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Prologue

				Earth 2016. All around the globe, technological advances were beginning to increase, primarily due to numerous anonymous processes, white papers, and generous funding that had started appearing a year ago. Designs for a fusion engine and the associated fuel were the newest releases, and progress on both was underway. It would have made a greater story, however, if it had been known that one man, an automated assistant, and a cache of alien technology had made all of this, and more, possible.

				Van Childs was, albeit reluctantly, that man. His AI assistant was actually a Heuristic Artificial Remote Intelligence, or Harry, as Van called him. Harry was the Caretaker of the Secrets of the humanoid Galactic Host, a spacefaring culture that had been forced to flee the destructive Arkon Empire. Their escape was made possible by Adm. Marton Jarvas, who’d fought one last battle with the Arkon as a diversion for the last remaining Host to escape. This escaping refugee force, calling itself the “depot fleet,” had gone in search of a new home. They’d left behind several supply depots, or “sites,” as Van called them, along their preplanned route of escape. Their intent had been that these sites would be used by other Host survivors or by the future human races of Earth to prepare themselves for the inevitable arrival of the Arkon in the Sol System. The only provision for human access to these sites was a specific neural requirement.

				Thanks to a quirk of evolution, Van’s advanced neural system met the Host requirements and had allowed him to open the site and gain access to what it contained on a deliberate and provisional basis. Both Harry and Van had agreed that during the first year of Van’s learning, he could decide not to continue.

				Instead of spending time preparing humans for the Arkon, most of Van’s time had been spent fighting off Peter J. Meier. The latter was the only other person known by Van and Harry to be an evolutionarily advanced human like Van. Meier had discovered another but lesser Host depot, which he’d exploited for his own gain. But he wanted more and suspected Van had a bigger and better site.

			

			
				Meier had battled Van and a group owned by Van’s friend, Dick Carson, viciously until Meier had been shot by Van on an old but well-equipped cargo ship named the Argos.

				With passage into a new year, all was relatively quiet again.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1

				“No, I don’t want this, let me go!” Screamed Van as he was being strapped into the medical chamber. “Let me out of this thing you mechanical bastard!” he said as the clear cover of the chamber closed over him.

				“Nonsense, Commander. This is what is best for everyone. You are the only person who can do this,” he heard Harry say through the clear cover.

				“Bull shit! Let me out of here. It’s my life and I want to live it the way I want. I don’t care about you or anyone else and I don’t want to do this anymore. I have the right.”

				“No, Commander. This is what the Host wanted. This is what’s best for Earth. You must do this. You will do this,” Harry said with the typical lack of emotion he showed as an artificial intelligence.

				Van was now yelling and twisting back and forth against the restraints of the chamber when he suddenly stopped and opened his eyes. He was sweating and his heart rate was way up. But he wasn’t in the chamber. He was in his own bed in the cabin he built for himself here in the mountains of Arizona. The sun was streaming in the windows as a beautiful morning dawned.

				“What the hell?” He said out loud. Then he realized it had been a dream. And what a dream. He knew that his initial learning period was coming to an end and he would have to commit to continue the work he and Harry had started to prepare for the Arkon. Or, not.

				What was the dream telling him? That down deep he really didn’t want to move forward? Probably.Was he afraid? Maybe that too. But did it have to be done? The answer to that he also believed he knew. Yes. But he still didn’t like it. Giving up his freedom and the peace and quiet he had been planning for when he found this mountain property was still a big deal.

				“Shit,” he said and rolled out of bead and padded into the cabin’s bathroom to splash cold water on his face.
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				After a shower and a brief breakfast, Van tried relaxing on the porch swing of his cabin, which was linked underground to Host Site R. He was trying to enjoy a beautiful spring day and reminding himself that, had he not discovered the Host, this would be his relaxation place away from San Diego and the world. That dream, however, was tempered by the reality of Harry, the embodied Host artificial intelligence standing next to him.

				“This is more like it, Harry,” Van said, arms behind his head as he lazily swung back and forth. “Nobody trying to shoot us or blow us up.”

				“Yes, Commander, but there is something I need to mention.”

				“What’s that?” asked Van, stopping the swing and running a hand through his slightly graying brown hair.

				“Recall, Commander, that when we started working together we had an agreement, which we would review after one year. We are actually past the one-year point, and we need to discuss your desires.”

				“I haven’t forgotten, Harry.” Said Van remembering the vivid dream just a little more than an hour ago. “I have to decide to continue or walk away with no memory of what I’ve learned.”

				“That is correct, Commander.”

				“How about the ALS cure you promised?”

				“You will get that regardless of your decision to continue.”

				“Well there’s one good thing coming from all of this. But just for clarification, if I say no, all my memories of the past year get wiped?”

				“Not exactly, Commander. You will still remember establishing Stellar and your ownership of the Rancho Bernardo property, but you will not remember any of the advanced technology. I can fill in some of the blanks so the time appears seamless.”

				“What about Dick and the Carson Group…. and what about Barbara?”

				“Unfortunately, Mr. Carson must come in and have his communications device removed. He, too, will have some of his memory cleared. As for Ms. Fuller and the rest of the Carson Group, you will likely have little memory of them, and they of you, over the past year. The Carson Group will keep the suits and the stun weapons they already have. Likewise, the technology that has been released to the world will stay, in the hopes that Earth can advance at a greater pace before the Arkon arrive…. or until another advanced human like yourself appears and starts the process again.”

			

			
				“Well that’s a guilt trip you’re laying out. Thanks! If I don’t continue, the remaining technology doesn’t get to be used by humanity—until or unless another person with a big head comes along. Since that’s unlikely anytime soon, humans advance at a somewhat faster pace but are still wiped out when the Arkon arrive. AND, I don’t remember being reunited with Barbara. Some really great results, Harry!”

				“Sorry, Commander, but that is the guidance I have from the Host.”

				“I know,” Van said, recalling the guidance and absentmindedly resuming his slow swinging. “I guess I knew from the start that this would happen. Is there anything else I should know?”

				“Yes, Commander, there is. As you also recall, you have had two treatments that involved the use of nanites. The third will be for the ALS cure. As I told you at the time, these nanites help you resist diseases, and you will heal faster than normal. However, these treatments are cumulative. They will likely result in your living a longer life even after your memory has been cleared and you return to your old life. Should you continue your work with the Secrets of the Host, you will receive additional treatments either as the result of injury or as part of a requirement by the Host to be treated on a regular basis.”

				“That sounds strangely like significant life extension or perhaps immortality. Am I right?”

				“Yes, Commander, you are correct.”

				Van suddenly stopped swinging and stood to face Harry. “Jesus, Harry, you’ve had me on that track for nearly a year and you didn’t tell me?” Van was realizing how much he had to learn—or how much Harry had been keeping back until now. But why?

			

			
				“I could not until now, Commander. The directions of the Host prevented it. In any event, nanite use was required for injuries you suffered and will be required for the ALS cure, as I mentioned.”

				“And the same thing for Barbara?”

				“Not at the same level for Ms. Fuller. She had only one treatment, although it was an extensive one, the equivalent of two of yours.”

				“So now the two of us can expect to live for how long?”

				“Barring severe accident and with your current treatments, Commander, you should live to be about one hundred and twenty and Ms. Fuller to one hundred. In addition, you will not appear to age at the same pace as untreated humans.”

				“Meaning we’ll look much younger than usual even at a hundred and twenty?” Van said, taking a step back, his emerald-green eyes dazed at the prospect of such a long life.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				He paused for a moment to refocus and rubbed his forehead as he tried to consider what Harry had just told him, and then asked a question. “With further regular treatments, as you suggest, how long could we expect to live and how much bodily damage could we cure on our own?”

				“Each treatment, Commander, could extend life twenty to fifty years, depending on the dosage. Body self-repair would increase to levels where even severe trauma could be repaired by the internal nanites. The total life extension potential is unknown. There have been members of the Host who lived as long as one thousand years.”

				“How did they eventually die?”

				“They elected to end the life journey, Commander, by stopping the treatments.”

				“I could stop them in the same way?”

				“Yes, Commander. However, if you decide to continue with your work here, the desire of the Host is that you continue until their guidance is no longer required for Earth. After that, it will be your choice.”

				“But this could take a very long time, correct?”

			

			
				“Yes, Commander.”

				“When will I know when the help of the Host is no longer required?”

				“I will be able to tell you when the time arrives, Commander. It may also be obvious and you will know when it is time.”

				Now, as he stared at Harry, he sat back down. It was all starting to sink in.

				“So I’ll essentially become immortal…. reluctantly?”

				“Yes, Commander, and, in a sense, the guardian of the human race.”

				Van had to think about this some more. Never in his wildest dreams had he considered any form of immortality when he’d agreed initially to start his trial learning-and-work period with the Secrets of the Host. Who could have imagined it? He would be giving up his plans to relax and enjoy life—essentially forever. Or at least for so long into the future that it made no difference.

				If I turn this all down, however, it could eventually mean the end of human life on Earth when the Arkon show up, as Harry promises they will. That’s a huge responsibility to shrug off. And there was Barbara. If his memory was wiped, their new relationship would be gone also, and likely forever. Throughout his adult life he’d been driven by the sense of duty and honor drilled into him by his father and later by the Naval Academy. Barbara’s return was now adding to the dilemma, perhaps to the tipping point. He had no choice, either for Earth or for himself. He didn’t want to do this, but neither could he walk away.

				“Before I say yes or no, Harry, why is it that the Host with all their technology couldn’t defeat the Arkon? And what makes you think we on Earth will do any better?”

				“As I mentioned once before, Commander, the Host were defeated by superior numbers, not by technology. And we know the Host were not eliminated completely, as the survival of the depot fleet has shown. I believe the Host assumed that the men and women of Earth would at least like a ‘fighting chance,’ as you say. Finally, while we can calculate estimated probabilities of success if you like, the future is still somewhat of a mystery that we cannot completely predict. At least I cannot. Can you, Commander?”

			

			
				“No, Harry, I can’t. I haven’t even been able to predict my own life over the past year or more, much less the Earth’s. You make a good point though. So, I give. Sign me up for the next hundred years or so. I’ll probably regret it, but there seems to be no choice.”

				“Thank you, Commander. If the Host were here, I am sure they would give their thanks as well. But….”

				“But? I think I see something else coming. Spit it out, Harry.”

				“There is one more thing, Commander.”

				“Always is. What is it?”

				“As you recall, Commander, your access to the Secrets of the Host was triggered by your advanced neural system.”

				“My bigger brain and head, you mean?”

				“Yes, exactly, Commander. However, you have not reached your full potential. Far from it. By accepting continuation in your role, your mind will be assisted in reaching its maximum capability.”

				“And what will that be? I’ll be smarter than anyone?”

				“Perhaps, Commander. But my database suggests that intelligence is only part of what the mind is capable of. What exactly that will be depends on you and your neural composition. The learning-chair experiences in the future and, to some extent, your future nanite treatments will play a great part in helping you develop.”

				“And what will be your part in this?”

				“A caretaker and a guide, Commander. I am limited by my Host programming, but I will be there for you as you discover new capabilities.”

				“You’re making this sound scary, you know?”

				“From your perspective, I can see your point, Commander. But as many of you humans say, think of it as an adventure.”

				“This whole thing is an adventure, Harry. I guess this new twist is just part of the saga. OK, what’s next?” Van stood again to his trim and nearly six-foot height.

				“First, a treatment in the medical chamber for the ALS. Then another visit to the learning chair, Commander. As promised, you will receive all the Host knowledge and Secrets of the Host available to you here on Earth as well as your first neural stimulation.”

			

			
				“Will it hurt?” Van said, slowly walking into the cabin and the elevator leading to Site R and the medical chamber and learning chair.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2

				“You mean we have another even bigger site on the Moon?” shouted Van as he climbed from the learning chair.

				“Yes, Commander, it is located on the ‘dark side,’ as humans refer to it.”

				“Yes, I know through the chair. What I don’t know is what exactly it contains. Why is that, Harry? I thought I should have known everything by now.”

				“No, Commander, I told you that you would know everything available to you here on Earth, not elsewhere.”

				“I see. There are still secrets out there.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Well the obvious thing to do is go to the Moon and see what’s there.”

				But before they could make their preparations, Dick Carson called via his implant.
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				“Van, how are you two doing way out there in the mountains?” asked Dick before getting to his real points.

				“Same as always, Dick. So much to do, so little time. What’s on your mind?”

				“Right to the point as always, Van. Over the past few months I’ve noticed a lot of interest in a new spacecraft engine and its fuel. Is that something you and Harry have a hand in?”

				“As a matter of fact, yes. Harry sent out the plans and processes after we dealt with Meier.”

				“And you sent them to private companies and not to governments. Smart move.”

				“I knew you’d approve. It falls in line with something I call the Daleth Effect.”

				“The what?” Dick asked, confused.

				“The Daleth Effect. I borrowed the term from a nineteen-seventies fiction book about an Israeli scientist who discovered something that would revolutionize travel in space. The problem was that the major powers found out about it and fought each other to gain access to the secret and dominate the world.”

			

			
				“An apt term. Governments can’t be trusted with this sort of stuff. But there’s another reason I called.”

				“From your tone of voice, I’m guessing this isn’t good news.”

				“Perhaps not. Brice just had a hull survey done on the Argo, the ship we claimed after Meier’s death. We wanted to be sure she was in good shape below the waterline. What Brice found were two streamlined compartments against the hull. One held an underwater sled with air tanks. The other was empty.”

				“Does that mean what I think it means—that Meier got away?”

				“We don’t know that. It could be that there was only one sled to begin with.”

				“But we are left with no body and a potentially missing sled.” Van’s mood began to sour. “I don’t like the implication.”

				“Neither do I. We should all keep one eye open just in case. But that shouldn’t keep us from going about our normal lives and business.”

				“Roger that. Thanks, Dick. We’ll be sure to keep you updated on the progress with the engine and fuel.”

				“Thanks, Van.” Dick ended the call.
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				From a console chair in the Site R Ops Center and with the introduction of the engine and fuel out of the way, Van turned the chair to face Harry. “Now tell me about this facility on the Moon.”

				“Other than the fact that it is there, Commander, there is little more that I can tell you here. To learn more we must go there where I can access the Moon site database.”

				“Would you say the Host were paranoid, Harry?”

				“Not paranoid, Commander, just careful.”

				“I guess I can see why, given that I was something of an unknown until now. So when can we go?”

				“The Enterprise is ready when you are, Commander.”

				“Is Dick privy to this conversation and the Moon site?”

			

			
				“No, Commander.”

				“OK. How long will it take to get there? As I recall when the Apollo flights were in progress, the flight time was nearly three days.”

				“Three days, three hours, and forty-nine minutes to be exact, Commander. After that the fastest travel from Earth to the Moon was eight hours and thirty-five minutes by the New Horizon Pluto mission flyby. Our trip will only take about two hours. We will be going to the far side, which takes a little longer.”

				“The Enterprise will use inertial dampening to counteract the acceleration, correct?” asked Van.

				“Again you are correct, Commander. It will be a smooth ride.”

				“Then let’s plan for an early morning departure tomorrow,” he said, relieved that his body wouldn’t be subject to the tortuous g-forces that would occur without the inertial dampening.
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				The next morning, the Enterprise was airborne and headed for the dark side of the Moon. Van noted that Harry, in his physical form, was carrying a black cylinder with a handle on the top.

				“What’s that, Harry?” he said, pointing to the cylinder.

				“It is a portable storage device that contains much of my data, including all my experiences on Earth, Commander. When we get to the Moon base, I will insert it into a receptacle and download my data into the Moon base central computer. On the one hand, it will be a safety precaution in case something happens to my Site R memory, and it will also allow me to fully function on the Moon as I do on Earth.”

				Good plan, thought Van. That’s why he didn’t seem to know much about the Moon base and why he couldn’t access it from the Earth. He wasn’t linked in. The Host were paranoid. I don’t care what Harry says!

				During the trip, Van recalled what most astronauts have said, that seeing the entire Earth from space gives one a truly different perspective. The blue-and-white globe appeared more fragile from space than when on Earth itself. It made him wonder why people and countries could not cooperate better, given that they all shared life on that, relatively speaking, small ball in space.

			

			
				As Harry predicted, the flight was both smooth and, to Van, entirely too short. He was enjoying the view when Harry interrupted his reverie.

				“We are turning to pass around the Moon and will soon be in shadow, Commander. I have programmed the Enterprise to approach the site before I issue the code for the main doors to open.”

				“I am losing sight of the Earth now, Harry.”

				Fifteen minutes later, Van felt a slight deceleration despite the dampeners. Suddenly red approach lights appeared in front of them, leading to be a tall mountain. But just when he started to worry a little, a crack of red horizontal light appeared at the base of the mountain and expanded to a large opening that was clearly a landing area.

				As the Enterprise slipped into the landing bay, Van could swear that he saw a large but damaged and abandoned space vessel of some sort to the right of the landing lights. But it went by too fast for him to be sure.

				“Harry?”

				“Yes, Commander?”

				“I think I just saw a damaged space ship of some sort at the entrance to the base. Was I imagining it?”

				“No, Commander, it was not your imagination. I saw it as well. It is an old Host ship that apparently suffered damage before it could enter the base. We will find out more when I log into the facility database.”

				With a ship like that out there, what are we going to find inside? Van wondered.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3

				The shuttle set down and Harry secured power. When the landing bay doors closed, the red lights went off and white lights came on, signaling that the space was now pressurized. The lights were nearly blinding after the dark trip. The shuttle cargo door opened, and both Van and Harry left the Enterprise.

				To Van’s surprise, there was nothing here. Just a much larger version of Site R’s Level 1. He followed Harry to a control panel like the one at Site R.

				Harry punched in a code and then turned to Van. “Commander, please place your palm on the reader.”

				Van did so, and the same image of wings appeared on the screen that had appeared when he’d first accessed Site R. Then the red lights on the panel turned green.

				“There, Commander. You are now recognized as the commander of this facility, as you are the sites on Earth. With both our coded log-ins, I was given complete access to the facility’s computer system. You will find that the basic design of the facility is much like Site R but much bigger. Living quarters are on Level 2 and can accommodate more than a hundred people if necessary. In addition, there is also a Host operations center on Level 2. Unlike the Earth sites, however, there is an adjacent site accessible by transport tube that is about the same size but dedicated to manufacturing, maintenance, and repair.”

				“I suppose there’s another chair here that I’ll have to climb into?”

				“Yes, Commander. The additional information for this facility was not contained on Earth for security reasons, and it will be transferred to you here.”

				“I suppose Level 3 contains equipment and shuttles, and that the lower levels are for storage of materials for the fabrication machine and for power generation?”

				“Yes and no, Commander. Level 3 does contain flight vehicles and other pieces of technology, but Level 4 is dedicated to food, water, and oxygen storage, recycling, and other life-support functions. There are other sources of power here, including geothermal and versions of the fusion engines and a few others, that you will learn about later.”

			

			
				“OK, then let’s have a look at Level 3 and then the facility next door.”

				As at Site R, an elevator took them to Level 3. When the doors opened, Van was only partially prepared for what he saw. Like Site R, there were two shuttles. But they were bigger. Much bigger.

				“These are two of the Host’s medium-range combat shuttles,” said Harry. “They are similar in layout and design to the Enterprise, but much of the bulk contains more powerful engines no longer powered by fusion technology, except for one emergency engine. These and other engines like them are zero-point energy systems. They gather zero-point energy, or ZPE, from space, which gives the craft power for virtually unlimited flight without the need for refueling. In addition, and similar in theory to your Roschin and Godin magnetic energy converter, or MEC, on Earth, this system also allows for antigravity flight and even the creation of artificial internal gravity. A smaller version of this device is also used in the shuttles like the Enterprise on Earth.”

				“Then these are faster-than-light capable?”

				“No, Commander, they are very fast, faster than the Enterprise for example, but not FTL. As a measure of speed, they can go as fast as 0.1 the speed of light, which is as fast as necessary for this size of craft.”

				“I suspect these are armed, correct?”

				“Yes, Commander. Each shuttle can defend itself against ground forces and, to a limited extent, against attacks from small craft either in atmosphere or in space. They each have a nose-mounted plasma cannon and two side-mounted and gimbaled rail guns. They have proportional shield and stealth capabilities to the Enterprise and her sisters. Now that we have access to this site, we can even operate them remotely. You really need a session in this site’s learning chair to appreciate and understand what is here, Commander.”

			

			
				“I know, but I’m still excited enough to want to see the other facility first. Then I’ll take the chair time.”

				“Very well, Commander. The tube transport is this way. Just let me place my memory storage system in the access port against this wall.”

				Van watched as Harry pressed a series of coded inputs into a small control panel and was rewarded with a faint hiss as two small doors opened. Harry placed his memory storage device in a custom indenture in a tray and it closed again. He then led Van to an open door, which led to a short platform next to what looked like a futuristic golf cart on a track of some sort. Harry explained that it was a maglev system that rode just above the central rail. In less than two minutes, the car stopped at a similar station, and Harry gestured for Van to exit and proceed with him straight ahead.

				If Van was impressed in Level 3, he was speechless here. In front of him was a real, live, honest-to-God spaceship.

				“Harry, this is amazing. Is it a warship?”

				“Yes, Commander, this particular ship is an older Agora-class corvette, one of the smallest warships of the Host fleet. For weapons, it carries two laser cannons—one dorsal and one ventral—two forward-facing plasma cannons, two plasma torpedo tubes, and four rail guns. For detection missions, it carries up to five retrievable surveillance drones. The latter may be converted to attack drones with the exchange of a modular warhead to replace the surveillance modules. The corvette also uses ZPE for power and is capable of atmospheric as well as space flight. It has basic energy shields and stealth systems similar to but stronger than any of the shuttles.”

				Van looked with admiration at the irregularly shaped fuselage with stubby wings on its lower section and a rounded but not quite pointed bow. At nearly eight hundred feet long and nearly one hundred feet wide, minus the wings, it was hard to think of this as a small ship. Part of the irregular shape consisted of bulges and blisters along the fuselage, which were probably weapons and sensor stations. This made it all the more impressive—or scary, depending on your point of view.

			

			
				“How many of these are there here?” he asked.

				“Just this one operational ship, Commander. It is the same class as the damaged and nonfunctional one we saw just outside the site as we entered. That one is in the process of being salvaged by site robots and may be made flyable at some point in the future.”

				“I noticed you didn’t mention the speed, Harry. Is this one FTL capable?”

				“In a manner of speaking, yes it is, Commander. However, the label of ‘FTL’ is something of a misnomer. The ship itself does not actually fly faster than light. The system is based on a theory like that proposed by your Miguel Alcubierre on Earth. That is, rather than exceeding the speed of light as measured by reference points, a spacecraft equipped with such a drive travels distances by contracting space in front of it and expanding space behind it, resulting in effective faster-than-light travel.”

				“OK, I just barely understand what you said. Can you be more specific?”

				“Yes, Commander. Think of the drive system as creating a space-time bubble around the ship. The ship does not actually move but the bubble does. In a sense, the ship falls forward in its space-time bubble and appears to move quickly from one point to another. Think of space-time as being warped.”

				“Ah, it’s a warp drive! Something like the drive in the Star Trek movies.”

				“If you are again referring to that video entertainment, Commander, it is a faint analogy,” said Harry in a way that sounded like disapproval.

				“Can we go aboard?”

				“Yes, Commander.”
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				The corvette sat on three large retractable skids, and the whole thing towered above Van and Harry as they approached.

			

			
				“This is huge, Harry. And you say it’s the smallest warship from the Host fleet?”

				“Yes, Commander. Capital ships of the fleet were twenty to fifty percent or more larger than this one.”

				“Amazing,” Van said as they stood and stared up at the large ship. “How do we get in?”

				“I am transmitting a boarding signal now, Commander.”

				As Van watched, a panel on the underside of the ship slid back and a stairway lowered to the floor of the maintenance bay.

				“This is one access point, Commander. There are others for cargo, engineering, and munitions access farther down the fuselage. This set of stairs gives us access to the forward part of the ship, which includes the bridge, weapons bays, and mechanical shielding, and access to command levels. We will start on the bridge and work our way aft,” Harry said, gesturing to Van to climb the stairs.

				When they reached the bridge, Van stopped to take it all in. “What am I looking at?”

				“In the center, Commander, is the captain’s control chair. The consoles that form a semicircle around the captain’s chair are for flight, astrogation, weapons and sensors, communications, and engineering. Several stations are open for future needs.”

				“So it takes at least six people to fly this thing?” asked Van while continuing to stare.

				“Technically, no, Commander. The minimum bridge crew could be as few as two, one for flight and one for astrogation. All the consoles are similar and can be used for any of the functions or multiple functions at once.”

				“But no bridge windows. How does the crew see to maneuver?”

				“Unlike the Enterprise and the Truman, Commander, there are no windows on this ship or the combat shuttles. Hull thickness and the need for hull integrity preclude the capability or the desirability for windows. Each of the consoles can access various cameras both inside and outside the hull. In addition, arrayed in a semicircle around the bridge and above the control consoles are a series of screens that project whatever the captain wants to see. Often the scenes are taken from external cameras and displayed here in lieu of windows. The screens can also display tactical, communications, and other data desired or needed by the crew.”

			

			
				“I assume that the ship has a computer core that automates much of the routine functions?” asked Van.

				“Yes, Commander. Each of the Host ships has a controlling computer that reacts to both manual and voice commands. The core is not centralized, however. Instead, it is a distributed core with multiple locations. If there is battle damage to one portion of the computer, then there are redundant locations to take over. In optimum operations, they all work together.”

				“Are they AIs like you?”

				“No, Commander. The Host specifically did not design weapons or weapons systems that were directly controlled by artificial intelligence. There was too much concern of losing control of weapons systems.”

				“What about you? Couldn’t you take over one of these ships like you do the shuttles?” Van asked with a tilt of his head.

				“Yes and no, Commander. By plugging in a memory module as I did to the Moon site when we landed, I can maintain a fully functional presence on this ship. Ultimately, however, my programming does not allow me to exceed or counter the direction of my commander—in this case, you. If you will come with me, I will give you a brief tour.”

				The tour took over two hours as they passed by the captain’s quarters, a meeting room, various other quarters, a galley and mess facility, a small recreation area, a medical facility, an armory, weapons stations, the hangar and cargo deck, and engineering.

				“Truly amazing, Harry. I’ve seen enough. Let’s get to the chair so I can stop asking questions and understand a few things better.”
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				Several hours later, Van emerged from the Moon-base learning chair looking exhausted.

				“My head hurts,” he said with a lingering grimace. “Before I do another thing, I want to lie down for a few hours and rest. Then perhaps I can talk with you sensibly. By the way, did I also get some neural stimulation, as you like to call it?”

			

			
				“Yes you did, Commander. That will happen every time you are in a learning chair. As you likely know now, you have quarters on Level 2 of this facility where you can rest.”

				“I know, Harry. Give me a call in a few hours.”
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				That same day in Maracaibo, Venezuela, Elias Boller, CEO of EOS Chemicals, received a surprise and secure call from a person he thought dead or missing.

				“Elias, I will be arriving in Maracaibo in two weeks. Have the ranch house prepared and meet me there for some important discussions.”

				“Yes, sir. We heard what happened at the Aegean island and feared you were dead. It is good to hear your voice. The ranch will be ready as you wish. Do you need transportation from the port?”

				“No. That has all been arranged. I will see you in two weeks. Expect two other attendees, including Dieter. Dieter knows the details. Say nothing about my arrival to anyone.” The line went dead.

				Elias Boller had mixed emotions about this new revelation. If his boss had been killed as had been reported, then based on his ownership of shares, EOS would be his. But that possibility had just vanished. He started preparations for opening the ranch and getting it ready for its longtime owner, then called Dieter Hellman, chief of EOS security.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4

				The next morning, Van woke from his sleep in his Moon-base quarters rested and with no headache.

				So, what have I learned? he thought. The Host used this facility to do repairs to their ships and to offer crew and passengers the opportunity to visit and work at the site instead of remaining in the confinement of their passenger ships, cargo ships, and warships. They also mined water and metals from asteroids and surreptitiously imported food from Earth. Clever people.

				Maybe that accounts for many of the old UFO sightings and why there haven’t been any recently.

				Obviously, they left and moved on, likely to Mars, if I interpreted the records correctly. And they left a message telling the new base commander, which is me, not to follow until sufficient technology existed on Earth to create Moon-range space flight or until or unless situations demanded it. Whatever that might mean. And they left this corvette, so I can get as far as Mars. People with a plan of some sort. Something to work on, but now to other business.

				“Harry, my time in the chair explained a lot, but some small things didn’t seem to be covered. Does the corvette have a name?”

				“Yes, Commander, it is called the Aurora.”

				“Nice name. How about the shuttles?”

				“The Host did not name shuttles. These two were designated CS1 and CS2, CS being short for ‘combat shuttle,’ Commander.”

				“Good. At least we don’t have to go through the naming game again. Can the shuttles be housed aboard the Aurora and flown from there?”

				“Yes, Commander. There is additional room for smaller craft such as mining shuttles and even a few fighter craft if they were available.”

				“Yes, I recall the hangar configuration from the chair. Too bad we don’t have any fighters to play with.”

				“We can build them, Commander, but at this point there doesn’t seem to be a need. CS1 and 2 are quite maneuverable and have substantial armament for their size.”

			

			
				“True enough. When we leave here to return to Site R, there are a few new things I would like to take with us.”

				“Tell me what they are and I will have them stored in the Enterprise, Commander.”

				Thinking of the less capable suits that he and Harry had outfitted Brice’s team with earlier, Van wanted to give them better protection if he could. Better safe than sorry, he thought.

				“First, I would like to take at least a thirty or more of the armored Mk-1 fighting suits on Level 3. Their heavier armor and powered exoskeletons may come in handy, to say nothing of their speed and stealth capabilities. Besides, I want to see the expression on Brice Johnson’s face when he sees them!”

				Then, thinking of two of his most important shuttles, he thought, Better improve at least two of the shuttles if I can. My sense is that less dependence on fuel is an important improvement. “In addition, I would like to take a couple of the ZPE generators back to refit the Enterprise and the Truman. Can that be done?”

				“Yes, Commander. May I suggest that we refit all four shuttles?”

				“Good suggestion, but I think not. We will retrofit the Enterprise and the Truman but leave the B1 and B2 as they are. Those are the craft we use the most, and if one goes down, I would prefer that the ZPE technology not be there.”

				“Yes, Commander. Anything else?”

				“Not that I can think of now, Harry. But I’m sure we’ll find other needs in the future. As soon as those things are loaded, let’s get back home.”
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				For two weeks after returning from the Moon, Van had been watching and learning from Harry’s conversion of the Enterprise and the Truman but realized there was not much he could do to help. So while Harry continued the work on the final changes to the shuttles, Van watched as the world became consumed with talk of fusion engines and their potential. As he watched, he began to think it a good time to visit his friend Al Craig and arranged to have lunch with him at the Barrel Room in Rancho Bernardo.

			

			
				When Van entered the Barrel Room, he found Al already seated at a corner booth.

				“Hi, stranger,” Al said as he stood to greet his old friend and shake his hand.

				“Sorry I haven’t been available very much, Al, but the retirement stuff seems to suck up all my time.”

				Both men took a seat.

				“Retirement my ass,” Al said as he drew his napkin to his lap. “You’re always cooking up something new. By the way, how is Barbara?”

				“She’s doing well in Virginia. I don’t get to visit often, but we talk with each other more often than before. Things seem to be on the mend.”

				“I don’t know why you bother, considering your past.”

				“We all have to have some spice in our lives, don’t we?” Van said with a crooked smile.

				“Yes, I guess so, but you seem to seek it by the bucketful when you do. What else is going on?”

				“Speaking of bucketsful, it’s time we order and the waiter is here. I’m having the bison meatloaf. How about you?”

				Al was still looking at the menu when he said, “Too much food for me. I’ll have the chicken Caesar salad.”

				They both handed their menus to the waiter, who departed to place their order.

				Van resumed. “I’ve been watching some of the development activities for some of these fusion engines as they unfold, and I had a few thoughts that you might be interested in hearing in these early stages. For example, I know that you’ve done some work on high-temperature materials for some of the recent military fighters. An engineer friend of mine presented me with some ideas and formulas that you might want to look at for near-term products. I imagine fusion engines get pretty hot, and the surrounding airframe will need something better than we have now to keep it from melting. In addition, the same engineer has some ideas about energy shielding to keep space particles from hitting and penetrating hull material and to prevent overheating on reentry. Both will likely be important when we start snooping around space more. I’ll forward you the designs and specifications from the engineer…. and perhaps a few more ideas.”

			

			
				“Have you forgotten that we started out as just a low-observable company?”

				“No I haven’t, and that will continue to be an important field of R&D. But Stellar has grown, as you well know. If we can get involved even tangentially with medical scanners and nanites, then these two capabilities don’t seem too out of line.”

				“I guess you’re right. And I have been looking more into high-temperature materials. The energy shield thing will be a whole new ball of wax, but it sounds interesting. We’ll need more budget for the R&D, however.”

				Just then the waiter retuned with their food and placed both orders on the table.

				Van held his comment until the waiter departed. “Not to worry, Al. I think Harry and I can get you what you need. Just let us know so we can make the arrangements.”

				“What’s the time frame you had in mind?”

				“That’s for you to decide, but consider how fast things are moving now toward the first engine flight as a guide post.”

				“In other words, yesterday, right?”

				“Something like that. Now pass the salt and tell me what you and that beautiful wife of yours have been doing.”
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				The French-flagged passenger-cargo ship SS Alani in her white splendor arrived in Maracaibo on schedule, two weeks after her departure from France and after picking up a lone passenger in Cuba. Normally she sailed the cargo route in the Marquesas, but she had been in for refit in Le Havre and was returning to the Pacific. She had only the one passenger for this stop, and he left the ship as soon as customs cleared it.

				The man was short with light red hair, dark brown eyes, a trim body, and a slightly larger-than-normal head. He also had a slight limp. But nobody got a chance to get a good look because as soon as he stepped off the gangway, he immediately stepped into a black SUV, which sped off without delay.

			

			
				Rancho Rendon had once been a great cattle ranch of over 7,000 acres situated adjacent to Lake Maracaibo. Now, thanks to the expropriation of this and forty-six other grand estates by socialist President Hugo Chavez, the rancho was now only 250 acres (101 hectares) on the lake. All the rest had gone to peasants as gifts of the state. But it still served its purpose as the remote getaway of an introverted billionaire.

				The paved ranch road led to a nearly hundred-year-old two-story ranch house of light brown stucco and a red-tile roof. Nearby stood a coffee-processing shed and a large stable for the horses that roamed the whole property. The house was surrounded by green grass and high, healthy ceiba trees. A large tile patio surrounded an inviting pool in the back of the house.

				Guests had arrived the previous day and were gathered in the main salon, which was rich with the heavy furniture and artwork from the grand days of these old ranchos. They were Elias Boller, CEO of EOS Chemicals; José Silva, CEO of Brazaero; and Dieter Hellman, chief of security of EOS chemicals. José had introduced himself the previous evening upon arriving, and all three were having drinks and chatting amiably while awaiting the master of the rancho.

				Everyone stood when they heard the SUV drive up to the curved entrance. The short redheaded man stepped out and went directly into the house and then to the main salon.

				“Good afternoon, gentleman. Thank you for coming with such short notice. As they say, the reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.”

				The three men stared for a moment, not exactly believing what they were seeing. But the proof was standing right there, alive and apparently well.

				Not one for small talk, the redheaded man motioned for everyone to be seated and, after accepting a cool drink from Elias Boller, continued. “You will know me now as Frederico Rendon, as the ownership of this rancho suggests. Peter Meier no longer exists.”

			

			
				Before saying more, he considered this group and his new plans. Portions of his empire had either been destroyed or stolen by his enemy, Van Childs. His determination to discover Childs’s secrets was now redoubled, as was his desire for revenge. But reestablishing his organization and renewing a revenue stream was taking short-term precedence.

				“We have suffered some significant losses in the past year, but we are by no means out of business. Let me be sure that you understand why we are meeting like this in person. If we learned anything over the last year, it is that there are too many people and organizations dedicated to eavesdropping on nearly everything and everybody. Therefore, electronic communications between us will be held to a minimum. We will also limit our correspondence to the simplest ways possible, including face-to-face when necessary, and when not, by strict code using a one-time pad encryption system. Dieter will brief you on the latter method after we are done. Do not violate this demand.

				“Now, you seem to know each other, so I will not make introductions. However, not with us today due to business reasons are Mr. Ruben Valesco, CEO of Pacific Technologies out of Mexico City, and M. Guillaume Pastor, CEO of General Maritime Freight out of Le Havre. As you can see, the organization is once again whole and moving in new directions.”

				Actually, thought Frederico, there is a great deal of money to be made with the Brazaero capabilities that no one yet knows. I also have my handpicked special assistant, Dieter, to keep watch on Elias and to make sure things go the right way for Brazaero.

				“As our impromptu host for the day, I ask that Elias start with a brief update.”

				“Thank you, Frederico, and may I say on behalf of all of us how glad we are to have you here. EOS continues its petroleum-based-chemical research and production. What is new is the beginning production of the deuterium-tritium pellets that will be needed to fuel the numbers of fusion engines we expect to see soon. The withdrawal of deuterium from water is not a problem, especially with Lake Maracaibo so close. We are looking into our own lithium mining but already have a large stock of raw material soon to be converted to tritium. We see no problem being an early and substantial supplier of this fuel when it is needed, and at a very competitive price. Without stealing some of José’s presentation, we will also be able to supply his needs at a cost far below market.”

			

			
				“Good to hear, Elias. Since you were mentioned so early, let us hear from you, José.”

				“Thank you, Elias, for the segue. Brazaero is in a unique position to take advantage of the new fusion engines. While we were not on the original global distribution for the engine specification and design, we have acquired a copy thanks to the efforts of Dieter and the sloppy security of one of the largest aircraft manufacturers in Brazil. We have also acquired the designs for a lifting body shaped spacecraft already being tested for a private passenger-carrying service and, potentially, operations to the International Space Station. On top of that, Frederico has given us access to an advanced computer and some robotic assistance that he had wisely stored in a remote location before the attack on Avantek in the Czech Republic. With a little work, we believe that the design can easily accommodate the fusion engine, giving us an early, if not the first, maneuverable spacecraft capable of operating off a runway. We look forward to taking the lead in near-Earth space flight,” José finished with the pride he felt in helping to place Brazil in the forefront of the global race to space.

				“That is wonderful news, José,” Frederico said, noting that José’s national interests might have to be curbed in the future. After all, he thought, I have my own plans for the spacecraft, and José will probably not like it. “Since Ruben cannot be here, I need to note that Pacific Technologies is able to perform the tasks of Avantek and Europa under two separate divisions. Under the medical division, he has done a marvelous job in recreating the work of Europa Medical, which we were forced to close. In fact, along with the work from Europa, he has made several advances including a drug that potentially delays the onset of ALS, which, as you know, is of particular importance to me, and I have been using it.” He didn’t say that the drug affected him in odd ways. “Needless to say, we have entered a completely new area of growth and, dare I say, domination. But do not doubt that we will leave nothing to chance.

			

			
				“Now if you all want to get freshened up, we will have dinner in an hour. Dieter, could you stay for a moment?”

				Everyone else filed out of the room except Dieter.

				“Dieter, I could not say this with the others, but you need to hear what I have to say and my instructions.”

				“Yes, Frederico. Please go ahead.”

				I think this man is better than Eric Borman, Frederico thought. He is stoic and intense. As I recall, his father was a brute of a prison guard in the infamous German Democratic Republic Bautzen I prison in his East German hometown of Bautzen. I think the prison was called Gelbes Elend, or “Yellow Misery,” as the Americans refer to it. Perhaps that and Dieter’s being recruited by the Stasi when he was eighteen have resulted in his current skills and outlook. Whatever the reason, he is just what I need now.

				“Dieter, we—and I include you—have the chance to make a great deal of money in the next months if we ensure that the competition is not a problem. José is on a pace to have a flyable spaceship soon, and EOS is going to have fuel for it. What we don’t need are some other companies to be first before we are ready, and there is only one way to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

				“I think I understand, sir. What companies are you worried about in particular?”

				“Right to the point. Good. A company in Germany called Fusion Tech is in position to have a working engine before José, which would not be good. I have plans for his spaceship, which will be of no value if it is not the first to fly. José does not know this, of course.

				“There is also a company in the Philippines that is making fast progress on fuel. That is a greater problem. I want EOS to dominate the fuel market. Fuel will be the long-term winner, like ink is the real winner in the printer market. If companies fail soon, we are ahead. Later, their value will be depressed and we can buy them for a song if we want. All the details are in this folder, along with funding access as you need it.”

			

			
				Dieter took the folder while still looking at Frederico. “Is that all, sir?”

				“Not quite,” Frederico said, looking through the rancho window at the sun reflecting off the blue pool in the back patio. “There is a man in the US named Van Childs. He and I have unfinished business. However, I have been out of contact with him for a while. Here is a packet with some information on him and a company called Stellar Projects. Put some assets on him, and, in particular, I want to know his travel activities and if he spends more time in one place or another.”

				“All you want is surveillance?” Dieter asked with a tentative smile.

				“For now, yes.”

				“Anything else, Frederico?”

				“Only that you need to get ready for dinner and then get some rest. I want you to be gone tomorrow morning.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5

				Another week had passed at Site R since Van’s meeting with Al. All the work was completed on the shuttles, and Van was dying to hear directly from Dick how his plan was doing. So he put in a call via their implant communications.

				“Dick, do you have a few minutes?” Van asked from his chair in the Site R Ops Center.

				“As it happens, I do. I just walked into the office after meeting with Barbara and Brice. What’s up?”

				“Well, first I wanted to hear if there was any interesting news in DC or other places about the new engine.”

				“Funny you should ask. Washington is abuzz with speculation about the engine and its uses. Lots of feelers going out to the companies developing the engine, with suggestions about government contracts for military and NASA use. The good thing about our choice of a distribution list is that these companies are playing hard to get. They see the great commercial applications and are slow to yield to projects that may require them to keep things secret beyond normal proprietary needs. There will be military and NASA uses for the technology, but as we hoped, it will not be kept from the public and commercial sectors. Same goes for international applications.”

				While Dick was talking, Van casually rocked in his chair as he visualized the implications of what Dick was saying. He was pleased that governments were not successful in bottling up the technology as secret. Then he stopped his rocking and asked the next question. “Good to hear. Any idea who might be in the lead for the first flight?”

				“Normally you would expect the lead to be by one of the big companies like Boeing or Airbus. However, some of the smaller companies, which are more agile, appear to be in the lead. For example, Galactic Adventures seems to be working with UK Engines Limited at an exceptional pace. Still hard to say who will be first, however. It might be any or none of these.”

			

			
				Taking in Dick’s words for a moment, Van then resumed his rocking and said, “In a way, I hope it is one of the smaller companies. We can benefit from more competition and innovation. My second reason for calling is to alert you to my plan to visit you in the next few days. We have something that Brice will drool over.” And a broad smile broke over Van’s face as he thought about the sight of Brice seeing the new combat suits.

				“Brice always likes it when you come up with something new. Just let us know when to expect you.”

				“Thanks, Dick. See you all soon.”
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				Unknown to most people in the industry, except Frederico and Dieter, a small research and prototype group called Fusion Tech near Grafenrheinfeld, Germany, had received one of Harry’s data packages and was pressing hard to build a prototype fusion engine based on the detailed plans. They had contracted out the production of the parts and were in the process of assembling to first test the prototype. This would not have been possible so quickly without all the detailed plans and specifications provided anonymously by Harry. Their funding was sound and mainly came from a small group of investors who were counting on being among the first to break into the big future of space travel. Their biggest problem now was fuel for testing. To date there was no commercial fuel available, and they were trying desperately to use the provided specifications to make their own. So far, everything looked good in the few pellets they’d produced on their own, and all the initial fuel testing outside the engine was positive. They were about ready for the first limited test of fusion ignition in the prototype.

				Security in the facility was good, and they counted on their relatively unknown status to be additional protection against intrusions and outside interest. They also took special care to keep a low profile since any sort of nuclear generation was frowned upon by German society, and, in fact, the local nuclear power plant had just been shut down. As a result, a number of the Fusion Tech employees came from the technical staff of that plant.

			

			
				Dieter had taken a week to fly to Germany and reconnoiter the small town in which Fusion Tech operated. Now, using the name Klaus, he went to the local beer hall to observe some of the new Fusion Tech employees who had come from the now-closed reactor site. Two in particular were engaged in a loud beer-fed discussion.

				“No, Ernst, we do not make as much money from this new company as we did before. But at least we have a job,” said Horst.

				“Yes, but it doesn’t pay all the bills! They have us on a new-employee salary plan even though we have years of experience,” said Ernst, shaking his fist at Horst.

				“That is true, but we aren’t exactly doing the same things we did for the government. What do you expect?”

				“I expect more for all my years of work. I can barely pay for food and clothing for my children, and I am two months behind on my house payment.”

				“I am in the same boat, but what can we do?”

				That was the opening that Dieter was hoping for. Carrying two mugs of lager in one hand, and a third for himself in the other, he approached the table. “Gentlemen, I could not help but overhear your troubles. May I be of help?” he said.

				“Who the hell are you?” said Ernst before Horst could ask the same thing.

				“My name is Klaus, and I may have a way you can make some additional money,” said Dieter with a smile. He set the beers down and nodded to the men, inviting them to enjoy his gift.

				Ernst and Horst looked at each other, both trying to figure out what game this man was playing. But they drank the beer without a question.

				“So you say,” said Ernst. “And what would that be?”

				“Perhaps we can take a walk outside, where I can explain without everyone hearing,” said Dieter, gesturing toward the door.

			

			
				Ernst looked at Horst, who shrugged his shoulders and gave him an expression that silently asked, What can we lose by talking?

				In silent agreement, the three men moved to the hall’s exit door and stepped outside.

				“So what do you want and for how much?” Ernst said with an air of distrust.

				“Nothing much. I have a client who wishes to slow down the progress of Fusion Tech,” said Dieter, realizing there was some small amount of truth to that. “We do not want to harm anyone, just do a few things to slow progress. For that my client is willing to pay you five thousand euros each.”

				“That’s a lot of money. Are you sure nobody will get hurt?” Horst asked.

				“Absolutely certain,” Dieter lied.

				“And what is it that you want done?” asked Ernst.

				“This is what I have in mind….” And with the promise of cash, Dieter explained to the two men how to make some subtle modifications to the test engine energy containment field that, he said, would prevent the engine from achieving ignition and, therefore, slow down their work.

				When Dieter was finished, Horst and Ernst engaged in a short conversation, and then Ernst said, “For that we need ten thousand euros each.”

				Dieter didn’t want to give in too quickly even though the amount they asked for was not a problem. “The best my client can do is nine thousand.”

				“We’ll take it,” said Ernst with enthusiasm.

				Dieter did not tell them that the weakened containment field would likely be catastrophic.
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				Three days later, early on a Tuesday morning, the Fusion Tech team gathered anxiously to see the successful test. Smiles were abundant, though a few senior scientists exhibited worry lines. Not all the employees were there, however; two of the relatively new ones had been seen celebrating early the night before and had called in “sick.” And Dieter was on a plane headed out of Germany.

			

			
				At the stroke of 9:00 a.m. local time, the chief scientist said, “We are ready. Insert the fuel pellets and seal the containment chamber. We just need a few pellets for the ignition only.”

				“Done,” called out an engineer.

				“Good,” the scientist said. “On the count of three, switch on the lasers and prepare for ignition. But be ready to switch off when I say!”

				“One….” Everyone focused on their equipment.

				“Two….” Anticipation stared to rise in the test chamber.

				“Three….” And the switch was thrown.

				In what less than a second, the pellets were ignited by lasers and started generating energy. But before the scientist could command the lasers to be secured for the end of the test, the weakened chamber created a containment breach, and an explosion occurred.

				The explosion did relatively small damage, but the high temperatures set fire to the whole facility in a matter of minutes. Nobody was able to escape. The facility burned to the ground, and everyone at Fusion Tech, twenty-five people, was killed—except for the two extraordinarily lucky men who’d called in sick.

				There was no nuclear fireball with ensuing mushroom cloud. But in Germany that did not matter. It would be seen as a nuclear accident in an already nuclear-unfriendly environment.

				That day and the next, the press went crazy, as did the German people. But reaction was not limited to Germany alone. The world press seized on the story, and the gruesome images were sent around the globe in minutes. Crazed groups of the public demanded that all such work be stopped until investigations were completed. Some fringe groups resurrected their old antinuclear rhetoric and Armageddon predictions just to add to the mayhem. In just hours, all work on the engines was shut down by government decree—except in Brazil. Even there, the more responsible aerospace companies like BrazilAir stopped work voluntarily while investigations continued. But not Brazaero. Fortunately, Stellar was not involved—Harry had seen to it that the plans were distributed anonymously.
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				Watching one of his satellite feeds in the Ops Center, Van saw a small but apparently radioactive IR blossom in Germany. Waving his arms and hands in the air, he nearly shouted, “What the hell just happened, Harry?”

				“Unknown, Commander. It appears to be the German Fusion Tech facility. I speculate that engine containment was breached, but the design and specifications were perfect. That should not have happened. There is a faint chance that the fuel pellets were not uniform, but that should have caused only ignition failure.”

				“Focus the Big Brother system on the area of the explosion and see what you can discover.”

				“Yes, Commander. I have already started.”

				The Big Brother system was a creation of Harry’s, using a dedicated satellite system as well as all government and private cameras and data collection systems worldwide to collect and fuse information about target people, organizations, events, and even governments. It took massive amounts of computer power, but Harry and Site R had more than enough.

				“Commander, initial assessment suggests that there might have been sabotage in the Fusion Tech test.”

				“Why?”

				“As I mentioned, Commander, the specifications were perfect, and if they manufactured parts as detailed, there should not have been a breach. It is a relatively simple process. In addition, the two surviving employees were absent from the test, and bank records show both had recent windfalls of about ten thousand dollars. Logic suggests those employees sabotaged the containment structure the day before the test.”

				“But who would do that?”

				“Again, unknown, Commander. It is logical that someone or some group wanted the whole process and perhaps even the idea of space flight to collapse on itself at least temporarily. That could be because of a real belief that man is not destined to travel in space, or it could be that someone wanted the process slowed down to gain an advantage.”

			

			
				“My money’s on the latter, Harry. Has anybody interviewed those two Fusion Tech employees?”

				“No, Commander. They seem to have disappeared.”

				“Why am I not surprised? OK, using your systems, see if you can detect anyone still moving forward with the engine, the fuel, and possibly a ship. If we can find a few, that may reduce our areas of focus.”

				“Yes, Commander. I am starting such a search now but it may take a while.”

				“Understood, Harry.”
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				In São Paulo, José Silva grinned at the news. The accident in Germany was terrible, and he had no idea how it had happened, but it gave him the time he needed to do his work. Brazil’s work. It would be weeks and perhaps months before the competition could start production again.

				In Brazaero’s private São Paulo facility, the fusion engine was nearly finished.

				“Ernesto,” José said to his foreman, “are you sure you paid strict attention to the manufacturing process as well as assembly?”

				“They are perfect, José. In addition, we expect the first delivery of fuel from EOS Chemicals before the end of the week at Primeiro.”

				In the early and mid–nineteen forties, the Brazilian Air Force built a network of airstrips in remote areas, partly because of the worries about World War II, but also because of worries caused by a number of remote Indians who were a threat to Brazilian expansion. Later, many of these airstrips were used to support the various cattle ranches, mining operations, and timber producers. In recent years, however, many of them had been built up by drug cartels as part of their transportation system and subsequently destroyed by the Air Force. But many of the original airstrips still existed and were repairable. One of these was quietly reclaimed and improved by Brazaero to be used as a test facility. Located halfway between São Paulo and Cuiabá, it was about a five-hundred-mile trip northwest by road from São Paulo. Brazaero chose to call it Primeiro, meaning “first” in Portuguese. In this case, first to powered space flight.

			

			
				“When do you think we can test the engine?” José asked.

				“We scheduled the test for Friday, assuming the fuel will arrive on time.”

				“Excellent, Ernesto. It is all finally coming together. By the way, I saw the first spacecraft frame just a few days ago. It isn’t a radical design and looks flyable. In fact, to get to the first basic flight quickly, the core of the airframe is from an existing business jet. If you have not seen it close up, it looks much like the Galactic Adventures Space Ship 2 but much more sturdy and with only one tail instead of two. Also, for reentry heat control for this and later craft, we found heat-resistant tiles left over from the US Space Shuttle program. If we need them, I understand there are also some available through the manufacturers of the tiles for the US orbital test vehicle, or OTV.

				“This first ship is a simple, bare-bones craft, Ernesto, that we only expect to launch from Earth, maneuver in orbit, and return. As you know, the craft is pressurized, but the crew will wear pressure suits and helmets for the whole flight just in case. The better news is that we have a second, more capable craft under construction that will be slightly larger for more extensive use.”

				“Yes, José. I have seen or heard of most of that, but it is good to have you confirm it all. If—excuse me—when we are successful in the first flight, it will be an earth-shaking achievement for Brazil and a huge profit generator for Brazaero.”

				“That it will, Ernesto. That it will.”

				But José had no idea what was in store for him and Brazaero.

				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				That same day, Van was watching the world news in the Site R Ops Center.

			

			
				“Commander,” said Harry as he walked into the room.

				Van pulled his attention from the news broadcasts. “What is it, Harry?”

				“I have completed a global search for fuel, engine, and airframe production related to the fusion engine and a potential flight. What I found is that virtually all the relevant companies and organizations that received the fuel formulas and processes continue to develop the required fuel. Apparently, they have confidence that the engine will eventually be used. In addition, one half of the aircraft designers and manufacturers are moving forward with designs and, in some cases, prototype spacecraft. Around the world, all governments except Brazil’s have demanded that work stop on the engine. But even in Brazil, it appears that all companies have voluntarily stopped engine work. At present, therefore, I cannot provide you with a reasonable list of suspect organizations. There are just too many.”

				“I understand, Harry. Keep looking. But as promised, we need to take a trip to Virginia tomorrow, as I suggested to Dick. Let’s take the B1 loaded with the armored Mk-1s.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6

				The next evening, as planned, Harry and Van landed the B1 in darkness next to the Carson Group’s converted warehouse near Leesburg. Once the B1 was taxied into the enclosure, the doors were closed and red lights came on. Van shut down the engines, as well as the sound effects and other cosmetic items added by Harry to make the shuttle seem more like a conventional aircraft. Only Dick Carson knew the real extraterrestrial nature of the shuttles Van and Harry flew.

				As Van and Harry walked down the ramp, they were greeted by the entire Carson team. Brice Johnson, Ross Taylor, Bobby Calhoun, and Jimmy Fletcher represented the tactical teams. Then, of course, there was Dick Carson and Barbara Fuller, the chief of Carson intelligence. Everyone wore smiles, and Barbara embraced him with a kiss.

				“Welcome back, Van, and you too, Harry. Always good to see you both!” exclaimed Dick, shaking hands with each of them. “If you will come this way, we can gather in Brice’s secure briefing room. We have some news and perhaps some work for us all. Oh, and we had something to eat and drink brought in for you as well.”

				“Thanks, Dick. We hadn’t bothered to eat before we left, so that will be great. Lead on.”

				Once inside, Barbara and Van stood next to each other while Van shook hands with many of the Carson Group team. When the friendly exchanges were finished, Brice asked the expected question that he clearly was dying to ask. “What new things have you brought this time, Van?”

				“We have something to show you and your team, Brice, but I’m more curious about this news you have. Can we hear that first?”

				“Of course,” Brice said. “I think Barbara has the details.”

				“Thanks, Brice,” said the tall, athletic woman as she moved to the head of the table. She took a glancing look over her shoulder at Van and smiled. “As you are probably aware, ISIS continues to be active in Syria and Iraq. Over a year ago, ISIS forces briefly took control of Iraq’s largest hydroelectric dam on the Tigris River, the seven-hundred-fifty-megawatt Mosul Dam. Their object then was not to destroy the dam but to control the water flow as they do with the Tabaqa Dam in Syria. By creating a water shortage, they hoped to create enough problems that the cities below the dam would capitulate. They were eventually repelled and their strategy defeated. However, intelligence suggests that ISIS will soon attempt to recapture the dam. Experience suggests they will not be able to hold it for very long unless they have another plan. We believe that plan may be a threat to breach the dam and release all two point seven cubic miles of water in the lake, creating a tsunami-like wave of death and destruction. If successful, they will hold Mosul and Baghdad hostage, as well as the entire region between the two cities.

			

			
				“As you can see from this diagram, the dam itself is oriented northwest to southeast and is about one point three miles long and a little over forty feet across the top with a twenty-foot-wide roadway from end to end. The slopes on either side are about one point five to one, which expands the base substantially below the waterline, as you can imagine. The water towers and the generation station are in the northwest corner, and a spillway is in the southeast corner.”

				“That’s a big dam,” Van said. “Wouldn’t it be difficult for ISIS to breach?”

				“Good question. Under most circumstances and assuming the dam was well built, it would be difficult. However, not for this dam. Most experts conclude that it is incredibly unstable, having been built on a foundation of gypsum, a soft mineral that dissolves in contact with water. Maintenance is required to plug, or ‘grout,’ new leaks and cracks with a liquefied slurry of cement and other additives twenty-four hours a day, six days a week. A report by the United States Army Corps of Engineers calls this the most dangerous dam in the world. The report further suggested that in a worst-case scenario, a sudden collapse of the dam would flood Mosul under sixty-five feet of water, and Baghdad, a city of seven million people that’s located two hundred eighty-one miles away, to fifteen feet, with an estimated death toll of five hundred thousand. Given sufficient time and enough explosive charges in grouting holes at the base of the downstream side, the dam could easily be made to completely collapse. If that were not enough, the hydroelectric facility apparently contains entrances to a tunnel network inside the dam, which could lead to secondary explosive sites.

			

			
				“Unfortunately, neither Iraqi nor Peshmerga forces seem likely to be able to stop a stronger and more concerted attempt by ISIS this time compared to the last failed attempt. It appears that ISIS learned much from their previous assault and will likely act fast to preclude outside intervention, if it would come.

				“As before, we expect that ISIS will place spotters and/or gun emplacements in the high ground on the west side of the dam. These sites can cover the hydroelectric plant, the dam top road, and access to the base of the downstream side of the dam where much of the grouting is taking place. It is probable that they will also attempt to blow the spillway bridge on the east side to prevent reinforcements. The latter attacking forces could come by boat from the west side of the lake.”

				“What are the chances that the US or another country will intervene?” Van asked.

				“Little to none, I’m sorry to say. It would take elite ground forces that the US and others are still not willing to commit. Even the current limited air support can do little without damaging the dam and causing the resultant flood, though they may be able to help with gun emplacements and troops in the open. The interesting or impossible part would be the coordination of ground forces with the attack aircraft. I don’t know how to do that and keep our work covert.”

				“So how are we involved?” asked Van, not seeing why he was hearing this briefing.

				“I can answer that,” replied Dick. “The Carson Group, along with other companies with tactical services, has been asked by the Defense and State Departments if we can help. Covertly, of course. So far there have been no takers.”

			

			
				“Why not?” asked Van.

				“ISIS can put a great many people into the field, and individually none of the private companies feel they have the manpower or equipment to face such a large force. Frankly, alone we don’t have that capability either. Unless of course you have an idea or a trick up your sleeve that will make a difference,” Dick said, placing a hand over his mouth to cover what appeared to be a smile.

				“Oh I see, this is a setup to see if Harry and I have one or more new toys to help you make a decision,” Van said, not bothering to hide his smile.

				“Well, yes,” Dick said. “We are asking for your help as part of our partnership. If it can be done, it would be quite important to the Carson Group.”

				“How much time do we have?”

				“Not much,” answered Barbara. “We expect things to happen in a week or less.”

				Via their implant communications and with Dick locked out, Harry said, “Commander, we need to talk for a moment.”

				“Excuse me, all,” Van said. “My partner just gave me a sign he wants to talk.”

				Van and Harry moved to the far corner of the room.

				In low tones, Harry said, “Commander, if that dam is allowed to break, it will flood the entire area below it.”

				“Yes, that’s what Dick and the others are concerned about.”

				“I know, Commander. But recall the buried Host site. It is below the dam, and if the dam breaks, it will erode the sand in that area and expose the site.”

				“Shit, I forgot about that,” Van said with a reddening face. “But I’m not excited about getting involved with this whole adventure. Too much risk on our part, and it takes away from the time we need to work on the advances in space we ultimately need to face the Arkon.”

				Then Van was struck by a thought, and his color returned to normal. “You know, Harry, this might be turned into an advantage for us. A fight on the dam could be the distraction we need to dig out the site and empty it.”

			

			
				“But, Commander, you just said you didn’t like the idea.”

				“I didn’t like the idea with the Carson Group and us directly involved and devoting our focus to terrorism instead of preparing for the Arkon. But we may not have to do much. We still have a substantial amount of Meier’s money, and we can use some of it to buy some help.” Van paused to consider the idea, then nodded to himself. “Let’s get back to the group.”

				Once reassembled with the others, Van spoke. “Harry and I just talked about this—and the answer is no. ISIS is a problem, but no longer one of our goals.”

				This is not what Dick expected to hear, and it took a moment for him to recover. “How can you say no to this?” he asked. “The lives of thousands are involved.”

				Everyone turned to Van to see his face and hear his answer.

				“I didn’t say we wouldn’t help. What I meant was that Harry and I don’t want to get deeply involved, and we prefer that the Carson Group not take the risk either. However, we can hire the help.”

				“You mean hire mercenaries?” Brice asked incredulously.

				“Yes. And I’ll bet you and the Carson Group could orchestrate that rather quickly.”

				Brice’s brow wrinkled. “We could, but we don’t have that kind of money. Do we, Dick?”

				“Not even close,” Dick said, crossing his arms and waiting to see how Van meant to get this accomplished.

				“We can arrange the funds through some cash Peter Meier donated. All you have to do is hire the right people and manage the project. I think you guys can do that from here. We might loan you a drone or B1 help if you need it.”

				Brice and Dick exchanged glances. A few moments passed, and finally Brice nodded his head.

				“OK, Van,” Dick said. “Brice will make the right contacts and the necessary arrangements. I’ll let you know the funding details. But I warn you, it will be expensive.”

				“I expect it will, Dick. But now, let’s all adjourn to the hangar.”

				“Wait a minute!” Barbara almost shouted. “What could be a more important goal than the defeat of ISIS and terrorism in general?”

			

			
				She wasn’t alone in this thought. Heads nodded all through the room as if in agreement with her question.

				Oh boy, Van thought, why did she have to ask that? I can’t give the actual answer here and now. And when I do tell her, she’ll be mad, especially since what Harry and I have been secretly doing has been going on since she and I met again. I’ve got to face her at some point, but not just yet. In actuality, Van was afraid of Barbara’s reactions when he told her the whole story. He was being something of a coward and digging a hole for himself—and he knew it.

				“That’s a good question, Barbara. And one that I expect many others are asking themselves right now. But neither Harry nor I are ready to address that now. Stellar does a great deal of proprietary work, and all I can say now is that we aren’t ready to answer that question yet. You’ll have to accept that we have our reasons.”

				“And if we don’t?” came a question from someone.

				“Then I’m sorry. But most of you came from the military, which has its classification systems. We have them also in the private sector under the heading of ‘Proprietary.’ And this is one of those proprietary areas. I hope you’ll respect the boundaries just as you did as good soldiers. Now, if there is nothing else, let’s make our way to the hangar. I want you to see that we do extend a great deal of trust to you.”
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				Harry preceded Van to the shuttle to don one of the new battle suits retrieved from the Moon.

				Van stopped at the foot of the B1 ramp and began to speak. “Some of us at Stellar have been working to improve the current fighting suits that we and you have been using over the past year. After seeing several of our folks nearly incapacitated when struck at close range with automatic weapons, we decided that more and better armor was needed. That of course added weight to the suits that, under normal conditions, would make them hard to move about in combat. So we added a powered exoskeleton to the system that makes carrying the extra weight almost unnoticeable. Additionally, it adds strength to the user and increases over-the-ground speed dramatically. Come on out, Harry.”

			

			
				The group was startled as Harry came out of the B1 wearing one of the suits. Flat-black, the Mk-1 appeared humanoid, but with larger-than-expected arms and legs, as well as torso and head. The suit stood over six and a half feet high and was clearly armored nearly head to toe. The helmet, equally black, bore a barely noticeable faceplate. Around the wrists of each protectively gloved hand were bulges and fittings that were, as yet, a mystery.

				“We call this the Mark One Battle Suit or just Mk-1,” Van began, secretly amused at their reactions. “As you will see, it’s easy to put on and provides ballistic as well as chemical and biological protection. It is powered by more advanced compressed power crystals than are publicly available today, which can power the suit under normal operations for up to thirty-six hours before a recharge is needed.

				“It has similar stealth capabilities as your existing suits but better, as well as an improved heads-up display on the inner visor for communications and situational awareness. It also has an air-filtration system that can create a self-contained system when selected. Finally, it has a heating and cooling system that will maintain normal body temperature in most environments, and an integrated stunner.”

				Nobody moved. Nobody said a word.

				“Well, I did expect a few questions. Cat got your tongues?” asked Van.

				“This is real?” asked Ross incredulously.

				“Yes, it is. Want to try one on? We have a bunch to give you.”

				Suddenly there was a rush as Brice’s teams each tried to be first at trying on a new suit or claim one for themselves.

				“Hold on, hold on. There is plenty of time, and we are not going to take them away from you. As before, however, these are proprietary devices—or, as you would say, ‘top secret.’ Also, as you would say, if you tell anybody, we will have to shoot you.”

				Brice and his team surrounded Harry, who had taken off his helmet and was explaining the details of the suit. Meanwhile, Van, Dick, and Barbara moved back into the briefing room.

			

			
				“Well you did it again, Van. Brice and his team will play with these for a long time. They might even be of use in the Mosul project,” Dick said with a broad grin.

				“Yes, they could. But as you said, it would likely take more people than we have. And I’m not ready to start arming the world’s mercenaries with these things. No, it’s best we keep control of them for now. But the better Brice’s team is with them, the better they’ll be overall. If the past is any indicator, the suits will be important to us all at some point down the road.”
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				As Van was ending the conversation with Dick, he saw Barbara motioning for his attention and walked to her.

				“You weren’t going to leave without saying good-bye were you?” she said, smiling and reaching for his hand.

				To Van she seemed to have forgotten the hard questions in the briefing. “No, of course not. I just couldn’t get away from Brice and Dick.” He gave her a smile of his own, feeling the warmth of her hand. For some reason, just holding her hand in the past had always been like a breath of fresh air. Just as it was now.

				“Do you have time for a walk outside?” Barbara asked.

				“You read my mind.”

				The two strode hand in hand out one of the side doors. The night breeze was just enough to carry the smell of the nearby trees and freshly mown grass as they walked along the stone pathway that went around the building. There were no clouds, and the half-moon made Barbara’s face seem angelic to Van.

				“I know I said some harsh things in the meeting, but I hope you know that I wasn’t pushing for you to go on the mission,” said Barbara, looking up at him as they walked.

				“Well I’m not wild about the whole project, but it’s important to Dick. If I agree to play, it will be at a safe distance.”

				“Good.” Barbara reached with her free hand to hold his arm. “You’ve been doing too much over the past year, and I don’t want anything to happen to you. Besides, I want to spend more time with you, and it’s hard when you’re moving around as much as you have. Any chance that will slow down?”

			

			
				Van reflected on how he’d gotten here, on how he hadn’t wanted to become what he had. His introversion made it hard to relate to people, even Barbara, but he knew he had to be more open. “I want it too, Barbara. It was never in my simple life plan to be doing the things I have recently. But life seems to have a plan all its own.”

				“I know. But at least that plan has brought us together again.”

				They both stopped walking and briefly looked at each other before they kissed. Then they started walking again, hand in hand. Looking up at the night sky and summoning up courage, Van said, “Have you ever wondered if there was life out there among all of those stars?”

				“Where did that come from?” asked Barbara, smiling up at him as they walked.

				And just as he was about to tell Barbara the story of the Host, Brice’s voice boomed out. “Van, are you out here? We need you back in the briefing room.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7

				Dieter Hellman was not yet done with the tasks assigned to him by Rendon. About the time of the delivery of the first spacecraft to Brazaero and before the first engine test, he had flown from Germany to the Philippines and was now in Surigao City, located at the northeasternmost tip of Mindanao Island and the capital of the province of Surigao del Norte.

				Here, with the help of the Philippine National Oil Corporation (PNOC), a small company was formed called Surigao Fuels to join the competition to produce the deuterium-tritium fuel needed by the new fusion engines. Initially it was thought that the deep waters of the 869-mile-long Philippine Trench might be a prime site from which to draw natural deuterium. The short time frame posed by the global challenge to be first, however, required Surigao Fuels to revert to the traditional processing of water in addition to the careful formation of tritium from lithium. To date they had been successful in setting up the required processing systems and were on the edge of producing their first pellets.

				Normally, the safest way to produce tritium was in heavy-water-moderated reactors, as opposed to conventional nuclear reactors. Even so, the production amounts were quite small. The process that had been revealed to the world just a few weeks ago, however, improved the yields by several orders of magnitude and introduced new processes and safety protocols. But the overall process was not without risk of both violent reaction and radiation if all safety precautions were not followed.

				As he had done in Germany, Dieter took a few days to seek out help in completing his plans. But unlike with the German project, he did not approach company technicians. Instead, he spent some time in the city looking over the various protesters who had gathered in the small town to protest yet another attempt by the government to dabble in a dangerous nuclear activity.

				The major group was the Association for a Nuclear-Free Philippines. It was groups like this one that successfully protested the Bataan Nuclear Power Plant, which never went operational. But Dieter didn’t have time for protesters to do their thing. He needed more action to meet Frederico’s near-term needs.

			

			
				In a local café, Dieter found what he was looking for. A heated argument was going on at a table in the back. A young man seemed to be impatient with the association’s progress and was being mollified by the older man at the table.

				“You don’t understand, Danao, times have changed. The Bataan protest was thirty years ago. The same methods don’t work today.”

				“Calm yourself, Barsa. Our process is well established. We obtain success with peaceful means.”

				“Sure, and what success have you had lately? None! To get things done these days you have to be more action oriented. Besides, progress is made faster these days due to improved technology. While we march around chanting and holding signs, Surigao Fuels will move quickly and with greater danger to us all!”

				“Nonsense. This is new technology, just as in Bataan. It will take time to develop—time in which we will win,” Danao argued.

				In frustration Barsa shook his head of dark black hair and looked away, then back at Danao.

				“Look, Danao, I know you have experience with successful protests, but can’t you see that things move much faster today? Just look at how fast communications technology has advanced or how fast production lines have become. We live in a world that is changing faster than ever. We need to change along with it.”

				Danao gazed into the younger man’s bright brown eyes and said, “I know what it is like to be young and full of energy and ideas. But I also know that maturity and experience lead to success. I’m sorry, but we cannot be as aggressive as you would like. It would defeat our intent and our progress.”

				Barsa slammed his hands on the table with a loud bang, sprang to his feet, and walked swiftly out of the café.
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				Dieter watched and listened to all of this and followed the young man out of the café. He had his man.

				Years ago, Dieter had been recruited by the Stasi in part because of his great facility with languages. But here in the Philippines, English seemed to be universally spoken and understood.

				“Excuse me,” said Dieter as he caught up with Barsa. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation in the café. My name is Eric, by the way, and I am part of a German group here to protest the dangerous work of Surigao Fuels, just like you.”

				Barsa stopped and looked him over. Dieter was over six feet and towered over the much shorter Pilipino man. “So why talk with me? As you seem to have heard, my ideas aren’t welcomed here.”

				“Change is a hard thing for people to embrace, especially older people like your friend in the café. But I think you are right. More action is required with this situation. Unfortunately, there are only a few of us here, and we cannot do much alone.”

				“If only other people here thought like you. But do you have an idea?”

				“Yes, I think so. As I said, my group is a small one. In fact, there are only three of us, and two have gone to Manila to help with protests in the capital. But we are well funded. What would you say if I told you there was a way to disrupt Surigao Fuels’ progress or even stop them completely and quickly?”

				“If this is true and if there is a way to stop this development now, I’m listening. What do you have in mind?”

				“Do you have sympathetic contacts in the plant?”

				“Yes, a few.”

				“Good. Then I happen to have a list of a few technical adjustments that can be made to the plant’s process. They are not dangerous but can slow or stop progress for a long time.”

				“And no one will get hurt?”

				“Nobody,” Dieter lied.

				“But what if these people want some payment? I haven’t any money that would make a difference.”

				“As I said, my group is few in number, but we are well funded. Along with instructions to your friends, we can provide some money to encourage them.”

			

			
				“You are positive nobody will be hurt?”

				“Absolutely.”

				“OK, but my friends must approve the plans.”

				“Not a problem. Come by my room, 106, at the Barton Hotel tonight about seven and I will give you what you need.”

				“Thank you, I will,” Barsa said, while at the same time dreaming of his success and the chance to show the association how effective new thinking could be.

				Fortunately for Dieter, he had departed the Philippines before the Surigao reactor exploded, leveling many of the surrounding businesses and throwing radioactive material into the air. The deaths of all the employees, along with Barsa and others in the city, were entirely overlooked against the backdrop of a nuclear incident, even a small one. The worldwide press played the nuclear red flag at all hours. And, like the reaction to the fusion engine incident in Germany, worldwide production of the fuel was halted, even in Brazil. Fortunately for José Silva and Brazaero, however, EOS had produced a large quantity of the fuel and was ready to provide it to their partner.
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				Van was at Site R the day of the Surigao catastrophe.

				“It happened again, Harry! What the hell went wrong this time?”

				“Unknown, Commander. As with the engine, the production of the fuel has been a long and successful process for the Host. There should have been no issues if the designs and specifications were followed properly. I am running a Big Brother search to see if I can detect any similarities with the German incident.”

				“OK, but I’m starting to worry about these incidents. I can expect humans to screw things up now and then, but not quite like this. We need to figure out what’s happening.”

				This was frustrating. Something was happening to slow or stop his and Harry’s plan to introduce space flight to the world and prepare for the Arkon. At the same time, however, the Iraq site was in danger of being unearthed, to say nothing about thousands of lives being threatened. The Iraq site and the dam have to take precedence, he thought.

			

			
				“We need to see what Dick has planned for the Mosul Dam project and make our plans to uncover and clean out the Iraq site. Any ideas on that?”

				“Yes, Commander. With the distraction of the Mosul defense, we can use the B1 and the B2 to transport some of our robots to the Iraq site to begin digging it out. The shuttles can also be used as support for the dam defense if necessary and later to haul away the contents of the site.”

				“I was thinking something similar. If we do have to support the fight, I would like a less conspicuous weapon on the shuttles than just the 30mm cannon. Can you create and install a large broad-area stun weapon for the B1 and the B2 in case we need it?”

				“Yes, Commander. We have a suitable design on file that I can adapt and install.”

				“Good. Make it happen. Now let’s get hold of Dick.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				Several minutes later: “Sorry for the delay, Van, I wasn’t in the Ops Center when Harry initiated the contact. But we are all here now. Before we update you, do you have something for us?”

				“I think so. Harry is now in the process of configuring the B1 and the B2 with an even more powerful stun weapon with much greater range and area of impact. That, along with the existing 30mm cannon, should provide interesting air support, especially with both craft in use if required. How have you progressed?”

				“I’ll let Brice talk about that. Brice, you’re on.”

				“Thanks, Dick. In the last few days, I’ve managed to convince several free-agent forces to group together and provide support to the defenders of the dam and its environment. It will be expensive, just like Dick and I thought.”

				“We aren’t worried about the cost at the moment, Brice. The best question is, can this work?”

				“We think so. We managed to recruit nearly a hundred and fifty experienced operators, who will be well armed. We have arranged to fly them into Mosul and then fly them and their supplies to the dam in some Iraqi-donated helos ASAP.”

			

			
				“And the plan of attack?” Van asked with interest.

				“That will be up to the operators. Part of the conditions of the contract with them is that they plan and execute their own op. We just supply the money and the support.”

				“And if the fight has already started by the time the operators get there?”

				“Again, that’s up to them.”

				Van thought about this for a moment. Sounds like a reasonable plan, minimal risk on our part, which leaves Harry and me free to do our own business. I like it.

				“Sounds like you have things under control, Brice. Harry and I can be in the area with the B1 and perhaps the B2 within hours of being alerted. However, I’m looking forward to peacefully cutting circles in the sky. All we need is a frequency and contact information for you and your contract forces. Anything else?”

				“Not really. We’ll pass you the time on station and the contact information you need. Just be there if needed.”

				That ended the call, but not before Van saw Barbara waving and smiling at him in the background. Then his thoughts shifted to the coming action. I just hope Harry and his robots are fast enough in case something goes wrong at the dam.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8

				The next day Van and Harry were at work preparing for the Iraq mission. Level 3 of Site R was normally a quiet place. No people talking or joking, no loudspeakers blaring out information. Just quiet. Until now.

				Clank, clank, clank went metal feet on the metal deck.

				This is rich, thought Van. And a sight nobody on Earth has ever seen. Robot after robot passed him on their way to the B1 and the B2. Supplies had been loaded first, before the robots boarded. Each red – and yellow-striped robot moved in, then squatted and sat on the shuttle cargo deck as they reached the farthest spot that was clear to use.

				“How many are we taking, Harry?”

				“Thirty total is all we can carry, Commander, and still have room for the contents of the site.”

				“And just thirty can move all that sand?”

				“Yes, Commander, and more. Remember, they never stop, and work fast.”

				“And we have thirty big shovels?” Van said jokingly.

				“No, Commander. There are shovels, of course, but we have tracked attachments for the robots that allow several of them to act like small Earth movers. ‘Bulldozers,’ I think you call them.”

				“Of course.” But Van was still a little worried. Harry and I can be successful only if the dam holds and only if we can complete our mission before the dam is secured and the threat eliminated before daylight. Some big ifs there.
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				There were no homes or business within miles, and even the road into the Primeiro test facility from Highway 158 was long and dreary. But over the past few days, there had been a steady flow of trucks and vehicles making the nearly eleven-hour drive from São Paulo. A successful ignition test of the fusion engine had been performed in the São Paulo facility, and the engine shipped to the mating building at Primeiro along with the prototype flight vehicle.

			

			
				The builders of the facility were paid to build a series of hangars and support buildings that all looked old and in disrepair. They had done their jobs well. The masonry walls of the buildings were distressed and then painted to reflect mold and decay. The metal roofs were scratched, and natural rust was allowed to accumulate, as well as simulated rust painted on. Many of the windows appeared to be cracked or broken as well as being dark, having been painted on the inside to enhance the deserted appearance and to contain any light inside the buildings. The grass and foliage around the entire site was allowed to grow and was not maintained in any way. Most of the vehicles in use appeared to be trucks and cars at least twenty years old. Anything newer was kept hidden in the large hangar buildings. The large delivery trucks that came in at night left that same night after unloading and wound their way back to São Paulo.

				The tarmac and the runways would appear nearly new and in superior condition if one were to be standing on them at the time. From a distance or overhead, however, they appeared to be discolored with age with numerous pot holes and deteriorating edges. The only thing that moved on a regular basis was the tattered remnant of a faded orange wind sock flying from one of the hangars. Inside the buildings was another story.

				The two hangars were immaculate inside, with white interior walls and shiny light gray floors. There was both red and white lighting for night and day operations, as well as cranes, tool boxes, and a large store of spare parts in a controlled bin. Next to the hangars was what appeared to be the old operations and tower building. The inside, in fact, contained a state-of-the-art control center downstairs and living quarters upstairs with a messing facility. Everything was air-conditioned, and electricity for the buildings and runway lighting was provided by large generators stored in what appeared to be an old barn.

				Primeiro tests were proceeding well. In addition to the fusion engine, José had decided before the trip to Primeiro to equip the spacecraft with the two side-mounted turbine engines that had originally been part of the core airframe to assist with takeoff and landing as well as initial climb-out. He did this also to prevent potential high-heat damage to the runway and act as a safety measure for atmospheric flight. Initial taxi tests had been perfect, only a few adjustments having had to be made. This evening would be the first airborne test of the craft and in-flight ignition of the fusion engine.

			

			
				Just as the sun was setting, the spacecraft, now named the Passaro, or “bird” in Portuguese, stood throbbing at the end of the runway.

				“No radios tonight,” commented the pilot to the copilot. “Strictly visual signals from the tower. Secrecy is important.”

				The copilot looked up from his checklist and nodded.

				When both pilots saw a green light flash from the portable control tower on the edge of the runway, the pilot pushed the two turbine throttles forward for takeoff power. The Passaro quickly accelerated down the runway.

				“Power at full. Passing V1,” the copilot reported to the pilot. “V2,” he announced seconds later, signaling the pilot to rotate and climb.

				The Passaro briskly broke from the ground and started a modest climb out. As in many tests of this sort, the landing gear remained down.

				At two thousand feet, the pilot announced, “Ignite fusion engine.” And, to his great relief, it worked! Both pilots were thankful for all the hours they had spent in the José Silva–designed simulator, in which they had practiced this transition many times.

				“Turbines to idle,” commanded the pilot as the copilot pulled the conventional power levers rearward. They were now flying using the fusion engine alone.

				The flight plan called for several circles of the airstrip and then a return for inspection and debrief. After four cycles around the field, the copilot announced, “Green light from the tower, time to land.” And just like that, the first fusion-powered flight on Earth was completed. A short but historic flight.

			

			
				The Primeiro crowd that greeted the pilots consisted of everybody who could get to the tarmac. José was ecstatic.

				“Members of the Primeiro team,” José said jubilantly, “we have achieved a first in the road to space. We should all be proud. Proud of this achievement and proud because it was made by Brazilians! No longer will we be followers to the stars. We will be leaders.” José had to stop; his joy was overwhelming and tears were rolling down his cheeks. He settled for embracing the members of the team and saying a personal thanks to everyone.
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				Only two days had gone by when Van and Harry received the alert from Brice. They had been airborne for hours by the time they arrived on station in Iraq. Night had fallen, and the Moon was only a slim crescent. Perfect conditions for us, thought Van only minutes out from the buried Host site in the B1. Harry flew the B2 close by.

				Flashes of gunfire and streams of red tracers could be seen in the darkness toward Mosul Dam.

				“Looks like the fight has started, Harry.”

				“Yes, Commander. That will be a good distraction to our approach, even in our stealth mode. We are bound to throw some sand and dust into the air when we land.”

				“True enough. Good thing the robots are programmed to start right away so we can lift off in a hurry. We might be needed. By the way, the robots are only going to dig a path to the entrance and the control bar, correct?”

				“Yes, Commander, we will not have time to unearth the whole site and then cover it again by dawn.”

				The two shuttles landed twenty-five yards on either side of the buried site, and the shuttle ramps lowered, allowing the robots and their equipment to exit. With the ramp down, Van could now hear the distant explosions and the sound of staccato gunfire echoing across the desert floor.
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				The D2 drone Harry and Van provided the Carson Group circled high over Mosul Dam. It provided visual support as well as secure communications between the mercenary forces at the dam and the Carson Group, which was safe in Virginia. In the operations center, Dick and Barbara observed the action while Brice controlled the actual coordination with his forces on the ground. Two large screens showed both IR and visual images from the drone, and their light gave an eerie glow to the darkened Ops Center.

				Taking a break from his communications duties, Brice slipped off his headset and turned to Dick and Barbara.

				“So far things are looking good,” he said. “The commander of the teams, Alfa One, has all his men on or around the dam. He has taken a position across from the opposition forces on the western slopes overlooking the dam. He also has men between the four water towers and the power station. Finally, one team is maneuvering to the area below the downstream side of the dam where the grouting was taking place. He says he can see rebel forces down there attempting to place charges in the grouting holes.”

				“How about the inside of the dam? Anybody there yet?” Dick asked.

				“Not yet. There’s a firefight going on in the turbine generator section. That has to be cleared before anybody can check the tunnels that spread through the dam itself. Oh shit, wait a minute—drone coverage shows some sort of mobile force approaching the dam. Looks like they may be coming along the road from Abu Wajnam and Kisik Kupri in the northwest.” And, with the new information, Brice put his headset back on and contacted Alfa One with the bad news.
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				Having dropped off the robots and their equipment to begin digging, Van and Harry were in stealth orbit over the Iraq Host site. Making lazy circles in the sky was not Van’s idea of fun, so almost unconsciously he had been widening the circles to get closer to the dam to see the action better. In his third circle outbound from the dam, his headphones crackled.

			

			
				“B1 flight, this is Control, over.”

				“Control, this is B1. What’s up, Brice?”

				“A bit of bad news. The D2 shows a mobile force approaching the dam from the road in the northwest. Alfa One has his hands full and needs some help. He’s up on this frequency.”

				“Roger that, Control, break. Alfa One, this is B1 lead, how can we help?”

				“As you can probably see, there is some sort of mobile force coming up fast from the northwest. We have a blocking force near the tourist camp below the dam, but it can’t handle what’s coming. We need you to take out that column if you can.”

				“Roger, Alfa One, we are inbound now to have a look. Do you have an IR marker to show us the position of your blocking force?”

				“We do and it’s on now. Tell me when you see it.”

				Van looked at his screens and in just a moment saw the red indicator from the blocking force IR marker.

				“We have the blocking force position, Alfa One. And we have a visual on the mobile force.”

				“Roger, B1 flight, happy hunting!” And Alfa One went silent.

				Van and Harry made a slow pass down the approach road, shooting everything possible with their 30mm cannons. They stopped light trucks and Humvees with ease, and many troops piling out of the convoy trucks became victims of the new stun guns in the B1 and B2. However, it soon became evident that this was also an armored column. Leading the way were several old tracked seven-passenger BMP 1s and 2s. These carried either 73mm smoothbore cannons or 30mm rapid-fire cannons, both with 7.62 coaxial machine guns. Next followed several captured American M113 armored personnel carriers and some hastily armored troop trucks. In all there were at least two or three hundred more troops on the way with armored protection and firepower. The stun weapons would not work on armor. ISIS was not taking this attack lightly. And this is why few security companies wanted the job, thought Van as he and Harry sprayed the column with 30mm fire.

			

			
				“Alfa One, B1, over.”

				“Go ahead, B1.”

				“I think we got most of that column. Can your guys do the cleanup? There will be a bunch of live but stunned ones in the field.” With the action apparently over, Van wanted to get back to the excavation site before anyone stumbled onto it.

				“You bet, B1 flight. Nice work!”

				“OK, Harry, let’s get back to the Host site and see how our robot friends are doing,” Van said as he turned the B1 south.

				“Yes, Commander, they should have made noticeable progress by now. I can bring up some of the cameras on the robots to show us progress in detail.”

				Van was anxious to see the front of the buried site or at least the top of it. But he was disappointed.

				“Harry, I can’t see that they’ve made much progress. Just the beginning of a hole in the sand.”

				“It will take some time, Commander. Sand is a difficult medium in which to dig. Much of the sand has to be displaced away from the site so it doesn’t flow back into the hole.”

				“Yes, of course. I was just hoping to see more progress. Is there anything we can do to make things go faster?”

				“No, Commander. If it would make you feel better, you could land and take up a shovel. But you cannot work at the speed of the robots.”

				Without responding, Van thought, I can just see myself shoveling sand and getting more in my boots than out of the hole. Harry’s right. But I just want this over and done with!

				Just then a new call came over the radio. “B1 flight, Control, over.”

				“B1 flight is up, Brice. What’s happening?”

				“We have a new problem.”

				“Gee, why am I not surprised?” Van said with not a little sarcasm. “What’s the problem now?”

				“Would you believe a T72 tank and two more BMPs?”

				“Terrific. And Alfa One needs help again?”

				“You got it. Contact him directly on this frequency. Out.”

			

			
				At least this promises to be more interesting than watching robots shoveling sand, Van said to himself.

				“Alfa One, this is B1 flight, state your mission.”

				“As Control said, we have an old Russian T72 main battle tank and two BMPs coming up the same road that the mobile column used. Can you help?”

				“I think the BMPs won’t be a problem, but the T72 might. All we have is 30mm, and if my military memory is right, that may not stop the tank. The rounds will just bounce off.”

				“True, unless you can get lucky and blow a track or two. Even then the thing can still fire. But all is not lost. The Iraqis think they have one or two Javelin antitank fire-and-forget missiles. They’re just not sure exactly where they are now.”

				“Well that sounds screwed up. We’ll do what we can with the BMPs and then irritate the 72 and maybe slow it down. But my advice is to hurry up and find those Javelins.”

				“Roger that, B1 flight. Do what you can. Alfa One out.”

				“Tell me again, Harry, why we didn’t put a plasma cannon on these birds?”

				“You didn’t want the technology put at risk of discovery if the B1 or B2 went down, Commander. The only ones are on the CS1 and CS2.”

				“And the time to get CS1 here from the Moon site?”

				“Several hours, Commander. Likely too late for what needs to be done.”

				“Probably, but launch CS1 remotely anyway and get it here ASAP.”
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				The Iraqis hadn’t found the Javelins yet, and the T72 had gone hull down in a depression on the side of the road while training its 125mm smoothbore main gun and the 7.62 and 12.7mm machine guns on the small blocking force and other exposed fighters.

				“Alfa One, Alfa Two. This asshole can stay there forever and we can’t get to him. He can cover everyone in the open, and we can’t move.”

			

			
				“True, but I don’t think he’ll shoot the dam or anything or anybody in front of the dam with the big gun. At least not yet,” Alfa One said.

				“OK, so we just get hosed by twin machine guns we can’t put out of action.”

				“That’s what makes this job so fun, Alfa Two. It makes you think!”

				“Yeah, well, I think we’re screwed.”

				“Anything on that Javelin yet?” Alfa One said, trying to take the conversation in a more productive direction.

				“Nothing. The Iraqis say they are looking hard, though. For what that’s worth,” Alfa Two said in frustration.

				“They’ve been looking for over two hours. I don’t think they have any Javelins and are just making a show of it.”
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				“Harry, we’ve shot that tank from every angle, and we haven’t made so much as a dent. Can’t even see his tracks in that depression. All we’ve been doing is orbiting overhead for what seems like forever. What’s the word on CS1?”

				“CS1 should arrive in about thirty minutes, Commander.”

				“That’s promising. Uh-oh. The tank is moving out of its hole and headed to the western approach to the dam. Let’s see if we can hit his tracks this time. I’ll lead and you follow.”

				Van rolled in on the T72 from its right side. He depressed the firing button, and long streams of red 30mm tracer rounds walked into the tank, kicking up billowing clouds of sand and dust. Harry followed and did the same. They both pulled up and curved around to the right, waiting to see the tank stuck on the road with a torn track.

				But out of the cloud of dust made by the 30mm rounds, they saw the long gun first, followed by the turret and then the whole tank, steadily moving along unfazed, with machine guns firing.

				“Damn it, Harry. We can’t stop it! And it’ll take out the whole force holding the western approach.”

				“The CS1 is close, Commander. How did you want to use it?”

			

			
				“Let it follow between us and a little behind in stealth mode. You and I will fire at the same time, and CS1 can fire one plasma round at the tank the same instant. For all that anybody will know, we got a lucky hit.”

				“Yes, Commander. I understand your plan. It should work. I am calling in CS1 now to a position just behind and between us, as you desire.”

				“Alfa One, B1 flight. Have you found the Javelins yet?”

				“Shit no! I’m not convinced the Iraqis had one to bring. We’ll all keep shooting and hope someone gets lucky.”

				“Roger that, Alfa One. We are going to try one more run and both fire at the same time. Keep your fingers crossed.”

				“Got my fingers and my toes crossed, if that will help!”

				“OK, Harry, take position on my port side and put CS1 between us and slightly aft.”

				“Done, Commander.”

				“OK, here we go.”

				“Alfa One, B1 flight is rolling in.”

				“Roger B1, good luck!”

				With that, Van and Harry made yet another run on the moving T72 main battle tank, which continued firing its main gun at the western defenders. Pieces of cement, vegetation, and even human body parts were being cast high into the air. This has to work! thought Van as he pressed the firing button.

				Harry fired at the same time as Van and then remotely had the CS1 fire a single plasma burst amid all the tracers from the B1 and B2. The plasma shot, according to their plan, should be hidden amid all the 30mm tracers. As before, the 30mm rounds ate up the ground around the tank and struck it like a hammer might strike a bell. But the plasma round ripped through the right side of the tank armor, exploding the ammunition within and causing the turret to fly off. It was dead at last. But fighting in and around the dam continued.

				“You got it!” shouted Alfa One over the communications link.

				“OK, Harry, time to get back to our real business. Back to the Host site. I’ll make one more call to Control. Control, B1 flight, over.”

			

			
				“B1 flight, this is Control. Good shooting, Van. Alfa One is still yelling in my ear.”

				“Lucky shot hit a weak spot on the tank, I think. We fired nearly three hundred rounds at it. Anyway, we’re falling back to the south in orbit.”

				“Roger, B1 flight. We’ll call if we need you. Control out.”
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				Again over the Host site, Van could now see some progress.

				“Harry, if I look closely at my screen, I think I see the edge of the bunker roof and a ramp heading down to where we believe the door will be.”

				“You are correct, Commander. My estimate is that the door will be exposed in less than an hour, and the control bar is close by.”

				“That means we can land and inspect the progress soon, I hope. It’s already early morning.”

				“Yes, Commander.”
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				Back in Virginia and the Carson Group’s operations center, Barbara turned to Dick and asked, “Are the mercenaries going to make it?”

				“At this point, your guess is as good as mine. With the mobile column and the tank gone, however, I think their chances just got a little better. Brice, how goes the battle on and in the dam?”

				Brice spun around again, still with concern in his eyes.

				“The mercs have control of the spillway, and the ISIS fire from the western approach is gone. However, the fight continues in the generator spaces. The longer that goes on, the greater the chance that they can place charges inside the tunnels of the dam and hold the whole thing hostage. We aren’t out of the woods yet.”
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				Finally, the robots found the entrance to the Host site. Van could no longer contain himself.

				“OK, Harry, I’m landing. The sooner we get that thing open, the better.”

				“I understand, Commander. I have launched a D1 drone to keep our area under surveillance, so I will land also.”

				“Roger that. Touching down now.” The B1 settled onto the sand amid a cloud of dust and sand particles.

				No sooner was the cargo ramp down than Van jumped from the armed shuttle and trudged to the site as fast as the loose sand and dirt would allow.

				“I see the door, Harry, and the robots are clearing the area to the right for the control bar. Shouldn’t take long now!”

				“Yes, Commander, I see the door as well. They should have the lever cleared—wait, it is clear now.”

				“I see it. Heading for it now.”

				The sooner I open this thing the better, and we can get out of here. Only a few more hours till dawn, Van thought.

				Not waiting for all the robots to clear the site of the control bar, Van shouldered his way to the bar and grabbed it. But nothing happened. Again, he grabbed it and even tried shaking it. Nothing.

				“Shit, Harry. It’s not working!”

				“That is probably because all the sand has not been removed from the door face, Commander. If the door is not completely free from obstructions, it will not open.”

				“Why?”

				“Because, Commander, if the door has to be closed in an emergency, it could not do so completely if there were potential blockages, and the site would be compromised.”

				“Good plan, but irritating nonetheless.”

				In another thirty minutes, however, the door was completely uncovered.

				“OK, here goes again.” Van grabbed the control bar once more, but the door didn’t open, or at least not as quickly as he expected. Slowly, however, it began to rise, creaking and rumbling as it did. But it opened and lights turned on in the large room. Harry was right. Just like the Chad site, but a little bigger, Van thought.

			

			
				“Let’s not waste time, Harry. Take out the arms and ammunition first, then the boxed robots, and finally the computer and the medical equipment and advanced supplies. Leave the rest where it is.”

				“Already started, Commander. Per my instructions, the robots have laid out some composite material to make footing better in the sand. We should have this done in less than an hour.”

				“Good. Can’t wait to get out of here.” But just as Van said this, a portable control device in Harry’s hand started to beep. “What’s that?”

				“The D1 has movement about a thousand yards from this facility, Commander. Coming this way.”

				“Great. Give me that controller and keep the robots working. I’ll go look.”

				Using the solid material on the ground, Van had no problem running to the top of the excavation site and looking in the direction of the movement caught by the D1. He hadn’t thought to carry some binoculars, so it took him a minute to see the movement. Still not distinguishable. He had his old Ruger SP101, but he knew he could call on the robots to defend the place if he had to. So he watched.

				The fire from the dam had all but gone away, and he could hear the noises of the desert quite well. But there was a sound that didn’t belong. A sort of tink tink. Then nothing. Then another tink tink.

				What is that?

				Then something moved only a few paces away and Van recognized it immediately. It was a goat with a small bell. Chewing on some sort of dry vegetation it had found, the goat stared back at Van, not alarmed in the least. Just chewing away. Van felt a little foolish for having suspected a much more worrisome opponent, and he turned back toward the work area.

				“Just a goat, Harry. Nothing to worry about.”

				“Good, Commander. Nearly finished with the transfer of material. If you will close the door, we can start the reburial process. Should take much less time than digging it out.”

			

			
				Just as Van was about to say something like “Finally,” his radio came to life.

				“B1 flight, Control, over.”

				“Control, this is B1 flight. Don’t tell me you need us again!”

				“Ah, yes we do, but not necessarily for the B1 or B2. Alfa One and his team are inside the power plant and are safe. However, as briefed, there are a bunch of tunnels inside the dam—too many for his team to explore quickly. We need some way of looking inside those tunnels to see where there might be people carrying explosives. Can you help?”

				“This is B1 flight. I think so, wait one. Harry, does the D2 have fireflies on board?” Van asked.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Then have some released into the interior of the dam tunnels to help locate where the explosives are going.”

				“Yes, Commander. Doing that now.”
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				Less than thirty minutes later, Brice called, “Alfa One, this is Control.”

				“Go ahead, Control.”

				“This is your lucky day. We tapped into the local security system and located the tunnel intruders. There are only five of them,” Brice said. Not wanting to disclose the fireflies, he bent the truth a little. “Unfortunately, each one is in a different tunnel.”

				“Roger, Control. I’ll spin off five men, one for each bad guy. They’ll be numbered one through five. Can you guide them?”

				“Yes we can. We’ll start now. Number One, go to the first tunnel on the right….”

				In an hour, all five ISIS fighters in the tunnel system were found. Unfortunately for them, they all tried to resist and were quickly eliminated. Each man had an explosive satchel, and three were in the process of placing the charges. None were initiated, however.
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				“B1 flight, Control, over.”

				“Control, this is B1 flight. Again?”

				“No, quite the opposite, in fact. Alfa One has just reported the dam secure. You can go home.”

				“Roger that. Put Dick on the line.”

				Moments later: “I’m up,” came Dick’s voice.

				“Harry and I don’t see the need for a debrief. You guys can do your own with Alfa One. However, let’s plan on not doing this again. I’ll tell you why later.”

				“Roger that, B1, I agree. And thanks.”

				“Harry, if the robots are done covering the site, load them up and let’s head back to Site R,” Van said with relief.

				“They are done, Commander, and we can leave within minutes.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9

				The Primeiro team had achieved several additional flights of the Passaro in the three weeks following the first test flight, some as high as thirty thousand feet, with no problems. Now appeared to be the time for the historical space flight itself. In the cockpit sat two pilots who had alternated flying the Passaro on the initial flights, Felipe Santos and Gustavo Costa. Both were former Air Force pilots, and both had experience in the early stages of Brazil’s aerospace programs. José Silva had known each of them for many years.

				Felipe was the older of the two at forty-two years old. He was five feet nine with black hair, thick black eyebrows, brown eyes, and a toned body. He was unmarried, and all the ladies thought him handsome. Gustavo, at thirty-eight, stood at a well-built five feet seven, also with black hair and brown eyes. The ladies thought him handsome as well, but his wife discouraged their attention. They both sat in the cockpit of the Passaro, all preflight checks completed, awaiting the green light for departure and their first trip into space.

				“Are you ready for this, my friend?” asked Felipe.

				“All my life!” replied Gustavo with a brilliant smile.

				Just then a green light shone from the portable control tower.

				“Here we go!” shouted Felipe as he advanced the two throttles controlling the air-breathing turbine engines.

				As it had in their test flights, the Passaro rolled out smoothly on its takeoff run. The nose wheel lifted, soon followed by the main landing gear, and they were airborne.

				“Gear up,” Felipe said as he scanned the horizon and his instruments.

				“Gear coming up,” replied Gustavo as he pulled the gear handle up. “Gear up and locked, all lights are green,” he added a few seconds later.

				“Roger, gear up and locked, three green. Switch to Primeiro Control. No more radio silence, Gustavo.”

			

			
				“True enough, switching to Primeiro Control.”

				“Primeiro Control, this is Passaro passing four thousand, over,” announced Felipe over the radio.

				“Roger, Passaro, passing four thousand. We have you on radar. Switch your TCC transponder on now for data feed.”

				“Roger, TCC transponder on now, Control, over.”

				“Control has TCC contact. Good data feed. Continue on flight planned route, out.”

				“Initiate fusion engines now, Gustavo.”

				“Roger, ignition of fusion one and two now. Good ignition, steady burn.”

				“Roger that. As I advance the fusion drive, you reduce the turbine power proportionately,” directed Felipe.

				“Reducing turbine power now.”

				“One hundred percent fusion power achieved. Turbines off.”

				“Turbines off. Pressures zero,” replied Gustavo.

				With full power from the fusion drive, the Passaro achieved orbit in record time, primarily because the specific impulse of fusion power was several orders of magnitude greater than conventional rocket power.

				“Primeiro Control, Passaro has achieved orbit, over!” Felipe nearly shouted into the radio.

				“Passaro, Primeiro Control. All telemetry is good. Congratulations! We are in contact with both Guiana and NASA Space Control, and you are clear to maneuver, over.”

				“Roger, Control, free to maneuver, out.” Felipe glanced over at his copilot. “OK, Gustavo, roll right coming up now, now, now,” he said as he used the Passaro’s thrusters to roll the spacecraft right through 360 degrees.

				“Roll complete. Roll to left now, now, now!” repeated Felipe, this time completing the roll to the left through 360 degrees.

				“Roll complete. Stand by for 90-degree pitch up, now, now, now,” said Felipe as he pitched the nose up until they were 90 degrees from their line of orbital motion. He then returned. “Pitch maneuver complete.”

				These types of maneuvers continued until they had flown in every conceivable attitude. Then came the big moment—breaking orbit. This had never been done before.

			

			
				“OK, Gustavo, here comes the big one. We break orbit and fly around a little before returning to orbit and then home. Ready?”

				“Ready to break orbit. All systems normal.”

				“Primeiro Control, Passaro is breaking orbit.”

				“Roger, Passaro, this is Control. All systems normal from here. Good luck!”

				Felipe and Gustavo then went on the flight of their lives. In the darkness of space and with the Earth as a backdrop, they flew circles and rolls, changed vectors and speeds, and if they could have, they felt like flying to the Moon.

				With that, Felipe and Gustavo made history by successfully breaking orbit and flying free in space. This did not go unnoticed by the world. Every TV and radio station was glued to the reports coming from Brazil, France, and the US. Man had taken another giant step to the stars.
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				In three weeks of serious work, Van and Harry had been busy distributing new white papers and research funds for a variety of new technologies. Some of the most important new releases included details on a stable compressed crystal energy storage system able to store great quantities of rechargeable energy in excess of any battery system in use; an efficient and low-cost desalinization system and processes to make more fresh water available to everyone; the first practical designs for atom computers and their manufacturing systems; and finally, ideas for advances in food production, including farming deserts and networked soil sensors hopefully leading to increased crop yields.

				In the Site R Ops Center, Van was reviewing more technology that might be released soon when he saw breaking news from Brazil on one of the wall-mounted monitors.

				Leaning forward in his seat, he watched as the story of the Passaro flight unfolded.

				“They did it, Harry! This Brazilian company nobody knows about actually did it!” he said, jumping up from his chair and almost dancing around the Site R Operations Center.

			

			
				“Yes, Commander, they did. This marks an important step in mankind’s advancement. You should be proud of your work here as well.”

				“Not me, Harry. The Host. I just did what they expected of me. What do we know about this company?”

				“It is called Brazaero, Commander, and is owned by a Brazilian named José Silva. Dr. Silva is a well-known person in the history of Brazilian space efforts and started his own company to apparently do what he has just done. The flight occurred from a remote site in Brazil, which was a one-time Brazilian Air Force base long since abandoned.

				“The engine and fuel are consistent with the specifications that we released. However, Brazaero was not on the distribution list for the engine.”

				“I guess we expected some leaks, but exactly how did this one occur?”

				“Unknown, Commander. However, the aerospace industry in Brazil is quite close-knit, and it is not beyond probability that the design was given to Brazaero by associates in the industry who did receive the design.”

				“And where did they get the fuel?”

				“From a company on the distribution list called EOS Chemicals, Commander. It appears that they made a large quantity of the fuel before the global suspension.”

				“Why does the name EOS Chemical seem familiar to me?”

				“As you may recall, Commander, EOS Chemicals was previously owned by Mr. Peter Meier.”

				“Of course, now I remember. Who owns it now?”

				“The major shareholder was the president of EOS, Mr. Elias Boller. After the death of Mr. Meier, ownership reverted to him as the largest remaining shareholder since there were no Meier family members to make claim to it.”

				“Interesting. A company formerly owned by Meier has the largest and best supply of fuel just when it’s needed. Then a company not on our distribution list for the engine not only builds one but also uses it to successfully launch from Earth into space and then maneuver out of orbit and return. Any linkage there, Harry?”

			

			
				“None that I can detect, Commander. I will continue to monitor events to get a better picture, but for now Brazaero appears to be what it claims to be.”

				“OK, I must be overly suspicious. What other news is there?”

				“Some good news, Commander. Because of this successful flight, embargos on the production of fuel and engine construction are being lifted rapidly. We may be about to witness a major space race.”

				“That could be good or bad, Harry. A rush to get into space is one thing, and what I had hoped for. But a rush among powers to dominate space is not so welcome. We need to keep Big Brother focused on the major powers to see how they react.”

				“Yes, Commander, I agree.”
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				The crowds and press outside the perimeter of the Primeiro test facility the day after the momentous flight were more than just tremendous—they appeared to be dangerous. José Silva worried that the crowd might storm the gates and try to get a look at the Passaro, much like the French crowds at Le Bourget Airport rushed Lindbergh after he touched down in the Spirit of St. Louis in May of 1927.

				Thankfully, elements of the Brazilian Army arrived to perform crowd-control duties after the president asked José if there was anything he could do for him. Once the crowd was under control and the Passaro in no further danger, José flew by helicopter to São Paulo, where he had guests waiting for him when he landed. One of those was Frederico Rendon.

				“José, what a wonderful achievement. You should be very proud, my friend!” said the effusive Rendon.

				“No, it is for Brazil to be proud. We are now at center stage in the race for the stars!” responded José with a broad smile as he hugged Frederico.

			

			
				“Of course, of course, a very great day for Brazil. And for us as well, don’t you think?”

				“Yes, for us as well,” José said, releasing Frederico with slightly less excitement in his voice.

				“What is next, José?”

				Back in his enthusiastic mode José said, “We proceed with Passaro II. She is bigger and carries more fuel. In addition, she is more sophisticated and, therefore, safer.”

				“What are your plans exactly for Passaro II?”

				“We want to spend more time in space. Conduct longer maneuvering routines and perhaps even carry some tests for Brazil or other countries, just as the space shuttle once did. There should be great profit in that as well as scientific advancements!”

				“Most assuredly, José. All worthwhile and potentially profitable. Speaking of tests, I may have one or two to perform, and I hope I can get some priority to do so.”

				“What sort of tests?” asked José warily.

				“I cannot tell you that right now. Just leave some space on the next flight for me. I will have an engineer give you the size and weight specifications and show you what he needs at Primeiro. I will also require the placement of two of my engineers on board to conduct the test. I understand that the Passaro II is equipped for that, correct?”

				“Well yes, of course. But we had not planned for anybody but our own crews who either have been trained or are preparing now.”

				“But we are partners, my friend.”

				“And if I object?”

				“We are also friends, are we not? Friends do things for friends, especially when the method of obtaining designs are concerned, as well as the mysterious tragedies that occurred so that you could take the lead. Are we not agreed?”

				“Yes, of course,” José said reluctantly.

				Initially José had thought the accidents were just that, accidents. When he realized that they were orchestrated by Frederico, he was sick. But at this point, he was hamstrung. If I say anything about Germany and the Philippines now, what would happen to Brazil’s new prominence on the world stage? José thought. I can’t let that be torn away. So he decided to say nothing.

			

			
				“Good! We are agreed. Now go and celebrate. You and your team deserve it.” And Frederico Rendon quietly left the Brazaero facility unnoticed.
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				Several days later, teams at Primeiro were relieved that the crowds had gone and they could get back to work. In the preparation hangar, teams went over Passaro II before her first series of taxi and flight tests, and Felipe and Gustavo, now over their hangovers, focused on the second craft.

				“Look at this, Felipe, so much bigger than the little Passaro.”

				“Yes, and more capable. We are living a dream, are we not?”

				“Indeed, I have had enough of the flight simulators. Let’s get in and see it for ourselves.”

				“Right you are. The cabin door is open and the ramp attached. You first,” Felipe said, making a sweeping gesture with his hands for Gustavo to lead on.

				As they entered the main cabin, both astronauts were surprised to see a technician they did not know. Moreover, he was not Brazilian; he looked Chinese.

				“Good morning, my friend. I am Felipe and this is my copilot, Gustavo. Who are you please?”

				The slight man with glasses turned in surprise at having been addressed. “Please, sir, I am Chao Ping, an engineer for Brazaero. Pleased to meet you.”

				“Indeed, Mr. Ping. Why have we not seen you here before?” asked Gustavo with one eyebrow up.

				“I am new hired. I come from China many years ago to go to school in São Paulo. Mr. Silva asked me here to work on improved electronics. See, I have security badge,” said Chao Ping and showed the approved Brazaero badge with his name and photo.

			

			
				“Very well. Welcome to Brazaero and to the wonders of space flight,” Felipe said, offering his hand with a smile.

				Gustavo also shook the new engineer’s hand and nodded. “Are there more of you new to the project?”

				“Yes, I believe so. I am told that there will be some test engineers monitoring a test platform on the actual space flight.”

				“Yes, we heard that also, but we have not yet met them. Please go on with what you are doing,” said Felipe as he and Gustavo turned into the flight deck.

				As the two astronauts moved forward, Chao Ping gave them a crooked grin behind their backs and then went about his work.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10

				Over the last year, Van had noted that even his normally alert senses were getting better. Better to the extent that he was becoming more aware of them. Or maybe I’m just getting more paranoid as I get older. But forty-something isn’t all that old.

				“Harry, is it me or are things going too smoothly?”

				“I don’t understand, Commander.”

				“What I mean is, we have gone weeks, and nothing bad has happened. That’s a good thing, but somehow I get nervous when that happens.”

				“You may be overreacting, Commander. One should not be upset when his plans are working.”

				“I suppose you’re right. Has Big Brother come up with any more on the two incidents in Germany and the Philippines?”

				“No, Commander, nothing more than what we speculated. My investigations reveal that some sort of tampering likely occurred in each case. But there are too many suspects to place actual blame. In addition, globally the investigations seem to be of secondary importance now since the success of the Brazil flight.”

				“True. Who do you expect to make the next flight?”

				“Still uncertain, Commander. Many are close, but who is in the clear lead is uncertain. As you know, I do not guess, but if I did, I might pick one of the US companies like Galactic Adventures.”

				I don’t think so, thought Van. An airline turned travel company just doesn’t seem like the next big thing in space. No, as much as I wish they would launch, my bet is on the Brazilians again.

				“Whoever it is, I hope they launch soon. Our project needs more competition. Anything we can do to move things along?”

				“Short of giving some organization a fully capable spacecraft, I do not believe so, Commander.”

				“OK. Once a few more launch, I have been thinking of releasing some form of the antigravity/gravity systems like the ones in the shuttles. What do you think?”

				“I believe that would be the next logical step. It would do away with the need for turbine engines in atmosphere, provide for a safe hover capability, and make things more comfortable while in space. Would you like me to prepare the paperwork?”

			

			
				“Yes. Do that, but don’t release anything until we see a few more successes.”

				“Very well, Commander.”

				“We should be happy our plans of preparing the Earth for space flight, and eventually the Arkon, are moving along—albeit at a bumpy pace.”

				“That is very true, Commander.”
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				The Primeiro test employees were excited. Over the past weeks, the Passaro II had completed its taxi tests and two low-level flights, just as the first Passaro had. Everything was in readiness for the actual launch. This time there was no secrecy, however. Crowds were again collecting around the perimeter, and a few select news services were permitted to stage near the control building.

				Felipe and Gustavo took their positions in the pilot’s and copilot’s seats after exchanging greetings with the two technicians who would accompany the mysterious test package.

				“Felipe,” Gustavo said, “did you notice that the two technicians on board are also Chinese?”

				“Yes I did. I met with José Silva before we left the control center, and he told me their names. They prefer to be called by Portuguese first names—Carlos and Jorge. They say we can’t pronounce their real names anyway. José assured me that they have passed security checks.”

				“OK, but it still seems strange. First the technician working on electronics and now these two. I thought this was supposed to be a flight in Brazilian honor.”

				“It is a new world, Gustavo. Global everything. Now, are your preflight checks complete?”

				“Roger, checks complete, ready for engine start.”

				As the twin turbines of the Passaro II started and the craft taxied to the hold-short point of the runway, the crowds became more excited. They all felt that they were viewing a major event in history, especially for Brazil. Just then a green light flashed from the small portable tower, and the Passaro II took the runway and started its takeoff roll.

			

			
				Like most turbines at full power, the noise was loud, which added to the rising shouts and happy noises of the onlooking crowd. Unlike the earlier flight of the first Passaro, this time the fusion engines were ignited barely a thousand feet off the ground, and the crowd was treated to a bright flash as the Passaro II accelerated swiftly into the blue Brazilian sky.

				“That was exciting,” said Gustavo. “Did you plan that in advance?”

				“Yes. José asked me to do something that would excite the crowd, and igniting the fusion engines early was all I could think of.”

				“Good thinking, especially now that we are not trying to keep our departure location secret.”

				“Yes. Gear up.”

				A few seconds later Gustavo replied, “Gear up, three green lights.”

				“Roger, three green,” responded Felipe, continuing to accelerate. “How are our passengers doing?”

				Gustavo turned in his seat and saw the two passengers tightly belted in their seats, stoically looking forward. No facial expressions that he could see.

				“They seem OK. At least they are not complaining, and their eyes are open.”

				In another thirty minutes, the Passaro II found itself in orbit, twenty-two thousand miles above the Earth.

				“Primeiro Control, this is Passaro II in planned orbit with TCC transponder on, over,” called Gustavo.

				“Roger, Passaro II, Primeiro Control is receiving telemetry indicating all systems are go for maneuver, over.”

				“Passaro II leaving orbit for maneuvers, out,” responded Gustavo again.

			

			
				“Well let’s see what fun we can have in this bird, Gustavo. Check on our passengers again.”

				When Gustavo turned to check on the two test engineers, he was surprised to see them unseated and standing behind them.

				“What the—” Gustavo started to ask, but a flash from a small gun near his forehead quickly ended his life.

				Before Felipe could react, the second technician shot him also in the head with his silenced .22 caliber pistol. Being small, the .22 rounds entered the head but did not exit. They did cause extreme damage, and both pilots were dead instantly.

				Quickly the two known as Carlos and Jorge removed the astronauts from their seats, moved them to the passenger seats that they had recently used, and strapped the limp bodies in. The one called Carlos sat in Felipe’s former seat and took control of the spacecraft. Jorge opened the “test” package, pulled out a cord, and connected it into a spacecraft socket installed by Chao Ping. This allowed the two to control the TCC telemetry to Primeiro Control, simulating chosen malfunctions in the craft’s systems and establishing specially coded transmissions back to Earth. Then Jorge moved forward to take Gustavo’s former seat.
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				“Passaro II, this is Control, over,” repeated the Primeiro Control flight officer several times without response.

				“What is going on?” asked José.

				“Unknown, sir. The Passaro II is not responding, and the TCC telemetry is saying that there are several major malfunctions in the flight controls.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“It means, sir, that the spacecraft is not under pilot control and we cannot establish a remote link. In addition, they are starting to descend.”

				“Descend? Where are they going?”

				“The Gobi Desert is coming up on their horizon, and if they maintain their current direction and rate of decent, it is likely that they will arrive there.”

			

			
				“You mean crash there!” José said with tears in his eyes and stress in his voice.

				“Yes, sir,” said the controller softly.

				“Can you raise any other space control authority?” asked José.

				“Yes, sir. In that location, the nearest control is Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Center.”

				“Then do so, now!”

				“I have Beijing Control now. What do you want me to say?”

				“Ask them if they are tracking the Passaro II and if they have contact.”

				Two minutes later: “Sir, Beijing Control says they are tracking but cannot make contact. They also say they have the same TCC telemetry data, which is not good.”

				“What is the Passaro II’s altitude?”

				“They have just entered atmosphere, and TCC readings show extreme heat over all surfaces. She may be tumbling. Wait! Sir, we have lost contact!” shouted the anxious controller.

				“What do you mean, ‘lost contact’?”

				“Just that, sir. There is no more telemetry or radio connection.”

				“Ask Beijing Control what they know!” shouted José, extreme worry on his face. This was a disaster. A huge setback not just for himself but also for Brazil—to say nothing about the loss of Brazil’s two greatest astronaut heroes.

				“Sir, Beijing Control has also lost contact, even on radar. They say reports are coming in from the Gobi that a large flash and debris have been seen in the sky.”

				“Can the Chinese verify?”

				“Sir, they say they have aircraft in the area, which have been asked to perform a search.”

				“My God. This cannot be happening. Everything was perfect!” exclaimed José to nobody in particular.
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				Carlos and Jorge, in actuality pilots of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), had trained in a Rendon-provided simulator similar to the one used by Felipe and Gustavo. Carlos was actually Bai Chau and Jorge was Huan Lo. They had no problems making their simple approach to the long and heavily reinforced concrete runway next to the Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center (JSLC) in the Gobi Desert about a thousand miles from Beijing. Part of the Dongfeng Aerospace City, it was home to about twenty thousand Chinese staff, technicians, and workers. However, the growing city associated with the launch center was said to include nearly one hundred and eighty thousand more people. Two hundred thousand people total, perhaps more.

			

			
				As planned, the Passaro II landing was done outside the visibility of overhead satellite coverage. The craft immediately rolled into a specially prepared hangar, and the doors closed.
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				Frederico Rendon was seated in a comfortable lounge chair overlooking the glass-smooth pool of Rancho Rendon’s patio area in the evening twilight. Music played softly in the background: another piano concerto by Beethoven that he could no longer play well. His fingers were becoming less and less responsive. Even so, there was a broad smile on his face as he sipped his wine and listened to Dieter.

				“Success, Frederico! The training we gave to the PLA pilots has paid off. The Passaro II has landed in China, and Gen. Li Jing sends his compliments and has authorized the transfer of the second half of your payment to the account you specified.”

				“Excellent, Dieter. But the one hundred million for the spacecraft and the design is nothing compared to the profit we will make on the fuel. Like printers and ink. And so it will be for the Russians as well. It should be interesting to see what they can do with the engine and that antique they intend to fly…. and of course with all the fuel we are selling them.”

				“Yes indeed.”

				The two clinked their wineglasses together in a toast of current and future success.

				Internally, Meier was happy with the profits rolling in from the fuel sales. That was a major success. It would get even bigger if they could expand in someplace like the Philippines. Not bad for a boy from the backwoods of Germany, Peter told himself. But, lurking in the background, there was still the issue of the alien site that Childs had discovered. Where is it, and what other fantastic advances does it contain? he questioned. At some point, I need to have Dieter monitor Childs closely to see if we can locate the site. But right now, managing the Chinese and the Russians is taking the efforts of us both.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11

				In the lonely desert of Kazakhstan, about 124 miles east of the Aral Sea, lies the busiest Russian spaceport—the Baikonur Cosmodrome. It is on land belonging to the Kazakh government and leased to Russia until 2050 and is jointly managed by the Russian Federal Space Agency and the Russian Aerospace Defense Forces. Under the current Russian space program, Baikonur remains a busy spaceport, with numerous commercial, military, and scientific missions being launched each year. In addition, all manned Russian space flights are launched from Baikonur. It was not surprising, therefore, to find an off-limits hangar in a secure corner of the spaceport that contained Russia’s latest effort to gain the stars.

				Unlike the Chinese and even the Americans, Russia had been working secretly since 1993 to resurrect the old Buran space program. It was in this program that Russia launched the OK-1K1 Buran space shuttle in November of 1988 atop an Energia rocket. The Buran made a successful two-orbit flight, returned to Baikonur, and landed. The unique feature of this shuttle was that it was unmanned, and all operations were done robotically. However, for reasons not fully known, the government canceled the program and placed the Buran and its sister ship, the Pitchka, in separate storage at the spaceport. In 2002 a collapse of the hangar containing the Buran destroyed the automated space shuttle. The Pitchka survived.

				Inside the secure hangar stood the Pitchka, but now different in many ways. This craft was not a robotic ship but carried a human crew and, like the American space shuttles, had a large cargo section with clamshell openings on top and even a side access port. Anybody looking at the spacecraft would immediately say it was an American space shuttle, for it did, indeed, look exactly the same with similar dimensions. The major internal difference was the engine. Thanks to a blond, German-accented security agent from Venezuela, they had not only obtained the fusion engine design but also purchased a large supply of fuel from EOS Chemicals.

			

			
				Under the cover of darkness and between satellite coverage, the Pitchka had made several taxi runs and even a short flight over the desert, all successfully. Due to the substantial runway thickness and the remote location of the massive Baikonur runway, Russian technicians had deemed it safe to use only the fusion engines without the assist of turbines for rollout and initial flight.

				Again, under the cover of darkness, the Pitchka rolled down the Baikonur runway and lifted off in a dazzling display of speed. In under a minute it was out of sight and under manned control, headed for orbit and beyond. With the TCC transponder now turned on, Russia had announced their official entry into the race for the stars.
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				Van was watching the evening news featuring Allison Cooper from his chair in the Site R Ops Center. Leaning forward, he stared at the screen intently. The news was all about the Russian launch of the Pitchka. “Jesus, Harry, how did the Russians do this so early?”

				“By using an existing airframe, Commander. They were ahead of several who have also entered the race. I suspect that they clandestinely obtained the engine design, and we know they obtained fuel from EOS Chemicals just as the Brazilians did.”

				“I still smell a rat someplace, Harry, but I still can’t pin the feeling down.”

				“I assume, Commander, that you do not actually smell a dead rodent but that you suspect some clandestine and possibly dangerous activity that we have yet to detect.”

				“Of course. This can’t all be by accident. Any news on Galactic Adventures?”

				“EOS Chemicals delivered a supply of fuel to Spaceport America in New Mexico some weeks ago, Commander. Given that Galactic Adventures operates from there, I can ‘guess,’ as you call it, that Galactic Adventures will soon attempt a flight.”

				“We keep saying that, Harry, but each time we’ve been wrong.”

			

			
				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				The western American desert can be spectacular, especially at sunrise and sunset. In this case, the yellow-orange desert sun of Spaceport America was just coming over the eastern horizon. The air was still cool, with just a slight breeze carrying the scents of sagebrush and juniper.

				On the runway stood an odd craft. Anyone following civilian spacecraft design would realize that radical designs, like those of Bert Rotan, for example, were common. This one was no exception. Designated Space Ship 4, it was slightly larger than the first Passaro and had a turbine engine on each outboard side of the single tail. As was the American trend, it was painted white with a black underside. With conventional-looking cockpit windows, it had a row of seven oval observation windows on each side aft of the cockpit. The latter were in keeping with the Galactic Adventures plan to offer space flight experiences to the public.

				Space Ship 4 had already completed several taxi-and-control runs. Just as many major aircraft manufacturers had been doing to save money, Galactic Adventures had run intensive simulations on engine performance and characteristics in the design phase. Therefore, there would be no test flights around the spaceport. This would be Galactic’s first and best shot at entering the race.

				Pilot Stan Walters and copilot Danny Ramos were at the controls.

				“Spaceport, Space Ship 4 ready for takeoff,” announced Danny in his most professional radio voice.

				“Roger, Space Ship 4, winds are from the west at four knots, temperature is a cool 79 degrees, and the barometer is 29.94. Cleared for takeoff. Good luck.”

				“Roger, Spaceport, on the roll.”

				“Here we go, Danny. Ready for this?” Stan asked as he pushed the turbine throttles forward.

				“All my life, Stan. All my life,” Danny replied with a huge, white, toothy grin.
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				“Hey, Van, are you up on this channel?” called Dick on his implant communications from Virginia.

				“Yes, Dick. Both Harry and I are listening. What’s on your mind?”

				“I’m sure you’ve been following the recent space launch events. Brazil, then Russia, and now the US. Except for Russia, it looks like your plans are working. But I never thought it would happen so soon. I have to say, however, I have a feeling that something else is about to happen that will surprise us even more.”

				“Funny you should say that. I’ve been telling Harry something similar. However, I can’t put my finger on it yet. It may have something to do with the Russian government coming into play so quickly. On the other hand, as you noted, we are excited that things are generally proceeding as fast and successfully as they are.”

				Taking the lead, Van continued, “On another front, Al Craig and Stellar Projects have just introduced some new high-temperature materials to be used in temperature-critical areas of any spacecraft. In addition, they are also announcing a shielding system to protect against meteorites, space junk, and, along with the new high-temp materials, high-speed reentry heat.”

				“All great news. But what will your next innovation be?” Dick asked, intrigued.

				“We’re thinking that an introduction to antigravity systems should be next. Sustained flight in space without gravity becomes a human problem that we can avoid. In addition, it should be an easy step. Harry has reminded me that some of the Host technology has similar underpinnings to research here on Earth. In this case two Russians, Roschin and Godin, have been working on an energy system called a ‘magnetic energy converter,’ or MEC. As it happens, in addition to a small amount of energy creation, it has also demonstrated antigravity capability. Harry feels that a few suggestions will help yield a system capable of artificial internal gravity and eventually antigravity flight.”

				“That’s amazing. Now that things are moving along the path you planned, what do you see as a role for the Carson Group…. if any?”

			

			
				“I’m not quite sure yet, Dick, but I’m thinking it will be a big role. A lot depends on how smoothly all of this new technology is internalized. We probably need to have a planning session, but I need to talk with Harry to see if it’s time to expand the number of people who know what we are up to and how we are doing it.”

				“At a minimum, I think that Barbara and Brice need to be read in, so to speak.”

				There it was again. The need for Barbara to learn things about him that she had never known. Not just about the Host but also the fact that he was not entirely what Barbara thought he was. That streak of cowardice was resurfacing. The time never seemed to be right.

				“I know, and I agree—about Brice. And before you say it, I agree that I’ll have to break the news to Barbara. As an intelligence officer, she’ll be upset—or maybe ‘pissed’ is the right word—that she hasn’t been privy to what we’ve been up to. And I’m afraid our relationship will likely take a big hit, given that I haven’t shared any of this personally. Just haven’t decided how to do that.”

				“Excuse me for laughing,” Dick said with a chuckle, “but I would pay good money to see and hear that exchange!”

				“Sure you would, you sadist. I’ll come up with something.”

				“OK, let me know what you plan. Until then, be safe,” Dick said as he broke the connection.
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				Van was reviewing reports on the Aurora in the Site R Ops Center when he heard Harry say something about the Chinese doing something.

				“The Chinese have done what?” he exclaimed, spinning in his chair to face Harry.

				“They have successfully launched a spacecraft from the JSLC in the Gobi Desert, Commander.”

				How is that possible? “What do we know so far?” Van sat up straight in his chair and put down the reports. “You have my full attention.”

			

			
				“Several things, Commander. First, the craft itself, called the Chang’e 5, is remarkably similar to the Passaro II in all details that have been demonstrated so far. Second, it is not on a path for orbit.”

				“Then where is it going?”

				“The Moon, Commander.”

				Van was silent for a few seconds as he absorbed this news. The Moon?

				“I would say what on Earth for, but that doesn’t seem to fit here. How about why?” Van said, squinting in puzzlement.

				“The exact mission plan is unclear, Commander. However, the recent Chinese history of space exploration has been heavily focused on the Moon and a manned landing. Specifically, such a goal is the heart of the Chinese Lunar Exploration program, which is also known as the Chang’e program—Chang’e being the name for the Chinese Moon goddess. Chang’e 3 landed the Yutu rover on the Moon in 2013. Chang’e 5 was scheduled for an unmanned lunar landing in the near future, but it appears that this latest flight has assumed that name.”

				“OK, Harry, that doesn’t sound so bad,” Van said, now leaning back in his chair. “However, I seem to remember something about Chinese militarization plans for the Moon, which might not be good.”

				“You are right, Commander. Recent discoveries from Chinese planning sessions suggest that China seeks a military advantage on the Moon and elsewhere. In fact, their space program is a part of the People’s Liberation Army, or PLA. Nearly every intelligence source I have accessed supports the view that China sees space as the, quote, ‘ultimate high ground,’ and that space warfare is inevitable.”

				“Then this launch might mean an acceleration of China’s goal of occupying and even militarizing portions of the Moon?”

				“It is possible, Commander.”

				Van closed his eyes for a moment, thinking now of what a problem this might actually be. “Great. That’s all we need. And just when I thought things were going so well, we now have two big powers involved. Any chance the Chinese might discover our Moon facility?”

			

			
				“No, Commander. It is well hidden on the far side, and Chinese interest seems to be only on the near side, especially in the northern or mid – to upper polar regions.”

				“OK, Harry, keep track of that flight, as I’m sure you’re probably doing.”

				“Yes, Commander. I am following and recording all space flight activity.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12

				In the United States, all the media was focused on the successful flight of Space Ship 4. CNN, MSNBC, CBS, ABC, and Fox News had 24/7 coverage about one aspect of the flight or another.

				“For you viewers out there, I am Allison Cooper, and I have with me astronaut Stan Walters, the pilot of Space Ship 4. Stan, what was it like to be the first American to launch from Earth and successfully maneuver in space?”

				“Well, Allison, first of all, there were two of us. Danny Ramos, my copilot, was an equal partner in this success. Speaking for both of us, it was fantastic. It was the kind of experience we dreamed about as kids.”

				“I’m sure it’s a dream of many people, children and adults alike, to fly into space. What was the single most exciting thing about the flight?”

				“It’s hard to pin down any one event, but if I had to, I would say breaking orbit and maneuvering as we pleased. As a kid, I remember running around my front yard with my hands spread out like wings and making noises like rocket engines as I twisted and turned all over the place. Danny and I got to do that but not in our front yards, and not pretending. I guess you have to experience the thrill before you can actually appreciate it. Words don’t do the experience justice.”

				“That sounds exciting, Stan. What’s next for you two on your space adventures?”

				“That’s a close-held subject, Allison. What I can say is that each flight we make will be more advanced than the last.”

				“We noted that the Chinese have launched for several orbits of the Moon. Can we say that Space Ship 4 may also be headed there?”

				“As I said, our plans are close-held. As an American, however, I think that flights to the Moon and landing there are inevitable—regardless of who does it. The technology is here and available, as we have demonstrated.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Stan. All of America is excited and proud of what you and your team have accomplished. Now a word from Toujour Soap.”
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				At Rancho Rendon, Frederico, Dieter Hellman, and Elias Boller met again to discuss the future. Frederico was sitting instead of his traditional pacing while he talked. Walking had become a little more difficult in the past month or two.

				“Gentlemen,” Frederico said with a strange smile, “you can see that we no longer have the company of Mr. Silva. But that is not a bad thing. Brazaero has served its purpose in design and testing of the first viable spaceship. As you both know, we have shared an actual spacecraft, along with its designs, with our friends in China. The profit was significant, but the fuel profits promise to be much greater. While our other friends, the Russians, have taken advantage of the engine plans we shared with them, as well as the fuel for the Pitchka, I believe that we are in an advantageous position to now share the Passaro II design with them as well. Dieter, do you still have your Russian contact?”

				“Yes, Frederico, and he is pushing me hard for more help,” Dieter said with a grin.

				“Excellent. Then plan to provide the design immediately. I will provide you with the price and negotiating instructions. They will not like what we will charge, but I think they have no other choice at present. As the Americans say, let us strike while the iron is hot.”

				“Right away, Frederico,” said Dieter. “But if I may, I have a question.”

				“What is it?”

				“Why are we assisting the Chinese and the Russians as we are? They could easily escalate their differences, and without some force like the US acting as a buffer, is that not a formula for catastrophe?”

				“Good question. First, we are not releasing fuel to the US because I do not believe their divided government will be a serious buyer in the near term. They seem to want to spend money on internal social programs rather than on defense, and they have been more introspective in the last eight years. Second, I likewise do not believe that our two current customers would be happy if we suddenly started favoring their chief enemy. Third, I doubt it’s likely that the Chinese and Russians are about to start World War III over these issues. I have spent time with them both and know that they also realize that global war is not in their best interests. They may fight each other in some way, but that will only boost fuel sales. Finally, I believe that eventually the possibility of conflict will free up funding in the US, and we can then provide the Americans all they want at an increased price.”

			

			
				“So we are manipulating the market?”

				“That is one way to put it. I prefer to think of it as marketing demand.”

				“Thank you for the clarification, Frederico.”

				“You are welcome. Elias, how is our fuel production going?”

				“Far better than we expected. However, we need another production facility to keep pace with demand,” Elias said seriously.

				“But we have enough to keep the Chinese and Russians supplied?”

				“More than enough, Frederico. But we are getting requests from all over the globe for more.”

				“Good, good. But as I just mentioned, let us limit deliveries to the Chinese and Russians for now. Except perhaps a small amount to Galactic Adventures. That is a novel venture that I am interested in watching. Just imagine, selling tourist flights into space. Only in America. But back to the subject at hand: Are there other facilities near production?”

				“The Philippine site has recovered from its ‘accident’ and will soon be online. Another company in Texas is beginning the construction of a fuel production site but are many months away from even a small amount of product availability,” Elias said, looking at his notes.

				“Very well. I would like you to start negotiations with the Philippine facility for a buyout. Feel free to use Dieter’s skills if persuasion is needed.”

			

			
				“I have already been looking at that facility and believe it is worth our investment. I can start the negotiations right away.”

				Frederico was shaking a little now, with a slight twitch in his right eye. His smile was gone. “One final question, Dieter. Have we heard anything of note about Childs and Stellar Projects?”

				“Nothing of note, Frederico. Stellar is involved with some high-temperature materials and a protective shield for small space particles. But nothing more.”

				“I find that hard to believe!” shouted Frederico, shocking both Dieter and Elias Boller. “I do not think the fusion engine and the fuel came from the Easter Bunny! I believe it came from Childs, and he likely is getting more involved. I want you to start monitoring him more closely and keep me informed often. Keep in mind he has the protection of the Carson Group. Forget that and you will end up like poor Eric Borman.”

				“I can handle that,” Dieter said seriously, wondering what had just happened to his boss.

				“Excellent. Then you both have your instructions. Shall we have dinner now?”

				Both men were stunned at the rapidity their boss had shifted to rage and then back to calm.
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				Sitting in the main control room of the Baikonur Spaceport, Gen. Dimitry Anikin of the Russian Aerospace Defense Forces watched the graphic representation of the two spacecraft now in flight. One was the Chinese Chang’e 5 and the other was the Pitchka. But mostly his eyes were on the Chinese.

				Anikin looked over at his aide, Capt. Mikhael Vavilov, who had become like a son to him. “Mikhael, remind me,” he said, “how long have the Chinese been exploring the Moon in their ship?”

				“Three days, General.”

				“And how long has the Pitchka been aloft?”

			

			
				“Four days, sir.”

				“And what has the Pitchka been doing?”

				“While in orbit it has been collecting electronic data and images of the Earth and, specifically, military installations around the world. When out of orbit, the crew has practiced maneuvering as well as collecting data on the human reaction to space, sir.”

				“Da. So let me see if I can summarize. The first Russian adventure into free space has been for taking pictures and listening to radios while flying about like children with a new toy. The Chinese, on the other hand, have been flying around the near side of the Moon at will. They have circled the northern pole and probably created the best map in existence, and then they proceeded to fly into and around many likely landing or even colonizing sites and mapping each one of those as well. Does that pretty much summarize it, Mikhael?”

				“Ah, when you put it that way, sir, yes.”

				“Da, da. I think that describes it. Contact the Pitchka and confirm their fuel and life support status. I may have a new mission for them.”
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				Van was spending some time sitting in a chair on the porch of his Arizona cabin. He seldom had time for this and was enjoying the scenery and the soothing sounds of the forest around him. He was even smiling. This is what I had in mind when I first started looking for a place like this. No city noise, no crowds, a cool breeze, sunshine. I need to invite Barbara here to enjoy this with just me…. and then tell her about the Host.

				Then Harry broke the silence and Van’s thoughts. “Commander, the Russians have changed their routine in the Pitchka and are leaving Earth orbit.”

				“What?”

				“The Pitchka has left orbit, and instead of experimental maneuvers, they seem to be headed for the Moon, Commander.”

				“The Moon? Are you sure?”

			

			
				“Yes, Commander, quite sure. If their flight path does not change, they will reach the northern pole in a day.”

				“How can they do that? They have been either in orbit or in short maneuvers for four days. Can they have the fuel and oxygen to do that?”

				“I believe so, Commander. The Pitchka is the largest of the spacecraft to date. It could easily carry the extra fuel and life support needed for an extended flight.”

				“How about the Chinese? The Chang’e 5 is smaller, and they must be at the end of their fuel supply.”

				“Not necessarily, Commander. Remember they went straight for the Moon, while the Russians experimented mostly in orbit. After reaching the Moon, the ship would experience relatively low gravity, which would reduce the need to expend fuel except when changing course. Their most critical limitation might be oxygen. Even then, they may have prepared for that with an adequate supply and good scrubbers.”

				“You may be right. But it’s not the scenario I pictured. I had hoped that we might be looking at the Brazilian and the American private spacecraft doing the same thing. Instead, despite our efforts to avoid it, we have two of the major powers buzzing around the Moon like vultures on a dead carcass. I don’t like it one bit.”
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				Stan Walters and Danny Ramos were having lunch at Maria’s in Truth or Consequences, not far from Spaceport America.

				“What are you having?” Stan asked, looking over the top of his menu at his copilot.

				“Just the regular, the cheese enchilada plate and iced tea.”

				“Yeah, I guess I’ll have the same. It’s all good here.” Stan gave the menus to the waiter taking their order.

				“I saw your interview with Allison Cooper,” Danny said with a crooked smile.

				“Don’t get ideas, Danny. It was just a PR run for the company.”

				“But she is cute and you’re a hero. Do you mean to tell me that there was no attraction there, no little spark?”

			

			
				“I was only there for about forty minutes, and most of that was in their green room. I only got to be on set and speak for about five minutes, then I was gone.”

				“But you didn’t call her or anything?”

				“No, Danny. She is married, you know,” Stan grumbled, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms.

				“Oh…. but that hasn’t always stopped you. Remember that reporter, Anne What’s-her-name?”

				“It was Anne Porter, and all we did was have drinks and a bite to eat after her interview. It was her way of trying to get more information.”

				“Sure, sure, you can tell the world that, but I’m the one who knows better.”

				Stan paused and leaned forward while the waiter delivered the enchiladas. “Danny, you’re impossible. Eat your food.”

				“New subject. What do you think of these Chinese and Russian Moon flights?”

				“I think they’re dangerous,” Stan said, looking Danny squarely in the eyes.

				“Why?”

				He put down his fork and started ticking off reasons on his right hand. “Because first, the Chinese are on record for wanting to place people and military equipment on the Moon. And second, the Russians seem to be playing one-upmanship without regard to what might happen when, not if, they clash. And third, here we are in the good ole U S of A with only one capable spaceship. And one that was designed for tourism, not exploration or even military use.”

				Finished with his enumerations, Stan resumed eating, and Danny took a new direction.

				“I was wondering about that. NASA is way behind the power curve on all of this. I even heard that they’re trying to get one or more of the old space shuttles out of the museums to retrofit, sort of like the Russians did.”

				“What you heard is true. The two newest ones are Atlantis and Endeavour. The easiest to get to is the Atlantis at the Kennedy Space Center visitor complex. Endeavour is out in California and a little harder to get. What I heard is that they’ve dragged the Atlantis into a special hangar at Kennedy to see if it can be retrofitted. But I wouldn’t hold my breath on seeing it anytime soon. You know NASA—all rules and no risks.”

			

			
				“You’re right there. What are the chances we’ll get to go? There’s been talk at the upper levels, I know for sure.”

				“I suppose it’s possible, Danny. We would need to bulk up on fuel somehow. Otherwise, life support is adequate and I’m willing. How about you?”

				“All my life, Stan. All my life.”

				Stan put down his fork again, getting ready to ask a question that had been on his mind since he and Danny had first met.

				“You say that all the time. Is there some meaning behind it?”

				“You mean being ready for this all my life?”

				“Yes.”

				“When I was a kid growing up in East Texas, we had a small ranch. At night, I used to like sitting outside and watching the stars. Imagining what it would be like to go there. Asking myself who or what was out there. By the time I was twelve, I could identify all the constellations. Then in college at West Texas State I minored in astronomy. Space and the stars have always been a fascination of mine.”

				“Imagine that—Danny Ramos, the astronomer. Who would have guessed?”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13

				“Chang’e 5, this is Jiuquan Control, over.”

				“Jiuquan Control, this is Chang’e 5, go ahead,” said the pilot known as Chau.

				“Chang’e 5, you have company, over.”

				“Company? What are you talking about?”

				“Chang’e 5, the Russians have a spacecraft, the Pitchka, following your search paths on the Moon. They are currently surveying the northern pole.”

				“That cannot be. We just made a smooth landing on the floor of Vallis Alpes and dropped off package M1. We are on the move again away from the valley, preparing our return to your location,” Chau said with a high sense of concern.

				“Understood, Chang’e 5. Suggest you return briefly to the northern pole to feign interest there to confuse the Russians and divert their attention away from Vallis Alpes.”

				“Yes, Control, we are diverting to the pole now. Chang’e 5 out.”

				As expected, the Chang’e 5 located the Pitchka conducting an apparent survey of the northern pole.

				“Russian Pitchka, this is Chang’e 5. You are interfering in a peaceful survey of the lunar surface by the People’s Republic. You must leave immediately while our survey is active,” announced copilot Lo, speaking in Chinese.

				The Russian crew made no response and continued their survey work.

				“Russian Pitchka, you are interfering in People’s survey work with danger to navigation. Leave area and go home,” announced Lo in a flat and demanding tone, this time in broken English. Neither Chau nor Lo spoke any Russian.

				Once again there was no response from the Pitchka as it continued its polar survey.

				Chau looked at Lo and said, “What else can we do? They will not leave, and we cannot make them.”

				“Our orders are to distract them and divert their attention. Perhaps if we were to simulate a concentrated survey of a part of the pole area away from the Russians, we might make them think it is of high value to us and forget about going south,” said Lo.

			

			
				“It is worth a try,” said Chau as he maneuvered the Chang’e 5 to an area several miles from the Russian operations.

				As hoped, the crew of the Pitchka grew more interested in what the Chinese were doing and slowly allowed their survey to drift toward the Chang’e 5. Lo and Chau continued their mock survey. What they did not realize was the closeness of the Pitchka, which was now out of sight.

				“Where did they go?” asked Chau.

				“I do not know. They were coming our way the last time I saw them. We need search radar on these ships, and cameras that do not just look down. Even proximity sensors,” responded Lo.

				“This ship was just a flight test vehicle when we got it, remember? Nobody had time to add them for this flight. Everything was a rush. Besides, who would have guessed this particular need? We will tell the technicians at Jiuquan what we need when we get back. But now we have to actually see them. I am coming right in our survey pattern, so watch for them,” ordered Chau.

				Unknown by the Chang’e 5 crew, the Pitchka had maneuvered less than fifty yards away and to the right.

				“Coming right,” announced Chau.

				“Stop! Come left, come left!” shouted Lo.

				“What?”

				“Come left now. The Russian are next to us on the right! I see them!”

				Despite the warning from Lo and the relatively quick response from Chau, it was not enough to keep the two spacecraft from making contact, albeit minor.

				“We hit them!” yelled Lo.

				“You are mistaken, they hit us. Remember that. We were just executing our standard survey pattern. It was the Russians who hit us. Damage report!” demanded Chau, who was already anticipating what the politicians would say—or want to hear.

			

			
				“All systems appear normal. No loss of pressure. I think we are OK,” Lo said with relief.

				“Time to go,” said Chau. “I cannot guess what the Russians might do next.”

				“Yes. I think this is a big enough distraction. Plotting a course for home,” said Lo with relief.
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				“Mikhael!” shouted Anikin from his command chair as he watched his telemetry screen. “What just happened?”

				“According to our pilots, the Pitchka and the Chang’e 5 just collided, sir.”

				“I can see that from the data screen. How did it happen?”

				“The Pitchka crew says that they were surveying the same site as the Chinese and that the Chang’e 5 turned quickly and hit them after warning the Pitchka off. They think it was on purpose, sir.”

				“No, I do not think so. It was probably an accident, but my guess is that the Chinese will say it was our fault. Moscow will probably claim that the Chinese did this on purpose. There will be some nasty words and threats over this. Assuming she is able, tell the Pitchka to return home. Have the crew report to me immediately after they arrive, and to bring me their data logs.”

				“Yes, sir,” responded Vavilov with a worried look. Big trouble seemed to be heading their way.
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				Once again, the news was all about the new adventures in space. This time it was about an apparent low-speed collision between Chinese and Russian spacecraft maneuvering on the Moon.

				Van was watching from his usual perch in the Site R Ops Center. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed, tensing in his seat. “With the whole Moon to play with, how in the hell can they hit each other?”

				“Most likely inattention and a little bravado thrown in, Commander. I do not believe it was intentional, and there appeared to be no significant damage. Both craft are headed home.”

			

			
				“You might be right, Harry, but I guarantee you that both countries will claim it was done on purpose by the other guy. This is now a major international incident. I worry about how far something like this could go. Get Dick on the line.”

				“Mr. Carson is up now, Commander. He was already calling us.”

				“Dick, how serious is this in your view?”

				“If you are talking about the Chinese/Russian Moon incident, very serious. Both countries have gone to a higher level of alert with their strategic forces. If you use our DEFCON scale, DEFCON 5 is the least serious and DEFCON 1 is essentially going to war. Right now we can say that both Russia and the People’s Republic are at the equivalent of DEFCON 3 at the moment. We are at DEFCON 4, but that could change if things get more serious.”

				“Terrific. Just what we didn’t want,” Van said in disgust.

				“True, but it could be worse. Based on my experience, countries go to this level more for political reasons than anything else. I expect that the alert levels will drop soon. The problem will be that both countries see this as an on-the-record act of aggression, which they can use as supporting logic for higher levels of alert later if or when something like this happens again.”

				“In other words, reason for escalation,” said Van.

				“Correct,” said Dick.

				I didn’t want to see this happen. But here it is, so I have to deal with it. Then Van remembered something his father used to say.

				“You know the old saying ‘When given a lemon, make lemonade’?”

				“Ah, yes,” Dick replied, “but how does that apply?”

				“One of the things I’ve learned from you and others is that Earth is not united in much of anything. From the time I took on the responsibility of assisting the Host in their goals, I’ve been tormented by the question of how I could get the whole world pointed in the same direction,” mused Van.

				“That has to be the most critical and impossible question there is. Don’t tell me you have the answer?”

				“No, I can’t go that far. But I have an idea, the success of which will depend on how far the various countries are willing to go with this macho stuff. It will also require a good plan and people to make it work. More people than we have at present. That strategy session you mentioned, Dick, needs to happen sooner rather than later. Can’t do this with just Harry and me.”

			

			
				“Just name the time and place, Van. You know I’ll be there.”

				“Thanks. Let me work out some of the details and get back to you.”

				“Roger that.” And Dick disconnected.
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				José Silva was tormented as he drove through São Paulo. His prize spacecraft, the Passaro II, was gone, and his two hero astronauts, Felipe and Gustavo, with it. More than that, José was convinced that Frederico had sold him out and caused the Passaro II to fall into the hands of the Chinese. There was no proof, of course, but the characteristics of the two craft were too similar to be just coincidence.

				In addition, Frederico had disappeared, along with his funding of Brazaero. Primeiro had to be closed and all the employees put on furlough until additional funding could be obtained. All that remained was the original Passaro and a skeleton staff at the São Paulo engineering facility. That was why José was now pulling into the guest parking in front of BrazilAir in São José dos Campos. BrazilAir was the third largest aircraft manufacturer in the world. There to meet him was the newly appointed executive vice president for aerospace operations, José’s old friend, Marco Acosta.

				“José, my friend, how good to see you again. It has been way too long,” said Marco with open arms.

				As the men embraced, José said, “Much too long, Marco. I wish it were better circumstances that bring me here to see you.”

				“Nonsense, my friend. Any circumstance is sufficient for old friends to greet each other after so long a period. What has it been, eight years?”

			

			
				“More like ten since we were both in the Brazilian Space Agency.”

				“Ah yes, the good old AEB. Interesting days. But not as interesting, I think, as now and what you have done. Please, come inside where we can talk in comfort.”

				Marco directed José through security and to his office on the top floor of the headquarters building.

				“This is my humble office, José. Not too big and not too small. Please have a seat on the couch. Before we start, would you like something cool to drink?”

				“Cold water would be very nice if you have some.”

				“I have it right here. A glass for you and a glass for me. How is your family?”

				“They are doing well. Only a little has changed in their lives. Maria has started teaching school again now that the girls are a little older. She likes the work, and it keeps her occupied during the day.”

				“Yes, I can imagine. How old are the girls now?”

				“Sofia is fifteen and Alvina is thirteen.”

				“Oh my, two teenage girls at the same time in the same house. How do you deal with it?” said Marco with a wide grin.

				“With great patience, my friend. I used to have friends who would ask me if I would like to rent one of their teenage daughters, and I could not understand what they meant until now. Want to rent one?” said José with a large grin that brought him out of his depressed mood.

				“No, no. I have already been through that stage and would not like to do it again,” said Marco, laughing. “But perhaps we can talk of less stressful matters if you don’t mind.”

				“Of course.”

				“José, those of us here—and I think all over Brazil—have been thrilled and impressed with what you have done with Brazaero. I know the loss of the Passaro II might be viewed as a great setback, but here we see such events as something of a norm in the development of new systems. I do not know of any aerospace company that can say they have not had issues or lost an aircraft or two in the early stages. In fact, adventures into space are inherently riskier and more dangerous all through the life-span of a system. Consider the Challenger and the Columbia, for example. It is a difficult business.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Marco, for the kind words. But Brazaero is on its last legs. Funding is nearly gone, and most of our employees are on furlough or just laid off. My intent in coming here was to search for help.”

				“Amazing, my friend. My reason for meeting with you is to do just that,” said Marco with an even bigger smile than before.

				“What do you mean?” José sat a bit straighter in anticipation.

				“Just what it sounds like, José. The board met last week and has decided that space is the next frontier for companies like ours. However, with things moving as fast as they are around the globe, we cannot afford to build up slowly. Therefore, they have asked me to meet with you to negotiate the incorporation of Brazaero as a wholly owned subsidiary with you as the president. What do you think?”

				“I’m shocked! I came here looking for a little help but never expected this. What do I have to do?” It was hard for José to smile bigger.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14

				Chang’e 5 rolled down the huge Jiuquan runway and rotated its nose up to the night stars.

				“Jiuquan Control, Chang’e 5 passing through five thousand on planned course and track. All systems normal. Cargo secure, over,” called Lo.

				“Radar contact, Chang’e 5. No immediate traffic. Switch on TCC code three and proceed as planned.”

				“Chang’e 5 understands cleared as planned, clear of traffic, switching to TCC code three, out.”

				With Chang’e 5 en route to the Moon again, space center attention was refocused on the same hangar the Chang’e 5 had just departed. Inside was the nearly completed Chang’e 6, a near carbon copy of the Chang’e 5 with a few exceptions—the addition of radar and two missile launchers attached to the underside of each wing.

				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				General Anikin and his aide survived the incident on the Moon. In fact, Moscow was pleased that the general had taken the initiative to send the Pitchka to the Moon when he did. It was a great boost to the Russian state and its space program. With this success, the general was given broad authority to expand the budding space flight program as quickly as possible.

				“Well, Major Vavilov, how do you like the new rank?”

				“Just fine, sir. I only hope I live to keep it for a while.”

				“As the Americans say, you crack me up, Mikhael. Greatness is accompanied by great risk. Embrace it,” said Anikin with a smile.

				“Yes, sir, if you say so.”

				“I do say so. Now let us look at the way ahead. What do you think the Chinese will do next?”

				“I think they will continue their plans to occupy the Moon as soon as they can.”

				“Yes, that is true. But how will they be able to do that when many of the countries in this world are about to fly to the Moon and elsewhere?”

			

			
				“They will have to exert some type of control as early as possible.”

				“Yes again. How do you think they will do that?”

				“They must have some sort of weapons capability to enforce their will and claims. Perhaps arming their spaceships.”

				“Good boy, Mikhael! What will the rest of us do when that happens?”

				“To be successful, force will have to be met with force, sir.”

				“Of course. But we have only the one ship, and so, it appears, do they. What would be the next logical step for us?”

				“To arm the Pitchka?”

				“Exactly. It will probably be with rockets, but projectile weapons might work, assuming the recoil in space is acceptable. Get with our engineering staff to see what they can come up with in, say, a week. I know, I know. That is not much time, but see what can be done.”

				“Yes, sir. Anything else, General?”

				“Yes there is. I want to meet with our design staff as well as the senior intelligence people. We cannot build another Pitchka anytime soon, but we may be able to build or acquire something smaller. If the Brazilian and American private sector can do it, we should be able to as well. I believe we will need such vehicles soon.”

				“I will get all of this started immediately, sir.”

				“Very good, Mikhael. Very good,” said Anikin as he slipped into thought.
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				Before the Pitchka could launch for its next flight, the Chang’e 5 had already made several passes around sites on the Moon. Most of these were for show to cover their second descent into Vallis Alpes. The southern section of the valley was surrounded by steep yet straight sides on the southwest and southeast. Hard for telescopes to see into, and remote enough to be relatively free of observation by unmanned spacecraft.

			

			
				The advantages of this location to the Chinese were its fortlike walls and its flat, smooth floor. Smooth enough for a landing by the Chang’e 5.

				“I have initiated the M1 beacon, and it is dead ahead,” said Lo to his pilot. “Speed is slowing as planned.”

				“I have the beacon signal. Gear down.”

				“Gear down and three green lights.”

				“Reverse thrusters,” commanded Chau.

				“Reverse thruster burn on now.”

				“Stop thruster burn.”

				“Thrusters off.”

				“Touchdown, applying brakes.”

				“We are at full stop,” remarked Lo.

				“Very well. Check your pressure suit before I depressurize the cabin.”

				“My suit is good, ready for depressurization.”

				“Depressurizing the cabin, cargo door opening,” said Chau.

				Lo and Chau then climbed out of their seats and began rolling cargo pallet M2 out of the door. With so little gravity, the pallet slowly fell to the valley floor not twenty feet from M1.

				“Drop complete. Let us close up and depart before anyone becomes suspicious,” said Chau as he and Lo made their way back to their seats.

				“How many more do we have to drop before they are used?” asked Lo.

				“At a minimum two more, but we may well go to four more if all goes well.”

				“The People will be proud of our achievements when these are complete,” boasted Lo.

				“Yes, this will be a great accomplishment for the People to be sure. Applying thrusters for departure.”
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				A week later at the Spaceport America employee lounge, Stan and Danny shared a meal.

				“Stan, do you realize that the Chinese have made at least four trips to the Moon and the Russians one, and here we sit?” complained Danny.

				“I know. I’ve been sitting here on my butt right next to you the whole time.”

				“Then what’s the problem?”

				“Above my pay grade, Danny. Like you, I think we are good to go for at least two days around the Moon. I’ve been telling the suits that all week but keep getting no response except ‘We’re looking into it.’”

				“Maybe they ought to offer a few seats to the big-money people to pay for the flight. I’ll bet there’s no shortage of rich people who want to go to the Moon, don’t you think?”

				“I think you’re right. I even suggested that to the suits, but they just gaffed me off.”

				“Heck of a way to run a tourist business if you ask me,” said Danny as he sulked.

				“How true, how true. Eat some more green Jell-O. They say it is the best in Spaceport America.”

				“If you like green Jell-O. Say, isn’t that Bill Cavanaugh of flight ops coming this way?”

				“It is. Maybe they’ve made up their minds.”

				The tall, gangly ops man approached the table, his face set in a look neither Space Ship 4 pilot could read. “Stan, Danny. Mind if I join you?”

				“Sure,” said Danny. “Want some green Jell-O?”

				“No thanks. It gives me the willies. Mother made me eat it as a kid.”

				“Know what you mean. What brings you here?” asked Stan.

				“You guys ready to fly?”

				“If you mean to the Moon, we’ve been ready for a week,” said Stan.

				“The Moon it is. The decision was made just an hour ago. We go in twenty-four hours.”

			

			
				“Any rich passengers?” asked Danny.

				“No, but not because there’s no demand. We have to fight people off with a stick. But legal says not until the system has been tested to the Moon and back.”

				“Shoot,” said Danny, “I was hoping for a really big tip. What’s ten percent of about twenty million?”

				“More than even you could spend in a year,” said Bill.

				“Don’t be too sure,” said Stan with a chuckle. “You haven’t seen Danny on the loose among the women.”

				Meanwhile, Chang’e 6 rolled down the Jiuquan runway headed for the Moon.
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				“Mikhael, is Pitchka ready for flight?” shouted Anikin from his seat in the control center.

				“Yes, General. All systems report ready.”

				“Remind me what your team has done with arming the ship.”

				“We have two pods of air-to-air missiles and one 20mm cannon, General.”

				“That is all? What about radar?” asked the general with one eyebrow raised.

				“That is all we had the time to do, sir. We may be able to install radar next time.”

				“True, you did have a short time. Very well, Major, give Pitchka the signal to launch.”

				The now-armed Pitchka rolled down the Baikonur Spaceport main runway, headed back to the Moon.
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				“Spaceport, Space Ship 4 ready for takeoff,” announced Danny, this time in an excited voice.

				“Roger, Space Ship 4, winds are from the west at three knots, temperature is again a cool 77 degrees, and the barometer is 29.91. Cleared for takeoff. Good luck, and say hello to the man in the Moon.”

			

			
				“Roger that, Spaceport. On the roll.”

				“Here we go again, Danny. Ready for this one?” said Stan as he pushed the throttles forward.

				“All my life, Stan. All my life!” said Danny again with the biggest toothy grin ever.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15

				Chang’e 6 made several false surveys of the Moon surface before heading for the southern end of Vallis Alpes. This was the first mission for the Chang’e 6, but the same two experienced pilots, now astronauts, flew it. Chang’e 5 remained at Jiuquan to receive the same modifications as the Chang’e 6.

				“This makes our fifth and last drop, does it not?” asked Lo.

				“Yes. After this we have some of the People’s technicians to bring here to set the base up,” replied Chau as he turned the Chang’e 6 toward the center of Vallis Alpes.

				“Chang’e 6, Jiuquan Control, over.”

				“Control, this is Chang’e 6.”

				“Chang’e 6, the Russian Pitchka is nearing the Moon and should be there in two hours. In addition, the Americans have launched a craft called Space Ship 4, which is also headed to the Moon. Be advised that they cannot see your drop in Vallis Alpes.”

				“Understand, Control. Are we cleared to use weapons if they get too close?” asked Lo.

				“If there is no other choice, Chang’e 6, but try your best to elude them. They must not see the base preparations.”

				“Understand, Control. We will try to evade the craft before the need for weapons. Chang’e 6 out.”

				The captain addressed his copilot. “Do you have the Pitchka on radar, Lo?”

				“Yes, they are headed on a path that will likely take them within visual range of our site.”

				“Then we must lure them away. Let us head toward them and then toward the northern pole and see what they do,” said Chau as he began maneuvering the Chang’e 6 to visual range of the Pitchka.
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				“Baikonur Control, Pitchka,” called Maj. Anton Bovarin, the Pitchka’s pilot.

				“Pitchka, this is Control, what is your message?”

			

			
				“Control, we have the Chang’e 5 in sight. They were headed toward us but have changed course to the northern pole.”

				“Understand, Pitchka. However, we believe that this is a different spacecraft called the Chang’e 6. Follow but maintain a safe distance. We do not know the capabilities of this spacecraft yet, so gather all the information you can while appearing to survey, over.”

				“We confirm, Pitchka will follow safely. Survey equipment is on and running. Pitchka out.”

				“Mikhael, what were the Chinese doing before Pitchka sighted them?” asked a curious Anikin from his command chair in his operations center.

				“Unclear, General,” said the major. “They were heading straight for the Pitchka and then turned north.”

				“Trace their course up until they turned north. See from what direction they came,” said Anikin with one hand on his chin and his eyebrows furrowed.

				“Yes, General. Their path was from west to east. Looking back, there are several locations from which they might have come, including Vallis Alpes.”

				“Interesting,” commented the general slowly. “Does Control know what the Chinese were doing before Pitchka arrived?”

				“Reports from Control suggest that they were surveying a variety of areas in no known pattern.”

				“More interesting,” said Anikin, eyes almost squinting shut. “I believe our Chinese friends are up to something, and they don’t want us to know. And they are using a different spacecraft to do it. Have the Pitchka break away and vector them along the reverse course the Chang’e 6 was following just as the Pitchka arrived. Let’s see what might be out there.”

				“Executing as I speak, General.”
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				“Space Ship 4, Spaceport Control, over.”

				“This is 4, go ahead, Control,” answered Danny.

			

			
				“Space Ship 4, be advised that the Chinese and the Russians are currently conducting lunar surveys, over.”

				“Roger, Control, we copy. What areas are they operating in specifically, over?”

				“Space Ship 4, our observations suggest that they are roaming between midlatitudes and the northern polar region. Also, this Chinese spacecraft may not be the same one that has made all the previous flights.”

				“Roger, Control, are you in contact with their space controllers?” asked Danny.

				“Space Ship 4, we only have an emergency connection. No real-time exchanges.”

				“Roger, Control, understand no direct contact. Any details on the new craft?”

				“Space Ship 4, we have no data on this ship other than the dimensions are the same and performance seems to be the same as before.”

				“Thank you, Control, Space Ship 4 out.”

				“Well we knew the Chinese and the Russians might be up here, but I never expected they would be here at the same time,” Space Ship 4’s copilot said thoughtfully.

				“I’m with you on that, Danny,” said Stan, agreeing with Danny’s apparent concern. “Let’s keep in regular contact with Spaceport Control once we reach the Moon. We need to avoid those two ships. I wish we had radar.”

				“We had room for cameras or radar, and the cameras won out. After all, we should all be doing the same sort of survey work,” Danny said optimistically.

				“Yeah, we need to fight for radar when we get back. Who thought the Moon would become crowded?”

				“Crowded and dangerous. Remember what happened to the Chang’e 5 and the Pitchka early on?”

				“They hit each other. Nice start to a new era with two major powers pissed at each other,” Stan remarked.

				“You’re right. Let’s make sure to stay away from them both.”

				“I’m with you, Danny, one hundred percent.”
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				“Jiuquan Control, Chang’e 6, over,” said Chau with some concern.

				“This is Jiuquan Control, send your message, over.”

				“Control, we just saw the Pitchka depart the northern polar region near us and they seem to be headed south. What are your instructions?” queried Chau.

				“Chang’e 6, Control, remain in your general area but start a slow survey process to the south. Let us see what the Russians are up to.”

				“Chang’e 6 understands and is beginning a slow survey path south, out.”
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				“Commander!” announced Harry to a sleeping Van in the cabin.

				“Wha—? Was that you, Harry?” responded Van in a voice still confused with sleep.

				“Yes, Commander. You need to come to the Ops Center as soon as possible.”

				“Why? What’s the matter?”

				“I believe the Chinese and the Russians both have armed spacecraft on the Moon at the same time.”

				“Oh shit! I’m on my way,” said Van as he struggled to put on clothes on his way to the elevator. Entering the Ops Center, he immediately said, “Tell me what’s happening!”

				“Both countries have ships maneuvering around the Moon right now, Commander.”

				“That’s not new. What’s this about them being armed?”

				“Sensors we have on the Moon plus my own observations indicate that both the Chinese and the Russian ships have rocket pods on them. In addition, it appears that the Pitchka also has a small cannon under its nose, likely a 20mm, Commander.”

				“What on Earth—or in this case, on the Moon—do they need those for?”

				“I am not certain, Commander, but it is possible that one or the other may be prepared to protect their interests on the Moon.”

			

			
				“What interests? There’s nothing there to protect.”

				“Possibly, Commander. However, I have noticed over the past five Chinese flights, including this one, that there is a consistent interest in the southern end of Vallis Alpes.”

				“What do you mean by ‘interest’?”

				“In the past four trips, Commander, the Chang’e 5 or 6 has disappeared into the southern end of Vallis Alpes and then reappeared about fifteen minutes later.”

				“And why is that important?” asked Van, rubbing his forehead while thinking about the issue.

				“If the Chang’e craft had maintained a constant speed from entry to exit, they would have reappeared within five minutes. There has been a ten-minute difference in every case, Commander.”

				“So they either slowed down or stopped during each pass.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“And what do you believe they did during those ten minutes, Harry?”

				“Unclear, Commander. They could be just doing a slower and more detailed survey of the region, but they could have done that in just one or two passes…. or one extended pass. The data suggests that they may be dropping something off each time.”

				“And the only thing that they would likely drop, given their long-term strategy would be pre-supply items for a potential habitat!”

				“That is a strong possibility, Commander.”

				“We need to know exactly what they’re up to. And the best way to do that is go and have a look. Have you made the ZPE additions to the Truman and the Enterprise?”

				“Yes, Commander. I have also taken the liberty of adding an under-the-nose plasma cannon on each.”

				“Good man, Harry. How soon can we launch and proceed to the Moon?” Van felt he had to see what was going on for himself. Are the Chinese actually building a secret site on the Moon? How big is it if they are? And what is their overall goal? Worst case, could they be building an offensive capability that would change the balance of power? That could delay or even destroy our goal of global unification before the Arkon come. Let’s just hope it isn’t that bad.

			

			
				“In four hours or less, Commander. I am doing the final testing on the new systems now.”

				“Good, let’s plan for departure in four hours. Now I’m going back to bed.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16

				“Baikonur Control, Pitchka,” called Bovarin.

				“Pitchka, this is Control, what is your message?”

				“Control, Pitchka has started following the path you gave for the Chang’e 6. When we look ahead, it seems to go nowhere.”

				“Pitchka, Control, we see that but want you to follow the path anyway. Keep your cameras rolling. General Anikin says look for anything out of the ordinary.”

				“Yes, Control, look for anything out of the ordinary. Pitchka out.”

				“Well, Viktor, here we are on the Moon where everything is out of the ordinary. Any ideas?” asked Bovarin to his copilot, Captain Viktor Gorev, with a laugh.

				“No, Major. Except perhaps Moon men.”

				This time both astronauts gave a hearty laugh.
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				“Jiuquan Control, Chang’e 6, over,” said Chau with concern.

				“This is Jiuquan Control. Send your message, over.”

				“Control, it appears that the Pitchka is retracing our path as we were approaching Vallis Alpes. Do you have instructions, over?”

				“Chang’e 6, Control. We see what the Russians are doing but see no danger yet.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6. It is possible that they will not fly to our site, but if they do, we are not in position to defend it. Suggest that we proceed farther south just in case.”

				“Chang’e 6, Control. Your suggestion is approved, but stay at a safe distance from Pitchka, over.”

				“Chang’e 6 understands. Proceeding south, out.”
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				“There it is! The Moon!” shouted Danny as Space Ship 4 approached lunar orbit.

			

			
				“Have you been asleep the whole flight, Danny? It’s been in front of us for hours.”

				“Well, I might have dozed off a little. But still, it’s so big!”

				“I’ll admit, when you are this close, you have a new perspective on size. Remember, we will not go into orbit. There is little to no tourist interest on the dark side,” Stan reminded him.

				“This time I agree with the suits. Where to first?”

				“Control told us to start at the northern pole and then follow the Apollo landing sites starting from 15, then 17, 11, 12, 14, and finally 16. Then proceed to the southern pole. If we see anything interesting along the way, we can investigate. We have only two days, however,” said Stan.

				“Sounds like a plan!”
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				“Chang’e 6, Jiuquan Control, over.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6, send your message.”

				“Chang’e 6, there is another spacecraft approaching the northern pole. It is the American private Space Ship 4, over.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6. A private ship, not an American government ship?”

				“Chang’e 6, that is correct. It belongs to a tourist company called Galactic Adventures.”

				“A tourist company? What are they doing here?” asked Chau with surprise.

				“Our guess is that they are researching the lunar surface for possible tourist flyovers.”

				“How stupid are the Americans? When there is so much of value here, all they can see is a fun ride. We have them on radar, but I do not see them as a threat. Chang’e 6 out.”
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				“Ready to go, Harry?”

				“Yes, Commander. All systems have completed tests successfully.”

			

			
				“Very well, then. Let’s get the Enterprise pointed to the Moon, shall we? Stealth mode.”

				“Yes, Commander.”
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				“Baikonur Control, Pitchka.”

				“Pitchka, this is Control, what is your message?”

				“Control, Pitchka has completed the western reverse course of the Chang’e 6. From this point, it turns northeast again toward the northern pole. We have sighted nothing unusual,” said Bovarin in a bored tone.

				“Pitchka, Control, stand by.”

				“General,” said Vavilov, “the Pitchka reports nothing unusual on the Chang’e 6 course. They are turning northeast now. Do you have instructions?”

				Gen. Dimitry Anikin was an experienced officer and used to deception in warfare. This path of the Chang’e 6 still did not make sense. Why would they be flying southeast, then turn due east as soon as the Pitchka arrived at the Moon?

				“Mikhael, before the Chang’e 6 turned east to intercept the Pitchka, where would their course have taken them?”

				“One moment, General.” The aide did some calculations. “That course of the Chang’e 6 would have taken them over Vallis Alpes and then to the southwest.”

				“Very interesting,” muttered the general as he pondered the lunar map, his chin again on his hand. “Mikhael, have the Pitchka change its course and fly toward Vallis Alpes. Let us see what the Chinese will do.”

				“Yes, General, I am relaying that to Pitchka now.”
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				“Jiuquan Control, Chang’e 6, over,” said Chau with some alarm.

				“This is Jiuquan Control. Send your message, over.”

				“Control, Pitchka has just changed course and is now headed toward Vallis Alpes. What are your instructions?”

			

			
				“Chang’e 6, stand by.”

				More than a few minutes passed as the generals at Jiuquan Control debated what to do next.

				“Chang’e 6, Control, over.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6, send your message.”

				“Chang’e 6, stop your current work and proceed to the Pitchka’s location. Follow at a safe distance and observe. Report if Pitchka turns southwest down the valley.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6. Breaking position and proceeding to follow Pitchka at a safe distance, out.”
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				“Stan, I’m not too impressed with this northern pole. I sort of expected a big ice cap, not just a bunch of craters,” said Danny with disappointment.

				“They tell me the water is there, Danny, just a little hard to see from here. What say we head south over Vallis Alpes toward the Apollo 15 site? We may be able to see the lunar rover and other equipment. You know, David Scott and James Irwin spent three days there.”

				“Three days on the Moon, just think of it. But we’ll only get a few minutes of overflight. Then on to the Apollo 17 site, correct?” asked Danny.

				“Correct,” said Stan. “After the 15 site we’ll head roughly east toward Littrow Crater.”

				“You sound like a tourist guide already,” said Danny with a smile.
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				“General,” said Vavilov, “the Pitchka has reached Vallis Alpes and is asking for new instructions.”

				“That is a very big valley, is it not?”

				“It is large, no doubt, but not too big. It measures one hundred sixty-six by ten kilometers or one hundred three by six miles, sir.”

				“Yes, we should be able to survey that in a short time. Have the Pitchka begin a survey from the northeast to the southwest. Keep watch on the Chang’e 6. If I am right, the Chinese will not like this.”

			

			
				“I am relaying the instructions to the Pitchka now, sir.”
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				“Look at this on the radar, Chau,” said Lo with alarm.

				“What am I seeing, Lo?”

				“The Pitchka has stopped at Vallis Alpes and looks to be starting a survey of the valley starting from the northwest.”

				“That is not good! Call Control and tell them what is happening.”

				“Jiuquan Control, Chang’e 6, over,” said Chau with greater concern.

				“This is Jiuquan Control, send your message.”

				“Control, Chang’e 6 has just observed the Pitchka beginning a survey of Vallis Alpes, starting from the northeast and proceeding southwest.”

				“Chang’e 6, Control, stand by.”

				Again, several minutes passed while a debate must have taken place at Jiuquan. Finally, Control responded.

				“Chang’e 6, Control. The Pitchka must not be allowed to survey the valley. Take a position in front of them as if you are also conducting a survey. Tell them to leave while you do your work. If they do not comply, warn them that you will take action. If they persist, fire a warning rocket. Hopefully they will leave at that point. If not, you are authorized to use deadly force to prevent them from reaching the site. Repeat, over.”

				Nobody in the PLA or the politburo wanted the Chinese site discovered or meddled with. It promised to be the most strategic site ever developed by China and an important step in the path toward Chinese Earth eminence.

				The Chang’e 6 crew repeated their orders and then took a survey position in front of the Pitchka.
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				“Chang’e 6, this is Pitchka on Guard channel. We conduct a peaceful survey and you have flown in our way. Please move,” said Bovarin on the universal Guard radio channel. Both crews were now speaking broken English.

				“Pitchka, this is Chang’e 6. We are continuing survey of region and demand that you leave now.”

				“Chang’e 6, we have same rights here, and we arrive today before you. We continue.” Bovarin spoke over his headset to the copilot. “Viktor, contact Control on our standard channel and tell them what is happening. I will continue to chat with our Chinese friends.”

				“Calling Control now, Major.”

				Back on Earth, Vavilov relayed the message. “General, the Pitchka reports that the Chang’e 6 has blocked their survey path and demands that the Pitchka leave.”

				“I would expect them to do no less. This convinces me that the Chinese have something going on here. Tell Major Bovarin to continue to press for his survey rights and see how far the Chinese will go.”

				“Relaying your command now, sir.”

				“Chang’e 6, this is Pitchka. I repeat: we are peaceful survey mission and must be allowed to continue. Please move away,” said Bovarin in a forceful tone.

				“The Chang’e 6 of the People’s Republic has first right to survey this valley. If you do not move, we take action.”

				“Chang’e 6, I repeat: we here first today and have right to complete survey. Move on.”

				Just then the Chang’e 6 tipped nose up, and a bright red flash appeared as a missile climbed into the lunar sky above the Pitchka.

				“Pitchka, that was warning shot. There will be no other. Leave now!”

				Seeing the fired rocket from the cameras of the Pitchka, Anikin urgently said, “Mikhael, tell the Pitchka to depart. We have learned what we wanted this day. There will be another time.”

				A moment later the aide responded, “I have given the order and Pitchka is departing, sir.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17

				“Hey, Stan. What’s that bright red object coming out of Vallis Alpes?” Danny asked with alarm.

				“I hope it isn’t what I think it is.”

				“And that would be?”

				“A missile, Danny! Get on the radio and let Control know while I try to get out of its way!”

				“Oh my God, are they shooting at us?”

				“I don’t know, but get on the radio NOW!”

				“Roger. Spaceport Control, this is Space Ship 4. Emergency—!” But that was all Danny got out before a bright light and then…. blackness.

				“Space Ship 4, Control, over.”

				But there was no response.

				“Space Ship 4, this is Spaceport Control, come in.”

				But no matter how many times Control called, there was no response.
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				“Commander, I have just detected an explosion above the lunar surface near Vallis Alpes,” Harry said from within the Enterprise as it stealthily cruised over the Moon’s surface.

				“What kind of explosion?”

				“A conventional explosion, Commander. Small scale, such as an air-to-air missile impact.”

				“Vectoring to Vallis Alpes now, Harry. Should be there in just a few minutes. Continue to scan for what was hit,” said Van as he turned the Enterprise toward the long valley and accelerated.

				“Commander, I have an emergency locator beacon coming from near the valley. It is consistent with those found at crash sites.”

				“Put it on-screen, Harry, and lock in a course to it.”

				“Done, Commander.”

			

			
				“Any visual yet?” asked Van as he flew toward the emergency beacon.

				“Yes, Commander, there appears to be a crash site at the northeastern tip of Vallis Alpes. By size and mass, it is similar to Space Ship 4.”

				“Space Ship 4? Why would anybody fire on them?”

				“Uncertain, Commander. I am, however, showing life signs, two of them.”

				“Take the controls while I suit up. Land as close to the crash site as possible.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				Five minutes later, Harry said, “We have landed, Commander. The crash site is thirty feet to our right. Life signs are still readable.”

				“Roger, Harry, opening the ramp now and proceeding to the site. Get two life support tubes ready just in case.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				Van shuffled the thirty feet to Space Ship 4 in just a few seconds. As he looked the craft over, he saw that the cockpit was still mostly intact, and he could see two suited and helmeted figures inside.

				Tearing away some of the composite material leading into the cockpit, he was relieved to see that both pilots were still seated, strapped in and helmets on. But there was no motion. Carefully he looked over the first body on the left, the pilot’s seat, and saw a patch with the name Walters. It was useless to say anything in the near vacuum of the Moon, so he pressed his helmet to the pilot’s and shouted, “Walters, can you hear me?”

				A vague “What happened?” came in response.

				Van then quickly unlatched the pilot’s safety harness and dragged him out of his seat onto the lunar surface. Again, with his helmet pressed against Walters’s, Van said, “Can you stand up?”

				“Wha—? What did you say?” Walters said in a daze.

				“Can you stand up?” said Van again.

				“Who are you?”

				“Never mind now. I’m here to help you. Can you stand up now?”

				“I think so.” Stan began to slowly rise as Van assisted him.

			

			
				“Good, stay right here while I get to your friend.”

				“My friend? Danny? Where’s Danny?”

				“I’m getting Danny now, wait right there.”

				“Wait right here….” trailed off a still-fuzzy Stan Walters.

				Van returned to the cockpit and reached in to unfasten Danny’s safety harness. But it wouldn’t work. He tried and tried but could not get the latch to unsnap.

				Looking around the cockpit for something to help, Van saw what appeared to be a tool box. It contained a number of tools, and he selected a large screwdriver. He then leveraged the screwdriver into the center of the latch mechanism, but it still would not give.

				“Shit!” Van grumbled to himself. “Harry, I need something to cut through a safety harness. Bring something out for me, and then take Mr. Walters back with you to the Enterprise.”

				“Yes, Commander, on my way.”

				Harry bounded out of the Enterprise in a pressure suit with a cutting blade from their emergency kit. He handed it to Van and then took Stan by the shoulders and assisted him into the Enterprise.

				In passing, Van thought, Harry’s in a pressure suit when he doesn’t need one. Leave it to him to do what is necessary to minimize disclosure of secrets to these unknown men. Returning to his task, Van was pleased to see that the new tool worked. He cut away the last of the frozen harness. Then, as he’d done with Stan, Van pulled Danny out of his seat and onto the loose lunar surface. Harry came back out, and between the two of them, they carried Danny into the Enterprise, closed the ramp, and pressurized the interior.

				Van and Harry removed their own helmets and those from the two survivors.

				Both Stan and Danny were sitting up straight in the cargo seats and breathing normally.

				Van asked, “How are you two doing?”

				“Pretty good considering what just happened,” said Stan. “We did crash, didn’t we?”

				“Yes you did. After you were apparently shot down.”

			

			
				“Shot down? Oh, yeah, the missile. Where did that come from?” asked Stan, recovering.

				“We aren’t certain, but both the Russians and the Chinese were in the area, and both had the capability.”

				“I guess we should be pissed, but I for one am glad to be alive. Besides, I’ve been shot at before in Iraq when I was in the Air Force.”

				“Me too. Who are you?” asked Danny after finally gaining some sense.

				“We’re friends from Earth and happened to be in the vicinity,” said Van, trying not to give his secrets up too soon.

				“Sure,” said Stan. “You were just out for a jaunt around the Moon.”

				“Why not? Everybody else seems to be doing it,” responded Van with a smile.

				“That’s true. Are you one of the Brazilian teams?”

				“No, we’re from the good ole U S of A. But private, like yourselves.”

				“Didn’t know there was another ship as close as we were to launching.”

				“We have tried to keep our capability secret. Which means you guys have now presented us with a problem.”

				“A problem? What sort of problem?” asked Danny with concern.

				“My organization is so closely held that we can’t tell anybody who we are or what we do…. or even that we exist.”

				“Oops. Guess the cat is out of the bag now,” said Danny, now smiling.

				“Not necessarily. You can actually help us.”

				“How’s that?” said Stan suspiciously, easing forward in his seat.

				Van noticed Stan’s move but kept on talking.

				“The way I see it, Galactic Adventures just lost its most important asset. In addition, when word gets out, I can’t imagine very many tourists will want to fly to the Moon anytime soon. Don’t you agree?”

			

			
				“Yes, that’s true,” said Stan, still on the edge of his seat.

				“Well, if that’s so, what will you two be doing for the near or even distant future?”

				“He has us there, Stan.” Danny swiveled his head around, taking in the Enterprise as he thought things over. “I can’t imagine many Moon trips or more advanced space trips coming up soon after this that aren’t military or government sponsored. It could be a long time before we get to do this again.”

				“Right,” said Van, who had a new thought. This might be serendipitous. We’re going to need help manning the Aurora, running the Moon base, and growing, just like we needed help on Earth with the Carson Group. Have we just found some help with just the right experience—and who happen to be off the grid? “But what if I could offer you the chance to stay in the game and do more than you ever imagined?”

				Stan eased back in his seat and asked, “At what price? For all anybody knows, we died up here in a crash. If we suddenly show up on Earth again, people are going to ask all sorts of questions, like how we survived. That could blow your secrets.”

				“True, if you show up as Stan and Danny.” Van paused, giving them a moment to contemplate what he was implying. “But what if I told you that we can create new identities for each of you? Do you have families, close friends, or even people at work you’ll miss, or who’ll miss you? At least so much so that this might pose an issue for you?”

				There was only silence for a few moments as each man gave Van’s question some consideration. Finally, Stan broke the ice. “Not for me. I like the company I work for, or worked for, I guess. But there were no close friends, and my employment was always at risk should anything happen to end the program.”

				“I have a sister, but I don’t see her very often,” said Danny. “And I’m like Stan. Sort of a wanderer, looking for the next big space excitement. So…. are you suggesting that we come to work for you with new IDs? And if we do, you’re saying we can continue to fly in space?”

				That will seem like a dumb question if or when they see the Aurora and the combat shuttles. Besides, I need to seize this unique opportunity to recruit these guys,

			

			
				“Exactly right,” Van confirmed. “I think we’re going to need more help than we have, and, as it happens, your skills are on the top of my mental list.”

				“So what proof do you have that you are as capable as you say?” asked Stan.

				“Well, you’re sitting in it in right now. This craft is called the Enterprise, and it’s capable of unlimited flight between the Moon and Earth and not dependent on your fusion engines, although we have one as a backup. It has advanced stealth technology and a defensive shield to prevent damage from nearly all Earth weapons. If you like, we’ll take you for a ride to see what she can do.”

				“I’m up for that!” said Danny enthusiastically.

				“That’s a fair suggestion. But again, who are you?” asked Stan, still with some concern.

				“You can call me Van for now, and this other fellow is Harry. But before we have some fun, I want to take a look at this valley and see why the Chinese like it so much.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18

				Van, Harry, Stan, and Danny lifted off from the Space Ship 4 crash site and maneuvered into Vallis Alpes. Given that the spaceship conflict had taken place at the northeastern end of the valley, Van steered the Enterprise toward the southeastern end. They proceeded at a moderate pace and at an altitude of about one thousand feet in complete stealth mode.

				“This is getting boring, Harry. I don’t see a thing,” commented Van.

				“Visually, neither do I, Commander. However, I am picking up a signal that may be from a locator beacon several miles ahead of us.”

				“Then take over, Harry. Put us on top of that beacon.”

				In minutes, the Enterprise stopped in a one-thousand-foot hover.

				“Commander, the signal is directly below us.”

				“Then let’s go lower for a look.”

				“Yes, Commander, descending now.”

				Stan and Danny were strapped into passenger seats opposite from each other in the cargo bay. As the Enterprise neared the source of the signal, Danny strained to look forward through the window next to his seat. Then he yelled out, “I think I see something on the surface. More than one thing, actually. Just ahead to the right.”

				Van started looking in the area Danny suggested, and he too saw something.

				“Let’s have a closer look at that, Harry,” Van said while pointing at what he saw. “Set us down as near as you can.”

				“Yes, Commander. I see what you mean, and I count five objects on the valley floor. I will set down next to the closest one.”

				Once settled on the surface, Stan and Danny put on suits like Van’s and waited for depressurization and for the cargo ramp to open. They followed Van out, but Harry remained in the shuttle.

				On the surface were indeed five objects. They were big. “Well, guys, what do you think these things are?” asked Van.

			

			
				Stan was the first to answer. “If I’m not mistaken, these look a lot like the folded and compressed versions of inflatable habitats, five of them. If they are like the Bigelow B330s, they could each be as long as forty-five feet with a diameter of about twenty feet.”

				“You mean like big blow-up barns?” said Danny.

				“Sort of. But if these are like the Bigelow units I saw at a show one time, they are made with interwoven layers of Kevlar and Mylar around a flexible air bladder, which is used to retain an atmosphere. They’re really strong.”

				“What about radiation?” asked Van.

				“According to the people I talked to, they provide better radiation protection than the International Space Station.”

				“Impressive,” said Van, “but I’m guessing that all five of these things aren’t each habitats. One or more have to be supplies of some sort, maybe food and oxygen. What do you think, Harry?”

				“You are correct, Commander. My sensors suggest that two of the objects are habitats and the other three contain various supplies and even weapons.”

				Van considered what Harry had just said. Habitats and supplies make sense, but weapons? So Van asked, “Weapons? What for?”

				“If the Chinese are planning to establish a base here, Commander, they will likely have to protect it.”

				“At some point that may be true. But I’m not sure there’s much of a threat yet,” said Van while thinking about the impact of all of this on Earth.

				While Stan and Van were looking over the compressed habitats and storage units, Danny had wandered off. “Hey, guys, look over here.”

				With several leaps in the low gravity, they reached him in seconds.

				“What is it?” asked Van.

				“Look at the valley wall here. There’s a big hole that seems to go in for a long way.”

				“Yes it does. What is this thing, Harry? It looks like an old lava tube outlet.”

				“You are correct, Commander. Sensors indicate a number of such tubes and possibly even a large cavern deeper inside. This is not unusual on the Moon. There are many such tubes left over from the Moon’s formation.”

			

			
				“But these are well suited for setting up housekeeping. They are even big enough to roll these five packages into.”

				“Correct again, Commander. The habitats will likely be set up on the interior of the tubes, both to prevent observation and as a living area while the tubes and cavern are made habitable.”

				“I don’t think I like this one bit. Given what we know about Chinese plans for the Moon and space domination, I think we are looking at their first step,” said Van with concern. “Mark this spot exactly in your database, Harry. We’ll likely have to revisit and, in the worst case, we may even need to target it.”

				“Done, Commander.”

				“OK, guys. I promised you an exciting ride in the Enterprise, so let’s go.”

				“Roger that!” said an excited Danny as they reentered the Enterprise.
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				With the fun space flight completed, the Enterprise returned to Site R.

				“OK, Stan and Danny, if you’ll come with me to our Ops Center, we can discuss your future.”

				“That sounds ominous,” commented Stan as they entered the elevator.

				“Not really. We need to discuss some ground rules before we tell you what we’re all about,” said Van as the elevator doors opened and they entered the Ops Center.

				“Wow, this is nice! Better than anything we have at Spaceport America,” said Danny as he looked with wide eyes at the room and its contents.

				“Harry and I have developed it over time, and it fits our needs so far. Please take a seat and let’s talk.” Van waited for them to get comfortable and thought about how best to put the news he had for them. He’d had a hard time believing it when Harry had first shared all he knew about the Host and Arkon; but he hadn’t had the advantage of first riding aboard a futuristic shuttle from the Moon in fewer hours than it took to drive from Sacramento to Chula Vista. Maybe it would be easier for Stan and Danny to buy all of it than it had been for him. Only one way to find out. He started.

			

			
				“As I see it, you have two choices right now before we go any further. You can say you want to leave right now with new IDs and some cash, and you can go—after your memory of us has been erased. Or, you can stay and listen to what we are about. After that, you will have the same two choices. What will it be?”

				“You say our memory will be erased. What does that mean?” asked Stan.

				“Fair question. We have a painless method of erasing recent memories to ensure that who we are and what we do are not made public. It’s a security precaution and doesn’t hurt you in any way.”

				“Uh-huh,” said Stan. “What if we resist?”

				“You can, but to no avail, let me be clear on that,” responded Van.

				Stan looked at Danny, who gave him a nod, and then he said, “OK, we’ll bite. Looks like we have nothing to lose.”

				Van took about an hour to give the two men a top-level briefing on the Host, the Arkon, Site R, and its equipment. Van, with help from Harry, also gave them an idea of their goals and visuals of some of the equipment and capabilities available to them. No mention was made of the Moon or other sites.

				“That about covers what we want to disclose for now. Any questions?” Van asked.

				Neither of the two men could speak right away. But finally, Danny broke the silence.

				“You mean that you are in possession of advanced alien technology like the Enterprise we flew in and that you and Harry are slowly trying to push the whole human race into space before the bad guys get here?”

				“That’s a little simplified, but essentially correct,” said an amused Van.

			

			
				More silence.

				“So if we say yes to helping you, what will you have us doing?” asked Stan.

				“Good question. I can’t tell you specifically yet since we are still in our infant stages. However, I already know that we’ll need pilots and navigators—or, more correctly, astrogators—when it comes to space. Harry and I can’t do it all. We will have to bring more and more people into the fold. There’s much to do.”

				“But that won’t happen overnight. How long do you expect this process to run, anyway?” asked Stan again.

				“Overall, it will take a long time. Harry suggests that it might be more than a lifetime before humans become true space farers and able to defend themselves against threats like the Arkon.”

				“So we’ll just be a small part of it all and never see the end?” asked Danny.

				“That also depends on what you want to do. With the technology available to us, you may be able to opt to extend your lives and actually see the end.”

				“You can actually do that?” asked Stan, his amazement sprinkled with a little skepticism.

				“I assure you it is possible. But we don’t need to discuss that now. All we want to know is if you want to join with us or go on your way. Be advised, though, if you say yes, there’s no going back,” said Van in conclusion. He crossed his mental fingers, hoping for the right outcome.

				“I don’t know about Stan here, but I’m in!” said Danny with schoolboy delight.

				Stan hesitated but finally said, “I’m in too. I’ll never get another chance like this, especially after the loss of Space Ship 4.”

				“Good,” said Van. “Harry will begin your indoctrination and flight training after you receive a communications implant.”

				The group is growing, he thought. And it needs to. Even with the Carson Group, Harry and I need more help. I didn’t anticipate growing so fast, but it has to happen. So much for solitary retirement.
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				The next day, Van contacted Dick on implant communications.

				Dick jumped right in before Van could start. “Hey, Van. Have you been watching the news about the loss of Space Ship 4 and its crew?”

				“Indeed I have, and that’s part of the reason I called. We have the crew here.”

				“You what?” was all Dick could say.

				“We have the crew here, taking some rest in the cabin at Site R. Short story is that Harry and I took a flight in the Enterprise to have a look at all the excitement on the Moon. We detected the shoot-down, and when we found the crash, the crew was still alive. We couldn’t just leave them there, so we picked them up and brought them here.”

				“Ah, you showed them the site and everything?”

				“Not quite everything yet, Dick, but suffice to say that we now have two new recruits read in. They’ll be pilots for the shuttles for now. However, there’s more going on up there than anybody knows, and we need to talk about things like manpower and recruiting. And when I say ‘we,’ I mean Brice as well.”

				“I was wondering when you would propose that, and I agree. I suppose you want to do that at Site R?” asked Dick.

				“That would be best.”

				“Where and when do you pick us up?”

				“How about the night after tomorrow at the warehouse, say 9:00 p.m. with the B1?”

				“We’ll be waiting.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19

				The pickup in Virginia the next night went without a hitch. Harry flew the B1, while Van rode as a passenger with Dick and Brice.

				“Where has Barbara gone?” asked Van.

				“She had to go to the Air Force Security Agency in San Antonio. Likely she’ll be there for several days,” replied Dick, with no suggestion that this was all planned out.

				“Oh, OK. Brice, before we get to where we’re going, I need to tell you a few things and get your promise not to reveal anything you hear,” said Van.

				“Why do I get the feeling that I am being set up?” responded Brice with a smile.

				“Because you are. Here is what I need to tell you….”

				By the time the B1 landed at Site R, Brice had learned all the basics about the Host and the technology left behind.

				“Holy shit, Van! I knew that your stuff was really top-notch, but I never suspected that it didn’t come from Earth. Wow, what would my dad say now if he were still alive?”

				“Nothing, because you couldn’t tell him,” said Van, grinning. “Let’s get to the Ops Center and finish our discussion. You can also meet Stan and Danny.”

				“Who?” said Brice with a puzzled look as he trailed along.
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				“Not Stan Walters and Danny Ramos of Space Ship 4…. you’re dead!” exclaimed Brice as he was introduced to the two astronauts.

				“Do you feel dead, Danny?” said Stan.

				Danny started feeling himself on both sides then stopped. “Nope, do you?”

				“Not really. I guess that means we’re alive!”

				“Oh thank heaven!” said Danny looking up at the ceiling with fake relief as they both broke into laughter.

			

			
				“OK, OK, guys, I get the picture, you aren’t dead. I suppose you’re going to say that Harry and Van rescued you.”

				Stan looked at Danny and they both nodded. Stan said, “Yep, that pretty much covers it.”

				“Brice, we can go into the details later if you want, but there are several things I need to tell all of you,” said Van. “First, as Stan and Danny know firsthand, visits to the Moon by China and Russia are getting more interesting—if not dangerous. More importantly, after picking up these two waifs from the surface, we discovered that the Chinese have deposited habitats and supplies in the southwestern end of Vallis Alpes. What’s more, they’re right next to a large lava tube that we think the Chinese plan on using as their principal base on the Moon. And nobody knows it except us.

				“In the near term, however, nobody can do anything about it if the Chinese get more militant…. except us. I hope that we don’t have to get involved, but it remains a possibility. If so, Harry and I can’t do much on our own. Well, we can, but I can see our slim resources being taxed beyond their limits quickly.

				“In the longer term, there needs to be a bigger cadre of dedicated people to shepherd and control the flow of the Host technology to mankind’s use. We have to see that humans don’t kill themselves off with all the new toys before the Arkon come.

				“Stan and Danny are here to be our beginning core of pilots and eventually navigators or, more correctly, astrogators. Brice, if you agree, I would like you to become our chief of security defense forces. We need more bodies because there’s more technology and hardware available to us than any of you know, including Dick.”

				Van looked Brice in the eye. “Brice, I gave you the basic brief on the way here. Are you in or out?”

				“Are you kidding? I’m in!”

				“Good, then perhaps all of you would like to adjourn to the Moon for a surprise—after Brice gets a communications implant like the rest of you. And, Brice, don’t ask if it will hurt!” Van smiled.
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				The next day, Anikin sat in his command chair in the Baikonur Control Center, seeming to look at the ceiling. Those who knew him would say he was in an introspective mood. It was a family trait inherited from his great-grandfather, or so his mother told him.

				“Mikhael, does your wife think you spend more time here than at home?” he asked with a smile but still staring upward.

				“I am not married, General.”

				“Ah yes, to be as free as a bird again. My lovely wife, Marta, and my two girls, Nina and Lucya, complain that I am not home enough these days,” Anikin said, wishing he could spend more time with his family.

				“How old is Lucya now, General?”

				Anikin shifted from his introspective mode and looked directly at his young aide with a half smile. “Too young for you, Mikhael Vavilov. Besides, she likes the son of one of our illustrious Russian billionaires. Now, what is the status of the Pitchka?”

				“Major Bovarin says Pitchka is ready in all respects for launch, General.”

				“Good. Give the signal to launch. While the Chinese are not there, let us see what they are so protective of in Vallis Alpes.”
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				“What do you mean the Chang’e 5 and 6 cannot fly?” shouted PLA General Li Jing from his command seat in the Jiuquan Control Center. His eyes were tightening and his teeth were bared, sure signs of his anger.

				“Chang’e 5 is still undergoing modification for the next Moon trip, and Chang’e 6 suffered damage to its airframe after firing the warning missile at the Russians,” responded Colonel Fei, his eyes looking all around as if to spy an exit or a safe spot.

				“Why was I not told this before now?” shouted Jing.

				“It is in our reports and flight schedule, General. I do not know how you were not informed,” said Fei in response. To himself, the Air Force colonel thought it never ceased to amaze him how army generals always saw equipment as tanks instead of fragile machines.

			

			
				“Then do what has to be done to get the Chang’e 6 ready for launch. The Russians are on their way to the Moon now.”

				“Yes, General. Right away,” said Fei as he ran out of the control room.
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				As the Enterprise passed into the shadow of the dark side of the Moon, Harry alerted Van and their passengers.

				“Commander, the Russians have launched the Pitchka, and it is on track for the Moon.”

				“How about the Chinese?” asked Van with concern.

				“No launch activity at Jiuquan, Commander.”

				“So the Russians will be here in a few hours and have free run of the place?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Before they get here, can you have sensors placed around the Chinese supply and habitat area? We need to keep an eye on what happens there.”

				“Yes, Commander. I left a few sensors there when we landed, but I will dispatch some fireflies now.”

				“Good. Let’s continue to our Moon site.”

				“Yes, Commander. We should be there in about twenty minutes.”
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				True to Harry’s prediction, the Enterprise turned on final approach to the Moon base in nineteen minutes. All the passengers except Van had their faces pressed against whichever window they could find. This was amazing to them. Red approach lights appeared, and red light from the opening cavern door shined down on what looked to be parts of some sort of disassembled ship. There was so little of it, however, that no one could make an intelligent assessment of how big it was, what it looked like, or even how long it might have been there.

			

			
				The Enterprise passed through the cavernous doors, which closed behind it. As soon as the doors closed, white lights came on revealing a pristine hangar area—with nothing in it but the Enterprise, which had now landed.

				“Where’s all the good stuff?” asked Danny in a disappointed tone as he exited the shuttle with everyone else.

				“You’ll get to see it all soon. Be patient,” said Van with a smile and then began the guided tour.

				After ushering everyone onto the elevator, he said as they stopped on Level 3, “The layout of this portion of the site is relatively the same as Site R. There are five levels. This level, as you can see, contains additional equipment such as these combat shuttles. There are two of them, which we refer to as CS1 and CS2. They are armed and much larger than the other shuttles like the Enterprise. They are faster and have greater shield power. By the way, Brice, this is the craft that took out the T72 that was about to kill Alfa One’s guys at Mosul Dam.”

				The bunch ogled the area as they left the closing elevator doors behind.

				“Holy moly,” cried Danny with bugged-out eyes. “This will change everything. Will we get to fly them?”

				“I suspect you will at some point,” Van said. “Flight instruction will take place here and at Site R. First in a learning chair, then a simulator, and finally in the shuttles and other ships.”

				“Other ships?” asked Brice incredulously.

				“Well, more like one ship and a half. We are in the process of recovering and reconstructing the crashed corvette you saw on approach, but we also have a fully operational one just next door, where we are headed now.” Van turned toward the elevator and motioned the others to follow.

				Taking the maglev car to the maintenance and construction bay was like taking kids on a ride at Disneyland. Everyone was talking to each other, each more amazed than the other—until the car stopped and they saw the Aurora.

			

			
				“Whoa…. what’s that?” asked Stan and Danny simultaneously.

				“The Aurora,” answered Harry. “This particular ship is an older Agora-class corvette, one of the smallest warships of the Host fleet. For weapons, it carries two laser cannons, plasma cannons, two plasma torpedo tubes, and four rail guns. For detection missions, it carries up to five retrievable surveillance drones. It also uses ZPE for power and is capable of atmospheric as well as space flight. It has basic energy shields and stealth systems similar to but stronger than any of the shuttles.”

				After what seemed like minutes as everyone stood gawking, Dick asked, “What’s a ZPE?”

				“As Harry has taught me,” responded Van, “ZPEs are zero-point energy systems. They gather energy from space, which gives the craft power for virtually unlimited flight without the need for refueling. She also has FTL capability, or at least something close, as Harry keeps reminding me.”

				“I’ll be damned!” said Stan. “Imagine, no fuel requirement, and FTL. Just amazing!”

				“Can we go aboard?” asked Dick.

				“Yes, but before we do, I would like each of you to get a few lessons from the learning chair and then have Harry give you a deck-by-deck overview.

				“One final thing: For those of you who will likely be exposed to combat, which is everyone except possibly Dick, we have nanite treatments available to you if you choose. These will help your body repair itself and protect you from most common illnesses. The downside, if you want to call it that, is that repeated or regular use will extend your lives beyond what normal humans can expect.

				“Getting back to your earlier question, Danny, as to whether any of us will ever see the completion of all our plans and goals, the answer is yes, if you want to and you are not just outright destroyed. I’m talking about living a hundred or more years. I’m on that path now by virtue of an agreement with Harry and because of several emergency treatments.

				“I can tell you from experience that there are no ill effects. However, the philosophical question is, do you want to live that long? Not everybody does.”

			

			
				“So we would outlive our families?” asked Dick.

				“Distant families, yes. I have talked this over with Harry, and we can give your immediate families the same life-extension option if you, and they, want. We can’t yet share all of these secrets with them, but we can explain that we have nanite treatments that are safe and developed privately by Stellar Projects. We may later be able to reveal more of our capabilities to them, but that will depend on circumstances. The decision you need to make is whether or not you want to opt in to the treatments. Whatever that decision is, it will not keep you from participating in what we have to do. So think about it. Take your time. You may want to discuss this particular option with your families—just not what we have here or on Earth and what we may plan to do. That is top secret, as you can well understand.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20

				Major Bovarin and Captain Gorev maneuvered the Pitchka into Vallis Alpes. Starting from the position from which the Chinese had fired their missile, they moved south, mapping every inch of the lunar surface. Then Gorev heard something strange.

				“Anton,” said the captain, “I am picking up some sort of regular frequency pulse. Like a homing beacon.”

				“Can you get a direction, Viktor?”

				“Yes, straight ahead. Not far away.”

				“Then we continue straight ahead and map. Be sure our exterior cameras are ready.”

				Ten minutes later: “The signal is getting stronger. We are nearing the source,” said Gorev.

				“Turn on the cameras; we want pictures of what is here.”

				“Cameras are on. Look there! About half a mile ahead. It looks like some sort of big packages…. very big,” said Gorev.

				“I see them. I count five,” said Bovarin.

				“I count five as well. Suggest we move to the left a little and stop forward motion. Cameras are rolling,” said Gorev.

				“Holding position. What do you make of them, Viktor?”

				“Unsure. I seem to remember reading about some inflatable habitats that looked like that, but I have never actually seen them,” responded Gorev.

				“If that is what they are, Control needs to know this right away. Keep the cameras going while I contact them,” said Bovarin as he contacted Baikonur Control.
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				“General,” shouted Vavilov, “the Pitchka has discovered five non-lunar objects on the surface of Vallis Alpes.”

				“What in the name of the Rodina is a ‘non-lunar object’?” asked Anikin with a raised eyebrow, clearly puzzled.

				“Unsure, General. Captain Gorev thinks they may be inflatable habitats.”

			

			
				“What? Is he sure?” Alarmed, Anikin sat straighter in his chair.

				“He cannot be sure, General, but he believes he has seen something similar in his reading material.”

				“Get our analysts on this immediately! Tell the Pitchka to look at the area around the objects. Look for digging, holes, anything that might be unusual.”

				“Yes, General.”
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				“Anton, we are to look around the area for holes, digging, or anything unusual,” said Gorev.

				“Easily done. Let’s make an expanding circle search around the packages and see what we find.”

				Only minutes later, Gorev said, “Stop! Look straight ahead at the valley wall. Is that a cave entrance?”

				“Yes, something like a cave entrance. However, it is more likely an exposed lava tube, and a big one,” said Bovarin. “Get this view on the cameras and send to Control.”
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				“Commander,” said Harry, interrupting the conversation among the group in the Moon site.

				“What is it, Harry?”

				“Our sensors are showing that the Pitchka has discovered the Chinese site and the supply deposits.”

				“What are they doing now?” asked Van with concern.

				“The Pitchka has just landed, and two men are out and exploring the lava tube entrance. I am placing it on the Ops Center main screen now.”

				The group of Americans watched with intense interest as the Russian cosmonauts explored both the supply bundles and the lava tube entrance.

				“So far,” said Dick, “they seem to be careful not to disturb anything, which is a good sign.”

				“Yes, but you can bet their control center is all excited. The Russians now have proof that the Chinese are intending to set up shop on the Moon,” said Van.

			

			
				“Other than a ‘Moon race’ issue, what’s the problem with that?” Brice asked.

				“The problem,” said Dick, “is that Chinese space policy is to establish hegemony on the Moon and deny access to all others. And they seem to be on their way to doing just that.”

				“Except for us, of course,” said Danny. “I mean, those of us here in this site.”

				“Yes of course,” responded Dick rubbing his chin. “The question is, what do we do about it?”

				After a moment, Van said, “Nothing,”

				Everyone turned to looked at him at once. “What do you mean ‘nothing’?” said Brice.

				“We do nothing for the moment. Just watch and wait to see what happens.”

				“But somebody needs to know about this,” said Stan.

				“Who needs to know? If you mean the US, they can do nothing except stir the pot. No, the Russians and the Chinese need the opportunity to work this out,” said Van.

				“And if they don’t?” asked Dick with skepticism.

				“If they don’t, they may be giving us an opportunity we can use,” said Van to a mystified audience. Perhaps a good scare is a way of unifying everyone, especially when it comes to space. I’ll just have to wait and see.
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				With Russian, Chinese, and even Brazilian involvement in space growing, the US government, especially NASA, was receiving popular pressure to join the race soon. But there were problems. Especially after the announcement of the apparent crash of the civilian Space Ship 4 on the Moon.

				“Fred,” said John Ashley, a NASA administrator, from where he sat behind his desk in his Houston office, “what’s the status on the Atlantis?”

				Fred Reynolds, the director of operations, replied, “We have two fusion engines installed, along with the fuel tanks. We have some fuel to test the engines, but the main supplier, EOS Chemicals, says that demands are outpacing their supply and we will have to wait.”

			

			
				“Wait? This is the US government. Don’t they understand that?” said an indignant Ashley, pounding his fist on his desk.

				“I suggested to them that we could be a major customer, but they didn’t seem impressed.”

				“And how long do they expect us to wait?”

				Fred waited a moment before responding to the question; the answer would not go well with the director.

				“Indefinitely, sir. It seems that all their production has been purchased for the next year.”

				“A—a year?” Director Ashley stammered as he abruptly stood. “That’s ridiculous! Who could be using that much fuel?” And then he sat, or more like fell, back in his chair.

				“They didn’t say, but my guess would be the Chinese and the Russians. Perhaps the Brazilians as well.”

				“Well who else is making the stuff? EOS can’t be the only source. Anybody here in the US?”

				“There is some work being done in the Philippines, but that has slowed after the accident. Here in the US, inroads are being made, but large production quantities are not yet available.”

				“We don’t need large production quantities yet. Just enough to get us to the Moon and back before we are completely outclassed. See what you can find—and soon!”

				“Yes, sir,” said Fred with small hopes as he walked away. Unless that company in Texas, Sojourn I think their name is, can do something, I think we are SOL, he thought to himself.
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				“General,” said Mikhael, “Major Bovarin has hidden the cameras around the Chinese site as you ordered, and he is asking if you have any other directions before the Pitchka leaves the Moon.”

				“Any word yet on a Chinese Chang’e launch?”

				“No launches yet, sir.”

			

			
				Interesting. They must be having problems, Anikin thought. “Tell the major to leave the site in the direction he came in from and then proceed to other mapping areas that we have not yet covered.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Anikin pondered the situation for a moment as he tapped his fingers on the arm of his command chair. “One more thing, Mikhael. Ask the major to see if he can cover all his surface tracks with some sort of blast from his engines or thrusters before he departs. Best to keep the Chinese guessing.”

				“Contacting the Pitchka now, General.”
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				“Did you see that, Van?” asked Danny watching the video of the Chinese site in the Moon-base Ops Center.

				“You mean the dust cloud the Pitchka made before they left?”

				“That would be it. What was that?”

				“If I were the Russians, I would literally be wanting to cover my tracks so the Chinese wouldn’t know anybody was there. Stirring up a bit of Moon dust would cover them nicely.”

				“Yeah, that’s true. Clever, those Russians,” mused Danny.

				“Clever and dangerous. There is somebody in Russia playing a good game. Harry, who would be in charge of Russian space ops now?”

				“Lt. Gen. Dimitry Anikin of the Russian Aerospace Defense Force and commander of space forces, Commander.”

				“Doesn’t ring a bell. What can you tell us about him?”

				“Lieutenant General Anikin was born in Ukraine in 1966. He joined the Soviet military and graduated from St. Petersburg Military Engineering and Technical University in 1988. After graduation, he trained as a fighter pilot and later served in the Titov Main Test and Space Systems Control Center.

				“In 2003 he became the deputy chief of staff of the Russian Space Forces and then returned to the Titov Main Test and Space Systems Control Center as chief of staff and, later, commander. Prior to assuming command of space forces, he was the commander of Plesetsk Cosmodrome.

			

			
				“The general is known for his conservative political positions and flare for strategic thinking. He generates loyalty among his commanders and men and is married with two children, both daughters.”

				“Nice, tight summary, Harry.”

				“Thank you, Commander.”

				“What about his counterpart in China?”

				“Less detail is known about him, Commander. Gen. Li Jing is seen as a rising star in the PLA, but has no flight or space experience. He enlisted in the PLA in 1968 and graduated from the PLA Military Academy in 1971. From there he was assigned to the Fourth Armored Brigade as a tank commander and later as a platoon commander. From there he served on the staff of the Central Military Committee and later the staff of the Thirty-First Army Group, whose mission is the potential invasion of Taiwan.

				“Then he assumed command of the Second Armored Division, followed by a position as chief of staff of the Central Military Committee. Most recently he has been established as the first overall commander of the PLA space program.

				“He is believed to be married with one child, but neither his wife nor child has ever been seen in public,” concluded Harry.

				“Sounds like a nice guy in a beat-you-to-death-with-a-stick sort of way,” said Van. “So to sum things up, we have on the one hand a Russian conservative, who is likely quick thinking and has a good head for strategy. On the other hand, we have a hardheaded tank driver with no real skills except marching up the communist political chain. How did we get to be so lucky?”

				“Lucky, Commander?”

				“Never mind, Harry, that was meant to be rhetorical.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“You know,” said Dick, “I’m getting the feeling that the Chinese and the Russians haven’t achieved so much without some help.”

				“You mean like our old pain in the ass Meier?” asked Van.

				Seeing Stan’s and Danny’s puzzled looks, Dick continued, “For the benefit of our new team members: Mr. Peter Meier apparently had some similar neural characteristics as Van here. He also discovered a minor Host site in which were stored medical supplies and equipment, some robots, and an advanced computer. He used those finds to create a significant empire and cause Van and the Carson Group considerable issues. In the end, Van shot him. Until recently we thought he was dead, but now we aren’t sure.”

			

			
				“You mean there was no body,” said Stan, getting the picture.

				“Yes. No body. When Meier was shot, he fell into a moon pool built inside a cargo ship and sank. The body was never recovered. Now we find that the only supplier of fusion fuel is EOS Chemicals, a Meier company. And they are only supplying the Chinese and the Russians. In addition, the Chinese are flying a spacecraft exactly like the Passaro II, which is supposed to have crashed in the Gobi Desert. Now they have another one with the same engine from an unknown design source. The Russians, too, have come up with fusion engines for the Pitchka, also from an unknown design source.

				“From our own research, we know that José Silva, president of Brazaero Technologies, had a silent financial partner. We also know that the leading company in fusion engine technology suffered a major accident and was eliminated from the race early. In addition, the leading fuel company also suffered a tragic accident and was temporarily eliminated from their production completion, thus giving Brazaero time to finish their work and launch. And finally, something you all don’t yet know, EOS Chemicals is in the process of buying the same Philippine fuel manufacturer. This could all be coincidence, but my money is on Meier being behind all of this,” finished Dick.

				“Assuming this is the same guy, why would he want to do this?” asked Danny.

				“For the money and the power,” answered Van. “First he sells ships or ship designs to the Chinese and the Russians and then becomes the sole source for the fuel. The spacecraft and engines are expensive, but the fuel profit will be enormous, especially if he takes control of Philippine production. He will have a monopoly for a period of time. Money and power, as I said.”

			

			
				“If he is still alive, Commander, that is at least true for now,” said Harry.

				“Why true for now?” asked Van.

				“As you will remember, Commander, Mr. Meier suffers from ALS. We have not yet released a cure. Further, when I sent fireflies into the Europa facility last year, I saw notes suggesting that they developed a drug capable of forestalling the ultimate effects of the disease, but side effects remain.”

				“What kinds of side effects?” asked Van.

				“What limited amount I could see, Commander, suggested that the new Europa drug has the capability of affecting the neural system, especially the forward part of the brain dealing with rationalization and impulse control. All in addition to the normal symptoms of ALS. If this is true, Mr. Meier could indeed be reacting negatively to the drug even now.”

				“So in addition to being power hungry, Meier may be going mad as well?” asked Van with shock.

				“Not mad at this point, Commander, but he is likely becoming more unstable as he takes more of the drug.”

				Everyone in the room looked stunned.

				“That would make a lot of sense,” said Dick. “But that also suggests another, more personal concern.”

				“What’s that?” asked Van.

				“Meier hates you and, by association, the Carson Group. He’s also pretty certain that you’ve discovered a site and probably sees your hand in all of this new interest in space flight. This could become all about you if his drug reaction persists and he becomes paranoid or worse,” said Dick.

				“I suppose it could. But we are making a lot of assumptions. We aren’t even sure he’s still alive, though I have to admit I have the feeling he is. Harry, time to turn Big Brother loose again to see what we can find out about José Silva’s silent partner,” Van said with conviction.

				“Yes, Commander. I am starting now.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21

				That same week, José Silva was utterly amazed by what he saw happening to his Passaro II—or, more correctly, to the Passaro III, as the current model was being called. It had been only a few weeks since he became part of this new company, and he was stunned at the rapid shift to large-scale manufacturing, which dwarfed his efforts at the old Brazaero facility. No more one airframe at a time. Across the giant production floor bathed in morning sunlight, he could see several air frames starting their way through the fantastic production line. No other facility in the world was investing in manned space vehicles on this scale. The manpower alone had to be a staggering cost.

				In addition to two vehicles dedicated to his and Brazil’s use, there were already backlogged orders from India and France. India was being the most strident in their press for ships, especially for even bigger ones now on the drawing boards. Unlike the current plans of China, Russia, and even the US, India had its sights on Mars. They already had a vehicle in orbit around Mars called the Mangalyaan, which was built and launched at only one-tenth the cost of the most recent US vehicle, the Maven. The Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO), India’s state-owned space agency, was bound and determined to take their place with the major powers in space. However, Brazil was now the leading manufacturer of manned spaceships in the world.

				Standing next to the production line with his friend Marco Acosta, José spoke loudly over the noise of the line. “I never would have imagined this site, Marco. This is a great time for Brazil!”

				“And for you, José,” said Marco. “Had it not been for your persistence and technical skills, it is unlikely that we would be here witnessing this now.”

				“It is kind of you to say, Marco,” said José with a gleaming smile. “I was just fortunate to be in the right place at the right time. By the way, I understand that Galactic Adventures is also now producing ships along the lines of Space Ship 4.”

			

			
				“That is true. But they cannot yet match our scale, and the US government is pressing quite hard for all their production for the next year. Japan and Great Britain seem to want to hold out for one of those ships, but with our production rate, I am guessing they will come to us soon. There are even mining companies asking for asteroid-mining vehicles. Nobody wants to be left out of this,” noted Marco.

				“Good, good. I have some ideas for mining vehicles. Did you ever think that Brazil would be in such a commanding position in the race for the stars?” asked José.

				“Never,” said Marco with great conviction.

				Privately José hoped Frederico never surfaced again.
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				Striding into the Baikonur Control Center on a sunny morning and taking his command chair, Anikin was no longer puzzled by what the Chinese were doing, and he had one less problem to solve. Relatively speaking, he was happy, except for his breakfast. “Mikhael. What good news do you have for me today? My lovely wife, Marta, let Lucya make breakfast this morning, and I need something to take my mind off the experience.”

				“Very good news, General. We have located a Moon site that we believe will be excellent for our first base. Since we do not see the need to hide as the Chinese do, we believe that the Tycho Crater will work well. It has a constant unobstructed view of Earth, offers dozens of sites for our habitats, and is thought to be rich in lava tubes and caves. In addition, it is well south of the Chinese in Vallis Alpes,” reported the major.

				“I can see the Earth observation value there, Mikhael. If the Chinese were not so secretive, I am guessing that is a site they would choose. What else do you have?”

				“We have secured habitats like those the Chinese have, and the Pitchka can carry two at a time and deliver them by opening the cargo bay and inverting to let them fall free. No need to land, and we can quickly have as many as we need on-site,” said Mikhael with a smile.

			

			
				“Very good, Major. Anything more?”

				“Yes, General. Our intelligence sources have obtained the designs for the Passaro II, which we also think is the same as the Chang’e 5 and 6. The United Rocket and Space Corporation has been given top priority to produce at least five ships this year and another Pitchka-class ship by the following year.”

				“That is very good, Mikhael. Let us hope our leaders in Moscow can actually do what they claim,” said the dubious general. “What are the possibilities that we can get a craft from Brazil?”

				“We have looked into that, General. It seems that all their production is spoken for in the next year by India and France.”

				“Interesting. In the meantime, talk with our intelligence people. Have them investigate the possibility of redirecting one of those early ships to Mother Russia. I am told that we have good friends in India.” Anikin sat back with eyes half-closed in introspective thought. “Especially when the price is right.”

				“Right away, General.”
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				Back in the Site R Ops Center, Harry, Van, Stan, and Danny stood by as Harry made a connection with Dick and Brice.

				“Dick, is Brice there with you…. and nobody else?” asked Van.

				“Just us two, Van. The doors are locked and Barbara is off today.”

				“Good. All four of us are here, so I guess we can get started. Let me begin by saying that this Chinese and Russian thing is becoming alarming to many on Earth. Earlier I hinted that such an escalation might be a good thing. My thoughts were that a scare might push Earth’s powers into thinking a united approach to space would be a good thing. However, we need to be in a control position as escalation rises and be able to control the outcome. And we aren’t yet.”

				“What do you mean, Van?” asked Dick.

				“I mean that our greatest capabilities to be used for control of this race are on the Moon, and we don’t have enough people to use them all yet. Harry and I and even Stan and Danny just aren’t enough.”

			

			
				“Are you talking about the Aurora?”

				“Yes, and the combat shuttles as well.”

				“Don’t disagree with you there. The real questions are, where do the people come from and how many do we need?” said Dick.

				“Bingo, Dick! Harry tells me that at a minimum it takes two just to man the bridge of the Aurora, but I think three to four would improve optimization. And that’s with only one watch section. We need a minimum of two watch sections. Then there are other positions that I think we need. For example, even though we have one or more medical chambers aboard, we still need at least one doctor and perhaps an attendant or two. We will also need a few engineering types, weapons officers, and galley attendants. Some of those positions like galley and medical attendants, as well as maintenance positions, can be filled by robotic crew. But we need many more humans than we have.

				“I have a line on a couple of engineers, but I would like to bring on two more pilots, at least one of which we can train in astrogation. At a minimum I want two weapons/tactical officers and one doctor with aerospace experience. I haven’t even mentioned security needs, which I hope Brice can help us with. Stan and Danny have an idea for the two pilots. You or Brice have any ideas?”

				“Regarding security,” said Brice, “and without letting anybody know any specifics, my whole team has volunteered for extended duty anyplace, anytime. In addition, I think that Ross and Jimmy could handle the weapons position, assuming they get chair training. Doctors, I’m not familiar with.”

				“Nor am I,” said Dick.

				“I might know one,” Danny said to everyone’s surprise. “What, you think I don’t know any smart people?” he asked with a slightly hurt look.

				“Of course not, Danny. Who do you have in mind?” asked Van.

				“My sister,” he responded, grinning like a cat that ate the canary.

			

			
				After a short period of silence, Van said, “Your sister is a medical doctor with aerospace experience?”

				“Yeah. She was a flight surgeon in the Air Force and left as a major. She’s working at what used to be the Brooke Army Medical Center in San Antonio as a civilian doctor.”

				“How come you never mentioned this before?” asked Van.

				“Nobody asked.”

				“Do you think she would be interested?” asked Brice.

				“Knowing her, you couldn’t keep her away with a stick. She applied for the astronaut program but had to back out when the Air Force wouldn’t let her go. Want me to get hold of her?”

				“Absolutely. But just set up an appointment and we can fly down and chat with her. You can tell her it’s a potential job offer of a lifetime,” said Van excitedly.

				“I’ll do it today!” said Danny, matching Van’s tone.
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				Through Stellar Projects, Van rented a small conference room near the medical center in San Antonio. He and Danny waited for his sister to arrive.

				“Tell me more about this doctor sister of yours, Danny.”

				“Not much to tell that I haven’t already. We grew up on our parents’ ranch where she was a great horse enthusiast and rider. She is older than me and left for premed at Baylor in Waco. Smart woman. Had a scholarship and everything. She worked hard and got another scholarship to med school at the Baylor College of Medicine in Houston. Following that she went to flight surgeon school. The rest you know.”

				“Are you always such a minimalist?” asked an amused Van. But before Danny could say anything, the conference room door opened and one of the most gorgeous women Van could recall ever seeing entered the room.

				At five foot nine, Rosantina Ramos was tall, especially in her heels. Her hair was jet black and rolled up in a bun for work. She had the same milky light brown skin as Danny, without any of the wrinkles pilots earn when exposed to constant sun while in flight. Her teeth were a brilliant white and exposed by a wide, gracious smile.

			

			
				“Rose! Good to see you,” said Danny as they briefly hugged. “This is my friend I told you about, Van Childs.”

				“Nice to meet you, Mr. Childs,” Rose said, nodding her head in Van’s direction.

				“The pleasure is all mine, but please call me Van…. and take a seat.” He fumbled awkwardly to pull her seat out, momentarily distracted by such a striking woman. “Water, coffee, or anything?”

				Rose took a nearby seat and put her purse on the table in front of her. “No, nothing at the moment. I may get some water later, depending on how long we meet. Please call me Rose.”

				Van collected himself, hoping his fumbling had gone unnoticed. “OK, Rose. Danny has told me a lot about you, and based on what I’m hearing, he’s also told you something about me and Stellar Projects. Correct?”

				“Yes. I also looked up Stellar Projects on the Internet and didn’t realize that you were the one who introduced the tricorder and the nanite process. Very impressive,” said Rose with a look of admiration. Or was it more?

				“Yes, those were good and needed products, but they come from much research by people much smarter than I am.” Van’s introverted nature and time spent alone caused him to be awkward around strange women, especially beautiful ones. His bad experiences with women also made him conservative.

				“In my experience, people in your position are either blowhards or self-deprecating. You seem to be the latter,” said Rose, eyeing Van with a look that told him she missed nothing—including his bumbling.

				With his face turning a bit red, he continued, “I know a doctor’s schedule is a hectic one, and I appreciate your making time for us. So let me get to the point. We are looking for an experienced medical doctor with aerospace experience. That you seem to have in spades. I also know that you applied for the astronaut program and were prevented from achieving your goal. What I need to know now is, are you still interested in space?”

			

			
				“You are kidding, aren’t you?” She looked first at Danny and then back at Van as if in disbelief of the question.

				“No, I’m not. My organization has already taken a number of steps into space flight, and we need to expand our team, which includes the need for a doctor like yourself. From what Danny has told me, and from what I could discover on my own, you make an excellent candidate. Interested?”

				After a moment of what appeared to be shock, Rose said, “After being denied the astronaut career path, I thought I would never get another chance. If you’re serious, I’m very interested.”

				“Good. Danny said you would be. I need to warn you, however, that if you join us, there will be long periods away from home, endless work, and a great deal of secrecy. We will, in fact, require you to take a binding oath of secrecy. Does that bother you?”

				“In principle, no. But I’m guessing that you’re not going to require me to say yes without more information. True?”

				“True. We’re gathering people we think have the right stuff, so to speak. We are offering them, and you, the opportunity to fly to an undisclosed Stellar facility in an experimental aircraft for a detailed briefing. At that point you can either accept or say no. You in?”

				“Under those conditions, yes. When will that be?”

				“My partner, Harry, will be contacting you to coordinate the time. Until then, you guys want to have lunch?”

				“Lunch would be great,” said Rose with a look of curiosity about this man who was making such a bold offer.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22

				Later in Brazil, Marco Acosta met José on the manufacturing floor. “José, are you aware that the number two spacecraft we built for the Indians was diverted to Russia?”

				“You’re kidding, right?” said José, amazed.

				“No, I’m not kidding. It seems that the Russians made India a rather extravagant offer for the spacecraft, and India is saying that would allow them an additional spacecraft in the long term.”

				“The Russians paid twice our sales amount?”

				“So it would seem, José. It makes me wonder if our pricing is way off.”
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				That same day, the Chang’e 6 took off from Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center and proceeded to Vallis Alpes on the Moon.

				“How many people are we dropping off at the site?” asked Lo.

				“Six. The Chang’e 5 will follow with six more later today to start setting up the site,” responded Chau.

				“Do you like the name the committee has chosen for this site—Fan Lau?”

				“It is an ancient name for a fort built near Hong Kong in 1729. It was an important and strategic fort in its day—as it will be again. I think it is fitting,” said Chau as he made his approach to the site now named Fan Lau.
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				A week almost to the day after Van met with Rose, the new group of prospective astronauts gathered in the Ops Center at Site R. While they were impressed with the B1 that gave them the ride, they were not yet allowed to see more of Site R. Not until they learned what Van had to say and agreed to participate.

				In addition to Van, Brice, Dick, Stan, and Danny were two new pilots, Paul Wright and Janet, who usually went by Jan, St. Clair; two engineers, Bob Cooper and Elaine Parker; and the two weapons officers, Ross Taylor and Jimmy Fletcher. Added security at this point were Bobby Calhoun and Johnny Weller. And of course, sitting close to the front next to Danny, was Rose, who was catching all the attention of the men in the room.

			

			
				“Thank you all for making yourselves available for today’s session and the chance to offer you all an incredible opportunity. For those of you who don’t know, my name is Van Childs. As you were told during your flight here in the B1, after our briefing you will be offered the chance to say you are in or out. If you decide this is not for you, we will ask you to follow Harry to another room where your memory of this session and what we say will be erased. Yes, we can do that, and before you ask, it won’t hurt.

				“Some of you here will remember that I once said my goals did not include chasing down terrorists and fighting ISIS. I also said that I would explain in time, and that time is here.

				“For shock value, let me say that this facility you are sitting in was not built by anybody here on Earth. Not today’s Earth, anyway.”

				As he’d anticipated, shocked expressions spread around the room. People could be seen and heard exchanging rapid comments and gestures as they shared their mutual surprise.

				“Quiet please. I know, it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. It was built about two hundred years ago and waited for a particular kind of human to discover and open it. I was that human. Later you will learn why.”

				Van could see that Rose sat up straighter and stared directly at him. Surprise? Curiosity? Interest? Van couldn’t tell. He hoped it was interest. Then he continued.

				“Over two hundred of our years ago, a human race known as the Galactic Host were defeated by an opposing group called the Arkon. This facility was established by the fleeing Host to supply and repair any combat forces of the Host that might have survived the last battle. None apparently did. Now, this and other facilities are dedicated to providing technology and guidance for humans to combat the Arkon when they inevitably come here as conquerors or destroyers. Here is the full story, a message from Admiral Amal Spector of the Host and a summary of where we are today and why we need you….”

			

			
				Two hours later the room enclosed a silent mass of people still trying to personally digest what they had just heard and seen. There really were people or beings out there other than what they knew about. Aliens existed? It was almost too much to take in, yet they were sitting in a room full of alien technology. It was true. But the Host admiral, Spector, looked human enough, with a slightly larger-than-normal head, and was, if not friendly, at least nonhostile. Despite the threat of the Arkon, they were not alone, and they had a chance to grow and survive. A sense of pride that they had been chosen to be the spearhead of such a great and important new adventure began to fill those assembled. They realized they had been chosen to make a difference to the Earth and humanity.

				“OK, that’s the story and reason you’re here. You can also understand why this must be a secret unlike any you have ever held. Can I see by a show of hands who would like to join us?”

				The first hands up were from Brice’s team. Then the two pilots and then the engineers.

				“Is there a problem, Rose?” asked a concerned Van.

				“What? Oh, no. I was caught thinking of how fantastic this all is. Of course I’m in!” Rose said to everyone’s relief.

				“Excellent. Harry and Brice will give you a quick tour of the site, and then if you would like, we can adjourn to the Moon on the Enterprise, which is currently on Level 3 below us.” Van smiled at the excitement he saw in everyone’s eyes.

				While Harry and Brice escorted the new recruits out of the Ops Center, Dick approached Van and said, “This is all good, Van, but Barbara is still not part of the fold. What do you intend to do?”

				“When we are done with this group, I intend to have a talk with Barbara, probably here. But I didn’t want her here at the same time as the others. She can be emotional where I am concerned.”

				“Amen to that,” said Dick. “And good luck!”
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				A week later, and after Harry had set training schedules in place for the recruits on the Moon, Van arranged to pick up Barbara in the B1 and fly her to Site R. On the way, they talked.

				“So what’s this all about, Van? It seems mysterious,” said a serious Barbara with a furrowed brow.

				“Well, I am about to tell you some things and then show them to you when we arrive at our destination. This all goes way beyond the security clearances that even you held or hold.”

				“It seems unlikely that you would have a higher clearance than I do, so don’t be offended if I’m skeptical.”

				“I’m not offended. It’s just that what we are going to talk about isn’t even in the minds of the intelligence community or even the good old U S of A government. You see, all the technology that Stellar has released and that the Carson Group has used is not mine or even Stellar’s creation. It is all alien technology.”

				“OK, that’s a good joke. Now tell me the truth,” said Barbara, annoyed.

				“That is the truth and here are the details….”

				By the time the B1 landed in Level 1, Barbara was speechless. She was not, however, without an extraordinarily hostile look on her red face.

				“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

				“As a heart attack,” responded Van.

				“So let me get this straight. You’ve been distributing alien technology under the Stellar name or anonymously since we met again. You let the world think, and especially me, that you were some supersmart and even incredibly rich but eccentric guy living in a cabin like a hermit when, in fact, you are the same old impoverished Van. You lied to me!” Barbara yelled, standing to her full five foot seven.

				“I never lied. You and many others made assumptions,” said Van defensively.

				“That’s BS and you know it. Does Dick know? And Brice?”

				“Yes.”

				“And the rest of the team?”

				“Most of them,” said Van sheepishly.

			

			
				“So. Who else knows?” asked Barbara with a face redder than before.

				“Six or seven.”

				“Six or seven!!! And I’m the last one?” Barbara planted her legs wide and turned her hands into fists at her side.

				“For now, yes,” said Van, getting a little perturbed at the emotion she was showing. “You have to appreciate, however, the secrecy of all of this.” And just as he was going to admit his cowardly behavior, Barbara cut him off.

				“What I understand,” she yelled while pointing a finger in his face, “is that, as a prime member of the Carson Group team and a presumed confidante of yours, I am the last person you chose to tell about this. It’s totally unacceptable. And you are not the person you pretended to be.”

				“I am the same person I always was,” Van said defensively, taking a step back.

				Still pointing a shaking finger, she continued, “And that’s a major part of the problem. You let me believe you were smarter than I ever imagined—that you were rich with an enormous future that I could be a part of. But you’re neither of those. I’m done with you and your lies. Get me a ride to the nearest airport. I don’t want to spend any more time with you than I have to.”

				“But let me explain,” Van said in an attempt to save himself while taking a step closer to her.

				“No!” Barbara stomped a foot for emphasis. “Your actions have been very clear. You’re an imposter. Now get me some transportation!” And she turned and walked briskly away.

				Not knowing what else to do, Van made a quick call to a local friend who agreed to take Barbara to the airport. She was gone twenty minutes later.

				“Commander,” said the mechanical voice of Harry.

				“Yes, Harry. What is it?”

				“You realize, Commander, that because Ms. Fuller has declined to be a part of our group, her memory needs to be erased.”

				“I’m well aware of that, Harry. I dare you to get hold of her and make that happen. I certainly can’t.”

			

			
				Whatever his building attraction to Barbara was, it was now completely broken. Snapped like a twig. This time for good. He should have felt some heart strains, but he didn’t. No, he actually felt relief in some way. The problem now would be continuing to work with her and her volatile emotions. Then it struck him. Part of the reason he’d accepted the Host agreement and the potential of immortality had been for Barbara. Now she was gone and he was alone again.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23

				Anikin was sitting in his command chair and thinking that he not only spent too much time here lately but that his other duties were suffering. But it can’t be helped. These are exceptional times, he rationalized. “Mikhael, how many trips has the Pitchka made to the crater now?” he asked.

				“The Pitchka is now on its fourth trip dropping habitats and supplies, sir. The next trip will be taking technicians and scientists to set up the base.”

				“That is good. What news of the new ship India provided…. for a fee?”

				“Good news, sir. The ship was complete, as expected. We are only making some communications changes as well as adding radar and rocket pods as you requested.”

				“How long before she will be ready to launch for the Moon?”

				“Two weeks, General. That will include taxi tests and a limited orbital flight.”

				“Very good, Mikhael. Very good,” said the apparently happy general, nodding his graying head.
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				Several days after Barbara’s noisy departure, and between the Moon-base training evolutions, Harry managed to return to Site R and pick up Van for a return flight to the Moon base. Once at the base, they moved to the Ops Center.

				“How’s everything going, Harry? Everyone coming up to speed?” asked Van as he looked around the center.

				“It goes quite well, Commander. Each person has had several turns in the learning chair to prepare them for their new roles. Also, when not in the chairs, they spend most of their waking time in the Aurora. The pilots, of course, spend time on both the shuttles and the Aurora. They keep asking when they can fly. Do you have a preference, Commander?”

				“Not really, Harry. If the pilots want to take out the shuttles they can—provided you believe they are ready.” Van scrolled through one of the report screens as he spoke.

			

			
				“They are ready, Commander. May I suggest they limit their flight to the dark area of the Moon, in stealth mode of course.”

				Turning to face Harry, Van said, “That’ll be fine. They can even fly in a formation of two if they like. Just nothing too dramatic.”

				“Yes, Commander. They will be happy to hear it.”

				“I’m sure they will. Are they also getting astrogation training?”

				“Yes, Commander. I believe that we will soon be ready for an extended training flight to test all their skills.”

				“How far is extended?” he asked, bringing up a view of the solar system on the main screen.

				“Perhaps to Mars and back, Commander. It should take only a few days, and we can continue to monitor the situations on the Moon and Earth. It is in line with our long-range goal of preparing for the Arkon. Everyone has to know how to operate these craft in real conditions. Simulations aren’t enough.”

				Harry’s right, Van thought. I don’t think things will get completely out of hand in just a few days. And we need to get familiar with the Aurora and other craft or they won’t be of much use to us in sticky situations. And it may be a chance to look for signs of the Host. He surprised himself with this thought. Finding the Host might be a great advantage in helping prepare for the Arkon, to be sure. But if I did, could I also get them to let me out of the agreement? Time for that later.

				Turning back to Harry, Van said, “That will do for a start. How about the engineers and the doctor?”

				“I can barely get the engineers out of the Aurora to take their chair time. They are completely engaged. Likewise, Dr. Ramos spends every minute she can in sick bay. I believe she also looks forward to the extended trip.”

				“I’ll bet she does. On this trip, I think I need some astrogation and engineering time in the chair for myself. I learned a lot earlier, but I’m sure there is more I can take in.”

				“Possibly, Commander. Your learning sessions were more intense than these new team members, primarily because of your advanced brain. You also received learning on Host tactics, military history, and strategy. You are most welcome to spend time in the chair for some fine points. But your level of knowledge exceeds everyone’s, with the possible exception of Dr. Ramos. You only need to know the basics of medical treatment.”

			

			
				“If you say so, Harry. What can you tell me about the Chinese and Russians?”

				Calling up a view of the lunar surface on which he had overlaid symbols for the Chinese and Russian bases, Harry answered, “The Chinese have stepped up their work. They now have twelve scientists and technicians on-site, which they have named Fan Lau. All the deposited material has been taken into the lava tubes and the habitats set up. I expect deliveries of electronics soon so they can begin their surveillance work.

				“The Russians have begun the same process at Tycho Crater. Lately they have been referring to the site as just Tycho. So far there have been no antagonistic moves from either party. By the way, the Russians just obtained a Passaro III–class spacecraft from the Indians, for a heavy fee. They will soon have two operational spacecraft.”

				“And both armed like the Chinese?” asked a concerned Van.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“I don’t like the potential of that, but it may all still work to our benefit. Keep an eye out, as you usually do. Now let’s go to the Aurora and see what’s happening firsthand.”
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				As Van and Harry entered the Aurora’s bridge, they were nearly run down by four pilots.

				“Whoa! What’s going on?” asked Van.

				“We just got word from Harry that we can go fly. On our way to the shuttles now. Is that OK?” asked Stan.

				“Yes, Harry and I just talked about that. Just stay Moon local and don’t break anything,” said Van with a grin.

				“Yahoo!” shouted somebody as they all raced out.

				Pilots, thought Van. They’re the same everywhere. I was like that once. “Well, nobody here to talk to. So let’s move aft to medical and then engineering.”

			

			
				“Yes, Commander.”

				Entering sick bay, Van was again reminded of how beautiful Rose Ramos was. Beautiful and incredibly smart, he thought. But this is business. No place for personal considerations.

				“Doctor, how are you doing?” he asked, recovering his presence of mind.

				“Oh, you scared me! I didn’t hear you come in. I have been reading and examining data files, and I’m sure I will never learn all that’s here.”

				“You will. What you don’t learn on your own you can get from the chair. Are you taking full advantage of that learning device, by the way?”

				“Well, I have to admit that I usually prefer to learn on my own. But I probably can’t do that without help. I’ll spend more time in the chair. I promise.”

				“Good. We’ll all be depending on you when we’re on mission. How about the robotic assistants? Are they of help?”

				“Yes! It took me awhile to get used to them, but now I can’t imagine how any staff can do without them. They’re incredible!”

				“I’m glad you’re enjoying this. I just wanted to stop in and say hello before heading to engineering.”

				“How long will you be here?”

				“I don’t know yet. At least a day or maybe two. Why?”

				“I’m getting tired of all the same faces at dinner and was wondering if we might share a table before you go.”

				Van thought about this for a moment. He hadn’t spent as much time with her as he had with other members of the crew. Might as well. “Sounds good to me. How about tonight?”

				“Good! I’ll program one of the assistants to remind me to be there on time,” Rose said with a broad grin.
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				When Van stepped into main engineering, he was shocked and half-panicked to see pieces of engines, fuel systems, and electrical conduits all over the decks.

			

			
				“What the hell is going on here?” he said, frozen in place. Have they gone nuts?

				“Oh hi, Van. Elaine and I were tracing some of the fuel and power lines to the engines. They are really amazing,” said a smiling and dirty-faced Bob Cooper.

				“I know they are, but why are you taking them apart?” Van still could not move.

				“Oh, that. Well the chair taught us a lot, but there’s no substitute for getting down and dirty.”

				“You can put all of this back together, right?”

				“Oh, sure. No problem with what we now know.”

				“That’s a relief,” said Van as his posture eased and his clenched fists became fingers again.

				“How are you enjoying the work, or should I ask?”

				“You could have talked to us all day about what we have here, but until you actually see it and touch it, the magnitude can’t be appreciated. I’m not sure you’ll ever get us out of here,” said an equally exuberant Elaine Parker.

				“OK. But you do have to eat and sleep, remember?”

				“Yeah, we know,” they said together, a little disappointedly.

				With that, Van and Harry turned and made their way back to the base Ops Center.
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				“Changing the subject, Harry, has Big Brother made any progress on finding the silent partner of José Silva?”

				“Yes, Commander. He appears to be a man named Frederico Rendon. All evidence points to Mr. Peter Meier having a longtime separate identity established in Venezuela, where he continues to own controlling interest in EOS Chemicals. He also still owns General Maritime Freight out of Le Havre and seems to have replaced Europa Medical with Pacific Medical near Mexico City. Most of his recent activity, however, seems to be in Venezuela, where he owns a ranch, and in Brazil, where he supported Brazaero’s development of the Passaro and Passaro II.”

			

			
				“You say ‘supported Brazaero,’ in the past tense. Does that mean he’s no longer involved with that company?”

				“It would seem not, Commander. After the disappearance of the Passaro II, Mr. Silva found himself out of funds until BrazilAir made him a buyout offer to continue production under their corporate organization. Production of the Passaro III and other airframes is proceeding at a significant pace, mostly destined for India and France. However, there is evidence that Mr. Meier, or Rendon, was responsible for the missing Passaro II. There were three Chinese nationals working on the craft before its final flight, and two were aboard at the time it disappeared. Logic suggests that the two technicians were actually pilots who seized the spacecraft and safely landed in China.”

				“So Meier—I prefer to call him that—had a successful spacecraft built and tested and then turned it over or sold it to the Chinese. It that what you’re saying, Harry?”

				“Yes, Commander. In addition, if the two technicians were pilots, they had to have been trained, and Mr. Meier was the only person, other than Mr. Silva, with access to simulator designs and specifications who could have provided the training.”

				“What about the accidents in Germany and the Philippines?” Van asked with suspicion.

				“The chances are nearly one hundred percent that Mr. Meier caused those events to give Brazaero the time to make the first flights. My primary reason for that assessment is that a man matching the description of Mr. Dieter Hellman was seen at both locations just before the accidents. Mr. Hellman is the chief security officer for EOS Chemicals.”

				“That son of a bitch!” shouted Van almost without knowing it. “He’s selling ships and fuel to the Chinese!”

				“Yes, Commander. But there is more.”

				“Why am I not surprised? What else is he doing?”

				“Mr. Hellman has also been seen by Big Brother passing information to Russian intelligence operatives. Evidence is that he has also provided the Passaro II designs to the Russians along with the fuel they are using. Those agreements most likely also include training.”

			

			
				“Is he crazy? Don’t answer that, of course he is. And he’s leading both countries down the path of confrontation. And the US is in no position to stop them because Meier has essentially denied fuel for any spacecraft they might come up with. And meanwhile he makes millions or probably billions. It’s a brilliant plan for him.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“So have you found Meier so we can go after him again?”

				“No, Commander. He is staying hidden. Early in these events he had several meetings at his ranch, but those seem to have stopped.”

				“And we have no clue what he’ll do next, I suppose?” asked a frustrated and angry Van.

				“We do not know what he will do next, Commander. My greatest concern is that he likely still has the powerful computer from the Chad site. It was never recovered from Avantek, as you recall.”

				“I remember, Harry. I was there when we tried to find it. Don’t tell me anything more. I’m already depressed. It’s time for dinner, and I promised Dr. Ramos I would meet her.” He turned and left the Ops Center.

				As he made his way to meet Rose, Van fought down the frustration rising in him. Meier had been a major distraction in Van’s early efforts to introduce Host technology and prepare for the Arkon. More importantly, Meier and the Host had contributed to his minimal social life, which he was now starting to regret. I like Rose, Van thought. But she is a member of the crew. And my luck with women hasn’t been at all good. He was conflicted. His introverted nature made it hard for him to open up to people in general and women in particular. On top of that, he was still gun-shy from his latest failed experience with Barbara. But being so alone was getting to be difficult with all that was going on. Perhaps I need to make an effort to know her better. And his frown turned into a smile as he walked.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24

				Dinner was a pleasant change of pace. Frustrated with the discovery of Meier’s activities, Van looked forward to sitting with Rose and temporarily putting Meier out of his mind.

				“Well, this isn’t a five-star restaurant, but the food is pretty good coming from a reprogrammed alien replicator,” he quipped as he sat next to Rose with his tray.

				“Surprisingly, the food is quite good. I think Harry programmed all our favorites into the system,” she said with a smile that nearly knocked Van off his seat.

				“Yeah, Harry is invaluable. Sometimes I wonder who is actually running things around here, me or him.”

				“I think it’s a partnership. Each of you brings something to the table that the other doesn’t have. And it seems to work quite well.”

				“I guess it does,” said Van.

				“I’m glad you stopped by the sick bay today. We haven’t seen much of you lately.”

				“I know,” he commented between bites of pot roast. “Putting this crew together and planning our next steps has taken most of my time. Then I ran headlong into an issue with our potential intelligence officer.”

				“What kind of issue?” Rose asked curiously, putting her fork down.

				“It’s a long story better not dwelled upon. The short of it is that she and I once had a thing going, and it may have been starting again, but she went off the rails when I told her about all of this. She was convinced I had been lying to her for over a year. And I think she was disappointed I was not the actual inventor and brain behind all of this technology. I think her visions of our, or her, future just collapsed.” He didn’t add that he hadn’t made the strongest effort to make things work in the end.

				“Why? She doesn’t find all of this fascinating in its own right?”

				“Not really. But let’s not talk about it now. I’m more interested in finding out how you’re adjusting and what you think of what we’re doing,” said Van with a happier attitude.

			

			
				“I do find it fascinating. I only wish I could share it with the world right now. But I understand what the impact might be, so I’m tempering my enthusiasm. I’ve learned more about medicine in the short time I’ve been here than through all my medical training and practice. Then throw in spaceships, space travel, and aliens, and what more could a girl want?” she said, again with that great smile.

				After a sip of her drink, she continued, more seriously. “By the way, each of the crew has come to me about the potential nanite treatments you mentioned in the briefing, and they all want to start. They want to see how this works out, no matter how long it takes.”

				“Does that include you?” asked Van.

				“Of course. I can’t let Danny outlive me!” Again, with that smile.
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				Meier had a fondness for deserted islands. He’d lost the Aegean island he’d once owned, but he had another he’d found years ago. La Tortuga Island off the coast of Venezuela offered him the perfect place to operate unobserved. Apart from a few fishermen and a wayward tourist or two, nobody went there. There, in the remnants of an old fort, Meier had established a command center and small logistics depot. It was also where he’d stashed the Chad computer before Van Childs destroyed Avantek. Meier had moved to La Tortuga shortly after his last meeting at Rancho Rendon. He wanted to make finding him as difficult as possible.

				Today, Meier had only Dieter as company. More and more, he was becoming self-conscious about his frailties—the shaking, the difficulty walking. He also found himself snapping at people more than usual, and he had a hard time focusing on his plans. Dieter was becoming his crutch in life.

				“As I was saying, Frederico—”

				“Just call me Peter…. nobody here to make a difference,” Meier said, slumping in a comfortable chair while his favorite music played in the background.

			

			
				“Yes, Peter, as I was saying, we have determined that the only place Van Childs lives now is in a cabin in the Arizona mountains.”

				“Yes, yes, I know about the cabin. I had people there once to search it. Nothing to it. Or at least there wasn’t. Is there more now?”

				“It appears so. Two of my men visited the cabin and its environs again. One posed as a forest ranger and the other as a climatologist. They both used the equipment you recently developed to detect terrain anomalies.”

				Meier’s head came up, his full attention on Dieter. “And…. ?”

				“And there is something buried beneath the property. Something big.”

				This is another site, he thought triumphantly. But how to get in? Unless, of course, all he had to do was find the metal handle and open everything up. He knew he was locked out of the Chad site, but perhaps not this one. Could they be so stupid? Suddenly the spacecraft, the money, and the power faded to the background. The new site was much more important, and he wasn’t sure why. Something, some instinct perhaps, was now driving him.

				“We need to go there now. Make the arrangements. And pack the Chad computer.”

				Dieter was surprised at Meier’s quick response and sense of urgency. But he was getting used to his boss’s quirks and said simply, “Yes, Peter.”
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				Anikin walked aimlessly around his Command Center, stopping here and there to look at details he never had time to observe before. Hands behind his back, he went from one console to another, occasionally bending over to see things more closely.

				“Mikhael, have you ever taken a close look at all of this equipment?”

				“Ah, yes, General, I use much of it every day.”

				“Yes, of course you do. I just never had the time to really look around. This is quite an amazing place. Too bad my lovely wife, Marta, cannot see it all. She would be impressed.” The general took a moment to change course, then said, “So what is happening with the Chinese today?”

			

			
				“No flights today from China, sir. Same as yesterday. It appears from our cameras on the Moon that all their work is concentrated inside the lava tube.”

				“And all goes well at Tycho?”

				“Yes, General. Pitchka made one flight yesterday to deliver supplies and exchange people. All is going well.”

				“Too well, I feel, Major. The Chinese have not established that base just to sit there and do nothing. I would feel better if Pitchka spent more time there in case we need her quickly. That would include the new spaceship from India in a rotation with Pitchka when ready. What was the name of the new craft again?”

				“Oryol, General.”

				“Yes of course, the Russian name for ‘eagle.’ See to the details, Mikhael.”

				“Yes, General, right away.”
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				After returning to the Moon two days ago, Van and Harry had been observing the Chinese and the Russians as well as preparing the Aurora for flight. Both the Enterprise and the Truman were on the Moon being used for training the new pilots, with the B1 and B2 back at Site R.

				“Training here has gone well, Harry, and the Chinese and the Russians seem to have settled down…. at least for a while. I’m thinking we are about ready to take the Aurora out while we can. What do you think?”

				“I agree, Commander. The pilots have had substantial flying time with the two combat shuttles as well as the Enterprise and the Truman. All the pilots have gone through the complete set of astrogation sessions in the chairs, and the engineers have taken apart and reassembled all the critical engineering control modules and access panels. I have to admit that I was concerned that they might damage the systems. But they did not. They are good engineers, Commander.”

			

			
				“Yes they are. The first time I saw them in the middle of a bunch of disassembled parts I almost had a heart attack. But they do seem to know what they’re doing. How about the weapons officers and the doctor?”

				“They are all ready, Commander. Mr. Taylor and Mr. Fletcher adapted to the ship’s weapons systems much faster than I expected. In addition, and along with the pilots, they have done quite well in the combat flight simulations. They are not a Host-level crew yet, but they are getting better.”

				“And the doctor?”

				“Dr. Ramos has exceeded all my expectations. Not only has she achieved high levels of Host medical competency, but she has also studied the ship in general and has a working knowledge of how most things work. Very impressive, Commander. We made an excellent choice.”

				“That’s good to hear, Harry. I had the feeling she was more than just a good doctor. I’ve been thinking of asking Stan to fulfill a role as my executive officer. What do you think?”

				“An excellent choice, Commander. Like Dr. Ramos, he has also been studying the Aurora systems but at a greater level of detail.”

				“All good news!” said Van with exuberance. “So, I take it we can fly the Aurora out soon?”

				“I believe this crew is ready now, Commander. Just name the time and date.”

				“Let’s plan on a launch tomorrow. Assuming, of course, that the Chinese and Russians are behaving. Are they?”

				“Both are focused on developing their bases at present. Flights continue to the Earth and back, but they are all supply runs apparently. No confrontations.”

				“So it’s a good time to get out and test the systems and crew while we can. I want them ready for anything if or when the Chinese and Russians start up again. It’s one thing to scare the world into unity, but it’s another thing to not be prepared to control it. We go tomorrow.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25

				For the first time in two hundred years, the Aurora was ready for launch. All systems were operating and the new crew sat expectantly at their stations.

				“All systems are up and running, and we have green lights for launch, Captain,” said Stan from his seat next to the command chair.

				Sitting in the command seat, Van was a little startled when Stan called him “Captain.” “Very well, Stan, but nobody promoted me to captain. How about sticking with ‘Commander.’ We don’t want to confuse Harry, either.”

				“Very well, Commander. Ready on your order,” said the new executive officer.

				“Harry, open the outer doors.”

				“Opening, Commander.”

				“Helm, lift off as planned and ease her out,” he said to Danny, now the first helmsman and pilot.

				“Gravity systems engaged and weight coming off the landing gear now. Clear of the deck and retracting the gear and activating maneuvering thrusters, Commander.”

				“Very well.”

				The big ship slowly maneuvered out of the maintenance facility and outside the Moon-base enclosure.

				“Clear of the facility, Commander.”

				“Very well. Harry, close the facility doors. Helm, when you’re clear, turn her 180 degrees and 20 up.”

				“Turning 180 now and going 20 up,” repeated Danny.

				“Very well. Astrogation, set the course for Mars orbit.”

				“Course laid in and ready, Commander,” said Jan St. Clair, the new pilot and trained astrogator.

				“Very well. Helm, engage stealth mode, and when your turning maneuver is complete, proceed on the planned course using fusion engines at one-quarter power to clear the Moon.”

			

			
				“Roger, stealth mode engaged, fusion engines at one-quarter power to clear the Moon,” repeated Danny.

				Van wanted the use of the backup fusion engines to both test them and to clear the Moon before shifting to ZPE power.

				Five minutes later Danny reported, “Clear of the Moon surface and gravity pull. On planned course.”

				“Very well. Shift to ZPE and take us ahead at .01 light. Let’s take this slow and make no mistakes,” cautioned Van.

				“Shifting to ZPE power. Engineering confirms shift. Proceeding on planned course and accelerating to .01 light. Now this is what I call space flight!” shouted Danny with a huge grin, which was contagious around the bridge.

				Van agreed and was inclined to let Danny and the crew have their moment of excitement. Perhaps a more professional Navy or Air Force crew would be more restrained. But they were neither. They were learning as they went.

				Unknown by Van, Meier and Hellman arrived in Arizona as the Aurora departed Moon base.
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				As instructed by Peter Meier, Dieter drove up to Van’s cabin in a UPS truck and uniform. He exited the truck with a package, strode to the cabin door, and knocked. After several attempts with no response, he placed the package on the porch and left.

				Several miles away, Meier sat in the back of another van with UPS colors, monitoring a bank of computers and screens. Center stage in this collection of equipment was an odd-looking oval-shaped device, which stood on three ball-shaped feet.

				Dieter arrived at Peter’s location and entered the van full of electronics.

				“What do we have, Peter?” he asked.

				“A substantial security system surrounding the whole area. I believe, however, that with the help of our special computer here, we can shut it down for as long as we need until we find the access handle I know exists.

				“First, I turn off the security like this,” said Meier, pressing the “Enter” button on his keyboard, “and then we search for access points like this,” he continued, pressing the button again.

			

			
				But nothing happened.

				Meier’s smile disappeared in an instant. This was supposed to be easy, he thought. Maybe I made a mistake entering the commands. And he tried again.

				Nothing happened.

				“What’s wrong?” Dieter asked, staring at the computer and then at Meier. But Meier appeared not to have heard him. “Peter?”

				“Stop pestering me!” Meier roared back. “Can’t you see I’m trying to think?” In truth, however, Meier wasn’t sure what was wrong.
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				So far the Aurora appeared to be performing flawlessly. Appeared to be, because none of the crew had any experience to compare to. All they had were the readouts from control stations and the assurance of Harry that everything was OK.

				“Why don’t we go faster, Commander?” asked Stan. “We have the speed even without FTL.”

				“I know, but I think we all need to log some space time to become more familiar with the ship and our routine. At this speed, and with Mars about two hundred million miles away at this point, we should make the trip in about twenty-nine hours. Longer if we slow down, which we might do. Chalk it all up to experience. You have the bridge. I’m going to engineering. Come on, Harry.”

				As he and Harry headed aft, Van asked, “How is everything going from your perspective, Harry?”

				“Quite well, Commander. And I agree that we should take some time to test the ship. After not running for two hundred years, something could go wrong even though all my current indications are ‘in the green,’ as you say.”

				“Good to hear. I’ll be interested to hear what Bob and Elaine think.”

				Now that Van was more familiar with the Aurora, it took less time to get to engineering than the last time he’d gone, with fewer missed turns.

			

			
				When he opened the hatch to main engineering, he was relieved to see no parts scattered around the deck as he had seen on his last visit. Instead he was greeted by two smiling engineers sitting at control consoles with apparently nothing to do.

				“How goes it, Bob?” Van asked the senior of the two.

				“Smooth as glass, Commander. She purrs like a kitten.”

				“Any problems, even small ones?”

				“Well there are a few fluctuations in the ZPE generators, but they are within the specifications provided by the Host. We’ve been watching it closely, and nothing appears out of spec, as I said.”

				“Hmm, not sure I like that. What about you, Harry?” Van asked with concern.

				“I agree with Mr. Cooper, Commander. The fluctuations are within limits.”

				“OK. Keep us posted on the bridge if you see something you don’t like. No matter how small,” said Van.

				“Will do,” responded Bob and Elaine together.

				After leaving engineering Van suggested Harry go back to the bridge while Van stopped by sick bay.

				“Knock knock!” he said as he entered the medical facility.

				“Who’s there?” said a female voice from somewhere inside.

				“It’s me, Van. Where are you?”

				“I’m under the rejuvenator,” said Rose.

				“OK, I give. What’s a rejuvenator and where is it?” he asked, puzzled.

				“Look to your right and down.”

				Van did as he was told and saw a pair of shapely legs protruding out from under one of the nanite machines.

				“Ah, there you are. What are you doing?”

				“I’m tracing the power and data lines that lead to power and the medical computer. Just a minute and I’ll get up.”

				Out came the shapely legs and then the shapely body of Dr. Ramos, still with her seemingly perpetual smile.

			

			
				“Good to see you, Commander. What can I do for you?”

				“First, how come everybody I meet calls me Commander?”

				“Well, you are, aren’t you? The commander of this ship?”

				“Yes, but I don’t remember asking to be called that.”

				“According to the executive officer, you declined being called Captain and preferred Commander. He then let us all know. Don’t you like it? I think it fits.”

				“Just wait till I get hold of Stan!” Van said in feigned frustration.

				“Don’t,” said Rose. “A ship needs a commander, and you’re the logical and, in fact, the best choice. Everyone seems to agree. Don’t stir the pot if you don’t have to.”

				“OK. Guess you’re right. How are you doing?” he asked.

				“Just fine. The sick bay is ready in all respects, and I’m just learning more about the equipment.”

				“I meant how are you doing…. personally?”

				“Me…. personally? Couldn’t be happier. Now, as the ship’s doctor let me turn the tables. How are you doing…. personally?”

				“Couldn’t be happier,” Van said in mock response.

				“I don’t believe you. You’re taking out a ship that hasn’t flown in two hundred years with a skeleton crew that is just barely trained. All while the world simmers on the brink of…. something…. because of space flight capabilities you helped provide to China and Russia. My guess is that everything is not peachy. Are you sleeping OK?” she asked, concerned.

				“Truthfully? Not really. I get a few hours at night, but I keep waking up thinking I’ve missed something.”

				“We have drugs for that. I don’t usually prescribe them for casual loss of sleep. But they may be of help in your case.”

				“No, not now. Not while we’re on this test run.”

				“Suit yourself. How are you taking the breakup with your girlfriend?” she asked with an impish grin.

				Van was caught off guard. “Who said we broke up? For that matter, who said she was my girlfriend?” he asked, flustered.

				“Oh, word gets around. And you did tell me that recruiting her didn’t go well.”

			

			
				“I said I failed to recruit an intelligence officer and that it didn’t go well.”

				“You also said you two had a past and that it might be rekindling, or some such words.” Rose was now fully enjoying seeing him squirm.

				Van was once again stumped for what to say. He was fidgeting. He liked this woman but was still feeling protective after his split with Barbara. Now is the time to leave, he thought. “I have to learn to keep my mouth shut. If you’re doing OK here, I’ll head back to the bridge where they don’t ask so many questions,” he said as he turned and left.

				Rose watched him go, holding her hand over her mouth lest the suppressed giggle get out and Van hear it.
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				Back at the Arizona cabin, Meier had tried several additional and different methods to shut down the surrounding security system and each time had failed. Dieter could see that his boss was beginning to get angry enough to start losing his perspective and, therefore, his reasoning on this task.

				“Peter, is there a way to allow the computer to assess the security system on its own and perhaps point out weak points rather than you driving the problem?”

				“You think I’m not smart enough for this?”

				“Not at all, Peter. But you do have a significantly advanced computer that may have some small AI qualities that you can take advantage of.”

				“You mean I should ask it what to do?” sputtered Meier in surprise and disbelief.

				“Why not? Type in a question and see what happens,” Dieter said, now crouched down behind Meier in the van.

				Reluctantly, Meier did as suggested. A few minutes passed and both men were about to give up the idea when the laptop screen came to life, listing several possibilities.

				“This is amazing, Dieter! None of the technicians at Avantek saw this capability in the lab. I wonder if proximity to this site has brought out new capabilities in the Chad computer.”

			

			
				Starting to appreciate the advanced computer more, Meier then asked it which of the choices had the best chance of success. Immediately one of the possibilities started to flash. Not having a better idea, Meier typed in the commands as directed and pressed “Enter.”

				A minute passed. Then two. Then three. Then four. This is taking a long time in computer terms, Meier thought. Will it work? Both men were staring at each other and were at the point of acknowledging failure, when the computer screen went green, and the white words Security System Temporarily Disabled appeared. Both men just sat for a minute collecting their composure. The stress of all of this was getting to them both. Then they collected their thoughts and started again. Relatively speaking, it was easier to find the access points to the site now that security wasn’t blocking them and they were understanding the computer from Chad better.

				“Hmm. It looks like two access points, Dieter. One in the cabin and one up the hill, next to a flat spot,” said Meier, scratching his chin. “My guess is that the original access point and the access bar are up the hill. I think that is the best place to start. Ready for a climb, Dieter? You will have to carry the computer, but I think you can do that.”

				“I can place it in this backpack. It should be no problem,” said Dieter confidently.

				Nearly forty-five minutes later and after several stops to let Meier rest, they reached what looked like an old foundation next to a high rock wall.

				“That was a stressful climb,” Meier said, breathing hard and resting with his hands on his knees. “I cannot imagine many people coming up here.”

				“That is a good thing. We can’t be seen from the road or from the territory surrounding us,” commented Dieter as fresh as he’d been at the start, much to Meier’s annoyance.

				“True. So, let us look around. You search to the right and I will search to the left. We are looking for a shiny metal bar protruding from either the rock face or rubble nearby.” And off they went, Dieter with a confident bounce to his step and Meier struggling to maintain forward momentum.

			

			
				Ten minutes later Dieter shouted out, “Here it is!” and Meier moved as fast as he could to see what he had found.

				“Good work! This is it. Now to see if the fools failed to lock me out.” He grasped the metal handle with the same hand he’d used in Chad.

				Immediately the ground trembled and the clearing was filled with the deep rumbling sound of the huge door opening.

				“We are in!” shouted a gleeful Meier.

				But when the two men stepped into the new opening, they both froze in place. This was not the lighted supply area Meier had expected. Unlike the Chad site, this one was dark and contained…. nothing.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26

				Back on the Aurora’s bridge, Van relieved Stan and suggested he take a break or get some rest.

				“I think I’ll do that, Commander. Or would you prefer ‘Skipper’?”

				“Get out of here!” said Van with a smile.

				Someone had once made a comment about flying that Van was trying to remember. Something like “Flying is sheer boredom interspersed with blind panic.” And at that moment, he knew what that saying meant.

				“Engines are off-line, Commander! No helm response!” shouted Paul Wright.

				Then red lights on all control stations flashed on and a warning horn started bellowing.

				“Somebody turn off the horn! Helm, report.”

				“Just as I said, Commander. We no longer have main propulsion, and my helm station is not responding to either manual or computer direction. We are coasting at .01 light but can’t stop!”

				Van tapped a button on his chair and spoke loudly, “Engineering, what’s happening?”

				“Not sure yet, Commander. The mains just went off-line as well as steering control. We still have electrical power, but we aren’t sure yet what systems might be affected.”

				“Roger that. Keep me informed. Harry, what can you tell me?”

				“It appears, Commander, that one of the transfer cables between the ZPE and the engines has burned out.”

				“So why would that cause a failure of the helm?” asked a puzzled Van.

				“The helm control relay and the power transfer cable are located next to each other, Commander. It appears that when the cable burned out, it also damaged the helm relay.”

				“OK, get down to engineering and help them get us back up. How long will it take?”

			

			
				“I will remain uncertain, Commander, until I have actually seen the issue. If the cable and the relay have to be replaced, it could take six to ten hours under normal circumstances.”

				“When you say ‘normal circumstances,’ you mean when the ship has a full complement of trained and experienced crew.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Go. Let me know the minute you can tell me when to expect to be up and ready again.”

				With that, Harry left the bridge on his way to help in engineering.

				Just then Stan hastily entered the bridge. “What happened?” he said, nearly out of breath.

				“One of the cables from the ZPE to the main engines seems to have burned out. It also took out a nearby relay that controls signals to the helm. Harry is on his way down to engineering now. I think this is going to take a while. Why don’t you send the bridge crew to take a rest and leave one person on watch and arrange for a relief schedule. I’m headed to my stateroom. XO has the bridge,” Van said as he left his seat and the bridge. It might not have been a military ship, but Van’s old naval habits were hard to break.
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				Dieter was the first to act and broke out a flashlight from his pack. As he searched the darkness in front of him, he saw that Meier was now looking around as well. Together they searched the dark area until Dieter broke the silence.

				“What is that?”

				“What? Where?” Meier answered, shifting his gaze to Dieter.

				Dieter focused his beam on a small panel in the rear of the room or cave, or whatever it was. “That, on the rear wall. It looks metallic.”

				Both men approached the object on the wall that, as they got closer, appeared to be some sort of control panel.

				“Ah,” Meier said. “This is another access point. Get the computer from your backpack.”

				Dieter said nothing but reached into the pack and pulled out the computer and its laptop controller. Then Meier queried the Chad computer for ways to enter. In less than a minute this time, the instructions appeared on the laptop screen. As instructed, Meier took two wire leads from the Chad computer and fastened them to the designated spots on the access panel, then pressed “Enter.” In just moments, the laptop flashed Ready and Meier placed his hand on the access panel face. It turned green and the inner doors began opening.
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				“This is amazing,” said Meier. “It is so much bigger than the Chad site, but there doesn’t appear to be much here but a medical unit. Look for a door or an elevator, Dieter.”

				“There is an elevator here, sir,” said Dieter, pointing to a door to the left of the large room.

				Both men moved to the elevator and looked over the buttons to what appeared to be at least five levels. “Assuming that this is the first floor, let us go to the second floor, or Level 2, as it says here,” said Meier as he pressed the button for Level 2.

				When the elevator doors opened, Meier could see he was in the perfect place. This was an operations center, and here was where he could complete his access.

				He found an access point, which was similar to the connection from the Chad site, and connected the Chad computer. Again, his laptop came to life as data scrolled furiously down the screen. Then it stopped and the computer showed Limited Access Granted.

				“Limited access? What does that mean?” said Meier out loud. Then, remembering that this was a smart computer, he typed in Why limited access? and waited.

				Almost immediately the screen flashed again and he read, “Primary access is for Commander Van Childs only.” What Meier did not know was that when the Chad computer accessed the system, the system automatically isolated the majority of programming and memory related to another controller—in this case, Harry. Harry and his memories were still there, just locked out. But memory of Van Childs remained.

			

			
				Angry, Meier typed in, What is included with limited access? and waited again. But nothing happened. Instead there was a bright flash in the room, and a holographic image of a man in his fifties with gray hair appeared.

				“Who are you?” asked Meier in amazement.

				“I am the Caretaker,” responded the image.

				“Caretaker of what?”

				“Caretaker of the Secrets of the Host,” replied the image.

				Meier was puzzled. His experience in Chad had never been at this sort of level. “What are the Secrets of the Host?”

				“I can only tell you that the Host trusted many of their secrets to me. However, I cannot disclose them to you without the permission of the commander.”

				This is going nowhere, Meier thought. “Then what access am I granted?”

				“You are free to explore the facility, and you will be provided with comfortable accommodations, food, and drink. You also have access to entertainment from the data banks. You do not, however, have unlimited outside communications or direct access to the processes and systems controlled by me.”

				“I see. Thank you for that. If I have questions, do I just ask for the Caretaker?”

				“Yes. If you ask, I will respond to the extent possible. Meanwhile, be comfortable until the commander returns.”

				“Thank you again. I will call if I need you,” said Meier as the image of the Caretaker disappeared.

				Speaking as much to himself as to Dieter, Meier said, “This will be more difficult than I hoped. But for now, let us go to Level 3.”

				Just as Van had been, Meier was again amazed to see what was front and center in Level 3: two very large airplanes. At least they looked like airplanes.

				After inspecting them closely, Meier said to Dieter, “I don’t think these are actually airplanes. They look like they are, but it appears that much of the design is cosmetic. Let us look inside.”

				The ramp to the B1 was already down, so access was not a problem. The two men slowly worked their way forward and finally reached the cockpit.

			

			
				“More and more I continue to believe this is not an ordinary craft, Dieter. If it was, there would be no reason to keep it sheltered here, in secret. No, I believe that what we are looking at is some sort of spacecraft. Perhaps what is called a ‘shuttle.’ I think we need to go back to the operations center and see what else we can pull from the Caretaker through our own computer.”
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				Having ridden the elevator back to Level 2, Meier and Dieter took seats in the Ops Center next to the Chad computer.

				“Caretaker, I have a question,” said Meier, speaking out loud.

				The image of the Caretaker appeared in the Ops Center and said, “How may I help you?”

				“Do you know where Commander Childs is at this moment?”

				“I cannot say with precision, but based on his tracking signal, he is on a heading for Mars.”

				Mars? Meier asked himself. Is that possible? But not letting his amazement show, he said, “Interesting. How long do you expect him to be gone?”

				“Again, I cannot say with certainty. Based on current speed and assuming no trouble, he could be back as soon as two days from now.”

				“Two days to Mars and back?” asked Meier incredulously.

				“Yes. The craft at his disposal can easily make it in that time.”

				“Would those craft be like the ones on Level 3?”

				“Two of the craft like those on Level 3 are gone from this location. Either of them could make the trip in the specified time if they had modified fuel storage.”

				“I see. By the way, are the craft on Level 3 armed?”

				“Yes. They each have two 30mm cannons and a broad area stun weapon,” said the Caretaker.

				“Very interesting. Thank you very much, Caretaker,” said Meier as the image vanished.

			

			
				“Imagine, Dieter. The capability to go to Mars and back in a few days. Who would believe it?”

				“It sounds impressive, but I have nothing to compare it to,” said Dieter with a furrowed brow.

				“Well, if I remember correctly, the fastest unmanned space vehicle man has produced so far could make that trip in about forty days one way. So, I would say two days is a tremendous leap, wouldn’t you?”

				“When you use those numbers, Peter, it’s very impressive.”

				“Yes, it is. But we do not want to go to Mars. At least not yet,” said Meier, and he suddenly stared into space for a few seconds, not moving or speaking. Then, as if no time had passed, he resumed. “We have business on the Moon, and I think we have found the way to get there—and with 30mm cannons!”

				“Why do we want to go to the Moon?”

				“Why? Why not? Things have been too quiet there. Fuel sales are slowing. Our customers may need more incentive to buy more.”

				And maybe, Meier thought, if I stir the pot, as the Americans say, I can create more sales to other countries. I may even start selling to the Americans.

				“We have to figure out how to fly these machines. I am counting on our special computer here to help with that. But now I need some rest.” Meier patted the Chad computer while he smiled and went to Van’s quarters. Only then did Dieter notice the twitching eyes and the strange, crooked smile on Peter’s face.
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				Ten hours had passed aboard the Aurora and still the engineering problems were not fixed.

				“Commander, if we don’t slow down soon, we’ll run the risk of overshooting Mars orbit. Plus, at this speed without helm control, we also run the risk of hitting space debris, which could do significant damage,” said Jan, who had relieved Paul on this watch.

			

			
				“Without maneuvering and helm control, how do you suggest we slow down?” asked Van.

				“Well, the ship has nose thrusters, which can help, but not by themselves. However, we might consider sealing off several compartments around the torpedo tubes and venting atmosphere forward. I don’t think it will stop us, but it should slow us considerably.”

				“Good idea, Jan. Make the preparations while I alert the crew,” said Van as he switched on what he called the 1MC. “Attention in the Aurora. We need to slow our approach to Mars so we don’t overshoot or hit something that would ruin our day. We’ll slow using thrusters and by venting atmosphere from the forward-facing torpedo tubes. We won’t stop, but we can slow down. I’ll announce the action one minute prior to execution. Stay clear of the spaces surrounding the torpedo weapons area. I advise everyone to find a safe place to secure yourselves and strap in just in case. Commander out.”

				He turned to the pilot. “OK, Jan, let me know when you’re ready.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				Twenty minutes later Jan spoke up. “I’m ready, Commander. Just give the word.”

				“Very well. After I make this announcement, wait one minute and execute.” Van switched to the 1MC again. “Attention in the Aurora, this is your one-minute alert. Strap in.”

				Sixty seconds later Jan threw several switches. The nose thrusters kicked in at full power, and as planned, atmosphere was vented forward.

				“We’re slowing, Commander, but I have to shut off the thrusters to conserve them for later. Venting is complete.”

				“Very well, cut the thrusters and report.”

				“We cut our speed in half, Commander, but that’s the best we can do,” said a disappointed St. Clair.

				“Then that will have to do. It was a good idea and it helped. Alert the crew that the maneuver is complete. You have the bridge while I go to engineering.” Van left his seat and headed out the bridge hatch.
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				Entering the engineering spaces was like going to Walmart on Black Friday. There were people, robots, and parts all over the place in a sea of movement. As Van walked in, Harry saw him and approached.

				“What’s the good news, Harry?”

				“Good news, Commander? Oh yes, one of your sayings. We have managed to remove the burned-out section of the power cable as well as the relay box. We’ll have a new relay box to put in place in less than ten minutes. The cable is more problematic, however. We do not have a spare nor do we have the capability to manufacture one with the existing fabricator.”

				“So we just keep on going at .005 light forever? And why can’t we use the fusion engines?”

				“To answer your second question first, Commander, power from the fusion generators travels through the same section of cable as that from the ZPEs. In retrospect, that was probably a design problem we can fix later. With regard to continuing on forever, that will not happen. While we were in dock on the Moon, engineers Cooper and Parker saw a similar cable in one of the plasma torpedo bays. Robots have removed the existing cable here and have succeeded in disconnecting the cable in the torpedo bay. They are en route with that cable now. When it is installed here, we should regain full engine control.”

				“You said ‘should’ regain control. You aren’t certain?” asked Van, concerned.

				“Nothing is certain, Commander, but I am confident this approach will work.”

				“How much more time?”

				“Another five hours, Commander.”

				“OK, keep me up to date.” And Van left the busy people and robots to do their work.

				As he was passing sick bay, Dr. Ramos stopped him. “How are the repairs going?” she asked with obvious interest and a careful look at Van.

			

			
				“We should be ready to go in another five hours. An old cable went, and a less than desirable design also caused the helm to cease working. The latter should be fixed by now.”

				“And how are you doing?” she asked with genuine concern.

				“OK, just a little tired.”

				Just as Van was about to turn and leave, Dr. Ramos reached into her pocket and produced a simple white pill.

				“Go lie down and take this. It will be effective for about four hours and you won’t miss a thing. I’m telling you as a doctor and as a friend.” She smiled that wonderful, bright smile.

				“OK, I guess it can’t hurt. Thanks.” Van took the pill and headed to his quarters.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27

				Seven hours later Van awoke in his quarters with a start. He heard engine noise where there had been none before. Looking at his watch, he groaned when he realized how long he’d been out. What happened to the four hours Rose promised? he thought to himself. She tricked me…. I think.

				He showered and changed clothes, then headed to the bridge.

				“Good morning, Commander,” said Stan with a big smile as he stepped down from the command chair.

				“Were you and Rose in on this?” he asked.

				“In on what?”

				“Don’t play innocent with me,” Van said with an emerging smile.

				“Oh, you mean getting some sleep? Can’t have a commander fall asleep at the wheel. But the good news is that all systems are green again. Helm is in control, although I haven’t increased speed. Still on track for Mars orbit,” said Stan, desperately trying to change the subject.

				“Excellent. Astrogation, time to Mars orbit?” asked Van.

				“Given our slower speed since the malfunction,” Jan said, “we will reach Mars orbit in thirty hours. Less if we increase speed.”

				“Harry, what’s the risk of blowing out the new cable if we go faster?” asked Van.

				“I calculate the risk at 15.251 percent, Commander. The new cable, while just as old, was likely much less used and is, therefore, less likely to fail.”

				“And if we were just starting this trip again, what would have been your assessment of risk for the old cable?”

				“Not knowing what I know now, I would have calculated a 20.5 percent chance of failure, Commander.”

				“So the difference isn’t much. Maintain current speed, Ms. St. Clair.”

				“Maintaining current speed, sir.”

			

			
				“Stan, everyone not on watch assemble in the briefing room in thirty minutes. You have the bridge.”

				Van exited the bridge and headed for the small office afforded the captain of an Agora-class corvette. Thirty minutes later the crew, less Elaine Parker and Paul Wright, who were on watch, met in the briefing room.

				“OK, here’s our current state as I know it,” Van began when all were settled. “Feel free to update me as we go along. First, thanks to the heroic efforts of engineering and Harry, we have engines and helm control again. Second, we’re running at half the speed we started with. I chose to do that to baby the new cable, at least until we’re headed back to Earth. That will mean a longer trip overall. Instead of about a sixty-hour round trip, we’ll be over one hundred hours if we don’t change speed or do something else. It’s the ‘something else’ that I have asked you here to discuss.

				“As you know, we have both combat shuttles aboard. Until now the pilots and our security forces have only been able to fly them around the Moon base. It struck me after we launched that the Martian orbit might be an opportunity to test the launching and recovery of the shuttles as well as a possible trip to the surface and back. What are your thoughts?”

				The room suddenly broke into a chorus of unintelligible chatter.

				“OK, OK. One at a time. Stan, you first.”

				“I think it’s an excellent idea. We’ve done all the simulations and had all the chair time we can stand. I think we’re ready—more than ready—to do just what you describe.”

				“Brice, how about you and the security staff?”

				“Need you ask? The chance to do an actual launch with the possibility of landing on Mars is way too good to pass up.”

				“Harry. How about you?”

				“I see no reason not to, Commander, as far as crew readiness is concerned. I should point out, however, that such an evolution would be safer if done on the Moon near our base.”

				“I agree with that,” said Rose. “If anything happens out here, the chance of crew and passenger survival is much lower than at Moon base.”

			

			
				“Commander, what are the chances of everyone getting to go at least once? The two of us in engineering hardly ever get out of main engineering,” said Bob Cooper.

				“We didn’t volunteer for space because it’s safe,” said Danny, surprising everybody. “We volunteered because it’s a passion, a dream. I say we go. It’s what we signed up for.”

				“Well said, Danny. I think the same.” Van looked around the room then continued. “However, there is something else. When Harry and I first entered the Moon base, we found a reference to Mars as a potential next stopping point for the remaining Host. Obviously, they didn’t stay on the Moon and moved on. We don’t have much more than that to go on except my own sense that I would go there next. With this Mars training mission, it’s my desire to take whatever time is available to look for traces of the Host and possibly a clue as to where they went. It’s a real long shot. The Aurora will watch and listen while in orbit, and the shuttles can do the same at lower altitudes. We might get lucky and find some trace of the Host. Any objections? No? OK, Brice and Stan, would you prepare a plan that will accomplish what we talked about and give everyone a chance to make at least one flight at low level and perhaps even a landing, depending on time and circumstances?”

				Brice and Stan gave two thumbs-up, both with extra-big smiles.
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				After a long rest, a meal, and the subsequent examination of the Site R systems content, Meier spoke. “Dieter, my friend, I think we have discovered the training program for the craft on Level 3. They are called the B1 and the B2. It says here on the computer that we can use the craft as simulators, and even gives the codes to make them work—as simulators and as actual spacecraft. As long as that meddling Caretaker stays out of our way, we should be able to fly these things soon. Oh, even better. It says here that the helmets can be used as learning devices. Just put them on, select the learning mode, and sit back. Haven’t you always wanted to fly in space, Dieter?”

			

			
				“Not really, sir. All my experience is on the ground,” said a less-than-enthusiastic Dieter.

				“Well, you are about to learn a new skill. One that you should value highly. We need to get back to Level 3 and test this information.” Meier left his chair, a little shaky but determined.

				Once in Level 3, the two men walked into the silent B1 and sat in the pilot’s and copilot’s chairs. Following the procedures he’d memorized from the computer manual, Meier turned on the main power switch, and the cockpit came alive with lights and the whirring of gyro stabilizers and motors.

				Meier waited. But no sign of the Caretaker came.

				Putting on the nearby connected flight helmet, he motioned for Dieter to do the same. Then he rotated the appropriate knob to the “Learn” setting, and they both sat back with eyes closed.
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				“Entering Martian orbit, Commander,” announced Paul Wright from his seat on the bridge of the Aurora.

				“Very well, Paul. I guess that leaves just you, me, and Jan here on the bridge. As soon as Stan and Danny come back, you two can have your turn in a shuttle.”

				“You aren’t going down to the surface?” asked the surprised helmsman.

				“No reason to. Besides, I wasn’t part of the plan. It seems the captain of a ship can’t go anywhere…. just everybody else,” Van said jovially. “Somehow, though, I expect I’ll get my chance. Just not this time.”

				“Well, I’m not going just yet. May I come on the bridge?” said a familiar feminine voice from behind the command chair.

				All three bridge crew turned their heads at the same time to see Rose standing at the bridge entrance.

				“By all means, Doctor. There’s plenty of room. I take it you’re on the second shuttle trip?”

				“Yes. It seems they didn’t want to risk the only doctor on the first run,” she said as she took the executive officer’s seat next to Van.

			

			
				“Well, join the club. At least you’re in the plan.”

				“You’re the only one we really can’t afford to lose. So don’t be upset with Stan and Brice. They have good reasons.”

				“I know. Just having a little fun with you. This is your first time on the bridge, at least in space, isn’t it?”

				“Yes. I’ve had too much to learn to do much outside sick bay.”

				“Not what I heard,” Jan piped up.

				“What? Has somebody been talking about me?”

				“What did you hear, Jan?” Van asked.

				“Trying to get me in trouble, Commander? But yeah, everybody knows the doctor was all over this ship, including the bridge, before we left.”

				“See there?” said Van with a grin. “People notice.”

				“And they seem to talk too much, don’t they, Jan!” Rose said with a red face.

				“Just saying,” replied the pilot as she busied herself with nothing in particular.

				“Aurora, CS1 ready for departure,” came Danny Ramos over the communications speaker.

				“Roger, CS1, outer doors opening now. Cleared for departure when you have a green door,” replied Paul, also glad of something real to do.

				“Cleared for departure when outer doors open,” repeated Danny.

				Danny and Stan sat side by side in the combat shuttle cockpit and, as if by tradition, Stan asked Danny, “Ready for this?”

				“All my life, Stan. All my life,” Danny responded with a wink and a smile.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28

				Meier’s eyes snapped open. “Something just happened, Dieter. What was it?”

				“Nothing, Peter. The learning machine just stopped,” responded a groggy Dieter Hellman.

				“Yes, so it did.” Meier looked at his watch. “And we have been out for hours. The question is, are we any smarter about the shuttle than we were before we started?”

				“I think so. I can tell you what every switch and lever is in the cockpit. I also know how it works and, I think, how to fly it,” said Dieter, astonished.

				“I believe you are right. I know all that as well. And more it seems.” I know how to launch this craft, raise the central elevator to Level 1, and then open both outer doors. I also know that the Caretaker can stop us. Unless…. yes, unless we can cut him out of the system. I think with the help of my special computer, I can do that as well. Then with these ships I can play havoc with the Russians and the Chinese and drive fuel prices even higher…. and have some fun in the bargain.

				“We need to get back to Level 2 and the operations center,” he said with some excitement as he struggled out of his seat.

				Back in the Ops Center, Meier tapped furiously at his laptop keyboard linked to the Chad computer, which was in turn linked to the site central core—and the Caretaker.

				Now if I do this and this, I should cut communications to the outside, he thought. And if I do this and this, I should be able to cut the Caretaker out of the loop. Hmm, could it be that easy? Then he remembered. Ask the computer first.

				Meier then typed in, How do I shut out the Caretaker from this site and cut out communications?

				In less than a minute he had the answer. Amazingly, his initial thoughts had been very close to the right answer. There were only a few additional steps he needed to complete, which he did. Then Meier asked, “Caretaker, I have a question.”

				No response.

			

			
				“Caretaker, are you there?”

				Again, no response.

				“Now to see if I can open the two Level 1 doors.” Meier made several more keystrokes and watched his monitor as both doors opened.
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				Stan eased the large shuttle into a hover above the Aurora’s flight deck and used thrusters to maneuver the nose of the craft to face open space. Then, with just a hint of forward power, CS1 jumped clear of the old corvette and into the freedom of space.

				As in all large spacecraft built for combat, there were no windows for the passengers or the crew to look through. But like the bridge of the Aurora, there were view screens linked to outside cameras that simulated windows, and all faces were glued to them, trying not to miss anything.

				Bob Cooper had relented and let Elaine go on the first run, primarily because she wouldn’t stop pestering him. She, like Ross, Bobby, and Brice, could not have gotten closer to the screens—as if being closer provided a better view. Harry was also on this run, but he just sat passively in his flight chair, monitoring the shuttle’s functions as well as everyone’s life signs.

				As the planet came into view, it was Elaine who spoke first.

				“It really is a red planet!” she exclaimed through her radio.

				“Yes, it is,” replied Stan. “The surface is covered in a fine iron dust that gives the impression of red. If what I’ve read is true, however, the closer we get, the less red it looks.”

				“Yes, I can see the color change as we get closer. But it’s stunning just the same.”

				“That it is,” said Stan. “For all of us, I expect.”

				“If our navigation is right, we should be passing over three of the US Martian landing sites—Opportunity, Pathfinder, and Viking 1.”

				“Can we land near Curiosity?” asked Elaine.

				“No. Curiosity is still transmitting images, and we don’t want our picture taken just yet,” replied Stan.

			

			
				“Too bad. Imagine what people would think if they saw us waving at them from Mars,” said the engineer as she chuckled to herself.

				“Exactly what we don’t want to do. If we don’t find any sign of the Host, we may find Viking 1 and land. It was working until 1986 when ground control sent a bad signal, causing it to cease functioning. If it hasn’t been buried by sand, Van wants us to get an identifiable piece to take back in case we need some proof later.”

				As CS1 traveled over the surface of Mars at about ten thousand feet, everyone was still mesmerized. But even at this altitude and with the high-resolution cameras, they could find no trace of the Host. It was not surprising, therefore, that the passengers were startled when Stan came up on the radios again.

				“OK, boys and girl. We’re coming to the end of our planned flight. We’re circling the Viking 1 location now. So far we’re getting nothing on camera, as you can probably see. If anyone does see something, sing out. Otherwise we plan to land at the last known coordinates, which, if you are keeping track and care, were 22.697 north and 48.222 west.” Stan tried his best to sound like an airline pilot.

				But nobody saw a thing, and Stan and Danny landed a short way away from the coordinates.

				“OK, time to secure your helmets to your pressure suits and prepare for depressurization of the cabin. If anybody has any questions or problems, now is the time to bring them up.”

				There were no questions and, apparently, no problems. The cabin pressure light changed from green to red, and the cargo door opened.

				Immediately Brice and his security team, including Ross, departed the shuttle and took up positions in their Mk-1 armor around the door, as much for practice as for a real concern.

				“All clear,” shouted Brice, and the remainder of the passengers and crew stepped out into the Martian sunlight.

				After thirty minutes of searching for Viking 1, Stan called a halt to the endeavor and said, “OK, take your last pictures and looks and then everyone back in the bus. We aren’t going to find the spacecraft on this trip. Maybe some other day.” They were disappointed not to find the lander, but just being on the Martian surface still had everyone wishing they could stay longer.

			

			
				The second shuttle flight had no better luck finding the Viking lander. However, as they began their return to the Aurora, the crew started receiving a signal from the surface.

				“Aurora, CS1, over,” called Paul Wright.

				“CS1, Aurora, go ahead.”

				“Aurora, CS1 has just intercepted a signal from the surface. Do you have it as well?”

				“Roger, CS1, it just started broadcasting. We think we have a location and are sending it to you now,” said Danny at the Aurora helm.

				“Got it,” said Paul. “On our way. Looks like it’s at the southern edge of Olympus Mons. One big and old volcano.”

				“Concur, CS1.”

				From the Viking 1 site to Olympus Mons was about a thirty-minute trip for CS1. As they approached, Paul said, “Aurora, the signal is getting stronger as we approach the cliffs of the volcano. Still can’t see anything obvious, though.”

				“Roger CS1, continue,” said Stan.

				A few minutes later: “Aurora, CS1 is about as close to the base of the cliffs as we can get. The signal is very strong, and there appears to be a faint flashing light of some sort near where the cliff base meets the surface. It’s like a locator beacon.”

				“Roger, CS1, stand by,” said Stan.

				“CS1, this is Aurora actual. Maintain your position. We’re coming down in CS2 to meet you. Stay in the shuttle, over,” Van said, his tone excited.

				“Roger. We’ll be here waiting,” said Paul, sounding puzzled. “What do you suppose that’s all about, Jan?”

				“Beats me, but I’m sure we’ll find out soon.”

				Forty minutes later CS2 pulled into a hover next to CS1 and landed.
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				As soon as the ramp of CS2 hit the Martian surface, Van, Brice, Harry, Ross, and Bobby all emerged in full Mk-1 combat suits. Van insisted that Harry wear one even though his mechanical structure could operate on the Martian environment without assistance. Unlike the others, however, Harry was carrying what appeared to be a small suitcase, just like the one he’d used to carry the memory module he used to transfer his data to the Moon-base computer core.

				Brice and his team formed a protective shield in front of Harry and Van as they approached the light source.

				“Brice,” said Van over the suit communications, “if this is what I think and hope it is, look for a bright piece of metal protruding from the rock wall.”

				“Over here!” shouted Bobby Calhoun, pointing at a bright spot on the face of the Martian rock.

				Kicking up dust, the whole group rushed as fast as they could in the light gravity to see what Bobby had found.

				“Yes!” said Van, bouncing from foot to foot. “Look, Harry, an access bar. Will it work with the suit glove on?”

				“Yes, Commander. You already have the electronic impression, and the bar should detect the other bio signs that are necessary.”

				“OK, here goes.” Van grasped the bar with his right hand.

				Just like at the Arizona site, there was a loud rumble and vibration as a door appeared on the rock face. Unlike the Site R doors, however, this one was relatively small. Just big enough for two people to enter side by side in combat suits.

				Harry and Van exchanged glances before Van asked, “Why such a small door, Harry?”

				“Uncertain, Commander. It may be that this is just the access to the internal site and that there are larger doors elsewhere.”

				And that was the case. After they all entered, the external doors closed and, according to their suit detectors, the space became pressurized. Lights also came on, revealing another touch panel on the wall in front of them.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29

				“Commander, the air is breathable and safe.”

				Reluctantly, Van removed his helmet, and after everyone saw that he was OK, they all followed his example. Van also removed the armored glove from his right hand and placed his palm on the control panel. Just like at Site R, a set of wings briefly appeared there and then the panel went green, followed by a door to the left of the panel sliding open to reveal a huge lighted space hundreds of feet high and nearly a thousand feet deep and wide.

				“Holy smokes, Harry. This is big enough to house two or more Auroras.”

				“It would appear so, Commander. But like Site R, I believe this is just a staging area and flight deck. Like Site R and the Moon base, I suspect there is much more to see. Right now, I need to plug in my memory module so that I can become fully functional here. Ah, I believe I see a memory access port against the far wall.”

				Harry proceeded to transit the depth of the space and opened a small access door in the wall. Just as he’d done in the Moon base, he lifted the memory module from the case he had been carrying and placed it in the open enclosure. Immediately the access doors closed with a hiss, and a green light came on.

				Not knowing what to do or what was going on, everyone just stared at Harry and Van, waiting for an explanation. And it came.

				“Good news, Commander. I have gained access to all of this facility, which you now command. What would you like to know first?”

				“Is there a lot to learn?” asked Van, believing he already knew the answer.

				“Yes, Commander. May I suggest that we proceed to this site’s operations center? It is on this level and access is to the left of us.”

				“Lead the way, Harry. And send a signal to CS1 inviting them in to meet us,” said Van as the group followed Harry to a door, which opened into a huge nerve center.
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				When all had gathered in the operations center, Van said, “OK, Harry, now that you’re plugged in, what do you suggest we do first?”

				“My new understanding of this facility, Commander, includes an address from the previous Host commander. The instructions I have read request that you listen to the address as soon as possible. Although the Host language is similar to English, I have translated it for you as I did the first message.”

				Then Van thought, This is something I need to share with everyone. They are briefed in and have made big sacrifices to get here. They deserve to hear. “Interesting. Is there any way you can patch what we are about to hear to the Aurora so the others can listen?”

				“Yes, Commander. I have just made that link and alerted the crew aboard the Aurora.”

				“Then run the message,” said Van with anticipation.

				At that moment, a slight glimmer on the main viewing screen of the center resolved itself into the image of a remarkably human-looking man in his mid – or late fifties, and a larger-than-normal head. He was dressed in a crisp gray uniform with unfamiliar markings and stood in what appeared to be this very operations center.

				Van was struck by his piercing blue eyes and his air of confidence and command.

				“Greetings,” the slightly graying officer said. “My name is Adm. Amal Spector of what remains of the Galactic Host depot fleet that escaped the Arkon. When you see this, I cannot know how much time has passed since we started our journey, but the Caretaker who assisted you can likely fill in the time gaps if necessary. The fact that you are receiving this message says a great deal about you. You have obviously discovered at least two of our old sites—one on your planet and one on your Moon. Aside from meeting the basic biological requirements of the Host, you have obviously shown initiative and drive to have come this far.

				“You may well be disappointed that we are not here to greet you personally, but there is much that remains for us to do away from this solar system before we can return home. We have been giving you information and advice incrementally and will continue to do so. For now, however, we have left you this facility and all it contains in the anticipation that you will use it wisely. I regret that the ships and some equipment we leave you are not our newest or most advanced. We need the newer systems for our continued journey. However, even though they are old, the ships and equipment here are likely far in advance of what you can produce currently. Use all that is here wisely and, when you are ready, you may continue onward. I emphasize ‘when you are ready,’ which does not mean now. You and your AI will know the best time, I promise. For now, congratulations on your success so far. Be a wise guardian and a good commander of this and the other facilities.”

			

			
				The image faded to a black screen and a silent audience.

				“Ah, Commander?” asked Danny in a low tone.

				“What is it, Danny?”

				“We’re gonna need a lot more people!”

				And then, with the spell broken, the room broke into laughter.

				“That’s an understatement. Harry, I assume there’s a chair here I need to spend some time in?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“OK, set me up in the chair and then give everyone else a tour of the place. I’ll get what I need from the chair.”

				“Yes, Commander.”
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				Four hours later, the tour group rolled back into the operations center, chattering excitedly among themselves. They stopped when they saw Van standing in the middle of the room.

				“Had fun, did you?” Van asked with a broad smile.

				Speaking for the group, Stan said, “Do you realize that there are three more ships here? Looks like a destroyer, something smaller like a frigate, I guess, and what looks like a cargo ship, to say nothing of the additional shuttles and even fighters!”

			

			
				“And bigger fabricators, lots and lots of new parts, more and better weapons, and so forth. I saw the same things and more while I was in the chair,” said Van. “Unfortunately, we can’t do much with all that right now. We’re already off our timetable for getting back to Earth. Harry can take a mobile memory storage cell back with us, and we can learn about all of this at the Moon base. If we can find a new cable to replace the one that burned out and the one salvaged from the plasma torpedo bay, I think that’s all we can do for now. So let’s gather what we can and get back to the ship.”

				Paul and Jan stayed rooted in place.

				“Something on your collective minds, Paul?” asked Van.

				“Well, yes. You see there are four of us pilots, not counting yourself of course, and we were really getting tired of flying the shuttles around. And the Aurora is a crew-operated ship that, so far, doesn’t go out much….”

				“So you were wondering if we could take some of the fighters back with us. Am I right?” asked Van, trying to keep a stern face.

				“Ah, well yes, sir! That way we could hone our skills and stay in tip-top operational readiness,” said Paul, hoping to convince Van.

				“You don’t even know how they work, much less how to fly them,” said Van, egging them on.

				“But we can learn. I’ll bet they have built-in simulators just like the shuttles,” said a strongly supportive Jan.

				“And how would you get them to the Aurora if you can’t fly them?” Van was nearly bursting from the effort not to laugh.

				“We’ve already thought of that. Harry can fly them remotely to the Aurora and into the flight deck. There’s room for five of them, by the way,” said Paul, suddenly looking guilty by disclosing too much information, probably from a talk they’d had with Harry while Van was otherwise occupied.

				“OK. If Harry says he can do it, you can take five on board,” said Van at last, seemingly giving in to what he had already decided to do.

				“Yes! Cha-ching!” shouted Paul and Jan simultaneously, both making a gesture simulating pulling the winning handle of a slot machine.
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				Back in the Aurora with the flight deck doors closed, repressurization achieved, and five new fighters tucked away, Van waited for everyone to exit the CS2.

				Rose had switched from the CS1 for the return trip and was the next to the last one off the shuttle. She couldn’t stop smiling, and Van wondered if she ever did.

				“What do you think?” he asked her.

				“Amazing! There are no words! I had no idea of the magnitude of the issues you and Harry are facing. This is really big!” she said, shaking her long black hair loose from the skull cap she had been wearing.

				“So this is better than the astronaut program after all?” Van said with a sly grin.

				“No comparison. Most of the class I would have belonged to haven’t even left the Earth yet, and some will never. Danny said this is the ultimate in passion and dreams, but I suspect he never anticipated all of this.”

				“Good to hear it. You should be talking to Elaine. She didn’t even go to the new site, yet I’m told she hasn’t stopped talking long enough to take a breath.”

				“I’m sure I’ll get the chance. But now I’m hungry. Mind having dinner with me?”

				“Don’t mind if I do. While you change, I’ll go back to the bridge and get us ready to go home. Then I’ll meet you in the mess.”

				They both went in separate directions. He had to wonder if women had some sort of built-in thing about dinner. They all wanted to go, but then they hardly ate anything.

				An hour later they met as planned in the mess. After making their selections, they were about to sit down when Harry came up on implant communications.

				“What is it now, Harry? I just left the bridge, so it can’t be all that urgent.”

			

			
				“I believe it is, Commander. I just lost contact with Site R.”

				“This far away from Earth, I’m not surprised,” said Van, though a tickle at the base of his spine told him something was up.

				“No, Commander. As we flew from Earth to Mars, I periodically dropped a linking buoy to maintain contact. Until just moments ago, that link was active. Now it is gone.”

				“Couldn’t that be the failure of one or more of the buoys?” he asked.

				“No, Commander. All buoys are active and responsive.”

				“So what do you think happened?”

				“Unknown, Commander. The Site R system has several backups. For the site to stop transmitting suggests that a failure has been forced.”

				“You mean by somebody entering the site and shutting it down?” Van could no longer ignore the alarms blasting in his head.

				“Yes, Commander. That is exactly what I mean.”

				“Shit! Sorry, Rose. Dinner will have to wait.” He stood and grabbed his tray to toss on the way out. “Harry, call all section one watch to the bridge and alert engineering that we’ll be getting underway pronto.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30

				The B1 sat in the center of Level 1 with its nose pointed toward the open doors and Meier and Dieter at the controls.

				“OK, Dieter. All systems appear to be correct. I think it is time to visit the Moon for ourselves. We deserve the adventure—and the opportunity to stir the pot for profits.” And the B1 rose from the deck, shot out of the doors, and pitched nose up toward the Moon.

				Later, approaching Vallis Alpes, Meier turned to Dieter and said, “This is much better than what we gave the Chinese and far better than that museum piece the Russians are flying. Stealth systems are engaged and nobody knows we are here. Let us see what our Chinese friends are doing. I believe the Chang’e 5 is around someplace, as is the Pitchka.” He steered the B1 southwest down Vallis Alpes.

				The overflight of Fan Lau went unobserved by the Chinese as they methodically continued to develop their base. On the ridge above the lava tube opening, they were finishing the final touches on a communications and surveillance array pointed toward Earth. As the last man stepped down from the tower ladder, massive eruptions disturbed the surface, throwing Moon dust everywhere. Two of the workers fell over with serious injuries.

				“Now that was too easy, Dieter. This time you strafe the communications tower and I’ll turn off the stealth system for a few seconds. Just enough for them to see that they are being attacked from the air.”

				As instructed, Dieter took control and maneuvered the B1 in an arc to line up on the tower as Meier had done before. And just like Meier, he poured 30mm shells into and around the tower, causing it to completely collapse.

				“I think I may come to enjoy this work after all!” said a grinning Dieter.

				“I believe it is one of those things that grows on you, as the Americans say. I see the Chang’e 5 coming this way, so let us set a course for Tycho Crater and see if we can draw the Chinese away toward the Russians before we go home. If we are lucky, they will think the Pitchka just fired on Fan Lau and take revenge in one of their typical emotional reactions.” And the B1 turned southeast for the Pitchka, leaving a faint radar trail for the Chang’e 5 to follow.
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				“Mikhael, what happened this time?” asked a shocked Anikin, looking at a blank screen on the wall of the control center.

				“Unclear, sir. We were in the middle of a transmission from Tycho when everything just stopped.”

				“You have tried contacting them again?” asked the general.

				“Yes, sir, multiple times, but no response.”

				“Where is the Pitchka?”

				“The Pitchka is exploring the area about one hundred miles northwest of Tycho, sir. We have contact with Major Bovarin, and he said they were recently overflown by the Chang’e 5.”

				“Tell him to proceed to Tycho to see if they can make contact.”

				“Done, General. The Pitchka has turned and is now headed to Tycho at best speed.”

				“I don’t like this, Mikhael. I feel something wrong has just occurred. Very wrong.”
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				“We have broken Martian orbit, Commander, and the return course to Earth is locked in,” said Jan at the astrogation console.

				“Good. Helm, make speed .01 light,” Van said to Danny Ramos now at the helm.

				“Accelerating to .01 light. Are we sure that’s safe, Commander?”

				“Not really, but if all goes well for the next hour or two, we’ll increase to .02 or higher. Stan, get Brice, Bob Cooper, and Dr. Ramos up here for a meeting in the briefing room in ten minutes, and that includes Ross as well.”

				“On it!” said Stan as he started making calls.

			

			
				Ten minutes later Van and Harry entered the briefing room with all present. “OK, Harry, tell everyone what you told me.”

				“Yes, Commander. As we traveled from Earth to Mars I ejected a series of communications buoys to maintain a link with Moon base and Site R. Several hours ago, I lost contact with Site R. All buoys are working correctly. My conclusion is that the site has been compromised and external communications have been cut off.”

				No one moved or said a thing.

				Brice was the first to react. “I know that isn’t a good thing, but what are the implications?”

				“Neither Harry nor I can be sure,” Van said. “However, if the site has been compromised, then all the technology it holds is also potentially compromised.”

				“But aren’t there numerous safety protocols in place to defeat even a determined intruder?” asked Rose.

				“In most circumstances, yes. There is one possibility that I hate even thinking about, however.”

				“And that is?” said Bob, asking the question on everyone’s lips.

				“That Meier has used the Chad computer to access the site and the technology inside.”

				The breath seemed to leave the room. They all knew who Meier had been, or was, and they also knew about the computer they’d failed to recover in the raid on Avantek. The possibility was beyond shocking.

				“So you can see why we are headed back and at this speed. If we can go faster, we will. Harry will be trying to contact the site as we proceed, but I don’t hold out much hope. We will also be trying to intercept news from Earth in case Meier has decided to do something stupid.”

				“What would that be?” asked Rose.

				“Harry and I are convinced that Meier is behind the Chinese and Russians getting a head start in the new space race. We believe that he engineered the theft of the Passaro II, which now flies under the name Chang’e 5. His company EOS Chemicals has been the exclusive provider of fuel to both countries and has repeatedly denied fuel to the US after Space Ship 4 was shot down.

			

			
				“Finally, as Harry has suggested to me, we believe that the ALS drug Meier developed and is taking is adversely affecting his decisions. He may have an interesting plan to make more money, or he has gone mad and is setting up two major powers to destroy each other and throw the world into chaos.

				“I don’t know what we’ll find when we get back to Earth space and the Moon, but it probably won’t be good. Harry, work with engineering to watch the cable and engine performance in general. I want to accelerate to .02 light within the hour. Stan, see that your pilots get food and rest; they will likely have work to do when we get home. Brice, have a look in the armory and familiarize yourself and your men with what’s there if we have to use your team. Ross and Jimmy, the chances that we will use our weapons just went up. Pull a survey of what we have available and review your weapons system and consoles again. If you can, see if you can replace the plasma cable we took to fix the engine problem. Use the new cable we took from the Mars site. Doctor, you have been preparing for the use of your services since you came aboard. If there is anything else you need to do, do it.” Van was silent for a moment, letting what he said sink in as he looked around the room. “If there are no questions, then let’s get to it.”

				Everyone scattered to their various work locations and stations.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31

				At the edge of the Sol System, a long-range scout ship was silently coasting through space with all passive sensors functioning at peak performance.

				“Captain, I have an anomaly in this new portion of Sector 20,” said the sensor operator.

				“What kind of anomaly?” said the annoyed captain of the Arkon scout ship Moor.

				“A speed shift, Captain—a substantial one.”

				“Out here in the middle of nowhere?”

				“Yes, Captain. An object apparently traveling at .01 light just accelerated to .02 light.”

				“No natural object would do that. It has to be a ship of some sort,” said the captain. “Astrogation, are there any inhabited planets on file in this region of space?”

				“No, Captain.”

				“I see,” said the captain, scratching the red crest of his head. “Plot a course for the last known position of the anomaly. Let us see what dares to fly in Arkon space.”
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				Back at Site R, Dieter Hellman helped a shaking Peter Meier from the B1 shuttle and into Van’s old quarters on Level 2.

				“Thank you, Dieter. All that excitement has made me tired. I think I’ll rest for a while. Meanwhile, gather what information you can on what the Russians and Chinese are doing. Our work has just started.”

				Leaving Meier to rest, Dieter took the short walk to the operations center where Meier had left the view screens linked to several of the major news services. They were all saying the same thing, but one was more interesting than the others. Dieter turned the sound down on all but the one with the pretty blond.

				“This is Allison Cooper, and we are following the conflict that has apparently just broken out on the Moon. The Chinese government has just released pictures of a destroyed communications array they claim was a life link with the science expedition on the Moon. The fact that the Chinese had multiple people on the Moon came as a surprise to nearly everyone.

			

			
				“The Chinese news release claims that the Russian spacecraft Pitchka made an unprovoked attack on the peaceful science station, destroying an important communications link and killing several scientists. The Russians, though, deny any involvement in such an attack but claim that it was the Chinese who attacked a Russian communications facility near Tycho Crater.

				“Confusion still reigns. One thing is clear, however: the two nuclear powers are now on an enhanced alert status. With us is retired US Air Force Gen. Herb Owens. General, what can you tell us about this dangerous issue and what the alert status means?”

				“Thanks, Allison. As you suggested, all the facts are not yet clear. That something has happened on the Moon is apparent. Telescopes from Earth have picked up massive dust clouds from the areas claimed by each country. What that means isn’t yet determined, but what is clear is the alert status of each country. We refer to our alert status as our ‘Defense Readiness Conditions.’”

				The general went on to describe the different levels of the DEFCON to Cooper’s audience, concluding with, “During the Cuban Missile Crisis, for example, the US went to DEFCON 2.”

				“Does that mean we might see war between the two communist countries soon?”

				“Not necessarily, Allison. These days the equivalent of DEFCON conditions are as much a political warning as an actual threat. This may well be just a warning. But a serious one.”

				“Thank you, General Owen.” Turning back to face the camera, Allison continued. “We’ll keep you posted on this developing story as we receive more news. Now, here is Fred with the weather you can expect in your area and after that a chat from the Tech Teacher to tell us the latest tech toys available to make life easier.”
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				As the Aurora approached Moon base, the news broadcasts from Earth told a disturbing tale. The Chinese and Russians both claimed to have been attacked by the other on the Moon. Communications equipment claimed to be important to the survival of each set of scientists at the two locations was destroyed. In both cases, there was also loss of life. The rhetoric between the two countries was getting hotter, not more reasonable, and the UN Security Council was encouraging both to meet peacefully to address their issues within the secure spaces of the UN building itself. To date, the offers had not been accepted.

			

			
				“Dick, are you up and awake?” asked Van on his implanted communications.

				“I’m up, Van. I’ve been watching the news 24/7 and pulsing my contacts in Washington and elsewhere. As you can imagine, things are not looking good.”

				“I was hoping to hear that some rationality might have surfaced, but it appears not,” said Van, disappointed. “On top of all of this, we believe that while we were gone, Meier gained access to Site R and one or both B1 and B2 shuttles, among other things.

				“Harry had sensors surrounding both the Chinese and the Russian sites. The important shots are grainy, but we can see the tail of the B1 briefly at the Chinese Fan Lau site and the Chang’e 5 at the Russian Tycho site. Our conclusion is that Meier somehow got hold of the B1, learned to fly it, and then shot up Fan Lau and made the Chinese believe it was the Russians. He seems hell-bent to get the two countries to go to war. If there was any doubt about his going mad, this seems to utterly destroy it.”

				“Holy shit. Meier has to be stopped, like right now!” said Dick with emphasis on the “now.”

				“We just arrived at the Moon base, and Harry and I, along with Brice and his team, are transferring to the Enterprise to fly to Site R. We should be there in just a few hours. Stay up on communications and we can keep you updated,” suggested Van.

				“I’m on my way to our Ops Center. We can speak there. I guess this is not a good time to talk about Barbara and you, but after she calmed down, she promised me that she will keep your and Harry’s secret, and I had her sign something just in case. So she will be listening in if you don’t mind.”

			

			
				“That’s a help, Dick. I’m trusting you that she will keep her word. Harry wanted to sneak into her apartment and wipe her memory. This solution may be better. Thanks for helping to solve a sticky issue…. again.”

				“Not a problem. We’ll be standing by, listening and watching. Call on us if you need us.” Dick ended the call.

				Van then turned to Brice. “I think we should use the new Mk-1 combat suits again to approach Site R. If Meier is in there as we suspect, he could have access to some serious weapons. He will probably have one or more people with him as well. This is not the sort of thing Meier normally does alone. In addition to whatever weapons you plan to take, I suggest considering the stun weapons in the off chance we can take him alive for intelligence purposes.”

				“That was my plan exactly.”

				“Good. Let’s load up in the Enterprise in twenty minutes.” Van turned to get his own gear.

				Forty minutes later the Enterprise shot out from the Moon base carrying Van and Harry as pilots and a combat team comprising all the Carson operators available: Brice, Ross, Jimmy, Bobby, and Johnny.

				Under stealth, the flight was simple and direct. The Enterprise hovered just outside the Level 1 hangar doors with lights on and keyed in the signal to open. But nothing happened. The shuttle landed and opened the cargo door into the night air. Van climbed down from the flight deck and exited, walking over to the silver bar glowing from the lights of the shuttle and protruding from the rock wall. As he had done the first time he had been here, he grabbed the handle in his right hand. Closing his eyes, he willed the doors to open—and they did.

				Leaving two men to guard the shuttle, the remainder of Brice’s team plus Harry and Van entered the dark cavern and found the security panel where it had always been, to the right of the inner doors. Using light from his suit and the shuttle, Van placed his palm on the panel with the expectation that it would turn green and open the inner doors. Instead, it flashed red and said Access Denied.

			

			
				“Harry, see what you can do?” asked Van. “It’s not working for me.”

				“Yes, Commander,” said Harry, bringing forward a small electrical box with several external wires with clips.

				Using some spongy glue to stick the box to the wall next to the access panel, he attached the clips in several strategic places on the panel. When he was satisfied the setup was correct, he started making entries on the keyboard of his electrical box. Lights of all colors flashed for several seconds, and the last color was…. red. It didn’t work.

				“Interesting, Commander. This should have worked. My conclusion is that something is being used to override the normal security system, perhaps the Chad computer. We cannot gain access here. We need to try the cabin just in case, but it will likely not work either.”

				Van gritted his teeth. “OK, everybody,” he called, “back in the shuttle for the trip down the hill. Believe me, you don’t want to walk down there at night.”

				Once inside the cabin, Van located the secret panel and again placed his palm on it. Red, Access Denied.

				“OK, Harry, give your device a try.”

				Harry did. But again, it didn’t work.

				“We need to think of new possibilities. Harry, haul out the plans for the site and let’s see if there is a way in clandestinely.”

				“Yes, Commander. I will have them in two minutes.”
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				Watching the security screens from a control chair inside the Site R Ops Center on Level 2, Meier could see the results of Van’s attempts to regain the site.

				“They are here, Dieter!” he said with a wry smile.

				“Who is here?”

				“Van Childs and likely his small band of security forces. They tried to get in from Level 1 but could not. They also failed to get in from the cabin. We have blocked all their access points. We own this place now and can do what we want.”

			

			
				He paused for a moment of thought. “You were telling me about the new media reports you were watching in which the Chinese and Russians are clashing. Are they on the brink of war?” he asked, shaking but smiling and rolling his hands together over and over.

				“Not exactly on the brink, Peter. The estimate is that they are at the equivalent of DEFCON 2, and that it might just be some political saber rattling,” said Dieter, who was becoming more familiar with the global issues after his time watching all the news channels.

				“Then we need to push them a little more.”

				“But why?”

				Meier looked blank for a moment, as if he were thinking about this for the first time. And then it came to him as clear as day. “Don’t you understand? With these new capabilities, we have a new destiny and a much bigger goal. Profits are one thing, but with these systems we can control the world and all its treasure, especially with the major powers out of the way. Even Childs can’t stop us. You see, don’t you?”

				“I guess so, if you say so,” Dieter said without being sure why and wondering what was happening to Meier.

				“Good, Dieter. I am not up to flying yet, but I believe you can conduct a flight on your own in the B1. As you said, it is easy and even fun to fly,” said Meier.

				“I can fly it and it is fun, especially when you can fire the cannons. What would you like me to do?”

				“As soon as you can, launch from here and proceed to the Moon again. This time, shoot up anything the Chinese have at Fan Lau outside their lava tube hiding place. If there is nothing outside, fire into the lava tubes in the hopes of ruining some or all of their interior systems and habitats. When you are done, flee toward the south and overfly the Pitchka again, or the Oryol if it is there. Leave a radar trail just good enough to make the Chinese believe the Russians did it again. Just like last time. Then come home and we will see what they do next. Whatever it is, we will be safe in this facility. Now go!” said Meier as he pointed toward the door.
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				“Commander!” said Harry, working on Site R access through the Arizona cabin and in an urgent state of concern for him.

				“What now?”

				“The B1 just launched, Commander, while we were in here looking for access.”

				“They don’t waste any time, do they? Can I guess it’s headed for the Moon?”

				“Yes, Commander. Current track suggests the northern area near Vallis Alpes and Fan Lau.”

				“Harry, you, Jimmy Fletcher, and Bobby Calhoun stay here and work on getting back into the site. Brice, Ross, and Johnny, come with me. Ross, you’re supposed to be a weapons officer. You trained for that now?” asked Van.

				“Yes, sir, trained in all craft including the Aurora. I’m good to go and twice as handsome,” said Ross, smiling.

				“I’ll bet you are. So let’s get to the Enterprise and strap in. We have miles to go before we sleep.”

				Van was already pushing open the cabin door.
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				Just as Meier had instructed, Dieter flew in stealth mode to Vallis Alpes and Fan Lau. When he arrived, however, he found nothing outside the lava tubes. Circling once, he came into a low hover opposite the large lava tube opening and fired two short bursts of the 30mm cannons into the entrance. He could see sparks from his bullets bouncing off the walls of the tube and at least one bright flash. Satisfied that he had done his job, he turned east and climbed out over the ridge of Vallis Alpes.

				As he expected, the Chang’e 5 or 6—he couldn’t tell one from the other—was nearby and rushed to the Fan Lau site. Again, Dieter left an intermittent radar trail south toward the Oryol, which was now close to the Tycho site as if guarding it. As planned, he fired on the Tycho center again and departed. Duty done, he set a course for Earth and his patriarch, Peter Meier.

			

			
				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				Monitoring Moon sensors, Harry stopped his work on Site R access in the cabin to make a call to Van.

				“Commander, there is new activity on the Moon.”

				“What sort of activity?” Van replied from the Enterprise.

				“From my sensors at the Fan Lau site, I saw the B1 fire into the lava tube entrance and then head south toward the Oryol and Tycho Crater, Commander. The Chang’e 6 is pursuing, likely thinking the B1 is the Oryol.”

				“Great. Just when I thought we could prevent another catastrophe, Meier beat us again. Where is the B1 now?”

				“Leaving Tycho Crater on a course back to Earth, Commander. The Chang’e 6 is not pursuing.”

				“Ross, I’m plotting an intercept course. Power up the plasma cannon. Time to see how well Harry’s latest addition works.”

				“Yes, Commander,” said Ross, eager to fire the new weapon.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32

				Dieter was sitting back in the pilot’s chair, flying the B1 in the manual mode, enjoying the new feeling of utter control. The view is spectacular, he thought to himself. I wish I had known how much fun this could be. I might have taken a different career path way back when. But his reverie was broken by an unexpected voice in his helmet.

				“B1, this is the Enterprise. We are at your six o’clock position with a weapons lock on you. Turn on your autopilot and do as I say,” said the commanding voice.

				“Who is this?”

				“It’s your worst nightmare if you don’t do as directed,” the voice said again.

				“Nonsense. There are no other craft on Earth or in space at present capable of doing as you say.”

				“Then I suggest that you look out your right cockpit window,” said the voice.

				With more curiosity than belief, Dieter looked right, expecting to see nothing. But there, coming into full view, was another spacecraft that looked vaguely like his own but less conventional.

				“Hello there,” said the voice.

				Dieter could see the helmeted head of a pilot, who waved at him. “If you’re satisfied with what you see, then do as you were told and you might live,” said the voice.

				More out of fear than logical thought, Dieter turned the B1 as hard to the left as possible while pushing up the throttles. From his time in the learning chair, he knew the other pilot could not take control of the B1 in manual mode.

				“Bad choice, whoever you are,” the voice said again. “I don’t want to destroy you and the B1, but I will if I have to. I gave you a warning, which is more than you did for the Chinese and the Russians. I’ll go one step further and warn you again. Shift to autopilot and we’ll take control.”

				But Dieter made no adjustments and continued to maneuver.

			

			
				Finally, the voice said something Dieter didn’t understand: “Then say hello to my little friend.”

				Dieter’s cockpit suddenly glowed with a strange light. And then there was nothing.
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				“That was too easy,” commented Ross as he, Brice, and Johnny looked at the now dissipating fireball that had been the B1.

				“Yes it was. Almost makes me feel bad. Almost,” said Van in a sober tone. “Unfortunately, I know what Meier sounds like, and that wasn’t him.”

				“So where is he?” Brice asked.

				“I’m betting he’s still at Site R, where we’re going now to see what Harry has been able to do.” Van changed course for the Earth. What is Meier up to if he isn’t up here? We must get inside Site R!
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				The captain of the Moor was pacing back and forth on his bridge. His race’s appearance was similar to humans, though also different. They were humanoid in some respects: bipedal, bilateral symmetry, stereoscopic forward-facing eyes. They even had five fingers like humans and humanoid lips; but that was where the similarities faded. They were hairless, with heavily scaled backs and sides and lighter scales on front, more like integrated armor. The major differentiator was the short crests on their heads.

				The captain and his crew all had red crests signifying the warrior, or Red, class of the Arkon Empire. They were not the ruling class, however, who had blue crests and were called Blues. At the bottom of the Arkon order were the Browns, a number of which were on the Moor, filling technical and support roles.

				“Captain, we are at the coordinates of the speed transition, but we can find nothing,” said the sensor operator of the Arkon scout ship.

				“I can see that for myself!” said the irritated scout ship commander. “Continue on the same course and increase speed as we discussed earlier. Astrogation, what do we know about this system?”

			

			
				“Little to nothing, Captain,” said the astrogator. “Sensors suggest eight planets circling the central yellow star. Many of those planets have one or more moons, but that is all.”

				“Then start a new star chart. This discovery might be worth our while. Honor to us all if we handle this well.”

				The Moor accelerated along the path the Aurora had taken hours before.

				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Allison Cooper with a news alert. Sources close to the Chinese and Russian governments have revealed that there is renewed conflict on the Moon. We are fortunate to have with us again retired US Air Force Gen. Herb Owens. General, what can you tell us about this latest event on the Moon, and what is the impact to all of us here on Earth?”

				“Thank you, Allison. To begin with, the US Department of Defense has confirmed through national intelligence sources that conflict and attacks similar to the last ones have taken place on the Moon. Both the Fan Lau and the Tycho sites appear to have been damaged. To what extent, we aren’t sure. Neither are we sure who did what to whom. Of greatest concern to all of us, however, is that both countries have increased their alert level to the most extreme. That would be the equivalent of DEFCON 1 in our system.”

				“That’s not good news, General. Can you explain the implications to us as Americans and, in fact, to the world?”

				“No, it is not good news, Allison. We have not seen any country go to the equivalent of DEFCON 1 since the end of the Korean War. It is, literally, unprecedented for over seventy years. What is more, my contacts in the Pentagon say the US has been forced to go to DEFCON 3.”

				“Surely the US is not thinking of going to war!” said Allison with some alarm.

				“No, Allison, we are not planning to go to war. But if the Chinese and the Russians do, the US must be in a satisfactory defensive position to protect itself. DEFCON 3 takes us to a high level of readiness, just in case.”

			

			
				“Stay with us, General, as we break for news of a new toothpaste that will give you whiter teeth in just two weeks.”
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				In his control center, an anxious Anikin was out of his chair and pacing back and forth. “Mikhael, tell Major Bovarin to land at the Tycho site and render assistance. Then tell him to load up everyone and get back here in the shortest possible time.”

				“Yes, General. The Oryol has already landed and says there are only three survivors.”

				“Then get them into the Oryol, and the bodies as well if it doesn’t take more than fifteen minutes. I want the Oryol back here more than I want dead bodies. And make it fast,” Anikin said as he stopped pacing and pointed an emphasizing finger at his trusted aide.

				“Yes, General.”

				Then the taxed general renewed his pacing, hands clasped behind his back. What do I need to do next? he thought and stopped abruptly, facing Mikhael again. “And after that, get hold of those fools in Moscow to see what insane response they are thinking of. Also, send a car for my family and any of yours you want to protect. Bring them here and we will shift to the emergency bunker below us.”

				“Yes, General,” said Mikhael with great concern.
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				“Colonel Fei!” yelled Gen. Li Jing.

				“Yes, General. How can I help you?” asked a nervous colonel, rubbing a hand up and down one pant leg.

				“Are the Chang’e 5 and 6 back on Earth?”

				“Yes, General. Both have completed fueling and arming and await your next orders.”

				“Good! Put as many technicians as possible in each craft. Include at least one intelligence officer. When complete, launch both craft for the Moon,” commanded Jing.

			

			
				“Yes, General. What is the mission?” asked a confused Fei.

				“First, I want both craft to go to the Russian site and investigate it. See what we can find as intelligence. After that, fly both to Fan Lau and see to repairs. I want that site operational as soon as possible. Keep both spacecraft on the Moon for as long as possible to protect against another attack. In any event, I want at least one craft on the Moon at all times. This is a great opportunity, Fei. We must take advantage of it.”

				“Yes, General,” said a disturbed Fei as he rapidly left the general’s office to issue orders.
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				“Van?” said Dick over his implant.

				“What is it, Dick?”

				“Where are you right now?”

				Dick’s voice carried more stress than usual, Van thought. “We’re about to enter Earth atmosphere on our way to Site R. Why?”

				“Do you have control of the site now?”

				“No. Harry and two of your guys are there right now trying to gain access. Again, why?”

				“Things are really going to shit here, Van. The Chinese and Russians are now on a war footing, and there is near panic everywhere. I suggest you pick up the team at Site R and get back to the Moon base pronto.”

				“But Meier is still in control of the site!” argued Van.

				“That may not matter if things go bad. We don’t need you, Harry, and the team exposed if there is a nuclear exchange,” said Dick.

				“You think that’s a real possibility?”

				“Absolutely. And if you are down here when it breaks out, you can’t be of much help. So get back to the Moon!” emphasized Dick.

				“What about you guys?”

				“We don’t matter as much as you guys.”

			

			
				This made Van feel small. Intense feelings of regret that he had put all of this in motion and his friends at risk rose up from his gut, tasting like bile and, maybe, a touch of fear. But it had to be done, didn’t it? And we are in the risk business. But still, it’s a hard pill to swallow. I may have let this problem develop, but I didn’t count on Meier going so far. We have to put a stop to him and this conflict before it goes too far and puts an end to the goal of global unification. At this moment, however, I have to take care of my friends, who are needed! Why did I ever agree to do this?

				“The hell you don’t. Get yourself to the warehouse right now and I’ll have a shuttle pick you up.”

				“But you don’t have a disguised one. Won’t that blow your secret?” asked Dick with concern.

				“As you said Dick, it may not matter. So get your collective butts to the warehouse immediately.” Van disconnected. “Harry, you heard all that, didn’t you?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Can you remotely control CS1 and CS2 well enough to pick Dick and his folks up? The Truman may not hold enough people.”

				“I have already given both shuttles the commands, Commander. They can fly fast enough to pick up Mr. Carson and his people and return to Moon base by the time you pick us up and return. You realize, however, that Mr. Meier will be free to do almost anything he wants when we are gone. I can stay behind and continue to seek access.”

				“No, Harry, we all go. And right now, Meier can do what he wants regardless of if we’re there or not. Tell the boys to get ready to leave. We’ll be there in just a few minutes. Oh, one more thing: I’m sure there will be people not briefed on what we do when we pick up Dick’s people. So keep the view screens in the CS1 and 2 cabins off and instruct Dick not to mention they are on the Moon or let them go below Level 2 or to the maintenance facility next door. Dick can play host until we get there.”

				“Yes, Commander.”
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				“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Allison Cooper again. In a few moments, we expect the president of the United States to make an address to the country. We don’t know the specifics, but sources close to the White House suggest that he will be making a statement regarding the Chinese and Russian escalating conflict. Please stand by after these words from our sponsor, Toujour Soap—the soap nine out of ten of the most beautiful women prefer to use.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33

				A little over an hour later, the Enterprise entered the Moon-base flight deck. CS1 and CS2 were sitting empty with ramps down but no people milling about. Of course! What was he thinking? With the flight deck doors open for their arrival, there would be no atmosphere, no air.

				“If Dick made it, he must have everyone in Level 2,” Van said, addressing Harry as they all debarked the Enterprise.

				“Yes, Commander. He contacted me just minutes ago to say they all arrived safely.”

				“Good, good. Did he say how many are with him?”

				“About seventy-five, Commander.”

				Van stopped in midstep. “Seventy-five?”

				“Yes, Commander. Thirty Carson employees and their families, including Mr. Carson and his wife.”

				“Oh boy. For Dick to bring families, things are more volatile on Earth than I thought.” Van resumed walking to the elevator and Level 2. “Before I meet the families and all the extras, tell Dick to meet us in the Ops Center with Barbara and everyone else briefed in. Especially the Aurora crew.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				Ten minutes later, Van stood before a small but determined-looking group he now knew well. “OK, the fact that we have a bunch of new people here, including families, is because things are not going well on Earth—because of the Chinese and the Russian activities that you know about. What some of you don’t know is that Meier has taken control of Site R and, in fact, has been the actual one shooting up bases on the Moon, or at least causing the attacks to occur. This was not something that any of us expected, to say the least. And things have become too dire too fast for us to explain things to any government—US, Chinese, or Russian. They’d never believe us, and we could only make things worse in the end by exposing the Host and our resources.

				“A few hours ago, we destroyed the B1, which was on its way back to Earth after causing mayhem again between the Chinese and the Russians. Meier was not flying that shuttle. We think it was his security officer, Dieter Hellman.”

			

			
				This caused a hush among many of the people in the room.

				“But more importantly,” Van resumed, “if the two contentious nations launch weapons at each other, we and the Aurora may be able to help. This is what I think we should do….”
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				“To all of America and those of our friends listening from other countries, I greet you with a heavy heart. As you know, the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation are in serious dispute over actions on our planet’s Moon. The UN Security Council, as well as myself and the leaders of Great Britain, France, Germany, and ten other countries, have spoken to both opposing leaders. We have urged a peaceful resolution to their differences and have offered numerous safe locations where they can personally meet and talk. So far, both countries have declined our offers and advice.

				“Since yesterday, the United States and other allied countries are on high defensive alert to ensure we are safe from any errant threats the potential conflict might produce. I say again, we are taking a defensive posture, not an offensive one. We do not want nor do we encourage in any way unprovoked hostile actions. But we will defend ourselves if necessary.

				“I or my offices will keep you informed of our success in calming this issue. As my family and I are doing, please go about your daily productive lives. Be assured the government is doing its job of protecting all citizens. Thank you.”
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				“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Allison Cooper. That was the president of the United States. To summarize his statement, all efforts are being made by the US as well as all other major governments to find a peaceful solution to the tension between China and Russia. He emphasizes that US alert posture is defensive only and there are no plans for, as he said, unprovoked hostile actions on the part of the US. Here with me again is retired US Air Force Gen. Herb Owens. General, what did you think about the president’s remarks? Did he put you and other Americans at ease?”

			

			
				“To answer your first question, Allison, the president’s address was what you would expect. He recognizes that a serious issue exists and that our elected leaders are acting in our best interest to protect us. My contacts in the Pentagon tell me that we have gone to DEFCON 2. As the name implies, that is a defensive alert posture. What we should also recognize is that all our offensive systems are also on that same level of alert just as it was during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

				“As to your second question, I think Americans want to know what is happening. Knowledge helps calm stressed nerves. However, knowing of the seriousness of the current DEFCON level as well as the intransigence of the conflicting parties, I am not at ease.”

				“Thank you again, General. We will return with Gen. Herb Owens after these words from Romance, a new fragrance that will add spice to any woman’s life.”
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				Van and his crew watched the president’s statement from the screens in the Moon-base Operations Center.

				“What do you think, Dick?” asked Van of his old friend.

				“I think everything is about to go to shit, and you need to get out of here so you can be ready with your plan.”

				“I agree. Can you hold the fort here with Barbara and some of Brice’s team?”

				“We can do that, but one of the women is pregnant and may go into labor at any time. We would need the doctor for that. Can Dr. Ramos stay behind?”

				Everyone turned to look at Rose, including Barbara, whose squinted eyes looked over the beautiful new doctor with hostility.

			

			
				“I can stay,” Rose agreed. “The Aurora isn’t going very far, and I don’t expect the crew to be in much danger. Plus, there is a very good medical facility here that I am familiar with.”

				“Perfect,” said Van. “Then the crew needs to board the Aurora immediately and start the prelaunch checks. Harry and I will follow in a few minutes.”

				The room quickly emptied, except for Van, Harry, and Barbara.

				“Why am I here and not on the Aurora?” asked Barbara in a cold tone.

				“Excuse me?” asked Van, puzzled.

				“I would think that being on the Aurora would be an excellent opportunity to collect intelligence, which is my job,” she said.

				“Under other circumstances I would agree. However, you aren’t yet familiar with the Aurora or this facility. We can’t take the time to teach you about the Aurora, but you can learn about this facility and this center. Harry has developed a program that will help you learn, and you can access it from any of the terminals here,” said Van.

				“Yes, Harry mentioned that, and I guess you’re right. There is a lot I can learn here. Will you miss your doctor?” asked Barbara with a look Van had never seen before.

				“She’s not my doctor. She’s the ship’s doctor, as well as the chief medical officer for this facility. When you get to know her, you’ll see how lucky we all are that she is part of this group.”

				“Yes of course, and I do look forward to getting to know her,” said Barbara as she stepped out, leaving the room a little colder than it was before.
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				The Aurora was performing perfectly. The brand-new cables had replaced the ones in engineering and the plasma torpedo bay. Both CS1 and 2 were in the flight deck, as well as two of the new fighters.

				“Commander, we are in geosync orbit above and between the Asian continent and Russia, as planned,” said Jan from the astrogation station.

			

			
				“Very well. Harry, what do the ship’s sensors tell us?” asked Van, reminding himself they needed sensor operators for the future.

				“Nothing out of the ordinary, Commander.”

				“Stan, everything shipshape?” asked Van, using an old naval term.

				“All systems are green, and engineering reports the new cables are working as planned.”

				“Then I guess we’re playing the waiting game. Maintain position and stealth mode. Weapons, be ready as planned.”

				“All weapons systems are up and ready, Commander. Jimmy is giving the plasma torpedo bay one last look. Never can be too prepared, like my grandma said,” replied Ross with a smile.
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				After another day of rest, Meier sat in the Site R operations center watching the developing news about the conflict he had started. No mention was made of any conflicts between spaceships. Dieter was long past his time for return and could not be reached by the radios in the center. Whether it was stress, fatigue, the ALS drugs, or some combination of things, Meier was no longer coherent. The profit motive was gone, replaced by some dark sense of illogical purpose.

				“He must be dead,” said Meier out loud. “Oh well, that leaves only me to push the Chinese a little further. But it is getting harder to walk, much less control a spaceship. But I must try. The Chinese and the Russians need to be put in their places, and I’m the one to do it. The world will thank me for it.”

				With difficulty, Meier arose from his chair, gathered up the Chad computer in Dieter’s backpack, and slowly went to the elevator to descend to Level 3 and the awaiting B2. He wasn’t sure he would be back to this site, so he took the computer just in case he needed it later. With the extra weight, it took all his concentration and effort, but he finally made it to the pilot’s seat of the B2 and placed the computer on the deck behind him.

				“Ah, sitting down makes things much easier,” he said to himself, not realizing that now he was speaking every thought out loud.

			

			
				Fortunately, much of the operation of the B2 was automated, just like its former sister. The large central elevator lifted Meier and the B2 to Level 1, and he opened the two outer doors remotely. Once that was done, he initiated the start sequence, and the B2 came to life. With little effort, Meier guided the spacecraft through the doors and then activated the automated flight path to the Moon and the entrance to Vallis Alpes. The B2 sprinted away with Meier lying back in his seat, anticipating his arrival on the Moon and what he hoped would be the last action necessary to launch the two countries into war. Perhaps his last and greatest exploit ever. He closed his eyes with a satisfied smile and fell asleep, forgetting to close the two doors of Site R.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34

				“Commander!” said Harry urgently from the bridge of the Aurora.

				“What?”

				“Sensors have just detected the launch of the B2.”

				“Where is it headed?” asked a confused Van.

				“The track leads to the Moon and Vallis Alpes, Commander.”

				“Can you take control of the B2?”

				“No, Commander. Access has been locked out.”

				“Terrific. But we don’t have time for that now, though it’s probably Meier. Besides, there isn’t much he can do on the Moon now that will make things worse. We’ll have to deal with him later. Keep track of his position at all times. Right now, I’m more concerned about the potential for missile launches on Earth, even if only part of what Dick said was true about the states of emergency. We may be the only resource with the capability to stop them.” God, how I wish I could go after Meier and end him myself, but if the Chinese or Russians launch, I need all my assets here to stop them, including the shuttles and the fighters. He’ll just have to wait.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				In what only seemed like moments later, Harry made a frightening announcement. “Missile launch from China, Commander. One, two, three…. four missiles.”

				“Not unexpected. What about the Russians?” asked Van.

				“Nothing yet, Commander.”

				“Can you get a track on those missiles, Harry? What are their targets?”

				Van, Danny, Stan, and Jan watched the overhead screens as Harry plotted red lines from the launch points to the projected targets.

				“Based on current trajectories, the missiles are headed for four Russian space launch facilities. Baikonur, Vostochny, Kapustin Yar, and Dombarovsky. It appears that the Chinese are trying to cripple the Russian space program,” said Harry.

			

			
				For the first time, Stan spoke up. “That would do it. I’m familiar with all of those facilities, and they’re the heart of the Russian space program. In fact, Vostochny was built to replace Baikonur and is very important to them.”

				“New missile launches, Commander,” said Harry.

				“Let me guess—from Russia, yes?”

				“Yes, Commander. Four missiles in total,” reported Harry.

				“OK. This is what we’re here for. Weapons, report when locked on to the Chinese missiles first. We’ll switch to the Russian ones afterward.”

				“Getting a lock on one, two, three…. and now four missiles from China. Ready to launch long-range M2 intercept missiles,” said a focused Ross Taylor.

				“Fire!” commanded Van.

				“Missiles away!” exclaimed Ross. “Switching to lock on the Russian missiles now.”

				“Very well. Time to first intercept?” asked Van as he watched the overhead engagement screens.

				“Two minutes from first launch, Commander,” replied Ross.

				“Harry, where are the Russian missiles headed?”

				“Similar places, Commander. All for Chinese space launch sites, including Jiuquan, Xichang, Wen Chang, and Hainan Island,” reported Harry.

				“Hainan Island? What the hell for?” asked Van, mystified.

				“I can answer that,” said Stan. “The Chinese have just finished their newest and best spaceport there. It is built to launch their largest rocket, the Long March 5. If they lose that, their program will be set back for decades.”

				Ross broke in. “Lock on Russian missiles! Ready with M2s.”

				“Fire!” said Van.

				“Missiles away. Time to Chinese missile impact one minute.” Sixty seconds later: “Hits on one, two, and three…. all Chinese missiles destroyed,” said an excited Ross.

				“Time to Russian impact?”

				“One minute, Commander.”

				When the minute passed: “Hits on one, two, and three Russian missiles. Miss on number four,” reported Ross, concerned. “Missile launcher down!” he said loudly a moment later.

			

			
				Van’s head instantly swung to Ross’ position. “What? What happened?”

				“Don’t know, Commander. We lost lock on the target, and the missile launcher will not respond.”

				“Harry, any more launches from the surface?” asked Van.

				“No, Commander.”

				“Weapons, do we have another weapons system within range of number four?”

				“Not unless we maneuver out of orbit and chase it. Then we should be able to hit it with a laser or plasma torpedo,” replied Ross.

				“Harry, any ideas?”

				“No, Commander. Mr. Taylor is right. The rail guns will likely not be able to hit the missile with its current course and speed. We would have to close the distance to use lasers or plasma torpedoes.”

				“But if we leave position and either side launches again, we won’t be in the best position to stop them,” said Van, thinking out loud.

				“Correct, Commander.”

				Just then Stan spoke up. “We can launch CS1 or two of the fighters and chase it down.”

				“What do you think, Harry?”

				“Either craft could bring down the missile, Commander. But by the time we prepared and launched, the missile would already be out of reach.”

				“Shit!” Van blurted out, then regained his composure. “Just so we don’t get caught off guard again, Stan, how about you and Danny man CS1. Be ready to launch if either country launches missiles again,” said Van.

				“Why not take the fighters?”

				“You and Danny know the combat shuttles better than you do the fighters and have plenty of time in them. If you have to, you’ll have a better chance of success in the CS. Go now and send Paul up here to take Danny’s place.”

			

			
				“On our way.”

				Stan and Danny headed for the flight deck and CS1.

				“Where is missile four headed, Harry?”

				“Jiuquan, Commander.”

				Van sank into a depression. His eyes were open but seeing nothing. Two hundred thousand people are about to lose their lives all because I didn’t see it happening this way. I thought I could stop anything with the Aurora. I wonder what the Host would think of me now. What anybody would think of me now!

				“Commander!” Harry repeated for the second time.

				“What?” Van asked still in a semi daze.

				“What do you want us to do next?”

				“Ah…. we hold position. Where is Meier?” he asked, slowly coming to grips with the immediate problem.

				“Approaching Vallis Alpes, Commander.”

				“Are either of the Chang’e spacecraft up there now?”

				“Yes, Commander, both of them.”

				“Then Meier is their problem for now,” said Van in resignation.
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				“Captain, we are picking up energy releases above the atmosphere of the third planet,” said the Moor’s sensor operator.

				“What kind of energy releases?” asked the Arkon captain.

				“Large conventional explosions with minor radiation traces, sir.”

				“How many?”

				“Seven, sir.”

				“Helm, adjust course for the third planet at current speed.”

				“Yes, sir. Adjusting course now,” said the helm officer.

				Captain Skarr had been part of the Arkon fleet for over twenty solar cycles. In that time, he had experienced combat as a fighter pilot and was later involved in the subduing of many planets in evermore advancing positions. But he had never found himself on a supposedly peaceful patrol and encountering an apparent spacefaring solar system that might also be at war. There were no instructions for this. For the sake of his future, he would delay sending a message drone to the home fleet. If he was seen as an overreactive captain, he would lose honor and likely all hope of future advancement. He would be cautious. It was the Arkon way.
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				Colonel Fei heard about the inbound nuclear missile from Jiuquan main control and headed for the underground shelter. He moved swiftly with a growing number of people down the ramps to the shelter opening. As he was being pulled along by the crowd, he realized that he hadn’t warned Jing as he was supposed to do. Then he smiled and kept on moving down the ramps to safety. “Let the general figure it out for himself…. if he can in time,” Fei said to himself.
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				“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Allison Cooper. We interrupt the program now in progress to tell you that China and Russia have apparently gone to war. Thirty minutes ago, both countries launched missiles at each other. Reports from the North American Aerospace Defense Command, known as NORAD, say that each side was targeting the key elements of the other’s space program. For reasons still not known, seven of the eight launched missiles exploded before they could reach their targets. One from Russia continued and struck China’s Jiuquan Satellite Launch Center in the Gobi Desert. It was from this site that the Chinese launched both of their spaceships, the Chang’e 5 and 6. It is believed that both craft were on the Moon at the time of the attack and were not destroyed. Gen. Herb Owens is here with us again to add meaning to these events. General, what do you make of the missile exchange and what happened to the seven destroyed missiles?”

				“Allison, it was inevitable that the two powers would do something like this. What is most interesting is that they limited their targeting to only key space program sites like the Russian Baikonur and the Chinese Jiuquan centers. The latter site was confirmed destroyed, although we know they had a substantial belowground shelter for at least the most valuable inhabitants. Despite the shelter, we expect that the majority of the two hundred thousand people at Jiuquan likely perished. Why the Chinese have not launched again is a mystery.

			

			
				“As for what happened to the seven destroyed missiles, that is a greater mystery, for two reasons. First, for seven missiles from two different countries to suffer the same fate at the same time goes beyond mere chance. Second, Earth surveillance systems captured what appears to have been some sort of high-power projectile discharge from a point in space equidistant between China and Russia.”

				“Do you mean to suggest, General, that the missiles were shot down, and if so, who could do that?”

				“Not certain on either account, Allison. All we know is that the energy emissions appeared to come from a single point in space, but neither radar nor visual systems could see anything. Like I said, it’s a mystery.”

				“Indeed it is, General. We’ll be right back after these words from Toujour Soap.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35

				Anikin emerged from the underground bunker where a number of staff and families still took shelter. Looking around the control center, he allowed the undamaged facility to remind him of the luck they had all experienced. “Mikhael, it appears we are still alive and well, even after those crazy people in Moscow tried to start another world war,” said Anikin with a smile. “Marta, Nina, and Lucya will also be happy the attempt failed.”

				Standing in front of his computer monitor and typing in commands, Mikhael responded, “As we all are, sir. But the same fortune apparently did not extend to our counterparts in Jiuquan, especially Gen. Li Jing.”

				“Yes, I heard about the general. Good riddance, I think. I met him once last year in a global defense conference. He is, or was, a tank driver. Did you know that, Mikhael?” The general took his seat on the familiar command chair.

				“No, sir. Seems an odd background for a leader of the space forces.”

				“Yes again, Mikhael. I found him to be an arrogant, self-absorbed fool. One of my American friends called him a ‘nincompoop.’”

				“A what, sir?” asked the major, turning from his computer and showing complete ignorance of the term.

				“A nincompoop. An American term for a fool or a simpleton. The same American friend said that if you looked that term up in an American dictionary, you would find a picture of Li Jing.”

				“Really, sir?”

				“Nyet, my young friend. It was just a joke. Now then, what do we know at present?”

				Vavilov blinked away his confusion then resumed his work on his computer station. “The Chang’e 5 and 6 are still on the Moon. Based on our observations, we know both craft visited our Tycho site and forty minutes later left for Fan Lau. We do not know what they were doing at Tycho but suspect they were investigating our site for intelligence purposes.”

			

			
				“And when we go back there, Mikhael, we will likely find that they destroyed what we left behind,” said the general.

				“Yes, sir, that is our thought as well. The mystery for which we have no answer is why seven out of eight missiles exploded in flight. The American press is reporting that there were unexplained energy anomalies at a single point in space just before the missiles exploded. We have not been able to confirm that.”

				“That is the most important question in my mind, Mikhael. Even more important than why neither we nor the Chinese have fired another missile volley,” said an introspective general with his chin in his palm. “Has sanity finally come to Moscow?”

				“It appears so, or they are shocked by what happened to the missiles.”

				“As well they should be. We should all be concerned and shocked at what happened. Let us hope that saner heads prevail.” Anikin sat back up in his seat, his thoughts, and those of his command, heavy.
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				“We have been sitting up here for hours now, Harry. In fact, it’s a new day and nothing is happening. What do you have from Big Brother?”

				“It appears that both sides have reconsidered their actions, Commander. They have each lowered their defense conditions and are starting direct talks. The United States has gone down to DEFCON 3, and reports suggest that they will go to 4 soon.”

				“That’s good news. We’ll sit here in stealth mode for a while longer. Tell Stan and Danny to relax for now but stay near their shuttle. Meanwhile, why has Meier been silent?”

				“Unknown, Commander. My sensors say he has been sitting at the northeastern end of Vallis Alpes for quite some time.”

				“And the Chang’e 5 and 6?”

				“They are also motionless and located at Fan Lau. It is likely they have landed there and are working on the base, Commander.”

			

			
				“Good news I guess, after what just happened to two hundred thousand people. But I have a certain feeling that it’s all temporary,” said Van, looking absently at the view screens surrounding the bridge and wondering why he had let himself get into this position over a year ago.

				[image: custom-flourish.ai]


				Meier awoke with a shock. Where was he?

				“I’m in the B2,” he said, continuing to speak out loud. “It looks like the autopilot took me to Vallis Alpes and stopped in a hover, waiting for a new command. Interesting. I fell asleep and didn’t die. Now to reset for Fan Lau and give the Chinese another surprise.” And for the first time in a long time, he laughed out loud, a vengeful laugh.
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				The Arkon scout ship Moor was past the fourth planet and just about to settle into a high orbit over the third.

				“What do we have on sensors now?” demanded Captain Skarr.

				“Nothing in the space around the planet, sir, except a lot of space debris, but there are massive transmissions from the planet itself,” said a busy sensor operator.

				“What kind of transmissions?”

				“All kinds, sir. All frequencies. I am recording, but it will take some time to make sense of them all.”

				“Hmm,” mused the red-crested captain. “What about the planet’s Moon?”

				“There have been some simple radio waves from there, Captain, but nothing like from the planet.”

				“Do you have a location for those transmissions from the Moon?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Then pass the location to the helm. Helm, alter course to the location you are receiving for the Moon circling this planet. Let us see what is there while we try to make sense of all of this noise.”

			

			
				“Yes, sir. Course received and locked in,” said the helm officer.

				“Good. Execute the course change now!”
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				Rose exited the operating facility of the Moon-base medical center with a smile. She had just delivered her first baby, a boy belonging to one of the computer technicians from the Carson Group. Rose was still sweating, and her mask was hanging below her chin. She nodded to the hovering father and said, “It’s a healthy baby boy!”

				“Can I see my wife now?” asked the grinning technician, who had not wanted to be in the actual delivery room despite the invitation.

				“Of course. But she’s tired so don’t take too long,” said Rose, energized by the father’s excitement.

				“All in the life of a doctor,” a female voice said nearby.

				Rose looked around and saw Barbara standing in the doorway to the medical center.

				“Hi, Ms. Fuller. No, not really. Most doctors never get to deliver a baby, especially doctors with aerospace experience.”

				“But you can do anything?” asked Barbara.

				“What do you mean?”

				“You’re a doctor, flight surgeon, astronaut, and a beautiful woman. What man could not fall for you?”

				“Again, what do you mean?”

				“You know what I mean.”

				“No I don’t. Explain it please,” said Rose, now getting angry.

				“Not that I care anymore but, for your sake, don’t let Van fool you.”

				“Fool me? In what way?”

				“He finds women, plays with their emotions, and fills them full of lies.”

				“Is that what happened to you?”

				“What? Van didn’t tell you about us? I’m not surprised,” said Barbara smugly.

				“Listen, Ms. Fuller, I don’t know what your motivations are or what problems you may have had. But I was hired for my skills as a physician and experience in aerospace medicine. If you are implying that I was brought on board for any other reasons, please put them out of your head.”

			

			
				“I wasn’t talking about you, Rose.”

				With those words, Barbara turned and left, leaving Rose standing in the middle of the room totally mystified.
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				“Chang’e 5, Beijing Control.”

				“Beijing Control, send your message,” said Lo.

				“Chang’e 5, we show you and 6 still on the Moon’s surface, correct?”

				“Beijing Control, Chang’e 5. That is correct.”

				“Chang’e 5, due to the unprovoked attack on Jiuquan, Command wishes one of your two craft to be airborne at all times until these issues are resolved.”

				“Chang’e 5 is ready and has the most fuel. We are preparing to lift now.” And the pilot, Chau, ended contact and lifted off from Fan Lau.
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				“Captain, we have more transmissions from the surface of the Moon and movement from two craft,” said the Moor’s sensor officer.

				“What kind of movement?” asked Captain Skarr impatiently.

				“One just lifting off from the surface of the transmission location and one heading toward the transmission site.”

				“Any indications of weapons?”

				“No weapons energy from either contact, Captain.”

				“Continue on course, Helm. Weapons to standby.”

				Both the helm and weapons officers did as they were told.

				“Captain, the second aircraft is firing some sort of projectile weapons at the transmission site, and the other craft is circling behind in an apparent attack maneuver.”

				“Projectile weapons? You mean rail guns?”

			

			
				“No, Captain. The projectiles are too slow for rail guns.”

				“A secret weapon perhaps, with no energy signature. Most interesting.” Just then the lights flickered on and off the Moor’s bridge, and red lights appeared on the engineering station.

				“What just happened?” the captain demanded.

				“We just lost our stealth generator, sir. We were having problems with it some time ago, but we cannot fix it ourselves. We need to be in port for that,” said a brown-crested technical representative.

				“Helm, turn us to a path to the back side of this Moon. We can hide in its shadow.”

				“Yes, Captain. Turning now,” said the helm officer.

				“Captain!” said an excited sensor operator.

				“What is it now?”

				“The two craft, Captain. They just turned and are headed in our direction.”
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				Meier had just completed a firing run on the Fan Lau site when he realized that one of the Chinese craft was maneuvering behind him. He turned as hard as he could to the right in the hopes of catching a glimpse of the Chang’e 5. He thought it was the Chang’e 5, but it really didn’t make any difference if it was the 6.

				To his amazement, however, Meier saw the Chang’e 5 break away and head for space.

				“Running, are you? I thought the Chinese were made of sterner stuff,” he said with another scary laugh. “No matter. The B2 is faster and I will catch up quickly.”

				But the Chang’e 5 was not running. It was heading toward another ship that suddenly appeared nearby. Meier thought it was the Russians returning, and he turned to pursue both ships. He did not see the Chang’e 6 lift off and fall in behind him.
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				“Captain, there are now three ships headed our way.”

			

			
				“Three? Where did the third one come from?”

				“The same place as the first, Captain. There must be a base there with more craft.”

				“Do we have a weapons lock?”

				“Yes, Captain,” responded the weapons officer.

				“Then fire on them all. Get rid of them!”

				“Opening fire now, sir.”

				Meier saw the red burst of energy from the new ship and saw the Chang’e 5 disappear in a brief but brilliant ball of fire. Having no other choice, he opened fire on the new ship with the twin 30mm cannons. He never saw the results, however. The B2’s cabin filled with bright light, and Meier felt the shuttle lurch wildly and then saw nothing more.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36

				“Commander!” said Harry urgently.

				“What is it, Harry?”

				“There is an apparent battle going on above the surface of the Moon.”

				“Between who? Meier and the Chinese?” asked Van.

				“It seems to have started that way, Commander. But there is another larger ship there, and it just destroyed both Chinese ships and apparently the B2. It is now headed to Fan Lau.”

				“Who could possibly have a bigger ship in space at the present? It’s not the Pitchka is it?”

				“No, Commander. I have checked my database twice, and the results are the same.”

				“Don’t keep me in suspense, Harry. What is it?” Van had a sinking feeling he could only hope was indigestion.

				“An Arkon scout ship, Commander.”

				All heads turned in disbelief toward Harry.

				“An Arkon ship? Here? Now? I thought they wouldn’t be here for a hundred years!” exclaimed Van.

				“That was the estimate, Commander. But the ship is here now, and I suggest we get rid of it before it reports home.”

				“Right. Astrogation, plot a course to the Moon. Helm, as soon as the course is locked in, kick it in the ass and let’s go after that scout ship. Weapons, how are we on missiles?”

				“System is up again, Commander. We still have seventeen M2s and twenty-five M1s. Plus, all systems are in the green,” said Ross.

				“Good. Harry, get everyone not on watch to the conference room, including Stan and Danny, in ten minutes,” ordered Van.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Ross, get Jimmy up here to take your place and then come to the conference room.”

				“Right away, Commander.”

				Ten minutes later, Van stood in the Aurora’s conference room looking at eager and determined faces.

			

			
				“As most of you already know, there is an Arkon scout ship in the vicinity of the Moon. It already shot down three of Earth’s ships, including, apparently, the B2 with Meier aboard.”

				The room buzzed with comments like “Finally!” and “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy!” and “Where did the Arkon come from?”

				“Quiet down. I think we’re all happy to be finally rid of Meier. But the time for celebration will come later. Right now, we must figure out how to get rid of this scout ship as soon as possible. Harry, what can you tell us about the Arkon ship?”

				“It is an older generation ship based on the design of traditional Arkon gunboats. It is about half the size of the Aurora with a crew of thirteen. Engines are a little larger than a gunboat to provide FTL capability powered by a ZPE, like the Aurora. Most of the gunboat weapons were replaced with long-range passive and active sensors, but as we have seen, it still has damaging lasers and rail guns. It is also likely that they have at least one plasma cannon like that of the Enterprise and the CS1 and 2. They are fast and usually very stealthy.”

				“If they’re stealthy, why can we see them?” asked Danny.

				“Uncertain, Mr. Ramos. The probability is that the system has failed. The Arkon do not invent technology as much as they adopt the technology of those they conquer. Culturally, maintenance is not done by the warrior class—Reds, as they are known. Instead, ships depend on spare parts on board as opposed to actual repair. Most repair is done in yards or in port by another cast called the Browns and slaves. If there are no spares on board, then the system will be down until they reach port.”

				“That’s dumb,” said Bob Cooper. “If we ran that way, we would still be coasting past Mars.”

				“Indeed, Mr. Cooper, you are right,” said Harry. “And that will work to our advantage. It is unlikely that the Arkon ship will regain its stealth capability.”

				“But it still has teeth, and it could go to FTL if required,” said Van.

				“Yes, Commander.”

			

			
				“Is our stealth capability good enough to prevent our discovery?” asked Stan.

				“Yes, Mr. Walters, it is. That applies to the shuttles as well,” said Harry.

				“That’s a relief,” said Danny.

				“OK,” Van interjected. “We’re stealthy and have better weapons. Including the CS1 and 2, we have numerical superiority as well. What we don’t have is tactical experience, save what we learned in the simulators. So let’s marry some of our own experience with our newfound technology. Keep in mind, however, our ship is two hundred years old.

				“Stan, when we’re done here, you and Danny man CS1. We’ll launch you as soon as you’re ready. Take formation echelon right. We’ll act as a flight of two with the CS1 flying wing and keeping our six clear. For those of you who don’t know what I’m talking about, Stan and Danny will take close formation to our starboard side and slightly aft. They will be in position to protect our aft, or six o’clock, position. We’ll fight as a team. We can see each other, but they can’t see us. Any questions? None? OK, get to your stations and let’s go hunting!”
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				“Captain, all enemy craft have been destroyed,” said the weapons officer of the Moor.

				“So I saw. Now let’s destroy that base before they launch any more craft.”

				“Yes, Captain, we are on an attack vector now,” said the helm officer.

				“Weapons, fire when you are in range.”

				“Yes, Captain, firing now.” And the weapons officer sent orange balls of plasma from the ship’s single cannon rushing to the lunar surface and Fan Lau.

				“Target destroyed, Captain!” said a proud red-crested weapons officer.

				“Good, now—”

			

			
				But the captain’s words were interrupted by the sensor officer, who shouted, “Contact! Four missiles inbound!”

				“What? That cannot be! Are shields up?”

				“Yes, Captain,” said a confused weapons officer. “Point defense set to automatic.”

				“Helm, execute evasive plan 5,” said the captain.

				“Executing evasive plan 5, sir.”

				“Sensors, where is the ship that fired? More important, what kind of ship is it?” said the captain.

				“Unknown to both questions, sir. It appears to be in stealth mode,” said the sensor operator. “However, the missiles have been identified as Galactic Host M2s.”

				“That is not possible! That race was destroyed two hundred cycles ago!” said the captain to no one in particular.

				“One met to impact, Captain,” said the sensor operator.

				“Two missiles down. Three missiles down by point defense,” said the weapons officer as the small ship was rocked violently by the fourth missile.

				“Damage?” asked the captain.

				“Minor damage, Captain, but shield strength is down by twenty percent.”
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				“Hit!” said Ross Taylor excitedly.

				“So I see,” said Van. “Fire another round.”

				“Firing,” said Ross, and four more missiles sped toward the Arkon ship.

				“She has point defense, Commander,” said Harry. “Damage is likely minor and she continues to maneuver. My sensors suggest her shields are now at eighty percent.”

				“And we just launched half of our remaining M2s. We need to get closer. Helm, cut the distance to the Arkon in half,” said Van.

				“Increasing speed now, Commander,” said Paul.
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				“Contact! Four more missiles inbound, Captain Skarr. They are closer now, sir. Impact in two mets, sir,” said the senior officer.

				“Closer and behind us,” observed the captain. “Weapons, launch four missiles behind us to explode in two mets.”

				“Missiles set and launched, Captain.”

				“Two missiles down by point defense, Captain. Two will impact our shields,” said the weapons officer just as two more missiles rocked the scout ship.
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				“Two hits!” said Ross with apparent glee.

				“Yes,” said Harry, “I confirm two hits. Arkon shields now at sixty percent. The Arkon have fired four missiles, Commander.”

				“At what? They can’t see us, can they?” asked Van with concern.

				“No, Commander, they cannot see us. They may, however, have fired in the hope of hitting something by chance,” said Harry, just as four massive explosions occurred in front of the Aurora, rocking her.

				Van was nearly thrown from his chair. Only his safety harness prevented it. Red lights began appearing at the engineering and weapons stations.

				“What the hell was that!” shouted Van.

				“It appears, Commander, that the Arkon set a timed detonation on their missiles. Two were downed by our rail-gun point defense system. But two detonated before they could be destroyed,” said Harry.

				“Damage?” demanded Van.

				“No structural damage, Commander. However, it appears that our stealth system has failed due to the shock and vibration,” said Harry calmly.

				“You mean they can see us now?”

				“Yes, Commander. But the CS1’s stealth system is functioning.”

				“Then bring our shields up before they launch again!”

				Wish there was a way to have shields and stealth up at the same time, but the shields disrupt the stealth system, Van thought.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37

				“Success, Captain!” the sensor operator said. “The enemy ship’s shields are up, but she has just lost her stealth capability.”

				“Put her on visual on all screens,” said Captain Skarr.

				“Yes, Captain.”

				“What kind of ship is that? I don’t recognize it.”

				“Analysis says the enemy ship is an Agora-class corvette belonging to the Galactic Host,” said the weapons officer in disbelief.

				“A ship two hundred cycles old?” asked the captain incredulously.

				“Yes, Captain, that is what our database says.”

				“Contact! Four more missiles inbound. They appear to be of the M1 class. Shorter range, but just as deadly,” said the sensor officer.

				“Helm, attack pattern 7. Get behind that ship so we can use all our weapons.”

				“Attack pattern 7 entered, Captain. Accelerating now.”

				“Missiles still closing, Captain. Impact in one met.”

				“One missile down. Two missiles down. Two will impact our shields, Captain.”

				And two more explosions rocked the accelerating scout ship.
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				“Two more hits!” said Ross. “But she is accelerating out of M1 range and maneuvering as if to get behind us.”

				“That’s what I would do,” said Van. “What’s their shield strength now, Harry?”

				“Forty percent, Commander. But she will be able to focus more weapons on us shortly.”

				True, but she doesn’t know the CS1 is there, thought Van as a plan formed in his mind. “Engineering, what’s the status on our stealth system?”

			

			
				“We’re tracing the fault now, Commander,” said Bob Cooper. “It appears to be another power cable overload. Fortunately, we have a replacement, but it may take a while.”

				“How long is ‘a while’?” asked Van.

				“Thirty minutes to an hour, providing we’re correct in the reason for the failure,” said Bob. “I know that’s not what you wanted to hear but, as you say, it is what it is.”

				“Thanks, Bob. I know you and Elaine are doing your best. Just let me know when it’s up.”

				“Will do,” said Bob as he disconnected.

				“Ross, what can we hit that ship with besides missiles?” asked Van.

				“Well, plasma torpedoes are out since the scout ship is maneuvering to our right—excuse me, starboard. But the ventral and dorsal lasers will work. They may not do much damage, but they’ll play hell with their shields. If they get closer and steady out their course, we can even turn the rails guns on them.”

				“Then by all means, play hell with them!” said Van, and Ross started firing both lasers.
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				“We are taking laser fire, Captain,” said the weapons officer. “We are now in our own laser range.”

				“Open fire with the lasers, then! How long until the enemy is within our missile arc?”

				“At this rate of turn, three mets, Captain,” reported the weapons officer.

				“Good. Astrogation, after this pass, prepare a departure course to point G in our scout mission route and prepare to go to FTL. We need to report this to home fleet.” They had made a previous report upon entering the system, but it was only to relay a strange and uninterpretable signal coming from somewhere in the system.

				“Yes, Captain.”
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				“Taking laser fire,” said Ross. “Shields are holding.”

				“What about the scout’s shields, Harry?”

				“They continue to drop, Commander. Now at thirty percent. That is strange, however. They have sufficient power to keep the shields at a higher level, yet they are not.”

				“I don’t like the sound of that. What do you think is happening?” asked Van.

				“Uncertain, Commander. But they could be rerouting reserve power to the FTL drive.”

				“Oh shit. That means they might get away and report about us.” Van got on the communications to the combat shuttle. “CS1, Aurora actual. The Arkon ship may be getting ready to go to FTL after they try one pass at us. We can’t let that happen. Their shields are low, about thirty percent and slowly dropping. We are continuing to hit them with laser fire and were hoping to finish them off with rail guns as they pass. They don’t know you’re there. So break formation and attack as you see fit. We have to stop them, pronto!”

				“Roger that, Aurora. Watch and learn. CS1 out.”

				“Danny, you ready for this?” asked Stan with a smile.

				“All my life, Stan. All my life. Let’s go burn some alien ass.”

				“That’s my boy!”
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				“Captain, shields are at twenty-five percent and dropping!” said an alarmed weapons officer.

				“Do not be alarmed. The extra power is required for the FTL drive. We will be departing this system very shortly. Communications, prepare a communications drone with all the data we collected and prepare to release to home fleet.”

				“Yes, Captain,” said the communications officer, who, until now, could only watch what was happening.

				“Captain, we are being hit with plasma bursts in addition to the laser hits,” announced the weapons officer.

				“What? I thought the enemy ship could only fire its lasers at this angle,” said the captain with dismay.

			

			
				“That is true, Captain. But the plasma fire is not from the enemy ship we see. It is from another ship that has apparently been standing by in stealth,” said the weapons officer.

				“Engineering. How long till we are FTL capable?”

				“Four mets, Captain. The capacitors are still charging,” responded the engineering technician.

				“Four mets is too long. Make that two mets if you want to live!” Skarr shouted, his mature red crest getting even brighter red.
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				“CS1 is attacking!” said Ross. “She is firing her plasma cannon and now her rail guns!”

				“Thank you, Stan and Danny,” said Van in a whisper.

				“The scout ship’s shields are failing, Commander,” said Harry. “But there is a large energy buildup inside her.”

				“CS1, Aurora actual.”

				“Go ahead, Actual.”

				“Stan, the scout ship is about to go FTL and her shields are failing. Go for her engines!”

				“Roger, Actual, targeting her engines now.”
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				“Captain, the unknown ship is firing on our engines and aft shields,” said the weapons officer.

				“Ancestors! Helm, go to FTL now. Communications, launch the—”

				But before the captain could say another word, the scout ship broke apart in a bright flash of dissipating energy.
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				“She’s gone, Commander,” said Ross.

				“Gone or destroyed?” said Van as he stood up from his command chair.

				“Destroyed, Commander,” said Harry. “One of the CS1 weapons apparently breached the FTL containment reservoir, and the ship was destroyed.”

			

			
				Van sat back down in his chair. “Do we know if they got any messages off?”

				“Uncertain, but it seems unlikely, Commander. I detected no signals from the ship before she was eliminated.”

				“Let’s hope so. Meanwhile, bring the CS1 back on board and let’s head for Moon base, indirectly. Since we are visible now, we need to appear to be leaving the system.”

				“Commander, engineering,” said Bob Cooper. “The problem with the stealth system was not as bad as we thought and we’ve created a temporary fix. It should be up now.”

				“Thank you, Bob, good work!” said Van. “Change of plan, Helm. Disengage shields and engage stealth mode and head straight for the barn.”

				“Yes, sir,” said Paul with relief.
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				“Ladies and gentlemen, we interrupt the current program for breaking news. This is Allison Cooper, and just moments ago we received stunning video from amateur astronomer Kathy Riley. Kathy, explain what we are seeing while we show the video.”

				“Thanks, Allison. Because of what’s been happening, I’ve kept my telescope active—it’s a GPS computer-controlled reflector telescope with astrophotography capability, by the way—and I saw what appeared to be two spaceships in combat.”

				“You mean they were fighting each other?”

				“Yes, they were.”

				“Were these two spaceships Chinese or Russian?”

				“I don’t believe either one. The Chinese ships were apparently destroyed by one of the new ships, and the Russians don’t have any craft in space at the moment, according to your news.”

				“OK, please continue.”

				“Well as I said, these two ships were fighting in space. You can see in the video that one is about twice the size of the other, but the smaller was more maneuverable. If I skip forward, you will see the smaller ship explode, and moments later the larger one disappeared.”

			

			
				“You mean the larger one was also destroyed?” asked a puzzled Allison Cooper.

				“No. That’s the interesting part. It just disappeared. One second it was there and the next gone.”

				“There you have it, folks. Yet another mystery in space. We’ll return you to A Mother’s Love after these words from Gobble, the finest chocolate money can buy.”  

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38

				Van walked around the Aurora, now in the maintenance bay of Moon base. Although the shields had protected her from most fire from the Arkon scout ship, the blasts from the exploding missiles had left their marks on the bow of the old spacecraft. Just dented and discolored skin, but Van had a new awareness of how dangerous space combat was and how fragile and vulnerable this old ship was.

				Nothing like getting shot at to teach you some lessons, he thought. He had changes in mind for the ship, not the least of which was replacing the dorsal and ventral lasers with gimbaled plasma cannons as soon as possible. They needed more punch and more than just forward firing. Right now, however, he had to deal with the seventy-five temporary inhabitants.
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				At Van’s request, Dick gathered all the adults in the dining facility while the children below eighteen years of age were looked after in a separate room by members of the crew. Van faced the group, preparing to talk to them. He fought his base desire to avoid an unknown crowd, but he had to do this. With a slight cold sweat forming on his forehead, he began:

				“My name is Van Childs, and I operate this facility and others. To answer one question you all have on your mind, the international threat posed by China and Russia is apparently over. Both countries have ceased fire, and Russia has lowered its alert posture. The Chinese are still at high alert but have not taken any more actions. The Chinese seem to be angry about losing the Jiuquan space center and its two hundred thousand people, but Harry says there is much internal disagreement in the politburo about what to do next. Hopefully all of you will be able to go home soon.

				“One of the things that I, Harry here, and many in the Carson Group have learned as a result of this experience is that all of us here in this room and elsewhere are facing more dangers than we thought. They may not be imminent, but they will be at our door soon. And I am not talking only about the global threats we just saw demonstrated.

			

			
				“You will initially find this hard to believe, but all mankind is at risk of being destroyed. Previously we thought that the risk was well into our future, but now we know it may not be.”

				“What risk? What are you talking about?” came a concerned voice from the crowd, which was echoed by many others.

				“I am talking about the threat from another civilization not from Earth,” said Van as more sounds of disbelief arose.

				“If you’re talking about green men from Mars, Mr. Childs, you must be nuts. Stop wasting our time and let us go home. Just open the doors and we’ll find our own way back.”

				Van continued to sweat but he went on. “That would be difficult. You see, you are not on Earth.”

				All the voices stopped as if stunned, which, for a few seconds, the group was.

				“Come on, everyone, let’s go. This guy has lost his mind,” came another voice.

				“He’s right!” Dick Carson shouted from a far corner of the room as he strode to the front. “You are not on Earth. You’re on the Moon in a secret facility, which, until now, was known only to a few of us. And he’s also right about the threat he described. If I’m right, he’ll give you more details and then make you an offer. I suggest that you listen closely.”

				To himself, Van breathed a sigh of relief at Dick’s strong support, which would likely make a difficult task easier. He felt less heated. “Thanks, Dick. And he’s correct. Once I tell you the story, I’m hoping that many or perhaps all of you will join us. We need people. People who are motivated, dedicated, and who can help. This all got started over a year ago when I discovered Harry and a very special place….”

				An hour later Van finished, all anxiety now gone. “So that’s what we’ve been doing and why. And now you know about the Arkon and the ship we just fought. For some of the spouses here, that’s what your other half has been doing and couldn’t tell you. Not only do we have the Moon base, but we also have a much larger facility on Mars, which we haven’t yet fully explored. We need all the people we can get to help. I’ll leave you here to chat with the crew and to talk among yourselves in order to make a decision. If you decide not to join with us, you can go home immediately after the required session with Harry and Dr. Ramos in medical. I’ll be back in an hour.” And Van left.

			

			
				Feeling strangely ill at ease with having admitted to such a large group what he knew about the human race’s small, disadvantaged place in the universe, Van made his way to the operations center.

				“What do you think they’ll do?” asked Rose as they sat waiting.

				“Not sure. It wasn’t in Harry’s and my plans to disclose so much so soon to so many. But the Arkon just forced our hand. Danny was right. We’re going to need a lot more people soon. Seems best to start with the families, especially those of the crew and our security forces. Makes for less tension and worry on their part, I think.”

				“I think you’re right. People are more focused when they’re sure their families are OK and secrets don’t get between them. You’re doing the right thing.” She put her hand over his on the table.

				“Thanks, Rose,” Van said, not realizing that his hand had grasped hers firmly.

				But Van’s thoughts were elsewhere. I just asked seventy-five people—men, women, and children—to give up everything and join with me in a desperate fight to grow and defend Earth. Do I have the right to put them into danger…. and even risk their lives? Maybe I should just tell them all to go home.

				Just then the door opened and Dick stepped into the room. “They’re ready, Van. Come on back.”

				“But I just left them,” he said as he looked up to one of the clocks on the wall. “And it’s only been thirty minutes.”

				“I know,” said Dick, “but they’re done and ready for you.”

				So back to the dining facility they went.

				As they stepped into the room, Van hoped to see all the people still there even though he knew that wasn’t likely. Even so, he was still disappointed when he saw the fifteen men and women standing in front of him. How can I build the force necessary if I can’t convince even the most likely people?

			

			
				“Sorry, Van. I knew you expected more, but better than nothing at this point. The majority had too much attachment to their homes, extended families, schools, friends, and so forth.”

				Then the small group surrounded Van, alternately slapping him on the back, shaking his hand, or on a few occasions, pressing a kiss on his cheek. All offered thanks. They would have the chance to settle their affairs on Earth, and Van would agree to help them pay their debts. They were destined for a very new adventure—and, they all knew, a dangerous one.
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				“Good evening, America, and all of those listening abroad. This is Allison Cooper with tonight’s front-page news.

				“NASA and other government agencies around the world have confirmed the speculation of astronomer Kathy Riley. The two spaceships that were fighting near the Moon were not from Earth. This is now proof that we are not alone in the universe. Here with us again is Kathy Riley.

				“Kathy, how does it feel to have your speculations confirmed?”

				“Well, Allison, personally I had no doubts. But it’s always helpful to gain support from professionals.”

				“What more can you tell us about the two spaceships you photographed?”

				“Not a whole lot. We can say with certainty that the larger of the two was over eight hundred feet long and as much as one hundred feet across. That’s over six times longer than the US space shuttles and five times as wide without the wings.”

				“That seems big for a spaceship, Kathy. How does that compare to a navy ship?”

				“That’s about the same size as a World War II aircraft carrier like the USS Lexington, Allison, and weighing in at around forty-five thousand tons.”

			

			
				Allison was struck speechless for a moment. Then: “Ah, how is something that big and heavy able to fly around?”

				“In space, weight doesn’t matter much. The more interesting question is how it got into space in the first place. The most powerful rockets we have can lift only about forty-four tons maximum into space.”

				“What about the other ship, Kathy. What do we know?”

				“Again, Allison, we don’t know much. It was a little less than half the size of the larger ship and more maneuverable. But the debris from its destruction doesn’t tell us much.”

				“Thank you very much, Kathy. As a side note, the UN and the Security Council are saying nothing. Reports are that there is mass confusion in that organization about what to do next. Meanwhile, people around the world are becoming frantic at the revelation that aliens actually exist.

				“Now this word from Romance, the preferred fragrance of top models everywhere.”
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				Having rested for a day, Van and his team were sitting in the Moon-base Operations Center watching the news reports from around the world. Van was staring into space, still wondering how he had arrived at this point in his life. Then Dick Carson broke the reverie.

				“Van, what do you think of all of this?”

				Slowly, Van absorbed the question and sat up straighter. “You know, Dick, this is sort of what I hoped might happen.”

				“Why sort of?”

				“As you and the others have probably realized, we few had scant chance of getting the Earth united to prepare for the Arkon, even given the time we thought we had to do so. Now, maybe not. I had hoped that the Moon conflict would force world leaders to unite on their own in an effort to get into space in a big way.”

				“That’s why you didn’t want to tell anybody about what was happening on the Moon when the Chinese started building their base?”

			

			
				“Yes, but I failed to consider the two powers shooting at each other on Earth.”

				“None of us expected that, Van. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

				“I told you before, Dick, that I never wanted this job. If I had known that two hundred thousand people would die because of a mistake I made, I definitely would not have accepted.”

				“But you did, and whether or not you planned it this way, I think the Arkon scout ship just made your goal possible. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

				“What do you mean?” Van asked, wrinkling his forehead and looking up at his friend.

				“The UN has always been a paper tiger, now more than ever. The possibility now exists for a new galvanizing world authority to grow into being, but it needs the right boost…. or maybe ‘scare’ is the right word. What would you say to a relatively low-level world tour with the Aurora and a couple of escorts? That might be the tipping point.”

				“Interesting idea, but how would a couple of ships make a difference?”

				“If it were just a few ships, probably none. But might it not be better if they also broadcast some sort of message?”

				“Like what?”

				“Well, don’t you have some messages from a couple of Host admirals?”

				“Yes.”

				“What if you found an appropriate one and broadcast an audio and visual message from the Host while you made the tour? A warning from another race!” suggested Dick.

				“Interesting. Harry, can we do that, and is there a message in existence that we wouldn’t have to edit?”

				“Yes, Commander, to both questions. Apparently, the Host anticipated such a requirement, and there are several such messages and video equivalents in the data we retrieved from Mars.”

				“Using Big Brother or any other source, can we broadcast those messages worldwide on all frequencies?”

			

			
				“Yes, Commander.”

				“On second thought,” Van said to Dick, “how alarming might this be to the people of Earth? Would it be counterproductive?”

				“I don’t think so,” Dick said. “We just stopped what could have been World War III. People must be relieved, and they already know some sort of spaceships were involved. At least one of which appears to have been friendly. This might just be the right time to give them more to think about, including the need to be united. I think the Earth just got a little smaller.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39

				The Aurora descended from space to barely ten thousand feet over the United Kingdom. As it did so, the CS1 and CS2 launched and headed west in formation while the Aurora headed east. While the two combat shuttles raced for the eastern seaboard of the United States, the Aurora proceeded at a statelier pace in its eastward travel.

				Simultaneously over all frequencies came this message:

				“Greetings. My name is Admiral Amal Spector, leader of what remains of the Galactic Host fleet that escaped an invading and dangerous race called the Arkon. When you see this, I cannot know how much time has passed since we started our journey. I hope this message reaches you before you fall prey to the Arkon as we did. The fact that you are receiving this message suggests hope for us all. But beware—the Arkon are coming, and you must protect yourselves and Earth.”

				People around the world were riveted to their televisions and radios. Those seeing the admiral were struck not only by his message but also by his human appearance. He didn’t seem like an alien, despite an anomalously larger head than what they were used to.

				“If you are seeing ships around your world while this message is being sent, that means we are not too late. These ships and more were left behind as we moved out into space to secure the frontiers. It also means that a guardian, acting for us, has successfully been discovered and accepted the role of assisting your world in advancing to the levels necessary to survive.

				“Your task now will be to realize the threat to your continued existence and the need to present a united effort to prepare yourselves. The guardian can and will help, but he or she cannot assure success without your full cooperation and united effort. If, as we have seen before, you continue to fight among yourselves, neither the guardian nor any amount of our technology or knowledge will help you. In fact, we will not help any single faction over another. You must organize and unite before you can hope to survive.

			

			
				“Should you take up the mantle of a united people, don’t expect to be ushered into a new technological world immediately. It will take some time for your knowledge and development processes to grow at a pace that promises success. The guardian will assist with a pace that will yield the best results in the shortest time.

				“We wish you success in your growth and hope that you will prepare to meet the threat that awaits. If we are all fortunate, we will have a safe and secure home and future. Thank you.”

				And the message repeated as the ships continued to circle the Earth.
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				Stan and Danny were flying CS1, with Paul and Jan in CS2 trailing them.

				“Here we are over Washington, DC. Danny, see anybody you know?” Stan joked.

				“I know two really nice ladies there. Want to meet them?”

				“I don’t think now’s the time. And let’s make sure we don’t violate the White House flight space. No sense getting everybody too excited.”

				“True, true. Besides, before we turn west, we’re supposed to fly up the East Coast to New York—oh boy!”

				“What is it?”

				“We have company, or at least we will in a few minutes. Fast movers. Looks like they’re coming up from New Jersey, maybe Atlantic City.”

				“Probably National Guard F16s from the 177th,” replied Stan. “How many?”

				“Looks like two flights of two, and they’re really moving.”

				“OK. Leave the stealth off. Our mission is to be peacefully seen and to broadcast the Host message. Make sure shields are up, and ensure Paul and Jan are set up the same. Have them close up.”

				“Roger, calling them now,” said Danny as he started talking to CS2.

			

			
				“Unidentified aircraft, this is Devil One on Guard with a flight of four F16s. You are in unauthorized air space and are directed to follow me to a landing, over.”

				“What do you want to do, Stan?”

				“Switch me to Guard freq.”

				“Done. You’re up,” responded Danny.

				“Devil One, this is CS1 with a flight of two. We are on a peaceful mission, as universal broadcasts have indicated. We cannot deviate from our flight plan and will be leaving your zone shortly.”

				“CS1, Devil One. Comply or we will open fire.”

				“Devil One, wish you wouldn’t, but do what you have to do,” said Stan calmly.

				With that exchange, bright red tracers crossed the nose of the CS1 and 2.

				“There are the warning shots, Stan,” Danny said.

				“Yep, they’ll fire missiles in a minute when we don’t comply with their orders.”

				“CS1, Devil One. That was your first and last warning. Turn right 90 degrees and descend to five thousand feet. Follow me to a landing.”

				“No can do, Devil One,” said Stan.

				No sooner had Stan mouthed these words than missiles flew from two of the pursuing F16s.

				But nothing happened. The two missiles exploded harmlessly a quarter of a mile before reaching the target. The combat shuttle shields were working well.

				Again, the jets fired missiles at the CS1 and 2, but again they failed.

				“Those guys are getting frustrated, Stan,” Danny said jokingly.

				“Yep, I would too. They’ll try guns next before they decide to give up.”

				And Stan was right again. Bright red traces flashed from the lead two fighters, but again to no avail. Then the firing stopped and two of the four pursuers broke off and disappeared into the distance behind the two shuttles.

			

			
				“Looks like two went RTB and the other two are trailing to observe,” Danny said as he strained to get a look behind the CS1.

				“They’ll follow until they’re relieved. I expect that we’ll have company all across the country,” Stan replied.

				And so it went across the United States. CS1 and 2 proceeded west toward California and Hawaii with a series of escorts until they were again in international air space.
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				The Aurora’s trip was similar. Interceptors of various nations threatened the old Host corvette and fired all their weapons at the relatively big ship. To no avail. Aurora just kept moving east without firing a shot. Until, however, they reached China.

				The Chinese were still upset at the loss of the Chang’e 5 and 6 as well as Fan Lau and most of the people lost at Jiuquan. In their minds, the Aurora was responsible. They also knew that conventional weapons did not seem to work on the spaceship and planned accordingly.

				Unknown to most Western weapons experts, the Chinese had adapted the HQ-16 Hongqi surface-to-air missile with a nuclear proximity warhead. And they were waiting for the Aurora with two of them.

				“Contact!” said Ross Taylor. “Missile launch.”

				“Where and what, Ross?”

				“From Nagchu in Tibet, Commander. It’s a Chinese nuclear missile base.”

				“They’re firing a ballistic missile at us?”

				“Nope. It’s much smaller and faster. But it does have a nuclear signature,” said Ross with concern.

				“Harry, will our shields hold against a nuclear detonation?” asked Van with alarm.

				“In space, yes, Commander. But not in the planet’s atmosphere.”

				“Wonderful. Pitch us up and accelerate. We can outrun it, can’t we?”

				“This is a fast missile, Commander. We may not have time.”

				“How much time do we have?”

			

			
				“I calculate three minutes to impact, Commander.”

				“Oh good. All the time in the world. Weapons range for lasers, Ross?”

				“Lasers spinning up now. We’ll be ready and in effective range in two minutes, Commander.”

				“No pressure, Ross. Fire when you have the range and are locked on.”

				“Second contact! Another missile. Same type and location. Dorsal laser doesn’t have line of sight,” Ross said as he busied himself at his console. After a moment: “Ventral laser firing! Hit! Missile one, down. Oops!”

				“‘Oops’? What’s ‘oops’?” asked Van.

				“Ventral laser failed, Commander. Missile two still inbound.”

				“Harry, roll ship! Bring our dorsal laser to bear…. now!” exclaimed Van.

				“Rolling ship, Commander. Laser will be clear in thirty seconds.”

				“That’s tight, Harry! Ross, status?”

				“No sweat, boss. Wouldn’t want this to be too easy, would you?” he said with a big smile, then fired. “Hit!”

				The ship rocked and bucked as the missile detonated short of its target.

				By this time, Brice was on the bridge and had just regained his breath and footing after running from the armory to see what was happening. “You going to let them get away with that?” he asked.

				“What?” asked Van, distracted.

				“You can’t let them get away with that or they won’t have the respect necessary to join up with anybody. Unification would be in danger,” said Brice.

				“I guess you’re right. Harry, how many of their missile sites do you have on sensors?”

				“Twenty, Commander.”

				“Hmm, you and Ross target half of them and open fire when you have a solution.”

				“Why only half?” asked Brice.

			

			
				“If we take them all out, other countries might try and take advantage. We have to leave them some defense,” said Van.

				“Makes sense,” said Brice.

				“Put the targets on the forward screens, Harry.”

				“They are up, Commander,” said Harry as twenty red dots appeared across the representation of China’s territory.

				“Targets selected and locked on,” said Ross as red circles appeared around ten of the twenty red dots. “Firing now.”

				The hum of laser discharges reverberated throughout the ship. Slowly but with steady certainty, the circled red dots disappeared one by one from the overhead screens.

				“Firing completed. All targets destroyed,” said Ross with great satisfaction.

				From his standing position next to Van’s chair, Brice asked, “Now what?”

				“Now we pick up the two shuttles and go back to the Moon base and then to Site R.”

				But he was still full of despair and guilt at the missile he could not stop when this all began. Nearly two hundred thousand people dead! Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would ever be responsible for something like that. Why couldn’t I have just built my cabin and lived in peace and quiet?

				But there’s no turning back.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40

				One night later at midnight Arizona time, the Enterprise and the Truman approached Site R. Van and Harry were at the controls of the Enterprise, with Brice, Ross, Jimmy, and Bobby suited up and ready for security duty. Stan and Danny remained at Moon base, and Paul and Jan piloted the Truman. Passengers in the Truman included Dick, Barbara, and Rose, the latter two still not enjoying each other’s presence.

				“Harry, I’m not getting any response from Site R. How about you?” asked Van as they made their final approach to the site.

				“No signals, Commander. But infrared sensors suggest both flight deck doors are open.”

				“That would be extraordinarily good luck. Do you think Meier failed to close them when he left?”

				“Very likely, Commander. He was probably using all his strength just to fly the B2. Nothing else likely mattered.”

				“I have a visual now,” Van said, “and you’re right. The doors are open and the lights are on. And, with luck, nobody will be home!” He slowly eased the Enterprise down to the deck of Level 1.

				After the uneventful landings, everyone from both shuttles took the elevator to Level 2 and entered the Ops Center. There was no sign of Meier and no Chad computer.

				“Where’s the Chad computer, Harry?” asked Van.

				“Unknown, Commander.”

				“Can you restore control to us?”

				“I believe so, Commander. It may take a few minutes.”

				It took five minutes before Harry announced, “We again have control, Commander. I closed the Level 1 doors. We are secure.”

				“Finally! Relax, everyone, and take a seat wherever you want. There are drinks in the fridge in the corner if you want something,” said Van. “Dick, what’s your assessment of the unification efforts we tried to start?”

			

			
				“Before I comment, Barbara has some information she prepared as we were watching everything from Moon base. Barbara?”

				Barbara rose to address the group, making an effort not to look at Van. “Thanks, Dick. As you all likely know, the Chinese lost their two working spacecraft and their base, Fan Lau. They may have more ships in production, but as of now, they are out of the race. The Russians lost Tycho base to the Chinese, but they retain the Pitchka and have a new operational Passaro III–class ship in their inventory, the Oryol. They are in the race.

				“The Indians have purchased a number of Passaro III–class ships. They are definitely in the race, too, but it will take some time. The US has the Atlantis completed but untested. They are just in the race.

				“The country with the greatest potential is Brazil. They currently are the number one producers of spacecraft in the world. The Japanese and the French are buying ships from Brazil but so far have nothing operational.

				“In terms of geopolitics, the world is presently in a state of confusion. The UN has no idea what to do. NATO is not a player. In fact, all the traditional major powers are unable to step forth and take control or provide leadership.”

				“Thanks, Barbara. A short and disturbing summary. It appears unlikely that the disjointed world leaders are going to solve this soon. I think we may have to intervene,” said Dick.

				All heads quickly looked up, surprised to hear what Dick had just said.

				“Say that again,” said Brice.

				“I said, I think we are going to have to intervene.”

				“I’m afraid to ask, Dick, but what does that mean?” asked Van suspiciously.

				“You have to go public as the guardian,” said Dick.

				“You’re kidding, aren’t you?” asked Van after he regained his composure.

				“No. I’m quite serious. Recall that in his message to Earth, Admiral Spector singled out the guardian as the Host’s choice to help humans to advance and survive. Whether you fully realize it or not, Van, you are the guardian he was talking about. They are expecting to hear from you.”

			

			
				“He is right, Commander. You are the guardian,” said Harry.

				Van suddenly realized the realities associated with his agreements with Harry and the Host. Me, the guardian of Earth and humans everywhere? No, this goes way past what Harry and I talked about.

				“No way!” Van blurted out, partly as a response to his own thoughts.

				Everyone went silent.

				Dick was first to speak. “You are, Van, whether you like it or not.”

				“Well I don’t like it. I visualized working behind the scenes, not in front of everyone in the world.”

				“Situations change, and we all have to change with them. In truth, there is nobody or anything else that can help as much as you right now,” Dick said.

				Change indeed, thought Van. There has been nothing but change since Harry and the Host entered my life. Change and death. Two hundred thousand killed in the blink of an eye because of my decisions. And if I thought it was tough to address seventy-five unknown people, what will it be like to address billions?

				Then Rose took his hand and spoke. “I agree with Dick and Harry. You are needed. Not just by your friends here, but by everyone everywhere. There is nobody else.”

				Somehow, Rose’s words made a difference. They calmed him. The future didn’t seem quite as bleak, especially with her around.

				“OK, maybe I am a guardian of sorts. And maybe I was foolish not to think a stronger hand would be needed or that I might be the one. As I said, I just thought I could do what was necessary behind the scenes. Guess not at this point, however. Clearly I could use some help here. Any ideas?”

				“I believe we need to propose a new type of world government not based on the UN template. Call it the Earth Federation, if you like, with a president and perhaps a senate made up of a single representative from each country, and with the president elected by the senate for a term of office yet to be determined,” said Dick.

			

			
				“Interesting concept. But why not have the guardian act as the chief executive and run for as long as he deems necessary?” said Brice.

				Van shuddered at the thought. But he was rescued by Dick.

				“If I understand the intent of the Host, the guardian is intended to help with the construction of a new government if necessary, but not take an active role. He may make strong suggestions and will likely control the rate of technology flow. He will also likely be the resolver of disputes as well as a strong moral guide. Early on he will also likely have control of the major space forces, and with the help of a responsible federation space minister, for example, shape the federation forces of the future.”

				Starting to warm to the whole idea, Van added, “I think I like the concept of an Earth Federation with a president and a senate, but I don’t see the guardian as being the president. If I’m to do this, I see myself assisted by a strong, experienced deputy like you, Dick, for the formation of the federation, perhaps with some of the US Constitution thrown in. I will want to have control of the early space forces, but I do approve of something like a federation space minister to train and form the forces of the future. Furthermore, I think that man is Gen. Dimitry Anikin, based on how I saw him perform in this crisis.”

				Van was on a roll. “Perhaps several of you, including Harry, could refine these thoughts and make a proposal in the next day or so. Questions or comments? No? Then let’s get going. Oh, one more thing. We may provide access to the Moon base for construction and other projects. But for the time being, Mars base will be secret and off limits to everyone but us.”

				“Before everyone goes, I do have a suggestion,” said Rose. “We need uniforms, perhaps like the gray ones used by the Host. I suggest that we either fabricate some or send a ship to Mars base and pick some up. We do want to look professional, don’t we?”

				But few people paid attention to her as they left the room…. except for Van.

			

			
				“I think you’re right, Rose. Good idea. I’ll have Harry fabricate a few and later send one of the combat shuttles to Mars base to pick up some uniforms and anything else we need.”
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				“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. This is Allison Cooper with the latest news. As a follow-up to the recent stunning revelation that we are not alone in the universe, I have with me from Houston the NASA director of operations, Mr. Fred Reynolds. Mr. Reynolds….”

				Allison Cooper’s transmission and, indeed, all transmissions around the world, were cut off. In their place was the image of a seated man in a well-tailored gray uniform with no badges or markings. He had dark brown hair with gray at the temples, green eyes, and was about forty years of age. His head also was slightly larger than normal.

				“Good evening,” said the man with a smile. Later it would be noted that every country heard him in their native language. “Earlier this week you were addressed by Admiral Spector of the Galactic Host. The admiral represents a race that was all but destroyed by an aggressive alien race known as the Arkon. Before their defeat, the Host seeded Earth with technology and information that will help us prepare for and defeat the Arkon when they come. The Arkon have arrived earlier than anticipated. It was only a scout ship that arrived here, and it was defeated thanks to the forethought of the Host. However, we don’t know if the scout ship was able to get a message away to their home system. But even if they did not, that ship will be missed at some point and others will come looking for it.

				“I am the guardian Admiral Spector referred to. To prepare, the nations of Earth must unite and work together to get ready for the inevitable. That may be in the form of an Earth Federation if you like. The United Nations organization will not work. Each of your governments will electronically receive some suggestions as to how such a federation might be formed and work. Two weeks from now, a representative from each country with the authority to sign a global agreement is invited to meet in Geneva at a place determined by you. I may address you remotely, but be assured that my ambassador and staff will help moderate the discussions.

			

			
				“I repeat: It is up to you to take control of your fate. I can help, but I will not force you. Thank you and good night.”

				Finished, Van nearly collapsed back in his chair, a rush of relief swallowing him now that he was done. He hated speaking to so many people. Finally relieved, he straightened and turned to the room. “OK. How did I do?”

				“Not exactly the strong, forceful type…. but I think they get the message,” said Barbara.

				“I thought it was perfect,” said Rose. “If only they listen.”

				“Short and to the point is the way to do it, Van,” said Dick. “Now we wait and see what they do.”

				“You do realize, don’t you,” said Brice, “that now you can’t go into town and have dinner or even a beer anymore. You’d be swamped!”

				“Yes, well, I don’t do much of that anyway,” said a resigned Van. “However, these next few weeks will be an opportunity for all of you to get out and enjoy yourselves and for the families on the Moon to get home and make necessary arrangements for moving into the Moon base and eventually the Mars base.

				“But before we all go our separate directions, I remember what Danny said. We are going to need a lot more people. I would appreciate it if each of you could discreetly contact people you think would fit in and grab on to the opportunity. The more the better. I’ll remain here at Site R with Harry, and we can conduct interviews as necessary. Harry, by the way, is already in the process of converting the Truman and Enterprise to look like the B1 and B2 so we can ferry people around without much attention. Plus, we do have access to Pulliam Airport in Flagstaff and a chartered jet or two. So, make your plans and go!”

				Everyone left the room except Rose.

				“I know a bunch of people in and out of the astronaut program that I’m sure will be interested. And I know doctors and nurses who might jump at the opportunity,” she said. “But I have to hit the road right away if I’m going to get to them in time. Sure you don’t want to come along?”

			

			
				“I’d love to. But Brice is right. After that speech, I couldn’t go to the bathroom without being recognized. So take off and do good work for us. And enjoy yourself.”

				“OK.” Rose leaned over and kissed him on the cheek and left.

				Van sat in his chair unable to move. Did she really kiss me?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41

				Anika stepped carefully around what appeared to be a crashed airplane and wondered what she had discovered. Here in the mountains of the Aravalli Range of India, it was uncommon to even see airplanes, much less run across a crash like this.

				Anika was a girl of ten who oversaw the family goat herd when she was not in school. Her family was poor by many standards, but they were happy and healthy. Nevertheless, she recognized the potential value of what she had stumbled upon. While the goats bleated and the young ones frolicked, she approached the craft with caution. There was an opening in the rear of the craft where there might have once been a door.

				Cautiously she entered, carefully avoiding the sharp, twisted metal all around her. Anika was able to walk all the way forward to what she assumed was the cockpit, and then she was stricken by fear and shock. There, slumped over in a seat, was a man. An older man with thinning red hair and a larger-than-normal head. Gathering up courage, she poked the man and then jumped back. He didn’t move. She did it again with the same results. He must be dead, she thought. She had seen dead people before in her village, but none quite like this.

				Guessing there was little she could do for the man, she began looking around, and her eyes fell on a backpack on the floor next to the dead man’s seat. She opened it and wasn’t sure what she was looking at. It was black and looked expensive. So she picked up the pack, but its weight caught her off-balance and she fell backward into the cockpit. When she did so, she must have hit some sort of switch, because there was an immediate beeping noise and a red flashing light on one of the panels. Afraid that she had done something dangerous, Anika pulled herself up and rapidly made her way out of the crash. She then gathered up the herd and started making her way down the mountain as fast as she could, lugging the pack with her.
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				At the same time in the Site R Ops Center, Harry detected the crash beacon.

				“Commander!” Harry said with a tone normally associated with urgency.

				“What is it?” said Van, looking up from résumés on his workstation.

				“I am receiving a crash beacon from the B2.”

				“What? That’s not possible. It was destroyed.” Van dropped his work and gave Harry his full attention.

				“Apparently not, or at least not all of it. I am receiving a signal from the mountains outside of New Delhi, India.”

				“Do we have satellite or drone coverage there?”

				“No, Commander. And it will take nearly as much time to get coverage as it will take us to fly there ourselves.”

				“And everyone else is gone. That leaves just you and me—but one of us has to stay here.”

				“Then I will go, Commander. You need to stay to keep the recruiting going and to respond to unknowns.”

				“I guess you’re right. Then get to it!”
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				Flying in stealth mode, Harry located the crash site a few hours later. Seeing that there were no people nearby, he landed, exited the shuttle, and walked to the crashed vehicle.

				“Commander, I am at the crash site now,” Harry reported over implant communications.

				“Is it the B2?”

				“Yes, Commander, I’m afraid it is.”

				“How the hell did it get there?”

				“There is no way of knowing for certain, Commander. But the shuttle does have blast damage confirming it was fired upon.”

				“Make an educated guess, Harry.”

				“It is possible, Commander, that after the B2 was hit the autopilot took over and attempted to return to Site R. However, the navigation system was likely damaged and it ended up here. I’m going in to look at the interior now.”

			

			
				Van waited anxiously as Harry entered through the rear of the B2 and carefully examined every inch of the craft. When he got to the cockpit, he saw a body slumped in the pilot’s seat. He then reached over and took a sample of blood from the corpse.

				“Commander, there is a body strapped into the pilot’s seat. My initial assessment of a blood sample matches ones we obtained from the supply ship Argos. It is Mr. Peter Meier.”

				“And he is dead?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Anything else in the B2, like the Chad computer?” asked Van as he stroked his forehead, thinking of what to do next.

				“No, Commander.”

				“So the computer was not here and you can’t find it there in the B2. Can it be outside the shuttle somewhere?”

				“I scanned the debris field as I approached, Commander. I detected nothing like the Chad computer or anything else of value.”

				“Then make another look around and then destroy the B2 remains and come home.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				But there was no computer to be found.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42

				For the next two weeks, Van, Harry, and Stan worked overtime reviewing résumés and interviewing people. Some had to be rejected, but Van was amazed at how good a job everyone was doing of finding usable talent. He lost count of how many new recruits had been sent to Moon base after all the original members had returned from their vacations.

				Currently, he and Stan Walters were sitting at makeshift desks in the Site R Ops Center shuffling through a new stack of résumés and other papers.

				“How many new people have we got now, Stan?” Van asked, leaning back in his chair and stretching his aching arms.

				“Not counting the people we had before the recruiting effort, over two hundred, and there are more coming in.”

				He sat upright and looked at Stan. “Moon base can’t handle that many. Where are you putting them?”

				“Well, being a good XO, I took it upon myself to relocate most people to Mars base. There’s more than enough room there, and the training and living facilities are much better. By the way, the second scavenged corvette at Moon base is now complete and better than new. And the Aurora has been overhauled and the weapons systems changed as you directed.”

				“I’m impressed, Stan. I had my head down so much with the recruiting I hadn’t focused on the logistics. Great job!” said Van with sincere praise as leaned back again in his chair and closed his eyes. He needed a moment of rest.
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				The meeting in Geneva started on time. It had been given the name Federation Conference by the media, and it stuck. To their credit, most countries sent their heads of state. Kings, presidents, and prime ministers filled the hotels and halls of the International Conference Center of Geneva. In many side meetings, there was standing room only.

			

			
				The first week was action filled, as representatives argued their cases for and against a federation. The second week was much slower, with a few countries showing skepticism. The third week saw a complete halt to progress. France, China, India, and Brazil were not convinced of the need for a federation. In their view, they could fend for themselves with current and developing technology.

				“Van, I’ve never seen such a group of four blockheads in my whole life,” reported Dick from Geneva. “They just refuse to listen. They believe they’re already on a technology path to defend themselves and don’t need help. Brazil even thinks their technology is better than what we have to offer. Everyone is threatening to go home if these four can’t see the light.”

				“Do you think Brazil is the key since they’re the tech lead in shipbuilding?” asked Van.

				“Yes I do. They have the other three countries convinced that they don’t need any more help.”

				“I see. What do you think it would take to change their minds?”

				“I’m not sure…. unless there is something we could do with that guy José Silva.”

				“José Silva, they guy who started Brazaero and designer of the Passaro series?”

				“The very same. He seems to be the technical motivation behind the thinking of the four balking conference reps.”

				“What if we took him on a show-and-tell to the Moon and back?”

				“That might work, but how would you pick him up? He’s here in Geneva,” asked Dick.

				“We’ll use the Enterprise and the transporter. All you have to do is get him alone in a park or something and let us do the rest.”

				“I can do that. How about tonight, say ten local time. You can hone in on my implant.”

				“That will work. See you soon.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43

				That same evening Dick was walking and talking with José Silva in a park near the Convention Center. They were still in their suits from the convention activities, but heavy wool helped hold off the growing chill.

				“Are you certain that your technology is equal to or better than what the guardian spoke of?” Dick asked.

				“For the most part, yes,” said José. “And it continues to grow exponentially. I don’t see why we cannot be ready for the Arkon in just a few years.”

				“But we don’t know for sure how much time we have at present,” argued Dick.

				“I think we have many years to continue development,” said José confidently.

				“Excuse me, Mr. Silva, I think I hear something.”

				Dick took several steps away from José Silva just as a bright light engulfed the Brazilian, who soon found himself in the cargo bay of the Enterprise.

				“Good evening, Mr. Silva.”

				“You—you are the guardian!” exclaimed José.

				“That’s what people seem to be calling me. But excuse my rudeness, and welcome to my small shuttle.”

				“This is a small shuttle?” asked José with emphasis on the “small” part.

				“Yes actually, the smallest we have. Won’t you please come forward and join me in the cockpit?”

				José followed Van hesitantly into the well-appointed cockpit and took the chair he was offered.

				“Why am I here? How am I here? Where are we going?” he began to question.

				“As to why you’re here, you are an important and learned man at this conference, Mr. Silva. So I wanted to take some time to show you a few things I couldn’t show everyone. As to how you got here, you were transported by a molecular transporter. Sort of like Star Trek. As to where we’re going, how about the Moon?”

			

			
				After that, all José Silva could do was watch the Earth shrink and the Moon grow in size. But as they approached the Moon, the windows went black.

				“What happened?” he asked, worried.

				“The windows are just blacked out so you don’t actually see where we are going on the Moon. As soon as we get inside, everything will come back on.”

				“Inside what?”

				“Our Moon base, Mr. Silva.”

				José lost track of time, but in only minutes, the blackness of the windows turned clear and he could see a huge lighted space.

				“This is it?” said José.

				“It is indeed,” said the guardian. “Now if you’ll come with me, I’ll show you around.”

				José saw the combat shuttles. They were huge from his perspective. He learned they did not require fuel but operated using something called ZPE. He saw the storage areas, the living facilities, and the operations center. He was puzzled when the guardian invited him into a small golf-cart-looking device on a rail but was jolted into realization that it was a monorail when it sped away and stopped a short time later at another, larger facility.

				What he saw next shocked him into near speechlessness. Before him were two absolutely huge spaceships bristling with what appeared to be weapons. So shocked was he that he initially missed the robotic creatures busily working on and around the two ships. But he saw no people.

				“What are those?” was all José could say.

				“Those are two of the smallest warships that the Host have provided us. They are corvettes, and the one closest to you is the one that engaged and destroyed the Arkon scout ship.”

				“They are the smallest warships?” asked an overwhelmed José.

				“Yes. There are larger ones at other facilities.”

				“Where?”

				“That I can’t tell you, Mr. Silva. Would you like a tour?”

			

			
				“Yes, of course.”

				Hours later, the tour of the ships and facility was complete, and José rode again in the cockpit of the Enterprise with the guardian returning to Earth.

				“So, Mr. Silva, what do you think?”

				“I think I have been wrong. I could not have imagined all of this. And you say that these Arkon have similar ships and technology?”

				“Yes they do. But the technology edge seems to be ours, while they have greater numbers of ships and warriors.”

				“And they are also FTL capable?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then we are in much more danger than I could have imagined.”

				“Yes we are, Mr. Silva. Yes we are.”
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				In less than a week following Van’s flight with José Silva, all the nations agreed to the creation of an Earth Federation. A president was appointed until elections could be conducted, and at the urging of the guardian, Gen. Dimitry Anikin was appointed the first minister of space and technology.
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				Back at Moon base, Van and his crew began preparations for a flight to Mars.

				“Sorry you and your wife won’t be coming with us this time, Dick. But we’ll expect you soon.”

				“Thanks, Van. I need to stay here for a while to get a few things cleaned up and set up the guardian liaison office. Thanks for leaving the modified Truman and a couple of pilots behind. Moon base still has functional help, and the second corvette is still here if Earth needs it. By the way, have you given it a name yet?”

				“Yes I have, and I think you’ll like it. We’re calling her the Bonhomme Richard.”

				“You mean after John Paul Jones’s ship?” asked Dick.

			

			
				“No, after you!” said Van, slapping Dick on the back.

				“I’m humbled,” said Dick with a reddening face.

				“You shouldn’t be. We wouldn’t be here without you. I mean that,” said Van.

				“I doubt that. By the way, your problems with Barbara may have been solved.”

				“How?”

				“General Anikin just offered her an intelligence position on his staff, and it looks like she’ll accept.”

				“I hope he knows what he’s getting himself into,” laughed Van.

				“I doubt it, but she’ll do a good job,” said Dick.

				“I’m sure she will. The question is, will you be OK, since I’ve stolen all your employees?”

				“I don’t think of them as stolen, just moved to other positions on the same team.”

				“Glad to hear it. But there is one more thing.” Van turned to face Stan. “You may not know this, Stan, but we own an island in the Aegean.”

				“Ah, no. That’s new to me. What kind of island?” asked the puzzled XO.

				Van’s mind flashed back to the events surrounding the capture of the island and the Argos. Compared to what had happened recently, those events now were minor and their gains a drop in the bucket. The picture of Brice’s team being chased by the robots was almost humorous now. So much had happened since. But Dick is right. Times have changed, and we have bigger challenges before us, he thought.

				“One previously used by Meier as a weapons storage facility and smuggling base. Harry, what’s going on at Meier’s old island right now?”

				“Nothing, Commander. All the weapons are gone, and the Carson Group has been using it at times as a base for the Argos.”

				“Dick?” asked Van. “Didn’t you sell that ship?”

				“That we did. And for quite a sum, I might add.”

				“So the island is just going to waste,” said Van thoughtfully. “That gives me an idea. I’ve been wondering what we could do next to help the federation, and now I have it. I want to stock the island with things I think will spark some advancement that’s needed next.”

			

			
				“Like what?” said a wide-eyed Stan Walters.

				Van thought for a moment. “Let Harry make most of the choices, but I think at a minimum we can throw in a couple of fabrication machines, some medical chambers and nanites, as well as plans for the B1 and B2 shuttles. Harry can leave behind a small database of advanced ideas for areas like medicine, agriculture, manufacturing, communications, and so forth. You can do that, right, Harry?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Good. Good. There are some limitations I want now, however. No FTL. No ZPE, no AI like Harry, and limited weapons…. say lasers only for now. Stan, you and Harry can work with Dick on this remotely,” Van said, now getting a new sense of purpose and confidence. Maybe this guardian thing isn’t such a bad deal. I feel stronger now, and I can make a difference. I’ve seen it happen.

				“We can do that,” said Stan with a nod from Dick. “How about personal weapons and combat suits?”

				“Use your best judgment, but we have to keep things limited at present and not encourage anybody to fall back into their old ways.”

				“When we’re done, what do you have in mind for it?” asked Stan.

				“I think Dick taking General Anikin to the island for a visit will do just fine. The general can take it from there.”

				“You’re going to give it to him?” asked a surprised Stan.

				“That’s the plan, Stan. But now it’s time to go.”

				Van shook Dick’s hand and then turned with Stan to board the Aurora for Mars.

			

			
				



			

	


Epilogue

				The Arkon Empire had grown to such proportions that not even the ruling Blues knew exactly how large it was. The myriad of administrative layers between the ruling council and the average citizen tended to dilute the senses of belonging and even loyalty to the empire’s planets and systems. Had it not been for the empire’s fleet of warships, it could not be controlled or forced to provide the food, raw materials, and technology for the true Arkons to survive.

				Not surprisingly, the military, controlled by Reds, was similarly layered but also bound by strict rules, which extended to both the mundane and combat operations. Creativity was not part of the Arkon culture, regardless of caste color.

				So the failure of the small scout ship Moor to report did not register at any command level. It was noted in an administrative memo, which was forwarded automatically to Sector Planning with hundreds or even thousands of other reports. It would sit there without command attention until, by chance, another ship happened to be headed in the same direction as the Moor had been. Then and only then would a note be appended to the ship’s orders as, at best, a tertiary tasking for any ship to keep at least an eye out for the missing scout.

				The empire was indeed slow to respond, like some huge dragon gone to sleep. But the one thing that could be said of the empire’s system, it did not forget. At some point, someone would look for the Moor.

				 

				END
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				Van Childs continues his mission to ready mankind for an Arkon invasion. He now realizes that his and the Earth Federation’s combined ability to prepare for and defend against the Arkon is not enough. If they are going to ready in time, Van has to gamble Earth’s—and his own—safety and embark on a desperate search for help in unexplored parts of the galaxy. But political upheaval in the Federation and a traitor within the Guardian Force ranks threatens to derail the mission. At the crucial moment when help is within grasp, an attempt on Van’s life forces him to return to Earth—to face an enemy he never could have anticipated.

				In Search for Help, international and galactic intrigue combine with space combat and treachery to determine the human race’s future.
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