he came into Central Control. “The communications officer called while you were off duty, Captain. He wants to know whether or not we’re going to try talking to Earth during the window.”
“I’ve been thinking about it. I’ll let him know, but I’ll go ahead and tell you. I’ve decided against it, unless they signal us first. If things have changed so drastically that we don’t hear from them, then I don’t want to talk until we get an idea of who we’re talking to.”
“I think that’s probably a good idea Captain. In fact, I’d recommend not doing anything until we get close enough to Earth to find out what we’re facing. I seriously doubt we could find that out in just the few minutes we have while swapping ends.”
Dan had already thought of that, but hearing Matt come to the same decision convinced him. “That’s what I think, too. I’ll call communications.” He touched the console. As quickly as he got a response he gave the order for silence during turnover. Nevertheless, he was as hopeful as everyone else that something good would be heard when they had their chance.
***
“Turnover commencing,” Brad announced. Dan had already given orders to send a synopsis of whatever was heard from Earth during the short interval. A few minutes later he was reading it on his screen, with a privacy barrier in place, just in case. It came down almost immediately as he saw there was nothing there which needed to be kept secret.
Radio waves only. Short segments, mostly undecipherable as to meaning without more context for comparison. No references to Pioneer or space travel of any type, manned or unmanned. No known attempts to contact us. Possibility of unified government, but uncertain due to limited referents. Broadcasts alluding to moral values appear frequently. No specific church or religion mentioned. Conclusion: Not the same culture as before, but unable to determine predominant type now. End.
Below was the complete text of every intercept, but as stated, Dan found most of it incomprehensible. Much more material, in the proper context, would be necessary before they could begin to understand the people of this Earth. And they still had no idea if their doppelgängers would be there to meet them. Probably not, he thought, even though that’s going to be hard on Chet. It would suit he and Stacey, though. They had talked about it and neither of them wanted to have to deal with doubles, even though it meant they would never see some of their relatives again.
After taking his time perusing all the text, Dan made a simple announcement that from the limited number of intercepted broadcasts it was impossible to tell what awaited them on Earth. The only thing that could be determined with certainty was that the technical level of the civilization was at least up to the stage of radio.
“Didn’t help much, did it?” Hawkins said. His face had grown new lines since realizing he had almost certainly lost his family, at least in this reality. It wasn’t even helpful to know they still existed somewhere else, because it would be without his presence in their lives. To them, he would be lost in space. There would eventually be a memorial service and then they would get on with their lives.
“Why don’t you take a couple of days off, Chet? You’ll need to be rested when we get home.”
“Home. Now isn’t that a comforting word? Dan, I don’t think we have a home any more.”
“If we don’t we’ll make one. Now go. Get drunk if that’ll help, but get away from here.”
“I think maybe I’ll work with the troops for a day or two. That always cheers me up. Those kids are more than ready for something to happen, regardless of what it is.”
“Whatever works.”
Hawkins left, which Dan thought just as well. There was certainly little to do in Central Control for the time being.
***
As Pioneer passed the orbit of Mars, and neared their home planet, it became increasingly certain that the present Earth had no form of space travel. There was no leakage such as might be found from the plethora of satellites orbiting the Earth they had left. Pioneer’s magnificent telescopes could spot no reflections from anything in orbit. The International Space Station could not be found. No rovers on Mars or orbiting satellites around the red planet were broadcasting. So far as space travel was concerned, this solar system was pristine, completely free of the instruments of man.
Dan and Stacey noticed that everyone they encountered was reacting much like them, with a mix of anxiety, hope and guarded optimism, along with some cases of depression as the realization hit that they would probably never see their families again.
The radio signals told of a culture which had attained a fairly high technical level, so that at least their counterparts in this reality would know Pioneer wasn’t a supernatural manifestation. What else they might think would have to wait, but not for long. Even before the ship curled around the home planet in a circular orbit five hundred miles up, its telescopes and every other useful instrument available were focusing in on the civilization below. They found cities mostly where they were expected, but not always. There were cultivated fields and smoke from industrialization, but no indication of atomic energy in use. There were what was thought to be dirigibles, but what looked like runways had also been spotted. All that had been learned before beginning the first orbit, as well as the fact that English was one of the predominant tongues. However, one of the semanticists aboard reported that the language was not that of the English they remembered and promised a more definitive report as her studies continued.
Hawkins made his reappearance in Central Control just as Pioneer was completing its first orbit.
To his surprise, Dan found him looking better than he had for weeks, and told him so.
“Thanks, Captain. I feel better now that I’ve accepted the fact that I won’t see my family again.” He shook his head like a horse being mildly annoyed by a fly. “It’s an incongruous feeling, knowing they’re still alive and well in our home reality but as far out of touch as if they’d been gone for centuries.”
“You’re not alone. There’s a number of others who left family behind, including Stacey and me. I feel for you all, but there’s not a damned thing I can do about it, other than try to help us all get started again.”
“Here?”
“Matt, I just don’t know. I think I’d rather have met myself face to face than wind up seeing an Earth changed beyond recognition. However, we can’t change … damn! I was about to say we can’t change reality, but that’s no longer true, is it?”
Matt allowed a smile to cross his face. “Guess not. When do we try getting in touch, or do we?”
“I’m still waiting. The longer it takes them to notice we’re up here, the more data we accumulate. However, I’ll have to jump before too long. There’s lots of people itching to get some dirt underfoot again.”
“I’m one of them.”
“Then let’s set a time limit. By the day after tomorrow, same time, if they haven’t contacted us, we’ll break our silence. In the meantime, help me come up with something to say that won’t sound crazy.”
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Forty eight hours later, there was still nothing to indicate anyone on Earth knew of Pioneer’s existence. Dan had delayed as long as he thought necessary. It was time for action. First though, he called Matt to Central Control. Hawkins had already arrived.
“I was on my way,” Matt answered the summons. “Hold on. I’ll be there shortly.” He touched Tara. Of all the people on the ship, he thought she had accepted their trials better than anyone he knew. Either that or she kept a lot inside her. He knew they were still learning about each other. She yawned sleepily, but came awake quickly when he told her the reason for the call. “I’m going to Central Control. You may want to head for the office and get ready to help with a landing if Dan needs you. This looks like our summons.”
Once he had the Central Control crew gathered, Dan announced his intention of landing. “And I’m not going to ask permission first. I want us to put down in North America, in the general area of where Amarillo was in our past reality. It doesn’t look as like it’s been settled here. Besides, every place that’s occupied in North America is under the sway of something called The Braken Confederacy, so I doubt it matters much. Any idea what Braken Confederacy means yet?” He put the question out for everyone.
“The name doesn’t ring a bell with anyone so far, Captain,” Matt said. “However, it seems to be run by what they call a Head of State, by the name of James B. Johnston.”
“And what we thought of as Memphis, Tennessee appears to be the capitol.”
“Anything from overseas?”
“England and the area of France and Germany, about the same but some subtle differences we don’t understand yet. There’s a big area of Asia dominated by what we think is a variation of Islam, but again differences. What we need is a good set of encyclopedias soon as we set down.”
Dan took a deep breath. “All right, let’s get on with it. Matt, have Tara pick the spot and use the highest power scope you’ve got to be sure the area is still clear. Berlin, land us on this orbit if you can; if not, the next one. Chet, why don’t you notify the diplomats and tell them they’re finally going to have something to do.”
“I’ll tell them, Captain.” He looked as if wanted to elaborate, but then changed his mind and began carrying out the captain’s orders.
“Brad, are we sure they don’t have atomic energy?”
“Almost certain, Captain.”
“Okay, it’s all a go, then. May as well find out who we’re dealing with.”
***
Hawkins was much more worried than he let on. He had caught some intonations of an ongoing hostility from various places on Earth, but the syntax was changed enough so that he didn’t want to make a big thing of it. Besides, almost everyone on the ship was practically dancing at the exits in their eagerness to breathe the air of Earth again. The only note of dissent was at the remoteness from civilization of the area picked for the landing. He intended for his troops to be the first out of the ship, then set up a military perimeter. He thought Pioneer’s defensive field would protect them from anything short of a hydrogen bomb, and possibly even from that, though he certainly never wanted to test it. Nevertheless, his military mind knew how often old man Murphy stuck his finger into things. It wouldn’t hurt to be ready to fight.
“Are you ready, Chet?” Dan asked, right after Brad announced the landing would occur from the present orbit, within a half hour.
“Ready as we’ll ever be. In fact, I’d better get back to the troops. They’re so keyed up I’m scared of precipitating an incident if I’m not riding herd on them.”
“Take off then. Once we’re down, let me know when it’s safe for the rest of us to come out.”
“Will do.” He hurried away.
Dan and Stacey sat next to each other in Central Control, watching the screen in front of them. Pioneer came down just slowly enough so that no plasma field built up in front of it. When they entered cloud masses, it roiled them, sometimes precipitating thunderstorms.
“Which direction are we coming from—oh, never mind, I see it now. West to east. We’re over California now. Except it isn’t called California anymore, is it?”
“You’re babbling.”
“I know. It’s just so strange. A completely different Earth, and we know so little about it yet.”
“We’ll find out more pretty quick, I can assure you of that,” Dan said. “We’re bound to be attracting attention already, and we’ll get even more when we’re lower. It’s relatively cloud-free from Colorado onward.”
“Ten minutes, Captain,” Brad announced.
Dan nodded, feeling his pulse speed up for a moment, then slow down as he realized he didn’t need to be excited quite yet. Over what they thought of as eastern New Mexico, they began seeing the dirigible-like craft below occasionally. Then, like a missive from the Earth they knew, jet fighter planes with splashes of colors began accompanying them on each side and above. One tried to come in too close behind and abruptly spun down in an uncontrolled descent. Dan followed the icon of the disabled aircraft until it split into two parts. One slowed considerably; the other impacted the Earth and exploded.
“The pilot bailed out in time. Good. I don’t want to start out being the cause of casualties,” Dan said.
“We weren’t the cause,” Stacey disagreed. “That pilot tried to get cute, following so close. He ought to be damn glad he’s alive. Or she, as the case might be.”
“Our semanticists haven’t noted any gender neutraling of English like it was in our day—on our Earth, I should say. The pilot was probably a male.”
Stacey nodded, knowing her husband was right. All of the English broadcasts they had heard were male oriented, although no one was willing to advance an explanation of why. She wasn’t willing either, but already she had caught herself thinking this probably wasn’t an Earth she wanted to live on.
The other jets peeled off and left Pioneer to descend by itself. Just before landing, Dan could see a stretch of sagebrush and prairie grass, broken by a small meandering stream bordered by slender trees. There came the gentlest of bumps and the ship’s thrust died away.
“We’re here,” Stacey said softly, looking at Dan. He gazed back at her and she could almost see his thoughts. Concern for her safety. Curiosity about this reality. An almost desperate hope that it would provide a satisfactory home for them and their yet to be born child. And an almost equally desperate desire to keep the crew from harm.
***
“Look, Dan!” Hawkins said, pointing to the east.
Dan turned at the sound of his friend’s voice. He had been staring to the west at the rolling plains, looking as they might have in pioneer days in his own reality, and wondering if the area was a nature preserve. “I’ll be damned! It’s a fleet of dirigibles.”
“Which means Commander Saddler should to get back inside the ship,” Hawkins reminded. “We can’t have you both outside at any one time.”
“Stacey would make a better diplomat, I think.”
“We think this is a male oriented society.”
“Yeah, damn it. Why couldn’t we have come out in a reality where women ran things and we were just sex objects?”
“No such luck,” Stacey said. She turned and departed for the ship, while Dan and Hawkins and a selected group of diplomats remained outside in a tent. It had been hastily erected as a barrier to the hot midday sun soon after a perimeter around the ship had been secured.
“I still think this show of force was unnecessary,” Jason Craddick complained, gazing around at the number of troops encircling the ship. “And I think we should have kept an equal number of female diplomats out here.”
Dan glared at the man. He was clad in a brown suit with a red tie. He had a handkerchief clutched in his left hand which he used periodically to wipe his forehead.
“I told you once, the matter is settled, Mr. Craddick. If you can’t live with the decision, I’ll be glad to send you back inside and have your assistant take over.”
A red color suffused the diplomat’s face and neck. “No, no. It’s just…” His voice trailed off as the motors pushing the three small dirigibles became louder.
Dan turned away. The dirigibles must have seen the perimeter Hawkins had hastily thrown up around the ship, using most of his men. They dropped anchor beyond the command post. He watched the dirigible crews with unbridled respect at their efficiency in bringing the unwieldy aircraft to rest and securing them to the ground at both ends in a very short time. It indicated a lot of practice, but he couldn’t help wonder at the disparity between those aircraft and the jets which had escorted their own ship to a landing.
“No women,” Hawkins noted as a group began trudging down a sloping gangway to the ground.
“Uh huh. And here they come. Not wasting any time, are they? All right, Mister Craddick, you ready?”
“Yes, Captain.” The diplomat made an effort and braced his shoulders. The two assistants he had picked for first contact were just behind him.
Dan and Hawkins stood together. Off a little way, but still in hearing, Matt was standing beside the portable conference table with Nguyen Ky, the semanticist chosen for outside duty.
“Uh oh,” Dan hear Matt utter.
“What is it?”
“Looks like they have a priest or a chaplain with them. His togs resemble some of our religious garb anyway.”
“Maybe not,” Dan said, then turned back toward the approaching group. He had nothing against religion but didn’t like to deal on matters of importance with anyone whose mind was made up in advance on some issues. His hope waned as they drew closer. The man Matt had referred to wore a black vestment with a broad red slash sewed diagonally from his right shoulder to the left hem of the skirt. On his head was a red covering which looked like an oversized baseball cap. The incongruity of it almost made him laugh out loud before he managed to stifle it.
Against his better judgment, Dan had decided to let the diplomats handle the first contact. He didn’t think he had the expertise to handle the subtleties and double talk of diplomats, but increasingly, he was bothered by the caliber of the broadcasts they intercepted. They seemed to be too authoritative in tone to suit him. Jason Craddick was the American Ambassador and had two U.N. Ambassadors to back him, one from Russia, one from India. He didn’t know too much about the other two; Craddick had recommended them. He hoped the three of them could handle whatever negotiations were required.
The group of a dozen natives of the current Earth stopped a half dozen feet from the broad entrance to the tent. The man in the priestly vestment stepped forward. “I bring greetings from Head of State James B. Johnson, may his name be blessed. I am Father Abernathy, Principal of the Faith for this continent. On my right is the Principal’s Arm for this area. On my left is the Principal’s interpreter of scientific matters. From whence have you come and what is your purpose?”
Doesn’t waste any time, pompous or not, Dan thought. He listened and nodded his head at the appropriate spot as Craddick introduced him and the rest of the group, then invited them into the tent for talk and refreshments.
Before long, he could tell the talks weren’t going well. Craddick kept emphasizing their willingness to cooperate with all the nations of Earth. Each time he mentioned the United Nations, it drew a frown from Abernathy. He, in turn, wanted to know the ship’s capability and whether they had come to assist in subduing the “Defilers of Christ in the South”, apparently referring to the South American continent. He went on to say that would be a preliminary to their plans for re-occupying parts of “The Great Home Continent” which had fallen under the sway of the “Defilers”. He spoke as if everything he said was already settled.
Craddick tried to tell the man they were neutral, but in doing so, he became rattled and let slip some of the ship’s capabilities.
Dan seethed at the way the talks were going. He excused himself and went over to speak to Ky, talking in a low voice. “Who’re the Defilers, Ky? Have you got a handle yet on the other parts of the Earth’s religions? Apparently it’s a bigger thing here than it is even on our Earth.”
Ky nodded. “I’m beginning to believe this world is split into three major factions. The Christian religion and Muslims, like on Earth but much different, and another smaller faction occupying England and parts of what we knew as Europe, who’re fairly neutral in the division between the religion resembling Catholics and another resembling Islam, although there’s a lot of differences in both. Let me compare the recordings to the broadcasts and I’ll have a better grasp of what we’re up against.”
Dan nodded and rejoined the others. He noted that Abernathy’s eyes tracked him all the way back to his seat.
Once Craddick had let slip a few of the things Pioneer was capable of, the talk degenerated into how and when they would begin aiding in the religious conflict. Finally Dan decided to end it, in a most undiplomatic way. He stood up to be sure he would be regarded as a figure of authority. “We almost certainly shall not participate in any conflict on this Earth. However, we are most interested in contact between our groups and this is not our final word. We will leave a number of booklets explaining where we came from, how we got here and what our culture is like. Please study them at your leisure so that in future talks, you’ll know exactly why we should remain neutral. In the meantime, we would very much appreciate a gift of something like an encyclopedia which would help us get to know you better.”
Several of the new Earth delegation remained while the others walked in stately fashion back to their airships. One man actually sprinted back to the biggest dirigible and went inside. He came out a few minutes later lugging two large volumes and trotted back to present them to Craddick. Hands were shaken, evidently a common gesture here as well as on their Earth, and the talks broke up after setting a time to continue the next day.
***
Back in the ship, Craddick was almost in tears over Dan’s usurpation of his role, but Dan was having none of it. “I told you in advance not to reveal any of our military capabilities, Mr. Craddick. What possessed you?”
“You don’t understand diplomacy. I was simply giving their delegation a hint of how we might help them without promising anything, of course. That might come later, but in the meantime, we needed to show some cooperation.”
Dan rolled his eyes. He dismissed the man and headed back to his stateroom to wash off some of the dust accumulated from being outside in a dusty breeze, and to change into a fresh uniform. He told his key people, plus a few others by invitation, that he wanted a conference in his stateroom after they’d had four hours to evaluate the talks.
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Dan nodded to Ky to lead off after everyone was seated and had refreshments in front of them. “I’ve skimmed the two books they gave us. One is a religious tome that’s going to take a lot of study but the other is something like an encyclopedia combined with a history primer and it’s already proven useful. Apparently this Earth evolved cultures which somehow made empires more stable than the ones of our Earth. I’m not a sociologist nor anthropologist, but a person has to have a fairly good background in those subjects to become a semanticist, so I’m fairly sure of that much. Now as to why—well, I’m thinking a couple of the religions here had more influence, or perhaps were more competitive at an earlier date. Whatever, that’s the situation today. The Earth is split into three empires, though not necessarily called that. Here we have the Braken Confederacy. In South America and a large part of Asia, there’s what they call ‘The Land of Allah’. We’ve gotten broadcasts from overseas and that’s how they refer to themselves as well, though in a language resembling a mixture of Farsi and Arabic. And last we have The Commonwealth, led by what we thought of as England. Ms. Borgan can take the sociological aspects of all this farther than I can.”
“I’ve told you to call me Ger,” the socioanthropologist said with a smile. “Please do.” Getting a nod from Ky, she continued. “The two religious empires are usually at odds with each other, but they’d both love to conquer the Island of … oh, for now let’s just use the place names we’re familiar with to make it simpler. England. They’d like to conquer England and its associated nations. They might manage it if they’d stop bickering and cooperate, even though both of them are somewhat behind the Commonwealth technically.”
“What’s England like?”
“Unlike our Earth. In this reality they kept a few of the old pagan Gods and just added Christ and Allah to the pantheon. They have complete freedom of religion and worship, even more so than America and some European nations did on our Earth. If we plan on settling here, they’d probably be our best bet, except we might eventually find ourselves in a war and have to choose sides.”
“Always wars, aren’t there? Do you have a point of divergence?”
“That’s the really strange part to me. It seems this Earth must be the result of a great number of divergences, rather than what I’d expected; only one from an infinite sheaf of possibilities. Not that it’s impossible, since it obviously happened, but I’d always thought of quantum theory allowing one of two choices which changed things, rather than a continuing series of divergences. I’m afraid my thinking must have been rather simplistic.”
“It was,” Susan confirmed, “but don’t feel bad. That’s how most people think, when they think of quantum theory at all.”
Dan rapped his knuckles on the edge of the table. “That’s all interesting speculation, but we want to decide what to do. Let’s move on.”
“All right then,” Hawkins said. “This ‘Arm’ the priest mentioned. Did the rest of you take that the way I did?”
“How?” Susan asked, obviously curious.
“As head of the military forces of the church for this continent.”
“I took it that way,” Stacey said simply. “Not only that, I suspect the whole delegation has a militaristic mind set, for all the talk of religion. I watched the whole thing on my screen from the cameras we had in the tent. I saw the way their eyes lit up every time they glanced at our ship, and especially when Craddick mentioned how well we were armed. I’ll bet they’d love to have us on their side.”
“That was my impression, too,” Dan said. He took a quick poll of those present and saw that most of them agreed with Stacey’s analysis, including a psychiatrist who knew something of body language and its meanings.
“Now then, what do we do? Leave here and go visit England? Go elsewhere and leave the whole planet to its own devices?”
“I’d say we ought to at least visit the culture England controls where there’s freedom of worship,” Hawkins said. “But I can tell you in advance, they’ll be militaristic, too.”
“How can you tell that?” Susan asked.
“Easy. They’d have to be if they’ve survived this long while caught between two antagonistic cultures driven by religious dogma.”
Susan nodded that she understood and saw everyone agreed with that observation.
“Before we decide on going or staying, we’ll just about have to find somewhere to let the rest of the crew get out of the ship for awhile. Why don’t we stay and talk to the delegation here like we agreed on, and in the meantime, let some of those who want to go out and wander around.”
Hawkins shook his head. “Matt, as much as I know some folks are going space-happy from being confined so long, I don’t think we can risk it. At least not until after the talks tomorrow.”
“You think they might try something funny, Chet?” Dan asked. He was glad to see their primary military specialist as concerned as he was.
“I can’t put my finger on anything threatening, not at this stage. I just want to wait.”
Dan hesitated for a moment before he spoke, knowing he was going to cause some unhappiness. Finally he said “I guess the final decision is up to me, as usual, and I’m going with Chet. No civilians outside yet, other than the ones we designate. We’ll take the same crew tomorrow, but I want a couple of female volunteers to accompany us.”
“Good,” Stacey said immediately, looking at her husband with approval. “I, for one, want to see what their reaction is. Do you realize they never even mentioned the female sex yesterday?”
“So they didn’t. Well, you can’t go, so we’ll have to ask others.”
“I’ll go,” Susan said.
“Me, too,” Ger quickly seconded.
Dan hated to risk either of those two knowledgeable women, but he trusted their judgment and wanted their take on whatever reaction their presence elicited. “All right, if you’re sure.”
***
While Dan stood duty in Central Control, Stacey stayed busy on a project of her own. She realized they were basing most of their assumptions on radio broadcasts and a couple of hours skimming volumes furnished by the delegation, plus the hour of talk, mostly conducted by Craddick and his cohorts. She began bringing in some television by inducing Pioneer to tap into one of the dirigibles hanging high overhead. She thought it must be up there in order to pick up line of sight television. She was right, but it took almost an hour until their ship and an electronicist managed to match differing broadcast standards. After that she had several channels to choose from. She surfed, hour after hour, not really knowing what she was looking for; she simply wanted more information.
When Dan finally came back to the stateroom, she had more data than either of them knew what to do with immediately. Stacey was due in Central Control, but Dan quickly called Matt and dragooned him into standing the watch. After that, he sat with Stacey for more hours, looking at interesting replays she had recorded, knowing there must be some key information buried somewhere in the data.
“I’m beat, Dan. Can we continue this tomorrow morning? We’ll have time before the talks start again.”
“Sure, go on to bed. I’ll join you shortly.”
But it was nearly two hours later before he slipped between the sheets, and another hour before he slept.
***
The next morning, Dan called Hawkins to the stateroom, needing to talk to him before he went outside to be with the troops.
A knock brought Dan to the door.
“Hi, Boss,” Hawkins said.
“Good morning. Come on in. I’ve got coffee.”
After he poured for them, then added another cup for Stacey, he gave Hawkins his orders. “When you go out, start bringing the troops back, but do it innocuously, as if they’re just changing the guard or coming to get more supplies or something like that. When the talks start, bring the ones who’re left all to the front, and make sure they’re alert.”
“You smell the manure, too, huh?”
“Stacey and I got Pioneer to tap into the dirigible overhead, then stayed up half the night watching reruns of television broadcasts we’d seen. I can’t be absolutely sure, but it sounds as if our guests didn’t listen when I told them we’re neutral. I believe they did a little bragging in advance as well.”
“How so?”
“Stacey saw it first. A shift in news about us. First we were extolled as a ‘Messenger From Heaven’, then as ‘God’s Helper’, but suddenly it began changing. The last programs we watched, there were some indications of a great new weapon to be used against Defilers, but nothing about us at all. See where that leads?”
“Uh huh. For some reason they think they’re going to have access to our ship very soon.”
“With them running it,” Stacey said. “Dan, do you need to go?”
“I have to; otherwise they’d get suspicious early and we might get a lot of our troops killed. As is, I can have Pioneer’s defensive shield stretch out to cover the pavilion, but it can’t cover the whole perimeter at the same time. It doesn’t work quite the way when grounded as it does in space, you know.”
“Yeah, so I’ve gathered,” Hawkins said. “It protects you and Stacey primarily, and everyone else second. It should do the job, though. Okay, I’ll get going.”
“One more thing. I’m going to cancel Susan and Ger’s appearance. I can’t see the point in risking them when we’re leaving here. For all we know, they might blow up just seeing women with us. It might have been worthwhile if we’d planned on staying in this locality, but not now.”
“I would have asked you not to in any case,” Stacey said. “We never saw a single woman in a position of authority while watching all those broadcasts. I think they must keep their females in a form of seraglio that keeps them completely out of all public affairs.” She put her arms around herself in a protective gesture even while far inside the ship. It was an instinctive reaction to a totally alien culture, one which obviously had no use for women other than as sexual objects and production of children.
“Okay, now I’m leaving,” Hawkins said. “Hell, we didn’t know how good we had it in our reality, did we?”
***
Hawkins began slipping soldiers back to Pioneer early the next morning by acting out a changing of the guard, then pretending to send troops into the ship for supplies. However, for every two who went inside, only one returned. This continued right up until the time for further talks.
Dan caught what he thought was a furtive look by the Arm, a short man with shaggy hair and grim face that showed the lines of a perpetual frown.
The Potentate of North America began almost immediately with his question. “When can you make yourself and your ship available for duty with the Principal’s Arm? He is awaiting now to bring observers aboard.”
Dan wondered if the man felt as pompous as he sounded, speaking of himself in the third person, then left that thought for another time. He didn’t know whether the best answer would be to tell the Principal they were leaving Earth, or what he was inclined to say: that before they could commit themselves they first must finish their survey of the planet. He went with the second answer as being a shade less likely to provoke action on their part, but inside, he thought a decision had already been made. He had no idea how it would play out, but on this day he wore his sidearm with the safety off and a round chambered.
“And how long will this survey take, Captain? The Principal does not brook unnecessary delay.”
“That will depend on my scientists, your Excellency. The survey will be finished when they tell me they’ve completed their studies.” Then he threw the Principal what he thought might be a sop. “I am to tell you that the books you so kindly gave us reflect favorably on your culture, even though this reality differs substantially from our own Earth, as perhaps you noted in the booklets we provided you.” Even while speaking he wondered if the man had really believed they were from an alternate reality, and simply trying to find a place to settle now that they had lost their way home.
He never learned whether the Principal believed in their origin or not. One of the things he had seen on television was a military jet-powered ground vehicle, extremely fast but able to hug the land like a Tomahawk missile from their own Earth, skimming along at fantastic speeds only a few feet above the ground. Now Pioneer’s radar spotted two squadrons of the vehicles, moving incredibly fast over the low rolling hills. They were approaching in a pattern designed to come toward the pavilion from two sides. Word was immediately relayed to the delegation still talking to the men of the Braken Confederacy.
Dan had already heard the low roar of the jet cars and had been trying to figure out whether it was coming from the dirigibles or another source. He and Hawkins both glanced at the horizon to each side of them, giving the Principal’s Arm and his small coterie a chance to draw concealed side arms. But Hawkins never lost his alertness. He caught the movement from the corner of his eye and shoved Dan to the ground in the same quick, violent motion he used to draw his own weapon.
Dan, more trusting, had allowed his attention to wander. For a vital few instants he had no idea what was happening, even after being alerted through their connection to the ship of vehicles coming their way. As he hit the ground with a bruising thud, two of the Arm’s subordinates were after him like alley cats going for a rat, guns drawn and pointed, wanting to take him prisoner. When they bounced off the shield Pioneer was providing him, they were off balance and fell to the ground, uttering startled outbursts of indignation. Gunfire rang out all around, with the small local fight at the tent taking all of Hawkins’ attention, even though squads of armed men were pouring from the jet cars as they skidded into a slewing half-turn and came to a halt, blowing great clouds of dust into the air.
Hawkins shot the Arm in the head, backhanded one of his other minions with the barrel of his weapon and shouted something at Dan. Even he didn’t know what it was, but it got the attention of the two men who were again trying unsuccessfully to take Dan prisoner. One swung his gun around to fire but Hawkins was well ahead of him. Three quick shots walked up his neck to the bridge of his nose, making little thumping sounds as they punctured flesh and bone. He fell into the path of the other who was trying to rise and at the same time shoot Hawkins. It caused him to miss, but another one, out of sight, didn’t. A cascade of bullets hit Hawkins across the chest, knocking him backward and breaking ribs but not penetrating the armor he wore beneath his uniform.
By then Dan had his weapon out. He saw where the shots that hit Hawkins came from and gunned the man down, even as he wondered what had happened to the protective field that was supposed to be around everyone near the pavilion. He saw two more of the troops from the car aim rifles and fire at him, then stare blankly when their bullets skidded off the defensive field and screamed into the sky. Dan killed them both before the clip ejected its last cartridge.
Hawkins’ army troops were by then fighting bitterly to protect Dan, recover their fallen commander and shouting over the cacophony of sounds for the surviving civilians to run for the ship.
Dan crouched down for a moment then remembered there was no need for him to do so. He slipped another clip into his pistol and began walking forward, upright and arm extended. A desperate fuselage of steel-jacketed slugs bounced off the defensive field surrounding him. Very deliberately, he began picking as targets what he thought were NCOs and Officers and shooting them dead.
The sight of a lone, seemingly invulnerable man striding forward and deliberately killing their leaders was so unnerving that half the attacking soldiers turned tail and ran. The remaining ones stared stupidly after emptying their rifles and were easy prey for Hawkins’ soldiers. That gave the general a chance to get most of his men and the civilians back to the ship. He was in great pain and walked in a crouch but still managed to use his sidearm again in the last stages of the fight.
When Dan saw the opposing force had been defeated, he ran back toward the bullet-riddled tent, either jumping over or going around the intermingled bodies of Earthmen and his own crew. He walked backward with Hawkins and the last of his soldiers, hoping the defensive field surrounding him would give them some protection.
Inside the Pioneer, the officer in control of the gunners gave the command. The squadron of jet-cars involved in the fight were suddenly ravaged by a barrage of heavy laser beams. They cut through the cars and men indiscriminately, leaving smoking ruins with body parts scattered among them. Several blew up in deafening explosions when the lasers punctured fuel tanks. The other squadron, which had been prevented from participating in the battle by Pioneer’s defensive field, now became the center of attention. The ship shifted the field out of the way and lasers began savaging that squadron, too. Several armed jet cars, which had been supporting the troop carriers from farther back, had been unable to fire into the mêlée around the tent without taking a chance on hitting their own men, but the ship was different. They turned their heavy guns on the laser ports, then were astonished to see the big slugs deflected by an invisible shield.
The few jet cars still unharmed retreated out of sight behind the hills. A few warning laser beams near the dirigibles prevented them from taking off. The gunnery officer dearly wanted to destroy the airship hovering high overhead but decided to leave it alone. He had no orders about it and could only watch as it swiveled and began moving away.
Once inside, Dan gave the order to let the other two dirigibles go. After a half hour, when they realized they were not going to be fired upon, the gangs of handlers came out and released the moorings. Fifteen minutes later the airships were only specks in the sky.
Hawkins had been refusing treatment. Now he gave his last order before reporting to the medical section. “Send a squad out to recover the bodies and another squad to guard. We’ll bury them later.”
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Several hours later, in orbit again, Dan was chairing a recap of their meetings and casualty-strewn altercation with the Braken Confederacy.
“Not very promising so far, is it?” Hawkins said. He was sitting in a wheel chair specially equipped to ease the painful breathing resulting from his three broken ribs.
“No,” Dan said shortly. He sipped at his brandy. “By the way Chet, I found out why the defensive field allowed you and some of the others to go unprotected. Pioneer had extended the field to hold off the jet cars encroaching from our left; that didn’t leave much leeway to protect any of the personnel near the tent except me.” He spread his hands apologetically. The ship always defended him and Stacey before anyone or anything else and nothing engineers or computer scientists had found would change it.
“Maybe England will be better,” Susan said hopefully. She was being very attentive of Hawkins, Dan noted with a bit of amusement. He wondered how long it would be before Hawkins got over the loss of Kyra and his children. So far he had shown little outward sign of bereavement, but Dan knew his friend was still suffering.
“The question is, should we even bother?”
“I think so,” Stacey said firmly. “Dan, we simply have to let some of the people out of the ship. Tara says a number of them are even talking about wanting to be put off in England.”
“I think we’d better ask the natives about that first. They may change their minds once we discover a little more about the place. But yes, I know the problem. All right, we’ll land there if they give permission.”
“You’re going to ask this time?” Hawkins spoke.
“According to broadcasts we picked up in our previous orbits and what we’re hearing now, I somehow think they may be expecting us.”
“Could be,” Hawkins conceded. “We’ve picked up some tidbits that tell us England found out about our little dustup with the Braken Confederacy pretty quick. I suspect they have clandestine sources of information from here.”
“They must,” Stacey said. “The broadcasts came so quickly afterward. And I’ll bet Dan is right. They’ll be expecting us, or at the very least, hoping we’ll try talking with them.”
“Well, there’s one way to find out,” Dan said. “Craddick had a message all worked out to ask for permission to land, regardless of the place. That’s one good thing he did, so let’s use it. We’re coming around to their radio range now, so send this: ‘United States Space Force Ship Pioneer, returning from expedition under auspices of The United States of America, with diplomats aboard representing the United States and The United Nations of Earth. Request permission to land.’ ” He shrugged. “May as well start off being truthful, even if it won’t mean much to them.”
“At least we won’t have to remember what we’ve said,” Stacey commented with a chuckle.
The answer came back within a few minutes, indicating that someone on the ground had been waiting to hear from them.
United States Space Force Ship Pioneer, greetings. Please follow landing signal dah dah dah dit dit dah to prepared landing site. Use lowest power possible.
“Polite, aren’t they?” Dan mused.
The message repeated several times while Brad was checking coordinates. He looked up from his console and shook his head in a negative. “Captain, we can’t do it this orbit. You’ll have to tell them it’ll be another two hours.”
Dan ordered it done. Hawkins started to wheel himself away to get the troops ready to debark, then laughed at himself. “I’d play hell going into combat in a wheelchair, wouldn’t I?”
Nevertheless, he let Susan push his chair over to the privacy alcove so that he wouldn’t distract the rest of the crew, then began consulting with the Battalion Commander.
The routine passage of time until the scheduled landing was interrupted only once, when Dan and Father Gomez conducted a burial ceremony at one of the airlocks. The bodies of their fallen comrades were expelled from the ship with enough force to put them into a much higher orbit. Perhaps eventually they would fall back to the Earth of the present reality; perhaps not. Somehow, Dan felt it was better not to know.
***
Time seemed to pass swiftly after the burial in space. Pioneer was soon settling slowly in for a landing. The designated spot was near the center of the Island known in their home reality as England, Scotland and Wales, but commonly referred to as simply England. The pall of the burial ceremony still hung over many of the crew, but despite this they were waiting anxiously, and hoping for a much more hospitable reception this time.
Again there was the gentle, barely perceptible bump as Pioneer touched the Earth. It set down in a pasture where there were signs that the area had been hastily cleared of grazing stock and outbuildings. It reinforced the geographers’ opinion that the island was even more heavily populated than it was in their own reality. Once the ship finished settling, with its massive weight pressing the sod down to the underlying bedrock, Hawkins ordered his reconnaissance team to debark and check the lay of the land.
Dan, Hawkins, Matt and Stacey all watched on their screens. The soldiers deployed in a standard defensive perimeter and awaited the arrival of their hosts, who were already on their way. A line of cars led by a stretch limousine could be seen entering the pasture and driving toward the ship on a rutted, unpaved road that had probably served farm vehicles. The lead limousine sported an antenna that held a flag. It bore no resemblance at all to the Union Jack of the home world.
Dan was using Craddick again, but this time he informed the man to simply introduce himself and his assistants, then go through the niceties of a first meeting. After that, and being as assured as possible for the safety of the delegation, he would take over.
It seemed to him that Craddick strung the preliminaries out far past the point of necessity. It caused him to make up his mind on one thing for certain: Craddick was going to be demoted and Stacey or Matt put in his place, despite their lack of knowledge of diplomacy. It had just occurred to him that in alternate realities, all the diplomatic formalities brought from their world would probably be worthless here.
Once Craddick finished, the U.N. representative insisted on having a few words, which turned into a speech that Dan thought more boring than informative. Apparently their hosts weren’t taking it well, either. Puzzlement was the predominant expression on their faces.
Dan grew impatient. “I’m going out, Chet. Hold the fort. And I think it wouldn’t hurt for Stacey to come along as well. The ship’ll protect us both and if there’s any chance of settling here, they may as well get used to women in positions of authority.”
Stacey’s face brightened into a wide smile. Forgetting about the formality usually adhered to in Central control, she used her hand on the back of his neck to pull him close and give him an enthusiastic kiss. When she saw how carefully everyone was looking elsewhere, a line of red crept up her neck, but stopped short of a full scale blush. A few minutes later they were on their way.
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Hello, Captain Saddler. I’m very glad to meet you,” a large man said. He was dressed in what could have easily passed for a cross between a tuxedo and boy scout uniform. “I’m Baron Cedrick Rumorta, representing President Birmingham.” He stretched out his hand.
Dan took it and noted the firm handshake even while he was trying his best not to show amusement over the regalia the Baron was adorned with. “I’m Captain Dan Saddler, Commanding Officer of Pioneer.”
Baron Rumorta glanced up at the huge spaceship, looming over the tent like a small mountain. “Yes, a most impressive airship, sir. Or should I say spaceship?”
“It’s primarily a spaceship, Baron Rumorta, but it can operate in atmosphere when necessary.”
The Baron nodded. “Wonderful. For you, I mean. Now, what say we dispense with formalities if your protocol permits? I seldom use the title. Most of my comrades and friends simply call me Cedrick.”
“That’s fine with me, Cedrick. I’m Dan when speaking privately, which I’d like to do. Why don’t we sit down? I’m going to have several advisors, including my wife and Deputy Captain, Commander Saddler. Her first name is Stacey and I’m sure she’d prefer it over her military rank.”
“Certainly, Stacey. Shall we?”
Dan and his inner circle, which now included Susan, went inside the tent, a new replacement for the bullet riddled one left behind in the Braken Confederacy. The English followed. Cedrick gestured at his two assistants. One, in dress resembling Cedrick’s, was introduced as Blain Seldin and the other, in some sort of uniform that Dan took to be military, had a title he didn’t quite catch but his name was Jack Boffrom. Once inside, a chair was removed from the conference table to make room for Hawkins’ wheel chair.
Cedrick stared curiously at the wheel chair for a moment until he realized his attention might be construed as impoliteness.
Hawkins chuckled. “Yes, I’m not walking too well right now. Your opposite numbers on the other continent didn’t receive our company in a very pleasant manner.”
“Well, I certainly hope we can do better. Now as I take it, you’re from an Earth which resembles ours in some respects and differs in others. I’ll confess I’m having trouble grasping the concept even though my scientific staff tells me such a situation is theoretically possible.”
“Theoretically, yes, but the physical aspects of actually moving from one reality to another is beyond my grasp, and observer physics is my specialty,” Blain Seldin stated.
“Observer physics. That must be what we call quantum mechanics,” Matt said.
“Yes, that’s what our interpreters called it.”
“Why don’t we leave those subjects for now and deal with practical reality, if I may describe it as such,” Cedrick said bluntly. “Captain, may I ask, did you come to our world intentionally?”
Dan could barely contain his laugh. “Not hardly! We’re here purely by accident, through a chain of circumstances so unlikely I’m still having trouble believing it myself.” Off to the side, he saw Craddick frowning at the release of so much information in such a nonchalant manner. He knew Craddick would have roved around the periphery of their circumstances for days, trying to extract data from the other side in exchange for bits and pieces from them. He had no intention of wasting so much time, so unnecessarily.
“Then it appears, if I may speak bluntly, that you may be lost?”
“That’s it exactly,” Dan confirmed.
“And you’re looking for a place to settle, is that correct?”
“Yes, Cedrick, eventually. We’re trying to be very careful before we commit ourselves to any particular world or region of a world. For instance, the Braken Confederacy is definitely not a place we’d care to settle.”
“Our sentiments exactly. We have no love for them, nor they for us. It sounds as if you might possibly consider us?”
Stacey nudged Dan to keep him from answering. She had some questions herself. “Cedrick, I don’t see any women in your delegation. What is the status of females in your society?”
He smiled. “Right to the heart of matters, just like your husband.” Then the smile faded. “Stacey, I must confess that our historical treatment of the distaff side of our society has not been pretty in many instances, and in many periods during our industrial development.” He paused, as if trying to think how to put his next words in the best light.
Stacey didn’t wait on him. “Cedrick, we’re not particularly concerned with history just yet. What we want to know is how women are treated now. Do they have equal rights with men? Can they own property, serve in government, dress as they please, decide themselves on whether to carry a conception to term or discontinue it, have sexual relations with whom they please while unmarried, have … well, you get the point, I’m sure.”
“Indeed I do, Stacey. Let me put it this way: no, women in our society are not equal in every possible sense. Some of it is biological limitations or restrictions. I hesitate to get into all the ramifications of your question off the top of my hat. To answer one of your concerns, though, we have no women present right now because we didn’t know whether you would allow it. I shall remedy that quickly, though. I can’t introduce you to my wife immediately since she isn’t with me, but at our next meeting we will bring the female part of our delegation. Will that suit you?”
“Only partly. Perhaps you could provide us with your version of a history book and an encyclopedia when we meet again. In return, we’ve prepared booklets which explain our world’s and our nation’s history and culture in abbreviated form. We’ll leave it with you.”
“Excellent. Now, President Birmingham is very anxious for you to see our land and people in order to give you an idea of how we live. Could we escort groups from your vessel on some excursions around the country?”
Stacey turned to her husband. “Dan?”
He rubbed his chin. “That’s a very nice offer, Cedrick. Could you perhaps allow us to defer an answer for a couple of days?”
“Considering your reception in the Braken Confederacy, I can well understand your reluctance, Dan. Certainly you can wait to make a decision.”
The talk went on for another hour, then after a break for a meal and refreshments, started again. This time Dan had sent for various flavors of alcoholic beverages after learning their hosts not only had no objections, but would be glad to participate.
Dan sent Craddick and his cohorts back to the ship after telling him the afternoon talk would be devoted to a more informal arrangement with no need for diplomats. In reality, he was simply tired of the frowns and other inimical facial expressions the man continually displayed when he disagreed with something others said. He thought that if Craddick was the best diplomatic representative the country could produce, it was no wonder the United States always had trouble with foreign policy.
The afternoon was a relaxing change from the morning formalities where each side had been feeling the other out. Dan became even calmer when he got the report that Pioneer could find no signs of nearby or impending hostile activity, either directly or from the observation satellite left in orbit after the last disaster.
Two middle aged, attractive women in the mode of polished functionaries joined them. Stacey made sure she had a chance to get them off to the side occasionally for banter without any men nearby. She found them to be friendly and very knowledgeable of world affairs. She even learned things about the other two powers on the globe which had been overlooked or concealed while in the Braken Confederacy.
One of the women, Mercy Franklings, told Stacey she had been married, then legally widowed, their term for divorce. “It’s not an easy state to achieve, especially for the lower classes,” she said. “The state prefers that families stay together, but if the Shire decides the state would be better served by a woman becoming legally widowed, then it’s done—after the fee is paid.”
“Pardon me, Mercy, there’s a couple of terms I didn’t get. What is a ‘Shire’?”
“That’s…” she appeared to be running comparisons or terms through her mind. “Oh. It’s like one of your judges, except they apparently have more power in our society than yours.”
“And ‘Lower Classes?’ ”
“That’s more complicated. Many of our societal functions are dependent on money, or access to it. For instance, for anyone to hold a paying position over and above the stipend for basic affairs, a fee is required. It’s all rather complicated, but I understand Cedricks’s provided you with a historical synopsis of how the commonwealth evolved, as opposed to the Brakens or Allah Land.”
Stacey nodded, trying to sort it all out but came up short. She told herself to be certain to read a copy of the history before going to sleep that night.
In the meantime, Dan and Hawkins were beginning to get a grasp on how the Commonwealth functioned from Cedrick and his assistant, but they were more interested in military and political structure. Matt, like Stacey, was concentrating on the culture.
Jack Soffrom, who turned out to be their equivalent of a high ranking general, filled them in on some of the military aspects. “We have no choice but to maintain a strong military, much as we deplore the waste of money. Should we fail to keep a strong army, the Brakens or L.A. would quickly take over. Likely, they’d simply split our lands between them.”
“I take it L.A. stands for ‘Land of Allah’?” Dan queried.
“Right. There’s some who say the constant research necessary to uphold our technical superiority contributes to the economy and scientific atmosphere of the Commonwealth. Others say the expenditures would serve much better for infrastructure, education and so on. There’s something to be said for both arguments, in my opinion.”
Hawkins had to agree. “It’s much the same back home. Doubtless we wouldn’t have space travel and many other innovations had it not been for military competition.”
Jack looked back at the bulk of Pioneer with profound admiration. “I’d say that ship alone pays for all the money spent on your military. With interstellar travel, you’re obviously far ahead of us in technology.” He frowned briefly. “Although, I do notice some incongruities between a spaceship of such magnitude and capability and other hardware, such as your sidearm, that’s more or less on a par with our own.” He raised a brow in query, not really expecting an honest answer but unable to keep from speaking his mind.
Dan and Hawkins exchanged glances. “Go ahead, Chet. I see no advantage in keeping it secret.”
Hawkins agreed. “We didn’t build the ship, Jack. Another race did it. We’re simply the recipients of their largess, in a roundabout way.”
“God’s Wife, how lucky for you!”
“Not really,” Dan admitted. “We’ve lost our way home.”
“Oh. Yes, I recall now. Sorry.”
“No need to be sorry. The universe plays no favorites.”
“Indeed not. Well, we’ve been authorized by our president to offer you the whole of one of our largest off-shore Islands, the one you call The Isle of Wright, to settle on should you desire. I’ll freely admit it would be to our advantage, having you and that great spaceship on our side. L.A. and the Braken are pressing us rather hard these last few revs.”
Dan had to think a moment before understanding a rev meant the same as a year. The language was similar to their own but many terms were unfamiliar. Nevertheless, he and his advisors got along pretty well with the alien tongue after spending part of the time before the first landing becoming familiar with it from broadcasts. “We’d really prefer neutrality, although I suppose if we did settle here we’d be obligated to help defend our hosts. I hope you understand that the whole question of whether we go or stay leaves us in a quandary.”
“Certainly.” Jack checked his watch unobtrusively, causing Dan to do the same. He was surprised by how much time had passed and at how much he had been enjoying the social intercourse.
A short time later, the two delegations separated in an aura of mutual good will, enhanced considerably by the lower level of spirits in several bottles.
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With nothing dangerous in sight and suffused with the friendly atmosphere, Dan consulted with Stacey about the idea of guided tours. They decided it was pointless to wait, and the excursions began the next day. Only he, Stacey, Matt and Hawkins were excluded.
Dan limited his and Stacey’s presence at the continuing talks to an hour or two in the mornings. After that they retired to their stateroom, where they gradually began to relax. He put the backup crew on duty and simply stayed inside to receive reports of the tours. They made love, talked about the culture they were exploring, and from the feedback the ones taking the guided tours gave them, began thinking they might have found a place to settle.
If it wasn’t for the prospect of being sandwiched between two antagonistic empires and the thought that sooner or later warfare would ensue, they might have been more enthusiastic.
One afternoon as they lay stretched out on the big stateroom bed, the intercom chimed in its softly muted tone.
“Is that the last one?” Dan asked as they glanced toward their screen. It showed a throng of crewmates disembarking from the buses and waving happily to some of their fellows who were outside the ship and enjoying a day of bright sunshine.
“I think so,” Stacey replied as she watched the arriving passengers mingle with their fellows, chatting happily over having at last been freed from the ship. It was a new world they had been exploring, even though it had the same physical features of their old home. She had been keeping up with the cultural studies more than Dan had.
“Good. Now that everyone’s had a chance to leave the ship for a while and seen how they live here, it’s getting about time to decide what we do next.”
“Is there that much of a hurry?”
“No … other than I’m afraid that staying here in the Commonwealth might be enough in itself to precipitate a war, with the Bracken and L.A. ganging up on the Commonwealth. Sweetheart, I don’t want us involved in a war. I’ve already seen more death on this trip than I did while I was in the Army.”
Stacey moved closer and lay her head on his chest. “I’ve seen about all I can stand, too. But what do we do? If we leave here, we’ll have to start hunting for a planet of our own.”
“I know. I always thought I’d love to explore the galaxy, but being responsible for five thousand other people puts a new perspective on it.” He stroked Stacey’s back. “And we have no assurance of finding another Earth-like world. All we have to go on is Termen. It was compatible according to our instruments, but we really don’t know what we’d have found had we landed on it.”
“Surely there’s other planets we can live on.”
“If we leave here, we’d better hope so!” He sighed and continued stroking, moving his hand gently along her spine, drawing little murmurs of appreciative assent. “Well, at least we know most solar systems have multiple warp points now, and we know how to find them. It’d be flying blind in a way, but it wouldn’t be hopeless by any means.”
“Some will want to stay here.”
“I know. In fact, I approve of it.”
Stacey moved her lips on his chest. “You do? Why?”
“So we can even out the ratio between men and women on the ship. Shucks, we could even ask for volunteers to go with us from here.”
“Would they allow it?”
“I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.”
“Why don’t you do that for me?”
“Okay. You make it so easy I can’t refuse.”
***
The next day, in the midst of a contented and cheerful sense of well being throughout the ship, Dan was forced to call an emergency meeting. As soon as the inner circle was present, he waved his hand toward the bar. He already had a snifter of brandy in his hand. He was sitting next to Stacey on the little love seat, leaving the larger lounger and the two easy chairs for the others.
Once they were settled, he had to break the bad news. “Folks, I know most of the crew is wanting to settle down here, even though there’s a risk of war in the future, and even though the culture of the Commonwealth is quite different from anything we’re used to.”
“Women aren’t equal here,” Stacey said bluntly. “It’s not nearly as bad as it has been in the past, but it’s not all that good, either. Women have a long way to go here before they’ll be equal in all respects, especially those not in the moneyed class. Still, a lot of crew, male and female alike, want to stay rather than risk further exploration. They haven’t heard what we have, though.”
“Yeah,” Hawkins said. “Braken and L.A. both are threatening an immediate war if we remain on this Earth. They’ve given us three days to leave. I know hardly any of us are interested in either of those empires, so if we stay, we cast our lot with the Commonwealth, the best of the three—and risk starting a war.”
“Damn it, we can’t seem to get a break anywhere,” Matt said. He gripped Tara’s hand as if she were his only contact with all things sane.
Tara was dressed in a bright green sarong and short sleeved jacket over a reddish colored shirt, a local fashion she had received as a gift from one of the guides on a tour she had taken. “I’m almost tempted to say let’s settle here, despite the limitations for women. Our presence would speed up changes for the better that’re already under way.”
Stacey wasn’t quite so optimistic. “I don’t know, Tara. It’s such a class-oriented society. Those’re the hardest to change. However, I know some women on the ship would rather accept a subordinate status than go looking for a new planet.”
“You’re forgetting, we’d start out in the upper class,” Tara responded.
“Most of us; not all.”
“We have to decide,” Dan reminded them. “Less than three days now. That’s how long they gave us to leave the planet.”
“We could put a stop to that threat easily enough,” Hawkins said. “Just set off an A-bomb and let them know we have more of them. I don’t figure they’d risk annihilation just to stick to a deadline.”
“It might come to that,” Dan said, surprising everyone. He looked at the startled faces, then explained. “Three days isn’t long enough for everyone to make up their minds.”
“About what?” Matt asked.
“About staying or leaving.”
“So what are you proposing, then?”
Dan felt Stacey’s hand slide into his own. He laced fingers with her and told them. “I’d like to let everyone off the ship who wants to go. In return, I want to ask the Baron if he’ll allow volunteers to leave the Commonwealth and come with us, women mostly, to bring our disparity of females up so the numbers of both sexes aboard are about equal. In short, Stacey and I have talked it over. We don’t want to stay here. And before anyone accuses me of being a dictator, I’m going to order Chet to have one of his pilots take a cutter and set off a low-yield weapon on an uninhabited island, after inviting the Braken and L.A. to watch. That’ll give us more time.”
“Gosh, Captain,“ Susan said, “It seems like the way Pioneer is armed, we could stay here forever and no one would bother us or the country we settle in.”
Dan was gentle with her. “It doesn’t work like that in the long run, Susan. Terrorists, guerilla warfare, special ops teams, financial wars, withholding of industrial supplies … oh shucks, the list is as long as your arm. Sure, we could level our antagonists down to bedrock with Pioneer and stop it, but who’s going to take the responsibility for something like that?”
“There’s another thing to think about,” Hawkins said. “Whatever we do here, this is only one Earth out of an infinity of others. Some better, some worse. We could kill everyone on the planet and it wouldn’t matter when put against the infinite number of Earths where we didn’t do that.” Hawkins gazed around the room before continuing. “I couldn’t do it and live with myself, but maybe others could.”
“No. I won’t have anything even approaching that on my conscience. How about we ask for an extension of the time first, then if we don’t get it, demonstrate an atomic bomb for them. That’ll get their attention long enough for us to finish our business here and leave.”
“And go looking for a new world. There has to be another somewhere in the galaxy we can find while we’re still young,” Stacy said.
Dan had some thoughts on that subject he hadn’t shared with anyone yet, even Stacey, but it wasn’t the time to bring it up yet. “Is everyone here agreed on the course of action I suggested? If not I want to hear it now.”
Susan was reluctant, but the rest agreed. She looked over at Hawkins, still sitting in his wheel chair. A tiny smile tilted the corners of her lips and she joined the rest of them. “I’ll make it unanimous,” she said.
After that, Dan expressed his other thought. “Everyone give me an opinion on this one. We’ve discovered the Commonwealth is somewhat ahead of us in the biological sciences. Suppose we trade them some engineering data in exchange for all their knowledge of biology.”
“It’s okay with me,” Matt said. “But why? We’ll have enough to do as is.”
“Dan shrugged. “We’ll probably be able to use it on new planets, don’t you think?”
It seemed a logical enough answer and the rest agreed.
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Dan was in Central Control when the bomb went off, a small twenty kiloton device dropped by one of Pioneer’s cutters. After the unbearably bright flash of light, the familiar mushroom cloud rose into a cloudless sky, appearing ugly and vile when compared to the pristine coast of the island below. He hated to see such a place defiled but it had turned out to be the only way to convince the empires of their intentions to stay longer than three days. Afterward, they agreed readily enough to allow Pioneer to linger another two weeks.
Much of the time was spent exchanging personnel. Hawkins lost almost half the battalion of soldiers, who were replaced with mostly female volunteers from the Commonwealth. The only contretemps came when Dan’s inner circle insisted on a wide selection of women, lower class as well as upper, and all of child-bearing age. Before they spoke up, the Commonwealth had been sending only volunteers from the upper classes. A smattering of scientists wanted to be put off, mostly older men and women who had lost the taste for exploration. They were replaced with a younger group representing approximately the same specialties from the Commonwealth. Father Gomez decided to stay. Several Muslims asked to be transferred to the Land of Allah and Dan complied without argument.
There was no delay in exchanging information. For a time there was a line outside the ship of librarians bringing data chips of stored information, already converted to the correct format. Another group of engineers was always present, ready to be called on should their specialized knowledge be needed. Berlin worked to the point of exhaustion trying to convey engineering data to the Commonwealth which he only half understood himself, and sometimes didn’t understand at all. The only line he drew, and it was at Dan’s command, was the transfer of knowledge needed to construct nuclear weapons. It was specifically forbidden. If the Commonwealth wanted that kind of technology they would have to invent it themselves.
Hawkins brought up a point no one else had thought of, and he conveyed it privately to Dan and Stacey. “Suppose they learn the engineering data we’re giving them well enough to eventually construct spaceships. We might meet them again someday out in the galaxy—and we might not be so far ahead of them then.”
“I don’t think we have to worry overmuch, Chet. They didn’t learn all that much about Pioneer simply because we don’t understand how most of it works. Remember, the termites spent over a century just building it. Anyway, the possibility is so far in the future it doesn’t bother me; and besides, just think: by the time any sort of meeting of the two cultures might take place, each of them will have forgotten about the other. At best, the knowledge’ll be in the realm of legends or myths. I think it’d be fun being around to see what happens when two human races meet again. Won’t it be a huge surprise to both of them?”
“I guess. Too bad we can’t live that long, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Dan said, smiling inside.
***
The Earth hung below them in space, greens and browns and blue colors more beautiful by far from a view port than all the pictures ever taken of the same vista. Pioneer receded from the globe, accelerating faster now that atmosphere had been left behind. Dan and Stacey took one last look then gave their place over to another couple. They walked slowly back to their stateroom, nodding at crewmen and women they met on the way.
Inside, with the door closed, Stacey put her arms around Dan’s neck. They kissed a long time before she broached the question. “Dan, sweetheart, you’ve had that little secret expression on your face for over a week now. Are you ready to tell me what you’re up to?”
He grinned and touched his lips to hers once more. “It’s nothing, really; at least not yet. But I’ve been thinking. You know, Pioneer has a one track mind when it comes to protecting us.”
“Yes. So?”
“So I was just wondering. With all our biological knowledge, plus all we downloaded from the Commonwealth, don’t you think Pioneer will use that data to try keeping us young? Maybe forever?”
Stacey’s lips parted. Her hands gripped his shoulders so tight it hurt. “Dan, when we married, everyone told me life with you would be interesting, but this is ridiculous!”
Then she smiled and Dan grinned back at her. Beside them, on their doggie bed, the two little miniature dachshunds grinned happily, tongues lolling, as if in perfect agreement with her.
Life was indeed interesting, more than they would ever have believed possible.
 
The End
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