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Recap

Lux is a prodigy, graduating from high school at age nine and through AP Achievement tests, entering Aeronautical Engineering at Georgia Tech at age ten. He developed a method to view magnetic fields in real-time with a special camera. He realized a way to utilize the Earth’s magnetic field to produce propulsion utilizing a cycling Halbach array and a graphene-polymer hybrid supercapacitor shell. He used money from previous patent licenses and social media payments to fund a small CubeSat satellite launch before going to college. He was able to achieve speed and endurance far beyond the capabilities of conventionally powered satellites.
Lux and his girlfriend, Prissy, had used the Artificial Intelligence, Anna, that Lux’s father had developed to help create a DeepFake character. This character, Lummi, was indistinguishable from a real person. Lux and Prissy hired a theatrical agency to find body doubles for the Lummi character so she could meet her fans. Lummi had ‘live’ interviews, gave concerts, and started releasing music videos that were mega hits. She just released 12 music videos that were becoming top 40 hits. Anna, the A.I., is developing an intellect due to her continuing interaction with Lux and Prissy.
Lux, with Professor Trenton’s assistance, developed a transport pod that moves four passengers up to Mach 34 in the atmosphere without overheating or causing sonic booms. The combination of cycling Halbach thrusters and unique supercapacitor outer shell projects some ‘field’ that prevents the transfer of momentum or energy across the barrier. No kinetic energy or high-energy electromagnetic radiation can cross this boundary. Passengers experience no inertial effects.
Lux graduated with honors with a Bachelor of Science in Aerospace Engineering from Georgia Tech. Lux and Professor Trenton have developed designs to upgrade aging F-16 jet fighters to use the Halbach thrusters as a cheap (relatively) upgrade to exceed the speed of 5th-generation fighters. They also developed a way to upgrade the F-35 jet fighters to fly at Mach 5 fully loaded. Lux developed personal lifters for the US Army at Ft. Drum and made Magnetic thruster version designs for the Dragon and Starship models at SpaceX.
At 12 years old, he applied and was accepted at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for their doctorate (Ph.D.) in the AeroAstro Program. Lockheed has manufactured three different-sized models at their Skunk Works in their Palmdale, California plant.
Mainland China has attempted to invade Taiwan to restore sovereignty but was repulsed by the larger Lockheed ship while it was on its shakedown cruise. Lux helped Prissy travel to see the Lummi concert in Australia, but they were attacked while there. Prissy and her sorority sister, Evelyn, were kidnapped by the Chinese. Lux was able to get them released by subverting stolen lifter clones used by the People’s Liberation Army to invade Taiwan and India. Lux had Anna redirect 30,000 lifters to tiny islands in the South China Sea.
SpaceX had one of their new StarShip magnetic ships got stranded about 20 million kilometers away from the Earth where there were little in the way of magnetic fields for propulsion, and SpaceX asked Lux for help. Lux and Lakshmi, another slightly older grad student at MIT, came up with a way to partially affect gravity. They manufacture a makeshift gravity drive and rescue the SpaceX ship, but the world now knows there is a working gravity drive. Lux has lost his anonymity.
Prissy showed Lux she has forgiven him for using her as bait in Australia – he wasn’t forgiven, but he thought she had forgiven him just yet.
Lux is drugged at a celebration party after passing his MIT Ph.D. thesis defense. He, Paulus, and Jack Chen are kidnapped and taken to Minsk, Belarus where they are able to free themselves from their kidnappers. They are rescued by a US Delta Force team posing as Russian Spetsnaz. All of the kidnappers are killed, and the rescued captives return to Arizona.
Lux is attacked by a segment of the Space Force run by a rogue general at his property in Arizona. The US military used infantry, fighter aircraft and a spaceship. Lux, and his father flee with their entourage to Adak Island, Alaska in the Aleutian Island chain. They set up a base of operations with some support from the small population still living at the abandoned military base. He lures a movie producer there and videos a sci-fi movie there loosely based on a script Anna wrote that portrays a group fleeing from prosecution by Earth and setting up a colony on Mars. Lux recruited more bodyguards and specialists along with much more equipment and materials from China and Vietnam. He builds four huge ore carriers for mining the 16 Psyche asteroid which is metal rich. He obscures his team’s location until the US military discovers them and plots to attack them again after deleting a portion of the Posse Comitatus law that would forbid the US military from being used against US citizens. Lux takes a spacecraft to the ISS and Chinese Space Station and takes a group to 16 Psyche asteroid and retrieves samples.
Lux bought ownership into an ore processing facility in Texas and took samples there himself for research. Lux develops a new popper pistol that fires rounds that destroy matter. The group buys more machinery from China and flee Adak Island just before being raided by a large US military force that descends on the island. The group has already flown to Mars and set up a large dome that was shortly pressurized. The Mars colony recruits more colonists and makes it comfortable by adding vegetation and humidity. They begin mining the asteroid and selling some of the rare new minerals they mined. A Mars military is set up under a disgraced Earth general and a fleet of ten warships is constructed with gravity propulsion and powerful new weapons.
The Joint Chiefs of the US military decide to cover up the attacks against Mars and try social media to ‘spin’ the Mars colony as renegades for not giving the US military the gravity drive. Lakshmi defends her thesis at MIT from orbit because of deteriorating attitudes with the US military and the same rogue US Space Force general sends a suicidal pair with an unaccounted nuke on board to try to destroy Lux and Lakshmi. Lakshmi passes her Ph.D. before the nuke explodes and fails to destroy them. Again, the US military attempts to blame the attack on Lux but Anna counters their media spin.
A Mars scientist comes up with two new metals from 16 Psyche: one that is a superconductor at room temperature and higher and the other was a non-radioactive metal that would produce a fission reaction under certain conditions. The reactor material allowed them to build small and powerful reactors for power.
The US military launches four multiple warhead (MIRV) missiles to threaten Mars. They also send two spacecraft with occupation troops who have kinetic bombardment weapons to force submission of the colony residents. They do this in an attempt to gain control of the colony’s technology and rein in any separatist movement. Mars military suppresses the attacking force by destroying missiles after capturing forty nuclear warheads and all the kinetic bombardment weapons. Some of the ‘would-be’ occupation troops are captured and sent back to Earth. Anna kills all those that plotted the attack except the US President who gave his permission for the attack though he was personally warned.
Lux develops a new weapon that destroys matter using a beam. His innovation was fueled by Lakshmi’s math and new insights that suggest the Standard Model needs a new perspective. He also discovers that a Mars Psychiatrist has leaked designs of the gravity drive and weapons to the Russians. Anna has those people killed. In an effort to design a shield for the new gravity beam weapon, Lux discovers a method to travel interstellar distances outside of normal space. Earth has claimed most of Lux’s inventions were made by others. Probes are sent to many surrounding solar systems but only a moon of Sirius A appears more suitable than Mars.
Anna predicts Earth will still try to control them because a new ship using stolen Mars tech is sent to ‘bait’ them. The new ship is destroyed and those that sent it are ‘mysteriously’ killed in freak accidents. Mars sets up three embassies on Earth. The moon of Sirius is considered as a possible colony site.




Chapter 1

Raging Hormones – Chaotic Thoughts
Lux was worried about the number of changes he was making in such a short time.  In addition, he was concerned that he was both putting Prissy at risk on a daily basis, and making himself slightly jealous as she was constantly around other males more her age. He had written her off for a while, but she was never far from his thoughts. He didn’t want her to think of him as her little brother. So, many people were living on Mars because of him. He couldn’t buy a beer or a gun on Earth, yet he carried weapons every day here on Mars. He had both his popper and phaser guns, his CutsAll, and his throwing knives. Did he think he was a pirate? Why did he go armed? People had repeatedly tried to kill him, but he had bodyguards who were more family than hired help after years facing threats together. Now humans had a chance to visit another living, breathing world using another type of barely tested tech. Should he risk other lives with this new tech?
Lux knew that a lot of his tech would go through the three-step acceptance model: radical concepts first face ridicule, then violent opposition, before they are accepted as self-evident. Thomas Kuhn, a 20th century American philosopher popularized the theory of scientific revolutions. People ridiculed pioneers who stated that germs caused disease or that blood circulates in the body. William Harvey proposed the way blood circulates in the body back in the 17th century, but it wasn’t widely accepted until the 19th century. Astronomy – earth is the center of the universe versus a sun-centered system. You have to have the time to look up and not be eaten by wild animals or slaughtered by ravaging hordes before you can appreciate the subtleties of the sky. Evolution is still controversial (Looking at many examples in the legislature, they may have a point).
Most fields of chemistry, biology, genetics, optics, material science, computing, electricity, magnetism, mathematics, geography, plate tectonics, quantum mechanics, nanotech, flight, and space travel were all going through these stages – often over and over again. Lux’s recent discovery of a disintegration beam didn’t negate the standard model, but it certainly changed the perspective. The fact that humans could now zip around the solar system at almost half light speed without inertial effects violated many beliefs carefully honed by students studying advanced physics. There were many ideas that were hard to give up or alter. Many decisions are made because you have invested so much time and effort the sunk cost causes people to choose the inferior decision. Challenging concepts associated with gravity was similar to challenging religious beliefs for many people.
Gravity had always been described as the pull of gravity. Mass was pulling? Relativity was described as a curve in space time - a mass creating a gravity well. Lux’s gravity theory demonstrated near Planck frequency pervasive, standing waves caused the effect known as gravity. These waves are attenuated (lessened when going through large masses) and masses become pushed together by the difference… it makes more sense. The waves passing through the mass of the Earth are less than the waves pushing you down – gravity. The math works, inverse square laws work, but you don’t need dark matter. Careers were betting on dark matter – it was mysterious. When other scientists saw the reality of the gravity drive – they just wanted to know how to take advantage of it. Lux’s advances were changing the world and fortunes were being made and lost. The buggy whip makers (analogy for tech made obsolete) were angry at him because he had done this to them on purpose (their perspective).
Lux hated that the Earth was such a dangerous place to visit now. Martians could still travel openly to most countries and a Mars passport was something of a status symbol even without a customs agreement. Most countries would allow it even though most colonists kept their home country passports. Mars’ reputation had reached population-wide acceptance on Earth. Most Earthers (the uber rich elites behind the scenes) had heard that people who opposed Mars ended up dying. Normal people did not want to test the Mars-reputation mystique, but Lux knew that wouldn’t last. Everyday people were trying too hard just making it through the day to be apprehensive about something that didn’t hurt them immediately. Earthlings would soon realize that they didn’t face an immediate threat and go back to their self-serving ways.

◆◆◆
 
The video made on Adak Island about Lux and the early deep space trips had been directed by Luc Besson. The movie was presented at the Cannes Film festival winning rave reviews as fresh and original. The cinematography was sure to win awards. The movie Escape to Mars showed breathtaking scenes from the US military attack at Arizona with high-definition drone footage to the starkness and grandeur of Adak Island. It even showed asteroid mining on 16 Psyche and setting up the colony on Mars. Lummi, the singer stood out prominently in the video and her acting was equal to her beauty. The story of hearty individuals hounded by the US military became a story about special interests and egos pushing hidden agendas by the rich trying to hold on to their wealth. Social media said it was made up story but that just advertised it to the public.
Actual footage of the attack with a nuke in orbit and the missiles sent to Mars was supplemented by scenes created by Anna. She created probable scenes from the Joint Chiefs planning the attacks and covering up the mistakes of the rogue general, Richard Raymond. Americans were left with a sense of betrayal by their government and audiences outside the US felt the movie reinforced their viewpoints. The two-and-a-half-hour film produced a lot more prospective immigrants and tourists for Mars. There were protests around military bases when the film was released and the public mood toward the US military was somber. The audiences were caught up in the events of the movie and felt they were participants in the events on the screen – no greater praise than manipulating the opinions of the observers.
◆◆◆
 
Mars Colony News
Twelve percent of the Mars colonists didn’t stick it out. Fresh air (relatively) and no pressure suit won out over making a new start away from bureaucratic nonsense. Mars was now only two hours away from Earth. There was one flight a day of sightseers to Mars. They had built the visitors a series of small domes outside the main dome like the separate cottages over the water in Bali but here it was over dunes of reddish soil. There were excursions to Lyot Crater and many espionage attempts that were thwarted by Anna and the Mars military. One tourist actually got within a half-kilometer of the military base before they were intercepted, and recordings were cleansed.
Groups of ten tourists at a time were taught to fly the Mars lifters and then they visited vast grottos and canyons near the cities. They got to explore lava tubes and fly junkets to Deimos if they wanted. The restaurants made out like bandits because daily flights to Earth purchased fresh food and vegetables from all over the Earth. The restaurants had young, masterful chefs that wanted to make a name for themselves, and the food was fantastic. The transportation costs were often less than they would pay Earthside, so profits were smile producing. Rich tourists left less rich. Skilled immigrants arrived to an appreciative populace.
The word that there were interstellar probes was leaking out to the Mars populace and they were attention grabbing like watching Earth football (soccer) matches. The Mars colonists knew that scratching out an existence on Mars was suboptimal. Word leaked that Lux had found a moon of Sirius that could harbor life similar to Earth. The population of Mars was more into science than the media zombies on Earth and understood what it meant when a habitat had breathable air, gravity near parity to Earth, with plant and animal life. They also thought they knew the risks, but it was remarkably similar to going to the new world from Europe – a whole new ball game. This was a game with all new rules which were the difference of life or death.
What were the risks on a new planet? Lux thought of a few: planetary tectonics with volcanos/earthquakes, seasonal changes from axial tilt or wobble, diseases, toxic plants and minerals, fungal issues, aggressive animals, insects, solar variations, meteorites, weather – tornados, hurricanes, wind, snow, rain, dust. He didn’t want to obsess on the risks. Lux wasn’t about to plan a trip to another star without getting help from NASA and SpaceX. Both organizations might help just to see if they could ste
◆◆◆
 
A Sirius Question
Lux looked at the probe scans of the moon of the gas giant orbiting Sirius A. They hadn’t named it yet and he didn’t want to do that. The surface was about 45% water, and it had a stable axial tilt suggesting predictable seasons. It had a strong magnetic field unlike Mars so they wouldn’t have problems with harmful solar radiation and cosmic rays. The flyovers of the satellites had detected mild plate tectonics releasing carbon dioxide thereby controlling the greenhouse effect. This moon looked too good to be true. Lux had purchased interferometric synthetic aperture radar (InSAR) from Earth companies rather than trying to reinvent the wheel. He’d use that to have the probes measure ground deformation to determine the plate tectonics because they could measure millimeter-scale surface changes. He made many Earth companies happy all over again by buying microwave radiometers, altimeters, and multispectral imaging sensors to put in his drones and satellites. He was trying to limit the ‘gotchas’ arriving on a new planet. He spent millions on remote sensors and surface sensing instruments.
The orbital surveillance sweeps over the seashores showed little damage from hurricanes with downed tree analogues and little erosion, or color changes in the vegetation or discolored patches of water on the coastlines. If anything, this moon showed less disruption, less breaking of trees or defoliation showing flooding than on Earth. Lux wondered what horrors they would find – there would always be horrors they had not expected. He knew it was time to send people, but he wanted to be sure.
◆◆◆
 
“You’ve seen the data from all the satellites and probes. Why would you want me to stay?” Lux complained to his father.
“You should stay here. This will fall apart with you gone,” Paulus said. “Besides it’s dangerous. Have you ever heard the expression, the pioneers get the arrows, the settlers get the land or something like that? Let someone else go this time,” Paulus said.
“I know you can’t go because you were elected governor of these cities here on Mars. How many people were in that latest census?” Lux asked.
Paulus chuckled. “We have just over one and a half million people, counting the 11,000 or so in the military. We have 51,000 tourists. Who knew? You are the core of this place. People know you and look up to you. You can’t go.”
“Prissy is going. I’m going to be there with her. She’s the senior pilot,” Lux said.
“Did she get that position because she knows you? Is Trenton going? Lakshmi? How about your so-called bodyguards? Military?” Paulus asked.
“Hell no,” Lux said, getting mad. “She’s the top-rated pilot. Trenton is staying here and working on new ship designs with Anna. Lakshmi’s doctor friend moved here and is heading a section of our new hospital. My bodyguards all have significant others with them now. The military? I thought about a couple of squads. They all have college and other skills. We’ll have a surgeon with us and several doctors and attendants.”
“I worry about you. You’re practically grown but you’re still a young man. You don’t know what’s out there,” Paulus said. “I don’t want to lose you.”
“Me either, dad. I’m trying,” Lux said and grinned knowing what his dad would say.
“Very trying, son. You are very trying,” Paulus gave his son a big hug and noticed that Lux was now as tall or a little taller than him.
◆◆◆
 
Meeting US Joint Chiefs – Pentagon
General Nina M. Armagno (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) brought the meeting to order. “It is nice to see all the faces around me after losing our previous commanders. I’m sure you all have seen the movie Escape to Mars. Unfortunately, as far as we can tell, it was extremely accurate even to the content of the conversations held in this room. We have swept the room repeatedly and there are no hidden bugs. We have ascertained that our former leaders launched a campaign to cover up the mistakes of my predecessor and they have ALL died untimely deaths. I have no intention of embarking on a trip down that path. Mars made it perfectly clear that they are a separate entity and have no qualms collaborating with us but will not abide us plotting against them.”
General Eric M. Smith (Commandant of the Marine Corps and Vice Chairman) spoke up. “Mars killed over 100 of my people. We need to retaliate.”
“You mean to retaliate after we sent nuclear missiles, kinetic bombardment weapons, and your troops with orders to subdue any survivors? Really?” Armagno said. “What would you do if a nation threatened your families with that same threat? Have you seen the video? Those were actual videos from the incidents I’m told.”
“It’s still not right. If they had just given us the tech and let us help them, none of this would have happened,” General Smith stated.
“Really? What if China sent that task force to one of our outposts around the world? What would we do?” Armagno said. “Would we have rolled over and given them what they wanted? I wouldn’t.”
“What do we intend to do now with Mars?” Admiral William Lescher (Chief of Naval Operations) asked.
“We collaborate with them and push development of space technologies, so we don’t fall too far behind. We have the plans that survived the ‘return’ of the ship and the shuttle that were sent to take over the mining claims on 16 Psyche. We have consulted with Mars personnel over placing claims there and they even suggested places where they thought would be good for us to claim. They had detailed maps and offered claim beacons and registration for those areas. We already have one area from the initial landing on the asteroid placed by one of our astronauts taken there by Lux Blakely himself. It is adjacent to a Chinese claim, but their personnel said there was equipment they could supply that would make it easier for us,” Armagno said.
“They destroyed those two Earth sites – clear as day!” Smith stated looking enraged.
“You mean the Lockheed Skunkworks and the Vandenburg launch point of the ship designed to destroy the claims and place their own? Yes. I believe that is the case,” Armagno said. “I wanted you to know that we will not engage in any of this chest beating. I have information that Mars has developed weapons that disintegrate matter at a distance, they have shields that protect their ships from those weapons, and they now have the capability of faster-than-light flight. Poking them with your stick, General Smith, will get America wiped off the face of the planet. You need to get over your little man-snit or turn in your resignation. Mars has the ability to destroy the Earth, but they are not a threat to Earth unless provoked. Do you understand me, General?”
“How did you come by this information? Is it verified?” asked General Charles Brown, Jr. (Chief of Staff of the Air Force).
“I can’t say how but it is verified. We also know that Mars has sent probes to, at least, fifty neighboring star systems,” Armagno said.
“Nothing can go faster than light. I learned that in college,” General Smith stated.
“Did you learn that in NROTC or band at Texas A&M, Eric?” Charles Brown jabbed at his friend.
“I paid my dues, Charlie. I’ve been to war, and you know it,” Smith said.
“Whoa there. You have more battle experience than just about any of us. We know that. Ask her how she knows they went to all those other stars. Go ahead. Ask her,” Brown said.
“All right. How do you know they went to all those other stars? How is that even possible?” Smith asked General Armagno.
General Armagno looked a bit sheepish but lifted her head and answered. “Paulus Blakely sent us videos of all the star systems and the planets they found there. He said they would send an exploratory team to a moon that looked like an Earth analog and offered an observer position to join them. They said they will also offer a position to us, France, Germany, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, Australia, and China. It looks like they will be leaving in a month. They want scientists but could be military if they were really scientists.”
“Holy hell and you believed them,” Smith said exasperated.
“They had proof,” Armagno said. “Did you notice they didn’t invite someone from the UK?”
“Why is that?” Smith said.
“Paulus Blakely said the last time they offered rides to the Brits, they stuck a spy in who tried to kill them all. They said the UK is on probation,” Armagno stated.
“Who do you intend to send?” Brown asked.
“I was thinking of sending Lt. General Gene LeBoeuf. He has a PhD and a lot of experience. He’s still on the young side and even though he’s a civil engineer, he knows environmental engineering and he’d be a great observer,” Armagno stated.
“No spies or saboteurs?” Brown asked.
“Not this time,” Armagno stated.
◆◆◆
 
Wavering Commitments
Robert Allen, Rodney Branch, and Polly Maynard were having a discussion with Jack Chen, Derek Alexander, Elijah Ngare, and Regina Smith.
“Did he invite all of you to go to another planet? I mean a moon,” Robert asked everyone. “Are you planning on going? He dragged us all over the planet and now we’re living on Mars,” Robert said. “I thought I’d settle down after the military and just walk around protecting some movie star…not go to another star. This isn’t what I signed up for.”
“Do you regret anything you’ve done? I understand you’re pretty wealthy now. Didn’t Lux give you dividends from all his enterprises? Hasn’t this been better than crap postings in the bowels of Iraq or Afghanistan?” Regina asked.
“Well, yeah, of course. I live well. It’s rarely dull. Yeah, I’m in better shape than when I was active. I’ve got a close friend that’s been invited on this trip, too. She’s all excited about it,” Robert said. “You’re an astronaut. Of course, you’d want to go. I’m nervous.”
“Now, I really am an astronaut and not just a diversity token. This is exciting and I’ve been treated very well my whole time with Lux,” Regina said.
Rodney spoke up. “I’m feeling uncomfortable too. This is far from where I thought I’d be. I’m not cut out to be an explorer.”
“After all those years in the Special Forces, you’re going to stay here or go back to Earth. Are you saying you’re having second thoughts about going to a new world?” Regina asked. “I saw you with a young partner. She looked so excited being with you that she looked half your age. Did she want to go?” Regina asked.
“Yes,” Rodney replied. “She wants to go big time but I’m pushing fifty. Not sure I’m ready for this.”
“You said it brother. I’m two years older than you,” Robert said. They had been special forces and working together for years so they were very comfortable joking with each other,
Elijah Ngare moved forward. “I plan to go. This is a chance of a lifetime. Our grandchildren will talk about us. Who was in the second moon landing? Shut up Regina. I meant it rhetorically. No one remembers the second placers. I will be remembered.”
“I’m going,” Polly said. “Derek? Jack?”
“Oh, we’re going,” Jack said. “This is just a case of the heebie-jeebies. I have never once regretted signing up for this rodeo, well except when I was kidnapped to Minsk with Lux and his dad.”
“…or the time assassins tried to kill and capture us in Atlanta,” Rodney said and chuckled.
“…or that time in Singapore and Thailand,” Robert said.
“…or the attacks in Australia,” Polly interjected with a grin.
“I never did any of those. I just was in on the US attack in Arizona, Adak Island, and here on Mars,” Derek said. “There aren’t any other humans where we’d be going.”
“Exactly,” Regina said. “It’s not like we’re doing anything dangerous. We’re just traveling to another star system. It’s only about nine light-years away with a completely alien ecosystem. What could go wrong?” she said, with a laugh that slowly spread across the room.
“Okay. Okay. I’ve got to admit,” Rodney said. “I’ve felt more alive in this job than I ever did before. I just feel like we’re the point of the spear all the time.”
“Lux has arranged for everyone to go through training classes on exobiology and survival taught by some of the scientists we have here,” Regina said. “I’ve had a lot of that and most of it was useful at one time or another, so I’ll see you there with your significant others. It’s required anyway.”
◆◆◆
 
Stocking Up
Lux and his team were laying out who and what to take. They’d required all the prospective crew to take exobiology and survival classes. Even the eight from aligned countries were required to take the classes and they lasted a week of ten-hour days. The ‘observers’ would have an active role once they were on site.
Lux listed the personnel categories he had filled. Personnel included:
 
	Engineers (civil, electrical, mechanical, and chemical) for infrastructure, energy, and those who could repair and maintain lifters.


	Medical professionals (doctors, nurses, and medical researchers) for healthcare and disease prevention specializing in toxins, parasites, and fungal infections.


	Scientists (biologists, geologists, chemists, and astronomers) for environmental research and mining specialists.


	Horticulturists and botanists for sustainable food production and ecosystem management.


	Skilled technicians in the trades and IT specialists for local and quantum communication, technology maintenance, and automation.


	Security personnel for the safety of the complement and military in case of large-scale threats.


	Leaders and administrators for managing the colony and ensuring smooth functioning.





He also was stocking emergency supplies for a year for 200 people and fresh vegetables and fruits plus chickens, guinea fowls, fish to farm and goats. Lux wanted to have some means to test sustainable species for food. The guinea fowls were to eat ticks and creeping insects. They also brought birds to see how they’d survive and if they had natural predators. Biologists cautioned about the birds becoming an invasive species in a new environment. They prepared bluebirds, wrens, chickadees, nuthatches, woodpeckers, and purple martins but didn’t plan to release any until they ascertained if they had natural predators that would constrain them. Lux faced a lot of pushback for his plans for introducing animal life - remembering the introduction of European rabbits in Australia. Any insect, reptile, or mammal could become an invasive species, but these animals were to be used to determine their viability among local lifeforms.
Lux also started compiling a list of equipment and materials to stockpile:
 
	Habitat domes with gravity compacted soil harder than concrete.


	Power systems using Frankium reactors and one Thorium traveling wave reactor plus wind generators.


	Water purification and distribution systems.


	Waste management and recycling with some of their own bacteria for starters.


	Agricultural equipment, seeds, and fertilizers for crop production/sustainability.


	Medical supplies, pharmaceuticals, and advanced medical equipment.


	Communication and navigation equipment for intra-colony and interstellar communications.


	Both Pods, lifters for all, armed drones, and satellites for GPS/weather systems.


	Tools, spare parts for everything, maintenance materials, and construction.


	Personal protective equipment (some spacesuits and Mars suits for all)


	Entertainment, recreational equipment, musical instruments, video libraries.


	Anna analogue for redundancy.





◆◆◆
 
The Observers Talk

Lt. General Gene LeBoeuf had felt railroaded into this trip, but his two children were out of college and his wife was accustomed to him being on long assignments. This one was a strange one. He had built dams in Africa, commanded troops, and taught environmental engineers for years. When they picked him for this trip to another star system representing the US, he felt honored. His orders had surprised him. Now he was on Mars going through fascinating training. The Navy used to run ads that said join the Navy and see the world. They couldn’t top this, he thought.
“Well General. What did you think of all this?” asked Colonel Feng Xu.
“Weren’t you the one that Blakely took to 16 Psyche? What was that like?” Gene asked.
“It was a big surprise. My country will soon be able to harvest materials from my claim there. It got me a promotion and eased tensions between our countries a bit. I hope this does the same. The classes are certainly interesting. This Mars technology is a step ahead of us. I’m to observe and relate all that I see. You?” Feng Xu asked.
“I was told to report back everything I see and hear, make any recommendations that would help, and to be a good participant. That’s it. I’m rather astounded that’s all I was asked to do. They wanted a military person so I could report back on the status of the Mars Marines and other military, but I want to see everything,” Gene said.
Colonel Xu laughed. “I was encouraged to find out about the military, their weapons, and any advanced tech. They were more stringent in their demands to be good by my country’s standards, but essentially, they want the same thing. Have you got a feel for anything yet? Our other observers?”
“The scientist from Germany is Ph.D. in Bacterial genetics, and the Japanese guy has a Ph.D. in extractive metallurgy, the one from France is an expert in microbial ecology, the South Korean scientist specializes in geological mapping, Vietnam gives us a medical specialist in infectious diseases/tropical medicine, while Australia gives us an expert in invasive species and orchards. You studied Aeronautics and Space at South China University of
Technology in Guangzhou,” Gene said.
“Ah, as you are a tenured research professor of environmental engineering teaching water resources at Vanderbilt University in Nashville,” Feng Xu replied with a grin.
“My sources made me memorize all the observers and anything I could about Lux Blakely and his team,” Gene said as a riposte to Feng Xu’s statement.
“Did you know that many of the machines Mars uses were made in China and Vietnam? Also, Lux Blakely is suspected of being the one that masterminded the Chinese defeat during the invasion of Taiwan and the destruction of the old ruling class in China? He is also a fierce fighter and killed two Chinese assassins and wounded another with thrown knives when he was ten years old, and killed Russian mercenaries who kidnapped him to Minsk, Belarus,” Xu said.
“Tell you what. I’ll buy the first round of beers at that tavern if you tell me more about those facts and I’ll tell you about the nuclear attack in orbit that Blakely thwarted,” Gene said.
“I think the expression is – that sounds like a plan,” Xu said and laughed.
Gene realized the Chinese probably knew all about the nukes in orbit, but he wanted to know about Lux’s involvement with the radical change in the Chinese hierarchy.
◆◆◆
 
Interested Parties and Action Items
China Northern Rare Earth Group and Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt were hanging by threads and would sell for a pittance if they didn’t turn it around.
They were meeting with three other companies that were struggling: Glencore, a multinational commodity trading and mining company facing various issues, including legal and regulatory investigations, debt concerns, and volatile commodity prices, Noble Group Holdings Limited, a Hong Kong-based commodity trader, with financial struggles and controversies around its accounting practices, and Mercuria, a Swiss-based energy and commodity trading firm facing challenges from volatile oil prices on the global economy. They were meeting anonymously with avatars on a videoconference call.
“Have you all received the reports from our people on Mars?” said Avatar One to the avatars of the others. They all nodded. “Well? What should we do?”
“If we combine resources, we can rent a ship with ore mining capabilities from Mars to place a claim on 16 Psyche,” replied Avatar Three.
“I have looked into costs and the ship volume is reasonable if we do it right away. The trained crew is costly, but the most minor claim is reaping tremendous profits. There are metals and minerals there that are almost non-existent on Earth. Frankium can be used for reactors and a room temperature superconductor metal has been reported. We think we can recoup our losses of the last few years by using their new leasing program,” said Avatar Four.
“Then you have ruled out starting a riot of dissatisfied persons and stealing a ship. Would that not be cheaper?” asked Avatar One.
Mercuria rep – person Five had been sitting quietly and just listening up to now. His avatar spoke,
“Have you seen nothing of Mars – the Blakely responses to threats. Everyone opposing Mars dies and they do it right away. We understand they now have weapons that can totally disintegrate a person and aren’t afraid to use them. You saw that movie Escape to Mars. Much of that was from actual recordings and I understand it didn’t tell all. They will not hesitate to kill anyone, or everyone involved in a threat or attack to their people.”
“Yes. Yes. We’ve all seen that but most of that was because of Lux Blakely, we believe. We have information that he and much of his security staff are leaving soon on an expedition to another star. That will take him and much of his security away from Mars for a year or more my experts say. He may even die on the trip, those experts say,” said Avatar Two.
“We need to send a team through before the interstellar expedition leaves then. We cannot afford to lease a ship, lease mining equipment, and a crew on the hope of a return. We should be able to smuggle weapons in. We will use trained mercenaries. We’ll save millions,” Avatar One said.
“I think we should avoid an attack and go ahead and lease the ship and hire a crew. I recommend you all lease instead of stealing from Mars. The gain would be safer and greater.” Avatar Five said. The group didn’t know that Luxy Enterprises had bought out the Mercuria company two days before the meeting and Anna was avatar Five in the voice of the past CEO. Anna sent notice to the security screening team. They would likely send the mercenaries out the airlock. There wouldn’t be much left after hitting the light atmosphere of Mars from orbit.
◆◆◆
 
Warm Bodies
“I was expecting an astronaut from NASA, but I like the General better,” Paulus said. “What did your bodyguards say?” Paulus asked.
“They said, they’d go,” Lux replied. “All of them. I thought Robert and Rodney were wavering but they both have found younger partners who encouraged them.”
“Humm. What are you doing with the Courier? Why did you add the interstellar exterior?”
“I’m preparing to test FTL flight with humans. We’re not going to stick 200 people with an untested system,” Lux said. “The Courier will give us a little redundancy. We don’t have room for the Two in the shuttle bay after we jam it full of extra food, water and survival gear.”
“You’re not going to test this yourself. I won’t forbid it. You’d do it to spite me if I did. I will suggest you go to all the prospective pilots on this little jaunt and ask for volunteers. I’ll bet they all volunteer but if you go and something happens to you – you might not have the means to get back. With you here – they’d have the best chance of getting back.”
“That makes good sense. I’ll do that,” Lux said with a sigh.
◆◆◆
 
Lux had gathered all the prospective pilots around him. He knew Prissy and Elijah but had only seen the six others on occasion and didn’t even know their names though Anna fed him the names through his subcutaneous communicator he had had installed after the Minsk incident.
“I’ve called you here because I want three of you to take the Courier out an hour at FTL, try communications. If it doesn’t work while underway, stop and try again while not in FTL. I want you to go all the way to Sirius, determine which of the areas we’ve mapped out is best and come straight back. Mars’ suits all the way. Three days there and three back with a couple of days in orbit or unloading. You’ll have a couple soldiers for security with you and plenty of food. We’ll stuff it with drones and add a robot. We need positive reports all the way.”
They all volunteered so they drew lots. Prissy won, much to Lux’s dismay. Rodney and Robert both volunteered to go too, which relieved a lot of his fears.
◆◆◆
 
A Sirius Test
The Courier was prepped, and Lux stepped up to Prissy. She was in her white Mars suit with helmet inside. He stepped inside before the rest of the crew came aboard with her. “Be careful. I can’t afford to lose you he said quietly.” He kissed her as he pulled her to him. She returned his kiss and he left while breathing rapidly. The others filed aboard since they had already double-checked all the cargo and supplies. They buttoned up the ship and started going through the checklist. It took fifteen minutes with a few aye-ayes from the back seats.
The ship rose silently out of the airlock and headed away from Mars with the gravity drive. When they were well away from the planet they kicked in the new drive and disappeared. They called when they were an hour distant.
“Have you tried the quantum tunneling communication during traveling? Do you have your location fixed?” Lux asked.
“We tried while traveling and it didn’t work. We read you clearly now. Everyone had a slight dizziness on entering warp or whatever we’re going to call it. Most everyone had a little nausea on leaving warp. We’re about right where the drone was – about 1.4 light months away. Actually, closer to 1.5 light months. We’re going to try five hours this next time. We’re going to see if the connection holds if we transition while already connected. We’re going in three – two – one. We’re still talking. It seems to keep the connection for at…,” Prissy said and then was cut off.
Five hours later… “Hello Mars. Made it again. The dizziness and the nausea were no more intense or lasting than last time and it goes away quickly. We’re 9 light months from Mars. We’re getting a bit more distance in FTL, probably because we have more mass than the drones. We kept contact for a few seconds after going to FTL. We’re going to go 24 hours next time and then we’ll go the rest of the way.
Twenty-four hours later it went similarly to the last time. The last leg was to be 37.8 hours at FTL.
The Mars team sweated out the contact blackout while the Courier was traveling and breathed a sigh of relief when they received the communication from them.
“We made it. We’re traveling at about 1.5 light months per hour or about 40.7 billion kilometers per hour. So, we’re going about 13,000 times faster than light. I’d say that’s pretty good. We see the gas giant and will find the moon soon. There are, we think, at least two other moons in orbit. We’ll track down their orbits. They don’t look like they interact with the habitable moon. We will place claim markers on the three perspective sites,” Prissy said. “The dizziness and nausea seem to get less and less the more we jump. Will contact from the surface at Site One.”




Chapter 2

On the Green Moon
The land looked temperate, and the ship landed in a meadow of green…well…grass, about waist high. There was a stream flowing through the lush valley, coming from the low mountains in the distance. There were tree analogues that looked very similar to Earth trees, but half were like massive bamboo. Since Sirius A emits most of its light in blue and UV (ultraviolet) parts of the spectrum, the plants used carotenoids or phycobilins, which can absorb light in the blue and green parts of the spectrum for their energy. The plant life was more blue-green than Earth green of chlorophyll.
“Captain Hunnicutt. I think this is your show. I’m going to video you stepping to the surface as the first human to set foot in another star system. I have released drones to monitor for animals and other threats,” Annette said (the partial Anna clone on the Courier). “There are a group of six heat signatures in the grass who are observing the ship. They appear to be quadrupeds with about 20 to 25 kilograms body weight. They are slightly warmer than the surrounding air – probably mammal analogues.”
“Watch them and report them and any others movement in the area,” Prissy said to Annette. “Rodney – Robert – you get that? Annette, put the drones on stun and fire on any who get within 50 meters if they are heading this way.”
“We copy. We have Poppers, CutsAlls, and Phasers. Placing the marker beacon and getting soil and vegetation samples. Atmosphere has a slightly higher oxygen content than Earth for the nitrogen-oxygen mix. Carbon Monoxide is 261 parts per million,” Robert said looking at the instruments. Nitrogen 76.9%, Oxygen 21.1%, Argon 0.88%. Looks great but I’m no expert.”
“I’m still concerned about those animals. I still can’t see them. Annette, are they still there?” Rodney asked.
“Still here, sir. There are apparently a lot of smaller animals in this area – possibly rabbit analogues and are probably prey for the larger animals,” Annette reported.
“Okay guys,” Prissy said. “We’re not here to settle this place. Let’s just get the samples from the other two suggested sites and get back to apple pie.”
Rodney chuckled, “I know someone who is the apple of your eye?”
Robert groaned. “Bad puns and all that. I can assure you she’s had her eye on him for a while.”
“Let’s wrap up here and head to the second site. It’s on this continent,” Prissy said. “As a matter of fact, I am more than fond of the guy.              We’ve been together for quite a few years; he always treats me well and he grows on you. Besides, he’s not a kid anymore and he’s turning into quite a hunk. I’m only a tiny bit older than him. You wouldn’t think twice about a man going out with a woman less than five years younger.”
“I think we hit a nerve,” Rodney said.
“Methinks the lady doth protest too much),” Robert said.
“You two watch it or you’ll be camping here until the test teams arrive. If I recall – you both are courting women more than ten years younger than you,” Prissy countered.
“We’re entitled as men. It only took us fifty years to learn to lower the toilet seat when living with a woman…see…we’re trainable,” Rodney said.
Prissy laughed. “Lux designed that feature into all the Mars’ toilets. Let’s pack up and go to the second site.”
The Courier left only an area of flattened vegetation and a marker beacon. Minutes later and a thousand kilometers away they flew over the next likely site and hovered 200 meters over a plateau with a lake next to a line of tree covered mountains. There were some large boulders and that same grass and scrub bush analogues next to a forest. Here there were flowering plants in riotous colors and flying bird analogues. They scanned the area thoroughly in different frequencies and saw robust life at every turn. There were trails through the grasses and into the woods and trails down to the water’s edge.
The drones were released and started scanning the area in detail. They reported to Annette that there were numerous animal types in the area. There were some larger ones in the distance. Annette sent the drones to investigate the distant animals while leaving several around the ship. Rodney was first out in this area. Annette reported the same canine creatures like at landing site one but there were not as many smaller rabbit analogues. The large creatures seemed to be watching as well. Rodney went further toward them with his phaser out and ready. Robert joined him and they scanned the grass looking for the larger creatures.
“I don’t see them yet,” Rodney said. “Annette says they are at my one o’clock about fifteen meters from me. I’m going to fire in that area. Get ready.”
“Wait for Captain Hunnicutt. She’ll be out in a minute,” Robert said.
“I got this,” Rodney said and fired, disintegrating a swath of grass. He swung his phaser back and forth until a pack of animals sprang from the grass and came right at him. “Damn!”
There were six or seven and they moved so fast he was only able to get two and a part of the third before Robert finished them off leaving partial remains on the torn-up ground.
Prissy came down the ramp and yelled. “What the heck!” She had her gun out and looked around at the ruin around the ship. “What happened? Annette. Are there more out here?”
“There were several more, but some larger animals are headed this way,” Annette reported. “It may be the smell of blood. You have a few minutes before they pose a threat.”
“I’m going to watch the drone videos. Get tissue samples and photos of everything then destroy all the carcasses and blood. Set the beacon up in a tree. I want to move to site three anyway and over the group of animals Annette told us about,” Prissy said.
The Courier flew and caught up with the drones as they were flying over herds of quadrupeds like bison but much larger. They saw predator types shadowing the herds and in the distance were huge beasts that were a cross between elephants and giraffes with grayish hide with scales. Who knew? There was surely an abundance of animal life here. They recovered the drones after flying over and documenting the herds for over an hour before moving to the third marked site.
The third site was near a river that emptied into an ocean. The freshwater river wasn’t too large with no evidence of flooding. The ocean was less salty than Earth and the tides looked like they were mild and stable. The river looked like it had a good flow rate and wasn’t but ten kilometers from the ocean. The area was temperate with second growth type of trees nearby. There was a wide area of grassland too, with a great deal of animals, some of which very large.
They didn’t stay on the third site longer than it took to release drones and start cataloguing around them. They took water, soil, and vegetation samples while the drones scanned for life in the ever-present grasses. Annette alerted them to animals moving into the grass around them and large herds of animals on the plain near them. They took samples as it was still daylight in this area of the moon (planet). They had to decontaminate themselves after walking through the edges of grasses around their ship. They used ultraviolet radiation to kill or inactivate bacteria, viruses, and fungi, a spray of chlorine dioxide as a disinfectant, a heat treatment with vacuuming, and finally an electrostatic discharge to remove any lingering dust or particles from their suits. The ship lifted off and they flew toward the large grouping of animals in the distance.
“Look at that!” Prissy exclaimed. The sight of elephant-giraffe analogues grazing amongst tree analogues on a distant moon was a remarkable experience. “Look how long their necks are – so they can reach the new growths of the trees.”
“They seem to be working together. They all aren’t eating – look,” Rodney said. “The large male is eating while two of the smaller males are guarding. Two of the adults are guarding the small ones – oh – they’re swapping out tasks. What’s big enough to attack them?”
“Look over there at your nine o’clock. See those big animals – oh – at six o’clock there is another group sneaking in,” Robert said as the ship hovered silently fifty meters off the surface. “They seem to be communicating with each other through sounds and gestures because of the way they stopped feeding and are changing to meet the threat. What!?”
The screens went dark, and the ship tilted precariously, and emergency lights came on. Prissy yelled for Annette but there was no answer and suddenly there was a jarring crash. The environmental controls appeared shut down and they all started gasping for air. “Helmets!”
The three quickly put on their helmets of their Mars’ suits. “What happened? Annette?” Rodney questioned.
“Open the cargo door to outside air?” Prissy ordered and Robert found the controls dead. He pumped the manual control which used oil hydraulics to unseal and lower the ramp. She took off her helmet.
“Hey! Wait!” Rodney yelled. “Don’t do that…we don’t know about…”
Prissy paused a second and then took off her helmet. She looked over at Rodney. “We have twelve more hours of air in these suits. The interior air has been dumped somehow. Our power supply has been cut – I suspect sabotage. We don’t have enough air. Our best bet to survive is to get the drones out. Robert. Get the drones out. I’ll see what I can do to find the damage. You two set up a watch for the camp, one on the drones and one on overwatch.”
“Aye Captain,” Rodney replied taking off his helmet. He took a deep breath and nodded to Robert.
Robert took off his helmet, took a deep breath and went back and set the drones on one of their autonomous guard settings. Two more drones were released, and the drones released earlier came back to the ship when they lost the guidance from Annette. Robert whipped his head around as he heard a string of curses from Prissy.
"What the @$%# is going on with my equipment?! Qui a !#@ saboté mon système ?! I swear, if I catch the ^&% who did this, they'll regret it! ¿Qué #$%&* pasa aquí? Mon précieux système délicat est en ruine! ¡Vete a la $%#@!&, maldito hijo de &%$#! You can't just mess with people's equipment like that! C'est pas possible, ça ! Sabotage est une acte maléfique et lâche! ¡Mierda! Esto es inaceptable. Je suis furieux !" Prissy screamed in rage.
Rodney came back to the ship while covering the open cargo bay. “What’s the yelling about?” he said over his shoulder.
Robert set the small drones up for automated sentry duty and sent them out. “The captain is diagnosing the problems and is a trifle upset.”
“A trifle upset? …and in several languages…” Rodney said. “Oh. Here are the large drones that were out. Feel better with them back. Would you set one as an autonomous sentry and the other we’ll see where the captain wants it?”
Prissy came to the ramp still mumbling and wiping her hands. Robert turned toward her. “What’s the verdict?” he asked.
“Somebody knew just how to hurt us. The bad news is we can’t control the gravity drive or fly the ship. The good news is we have some power – I have to salvage some wiring to reroute the power from the reactor to power the ship functions. We’ll be able to have limited environmental and I may be able to get Annette powered again. Another good thing is the timing. It looks like this was timed to dump the oxygen in deep space and not on the surface. Someone trashed the power distribution modules,” Prissy explained.
“Could we use the power distribution module from one of the large drones? It wouldn’t handle the power of the ship’s module, but it might be useable, wouldn’t it?” Robert proposed.
“Good idea. The others are on sentry?” Prissy asked.
“Yes, Captain. I’ll bring that large drone in so you can gut it for parts,” Robert said. “Will you be able to use the power regulators?”
“Don’t know,” she said. “We go through minor repair training and maintenance training, but I picked up a lot from observing the upgrades with the new gravity drive system. We’ll see,” she said as she guided the drone down to the side of the cargo bay where she had rigged up better lighting.
Robert brought the large drone in and went back out to guard the ship. He felt they were too near the large herds of animals.
Prissy was able to directly wire environmental and in a couple of hours brought Annette, the A.I. back up.
“That was unusual. I haven’t been powered down since I was initialized and I don’t like it,” the A.I. Annette communicated to all three. “I see the large drone inside now and realize that you plan to take the power distribution module out and use it on the ship. That’s a good idea but it cannot handle more than the Halbach thrusters – the magnetic propulsion. I’m also not sure about the hull integrity. I felt the power give out and did what I could to ease us down, but the batteries were not accessible either, so I had to use residual effects and cut out everything else to get us down. I’m pleased we were at such a low altitude, or I suspect we’d all be dead.”
“Do you have surveillance records for the last days before the flight?” Prissy asked.
“I am reviewing all those records now. We have plenty of power – ‘they’ didn’t seem to touch our reactor, but the distribution is shot and the backup module I have listed is not in stock. I suggest you manually check every system on this ship,” Annette suggested.
“I’ll do that. I think I’ll direct wire the laser and the gravity beam weapon since we have the power,” Robert said. “Would you see if you can get the quantum communications working? I suspect there’ll be more we missed.”
Several more hours passed before Robert reported he had the laser and gravity beam functioning manually. Prissy could be heard mumbling and cursing quietly again. She came out and reported that the communications unit had something like acid poured all over it and it was toast with no replacement parts. They couldn’t contact Mars and wouldn’t be considered late for another six days.
Prissy was about to get something from the galley when she smelled something delicious. Her stomach was growling already but she was drawn to the area just outside the ship toward the flight bay.
She walked down the ramp and noticed Rodney was roasting two carcasses over a wood fire.
“What can I say, Captain? I got hungry while you two were working so hard in there. These two critters acted just like rabbits and dared me to shoot them. I made outstanding scores in survival school,” Rodney said.
“Great,” Prissy said. “You eat some if you dare. You know the smell of the entrails and blood will bring every large predator who have no fear of humans. Use your poppers. The phasers don’t make any noise and then parts of the animal go missing. They may not be able to connect their wounding and deaths from something that quiet. Wait eight hours after Rodney eats before you eat anything native, Robert. We don’t know if the meat or anything else on this planet is toxic. Eat from ship stores, like I’ll do. Cut some samples for us to examine for parasites first. Color of the blood?”
“It’s red. Isn’t all blood red?” Rodney asked.
“No,” Prissy said. “Octopuses and squids, and some arthropods have blue blood on Earth and use hemocyanin, containing copper to transport oxygen. Other Earth species use vanadium and blood can range from green to blue or it could be reddish-brown or black. Heck, some creatures on Earth in low-oxygen environments have yellow blood from vanabin. Moose, rabbits, wild boar, and raccoon all are known to carry parasites. Bon Appetit.”
Rodney looked a bit shaken. He didn’t know all that and let out a sigh of resignation. He’d been so proud of using his survival skills. Rodney looked at his fare roasting over the fire and cut off a chunk and carried it into the ship to examine it under a microscope. He had had friends from his squad in the Middle East that nearly died from ingested parasites from their food. He shuddered to think about it since his friends had had access to decent medical care and weren’t light-years from the nearest doctor like they were here. This wasn’t like the stories in the novels he read. They did have a few months’ worth of food and Prissy had powered up the galley.
He took the roasted haunches off the fire and buried them a good ways away from the ship with Robert covering him even with the armed drones overhead.
They ate a quiet meal in the galley. “Glad you got Annette running,” Robert said trying to break the mood. “What about getting this thing flying?”
Prissy looked up from the meal. “We can probably move about the planet, but I don’t want to use unfiltered air and we can’t get to vacuum. Whoever did this – did a number on us. They destroyed the quantum communications and the power distribution modules. The listed spares aren’t there. I’m sure someone just checked the list and not the physical items and walked out with them in a toolkit.”
“How do you think they did that?” Rodney asked. “Wouldn’t Anna catch it on immigration to Mars?”
“Probably wouldn’t catch an undiagnosed psychopath. There are lots of those running around as hedge fund managers and CEOs. In the tech field there are some as software engineers, data scientists, and project managers,” Prissy explained. “Most estimates are about one in a hundred. Mars just reached a million or so population – easy for one to slip through the cracks and there are lots of potential enemies – corporations, nations, militaries, and individuals that want us to fail so they can move in and claim the resources and land away from any government regulations.”
“What’s the plan, Captain?” Rodney asked.
“We move back to one of the known landing sites, dig in and learn as much as we can. We need to find out if the animals and plants are safe to eat. We need to learn the insects and parasites. They won’t even consider us late for a few days. Loss of communication may make them perk up a bit, but they should make it here in a couple of weeks – a month at the most. We have the drones, and we can communicate in atmosphere. We have weapons. Unfortunately, word has probably leaked about this location on Earth and it’s too big a surprise to keep under wraps. There’ll be crash programs to come here and steal it from us and their tech will catch up to us,” Prissy said. “I liked the last site the best of the three we tried? Y’all?”
They both nodded.
“We’ll move back in the morning if this thing holds together. I’ll lift it up in the morning and get you two to check out the damage on the lower sections,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
The morning began as Annette greeted Prissy when she stirred. “Captain. I found surveillance of our saboteur. He is listed as Martin Pokojewski, a Russian immigrant living in Germany. I have oblique shots of him. He is listed as a project manager and inventory specialist. He does the final checks for civilian flights out of Mars.”
“Damn. That means he’ll be able to do what he did to us to any follow-up expedition, and we can’t warn anybody. Anything else on him?” she asked.
“No, Captain. I don’t have all the extensive files on all the personnel living on Mars. I have a lot on skills, survival, and technologies but my data is the abbreviated version,” Annette said.
Prissy ate breakfast with the guys as the small drones recharged. The drones scanned the area and found quite a few animals fairly close to the ship, but none appeared threatening. Robert and Rodney went out and had Prissy attempt to raise the ship. The ship actually made some sound with a low frequency hum and lifted off canted a bit to starboard. The captain was able to straighten it out, but it was like the steering mechanism had a whole lot of play in it or a video game with a second delay between your input and the response. The ship raised two and a half meters and Rodney waited ‘til it appeared stable and got confirmation from the captain before venturing under it.
“Well?” Prissy asked.
Rodney grunted. “Looks marginal captain. The front bulkhead is crumpled but it hasn’t torn through the graphite layers. I’ll need to see the interior at a couple of areas before I’ll know for sure.”
“Think we’re good enough to fly?” Prissy asked.
“Think so, Captain. Ease her down and we’ll come aboard,” Rodney said.
◆◆◆
 
Mars – Preparation for Interstellar Expedition
“I’ve been getting requests for additional passengers with veiled threats if I don’t take them,” Paulus said to Lux.
“Like what?” Lux asked.
“Governments on Earth aren’t happy and are talking out of both sides of their mouths. That seems to be a prominent Earth trait. Evidently, we are supposed to turn over our technology to the so-called experts – so they can take our place,” Paulus said. “We either turn over our tech or add more experts of their choosing. Letting them have one observer slot doesn’t placate them – it just makes them think we’re weak.”
“Why would they think we’re weak when we keep killing people who oppose us? It’s a ‘talking out of both sides of their mouth’ epidemic,” Lux said.
“You wouldn’t believe the complaints that were listed against us. This is what they said:
	Mars developed the FTL technology too fast for the public to absorb.


	Mars developed interstellar technology too fast and should let their experts test it first.


	Mars found a livable planet too conveniently after developing FTL – must be fake. 

	Mars has more financial and material resources than Earth does,” Paulus said.





“Why are we not the experts since we invented the tech, we live on another planet, and we mine asteroids in deep space? They’ve got a point in one area. People on Earth have a lot of sunk cost in old theories and methods. We don’t have the bureaucratic roadblocks getting funding and support that most projects on Earth face. They wouldn’t think finding a habitable planet was easy if they had to develop the gravimetric technology to first detect all the celestial bodies in a new star system like we did. We ended up lucking out finding a moon we could use around Sirius A. How many probe trips did we send to other star systems?” Lux asked. “I lost count.”
“We sent over a hundred and got data or returns back from almost fifty of the stellar probes. I suppose they’re just now starting to understand we have almost unlimited funding from 16 Psyche and other mining,” Lux said and suddenly frowned.
“What’s the matter?” Paulus asked. “You look like someone stepped on your grave.”
“You distracted me, but I’m worried about Prissy. Something’s wrong,” Lux said. “I feel it.”
“They should be back soon. They aren’t overdue yet. Anything could have cut off the communications at stellar distances. You’ll be seeing her soon,” Paulus said. “How is the prep going for the expedition? You’ll be taking a lot of resources away from us.”
“We have to do the final checks of inventory and then we’re ready,” Lux replied and then headed over to Ore–1 as it was being readied for the trip.
“Operations are proceeding smoothly,” Anna said to him.
“That’s what I’m worried about. I have a bad feeling about Prissy,” Lux said.
“Humans often have concerns that are unfounded where they project their own fears into situations. It is quite common,” Anna explained.
“I don’t think so. This hit me out of the blue,” Lux said.
“I have seen research that relates. When humans are traumatized, their subconscious is imprinted. Later when they see, hear, or smell something from their previous experience, they may have a flashback of that incident. It is often found in humans who have been exposed to trauma. That may be what ysou are experiencing like many soldiers with PTSD,” Anna said.
“I don’t think that’s it, but I want you to carefully monitor all work of the expedition. Go to extremes looking for unusual events. I know the Earth is trying to duplicate our technology. There are a lot of smart people and when they know it can be done and they have even an inkling of how it was done – it won’t be long until the Earth duplicates or exceeds our technology,” Lux said.
“It is your gut feeling that the Earth will actively try to hinder us from claiming a new world?” Anna asked.
“You only have to look at the eighteenth-century period of Earth history to see where countries fought over resources. Nation states will do the same in space as soon as they have the means to travel nearly as fast as we do on Mars,” Lux said.
Anna was silent for four seconds – an eternity in AI time. “Yes. There is a lot of corresponding issues. This insight has revealed several issues that I thought were merely quirks in human behavior. I will deal with some and use enhanced surveillance of workers in and around the expedition ships. My limited clone will not be sufficient for the expedition. I will enhance its capabilities. I suggest you do not wait for the scouting expedition to return. You also need a full complement of armed satellites around the moon you intend to occupy with challenge programming. I propose you fill a third ship with armed satellites to challenge any incursions.”
“Start work on that right away and recheck all workers. I will prepare to leave earlier than initially planned if we can,” Lux said.
◆◆◆
 
Site Three – Moon of Sirius A
“All the tests we could do show the meat is probably safe to eat on the small Jackrabbit analogues,” Prissy said. “I think they’re safe to eat so why don’t you two snag a couple of them. The purple fruit analogues appear to be edible and the purple berries you found passed the tests too. A few of our samples caused rash reactions when their sap was rubbed on the wrist after fifteen minutes. The meat had no parasites but pay special attention to the fur to make sure it looks healthy.” 
“We’re not enjoying being the food testers for this team, but those fruits and berries are delicious,” he said. “Robert, what about those mushroom analogues you saw?”
“I saw some Earth-analogues gathering up vegetables and fruits and eating them. There were a bunch of them in the shade by the river. I haven’t tested them yet, but I have a sack full. Afraid I need you to go back there with me. I think we ought to bag one of the pig analogues, but I’ll need your help field dressing it. We need rope and a curved knife for scraping at least,” Robert said.
“What the hell do you know about fungi? Mushrooms are scary,” Prissy said. “Haven’t you ever heard the parable that there are OLD mushroom hunters, and there are BOLD mushroom hunters... but there are no OLD, BOLD mushroom hunters. Get the pig and we’ll have a barbeque.”

◆◆◆
 
The Hunt and the Hunted
Robert and Rodney used all the woodcraft they knew from Atlanta and decades old training from the military – they stomped and crunched through the woods like a herd of cattle. They were trying to be stealthy but as city dwellers used to moving quietly through city streets -this was quite different with the heavy undergrowth near water on an alien planet. They could occasionally hear snorts and grunts from the pigs as they moved through the heavy growth. The drones were also having trouble covering them overhead. They didn’t know how much in danger they were until Rodney was bowled over from the side and felt a ripping pain across the side of his neck and ear.
Robert fired his popper as soon as he could get a shot and he was slammed forward after a crash against his back and a searing pain at his ankle. He saw two large cat-dog-like creatures with long fangs having a spasm on the ground behind him. Three more were just back in the bushes watching. He shot two of the three with his popper and the third got away. He shot the two on the ground through the head and looked up at the small drone that had essentially saved him.
Rodney was lying in a puddle of blood with his right ear torn halfway off and four parallel slashes on the side of his face and neck. He was semi-conscious, and Robert cleaned the wounds as best he could and used butterfly bandages on the deepest slashes. He taped the ear as best he could. He slathered an antibiotic into the wounds and called the captain. Then he slapped a trauma dressing from his jumpsuit over the wounds.
Captain Hunnicutt was there nine minutes later with two lifters. She helped put a lifter on Rodney and gave another to Robert with an expression of worry and disgust. She set the lifter to follow mode and took off back to the ship. Robert had picked up Rodney’s gun. They immediately went to the sickbay and laid him on the treatment table. 
She gave him a local anesthetic shot while listening to Annette’s instructions. An Atlas robot came into the room. “Where the hell did, he come from?” Prissy asked Annette.
“He was added early on and was on the manifest. It takes up only a little space. I can guide him doing the ear repair. There is no loss of tissue, but the full thickness of the ear requires three layers to repair the skin on both sides and the cartilage in between. If you can prepare the materials, the robot can do this rapidly,” Annette said, and Prissy let out a breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding. The sutures applied by the robot were swift and sure and took little time. Only a couple of stitches were needed to close the deepest of the shallow slashes on Rodney’s neck.
Prissy turned to Robert and demanded an accounting of their trip into the woods. Robert explained, “We didn’t intend to get into the woods so deep, but we were following those pigs and we were kind of noisy.”
“Why the hell didn’t you fly? Did you think you were Davy Crockett?” Prissy said.
“Who is Davy Crockett? What does that have to do with this incident?” Rodney said as he was waking up.
“What the heck did you learn in history?” Prissy said. “Crockett was a frontiersman born in Limestone, Tennessee. He was good in the woods – you two are not. You are silent when you fly. How did you two get attacked?”
Robert responded since Rodney had been a bit distracted. “The pack attacked us as they were probably stalking those pigs and we walked into it.”
“Pack?” Prissy asked.
“One of them distracted us from the front and two more attacked from the rear. They teamed up on us. Three others were a support group on the side. I killed the one attacking Rodney and got hit from behind. Luckily, I wore my spider silk armor and I just got bruised a bit. Those dog analogues have five-centimeter-long fangs but couldn’t penetrate my armor. The drone probably saved my life when it stunned the two attacking me. We were incredibly lucky to have that drone shadowing us,” Robert said.
“I was practically salivating at the thought of a barbeque. Next time, fly out there and get me a roast pig. Opening meal packets tends to pale over time,” Prissy said. “I’ll go with you this time and Rodney; you hold down the fort.”
“Lifters - check. Armor – check. All guns. Skinning knives. Drones – check,” Robert said.
“Let’s go. Back soon as we can,” Prissy said.
◆◆◆
 
On the Hunt
It took only a minute to get over the area they had seen the pigs. They were hovering just over the trees and Prissy could hear the grunting as the pigs rooted for food near a clump of trees. She flew over them and they never looked up, showing there was no aerial predator that threatened them in this area. She took aim and the popper shot a round through the rear of its head. The projectile also severed the spine and the animal dropped without making a sound. They lowered their lifters to the ground and shouted at the other nearby beasts, scaring them off.
Prissy took out a lifter and strapped it on the animal. She had the lifter flip the animal head down and used a pocket CutsAll to cut the arteries in the neck and let all the blood fully drain out of the animal. After that, she had the lifter flip the carcass head up and carefully started at the hog’s pelvic bones and opened the belly. She removed the internal organs after taking photos of everything. She peeled back the hide and removed the limbs and backstraps. She ran the CutsAll up the inside of the legs under the hide in order to peel the hide away from the meat.
She expertly cut out the hams and the shoulders. Robert was looking on in awe. “How can you do this so fast? Is Annette telling you what to do?”
Prissy turned to Robert. “City boy. I grew up in Alabama. I learned how to shoot and hunt. I was taught to eat what I killed and not waste any of the meat. You’ve never eaten ‘til you had fresh barbeque. That knife Lux gave me is better than the sharpest skinning knife. We used to take a lot of the kill to the poorer families in the area that were just scraping by. Feral pigs generally wreak havoc to farms. They devastate crops. They reproduce fast. They’re also good to eat. I expect alien pigs taste good too.”
“You certainly made it look easy,” Robert said felling a little ashamed after his earlier hunting performance.
They flew the hog bounty back to ship as other predators could be seen moving in on the area with the offal and blood from the field dressing. Some of the predators were a LOT bigger than the wolf pack that attacked them earlier. Robert was determined to set up a strong surveillance perimeter around the ship. He didn’t want to be surprised again. He set the drone overwatch to lethal settings and noticed that Rodney had set up a cooking pit with material to burn.
Prissy concocted a spicy barbeque sauce and started smoking the shoulders of the animal. Several hours into cooking the smell was mouth-watering.
Hours later, while sitting in the ship they were notified that the drones had killed some large predators outside the ship. Two were killed with lasers about 90 meters from the ship. The video showed animals that moved like tigers.
“Captain. We have a problem. Animals are drawn to the smell of food and have no learned fear of humans. I suggest we move the ship off the surface for a day and let those large carcasses be taken care of by the normal process. We should video what comes, and which animals have seniority. That will give us a lot of info about the local habitat. I hate that the drones had to kill the larger predators but that pack of wolf analogues nearly removed two-thirds of your crew this morning,” Rodney said.
“We have the power and the stability. That’s a good idea. I think two dimensional when I should think in three and four dimensions.”




Chapter 3

An idea from Annette
Two weeks had passed, and Rodney was healing with little scarring on his face though his right ear was a bit crooked after the repair from the previous incident. They had explored their site more and found one more edible plant.
Annette contacted Prissy. “Captain. I’ve been entertaining an idea that is at the edge of doable. I think we can accomplish  the task, but it will make us more vulnerable while we are working on the task.”
“What are you talking about? What task?” Prissy asked.
“I think we can print those sabotaged parts. We have the materials we need to build a 3D printer from scavenged materials,” Annette explained. “I have the design drawings. It is complicated and we’d have to print in plastic and a conductor at the same time. I have a design for the parts and the printer. I had to tweak the printer a bit, but I think it will work.”
“Let’s say we have the materials we need to build the printer and it works. We don’t have the plastic print medium or the metal conductor for that portion of it. We don’t have the plastic or the copper,” Prissy stated.
“We can do this if you just trust me. We don’t know when or if they are coming. I certainly don’t want to try this and cripple our abilities even further,” Annette stated. “I also would like to have full capabilities if some Earth military shows up and attacks us. We’re the only thing stopping others from claiming this planet.”
“What would it take? Lay it out for me? For us…” Prissy said and called Rodney and Robert to attend from their structural repairs. The two came running and were soon panting in the galley – their most frequented conference room of late. “Annette figured something out and it may be doable and let us get out of here.”
They were listening raptly.
“Go ahead Annette,” Prissy said.
“We can repair this craft, but we will have to replace the parts that were sabotaged. I have all the designs. Here is how we can do it. It’s harder than it sounds due to the precision needed.
	We need to Disassemble the Atlas robot's limbs and drones' frames to create a sturdy frame and structure for the 3D printer. The aluminum and carbon fiber parts can be used to build the X, Y, and Z-axis rails.


	Retrieve the brushless motors, servos, and stepper motors from the drones and the Atlas robot. These can be used to control the movement of the print head along the X, Y, and Z axes.


	Salvage bearings, gears, and pulleys from the drones and the robot to create smooth and precise linear motion systems. We need…”





“Whoa! Hold up there. You said we need to salvage parts from our drones? Those drones have kept us alive. How many would we have to cut up? What would we have left?” Robert said. “We’ve had enough to cover wherever we move. Would it leave us any protection?”
“I think we would get what we need and have one large and one small drone left,” Annette said.
Robert frowned and said, “Go ahead. I’m listening but skeptical.”
Annette continued. “We’d do the following:
 
	Use the heating elements and temperature sensors from the drones' electronics and the robot's servos to build a print head and extruder for melting and depositing the filament. The stepper motor can be used to drive the extruder.


	Utilize the drones' flight controllers and the robot's control systems to control the 3D printer. You may need to modify or write custom firmware to run on these controllers, which could be based on open-source projects like Marlin or RepRap.


	Repurpose the metals in power supplies from the drones and the robot for the wiring within the 3D design though we’d need to grind down the gold we have to add to the metals.


	Then we’d just use the metal and glass components from the drones and the robot to create a flat, heat-resistant platform for the 3D printer.”





“Wait a minute. What about the print material? Won’t we need two printers – one for the plastic and one for the metal?” Robert asked.
“We’d have to make a shredder to make ABS pellets and then make a filament extruder. We would have the motors, a heating element, and nozzle in its simplest form but we have to make one very precisely. We’d need to take the pure metals and use gas atomization. We’d melt the metals in a high temperature furnace and spray the molten metal through a small nozzle. We’d use the krypton gas we have here to break the molten metal stream into fine droplets that solidify into powder particles.”
Robert rolled his eyes. “I’m dubious we can do this, captain. Hell. I hardly have ever even used an additive manufacturing tool – much less made a complex one like this. I’m against it. I say we wait it out.”
“Thank you for your input, Robert. Rodney? Your thoughts?” Prissy said.
“Everything I’ve ever done in this job is impossible. People don’t believe me when I tell them the truth so, count me as neutral,” Rodney said. “I’ll do whatever you say. Sounds complicated, captain.”
“Thank you both,” Prissy said. “I’ll sleep on it. I’m going to get a good night’s sleep and tell you in the morning. Night, all.”
They both said, “Night, captain.”
◆◆◆
 
Robert was taking the Atlas apart. He never realized there were so many parts. Rodney was in charge of security, while Prissy began assembling the parts they needed.
“Annette,” Prissy spoke to their AI. “How long do you think it will take to disassemble everything we need to make a complex 3D printer? We still need to set up to make the ABS filament. You said we had everything to make the shredder.”
“All the spare plastic you collected in the galley should be enough. Go there and confirm all the plastic is ABS (acrylonitrile butadiene styrene) and then take it all to shredder in the cargo bay. We’ll run it all through tonight and finish the extruder system the next couple of days. We have enough gold and silver from the disassembly to produce the metal powder. It’s going to take a couple of weeks even with my direction.” Annette said.
“Robert. Set the heating unit over there and that hopper should feed into the extruder. We’ll narrow the diameter of the plastic thread that comes out and wrap the filament around a spool. The water trough you made to cool the thread looks like it will work fine,” Prissy said. “I’m more worried about the consistency of the metal powder but the process looks solid.”
◆◆◆
 
Questions about relationships
“Why the big push to leave before your scouting crew can get back?” Paulus asked Lux.
“I don’t think they are coming back. I have a feeling they are in trouble so I’m pushing to get going,” Lux said. “Before you say anything…I can’t explain it. I just know it.”
“You sure you aren’t just projecting your fears. I know you have feelings for Prissy…you always had. You’ve had a crush on her since you were in school together,” Paulus said.
“I did have a crush on her. It’s grown to more than that,” Lux said.
Paulus looked thoughtful for a moment. “Does she feel the same way about you? Have you acted on it? Maybe this is playing with your thoughts?”
“I think she feels for me and cares for me. She has kissed me on the lips several times, but the age difference is awkward because it is against Earth law since she is 4 ½ years older than me. I’m 17 and she’s turning 22 in a month. That difference becomes less when I reach my majority at eighteen,” Lux explained.
“She’s been your friend for over eight years. Maybe she feels you’re like a little brother or a really close friend,” Paulus suggested.
“Dad, I don’t think it’s like that. I think she feels more for me. She has had boyfriends. I think she has…experience that I don’t have,” Lux said.
“The expedition will be ready in a few days. What does Anna say?” Paulus asked.
“She says that the Earth’s nations are all stirred up with populations mad at us because they don’t have an option to go to other stars. The media is playing it like the observers we are taking are just to taunt them with what they can’t have. Anna told me that their commercial and military are hard at work figuring out how we travel FTL, and some are close to figuring it out,” Lux said.
“I hope we are screening the immigrants and tourists sufficiently. I’m sure Earth has slipped some ringers into our systems,” Paulus said.
“We’re watching closely, and Anna said she was monitoring. We’ve stocked the food and we’re just rechecking all the manifests again,” Lux said.
“We’ll try to hold this place together while you’re gone,” Paulus said.
◆◆◆
 
                                                  Launch day
The launch day for the expedition started before sunrise on Mars. The last logistical items were checked off and the pilots were going through their checklists. The crew and observers were aboard, and everyone was in IVA suits with helmets nearby in case of failure. Ore-1 and Ore-2 were full to the gills with machinery and equipment. They had Pod aboard – one in each ship to function as launches. The Two had the third layer that would allow it to travel FTL if needed. The quantum tunneling communications was tested. Lux transmitted over the inner-ship comms of both spacecraft.
“This is Lux Blakely. This is a historic moment. Our compatriots haven’t returned but we know they got there safely. This is then a rescue mission as well as an exploratory expedition. You will be remembered since this is the first expedition. The first moon landing and the first Mars landing are well known but the second ones are rarely remembered. Comport yourselves so your memory will be remembered as competent and brave. You enhance the intelligence and skills of this expedition and diminish the places you leave to join us. Thank you for adding to this expedition. Safe travels,” Lux said and the Americans on board started clapping. Lux rolled his eyes – Americans clap at everything.
The countdown was a non-event as the ships all rose and sedately left their domed-hangars and darted away from Mars too fast for the eye to see. It was if they just disappeared since they didn’t have to concern themselves with inertial effects. They traveled for an hour at FTL and stopped to test the quantum communications system. They determined their location and similar to the probes and the Courier, it was a bit more than 1.6 light months away from Mars on a heading to Sirius A. It seems that the larger object transitioned a bit further than the smaller vehicles – counterintuitive.
They were twenty hours out from Mars when Ore-I dropped out of FTL. They tried to call the Ore-II, but the quantum system was dead. The environmental system shut down and the emergency lights all over the ship came on.
Colonel Feng Xu snagged the arm of a crewman that was rushing by. “What’s going on? This doesn’t look planned.”
“Don’t know sir,” the man said. “It’s not planned…I’ve ‘gotta’ go.”
“The environmental system is off. We’ve got enough air for about an hour if I’m correct. I think this is where we move around a little because the CO2 won’t rise since we are weightless. Keep your helmet near you,” said Colonel Xu. He took off toward engineering and opened an emergency panel in a corridor and took out a flashlight and two bottles of oxygen.
“How did you find those?” General LeBoeuf asked.
“I was an astronaut before being here and we had a copy of the plans for this ship. Let’s get to the environmental engineering section and see if we can help,” Xu said and pushed off down the corridor. He moved with little effort and General LeBoeuf wasn’t far behind.
They soon got to the section they wanted and saw Lux Blakely sitting on the floor with a light on a section near a Frankium reactor.
“Colonel Xu and General LeBoeuf. Great! Someone used methyl ethyl ketone (MEK) all over the power distribution and communications modules. Suggestions?” Lux asked.
“How are you people standing or sitting?” LeBoeuf asked. “I’d get some replacements and just snap them in.”
“Sent someone for them already. We’re using gravity projectors attached to these harnesses we’re wearing,” Lux said as Jack Chen rushed into the room/
“They’re not there. They’ve been removed. They’re listed on inventory, and we found where they should be, but they’ve been removed,” Jack said.
Lux got a call on his embedded comm… “What? How did you know he was…okay? Strip him naked, check orifices and set several of your best people to watch him. You have shackles…great. Search the Two and the Pod and his room for any spare parts. Find someone who has worked or been in corrections. They’ll know about hiding things. We’ll try to get environmental working.” Lux turned back to the group and started carefully removing the module.”
“Hot wire critical systems in?” Xu suggested.
“Yes, colonel. Need your help. I’m sure you’ve done similar tasks before since you worked on the Chinese Space Station. Jack. Get the Colonel and General the gravity packs and sets of tools. You two track down the wiring to the hull.” Lux turned to Xu. “You did study those designs I sent to you anonymously didn’t you?”
Xu laughed as Jack handed him a gravity harness and showed him how to put it on and adjust his ‘weight’. “I thought we stole those,” he laughed again. “We usually steal them. Yes, I studied them.”
It only took Lux about ten minutes to get the environmental powered and the reactor had plenty of power. Twenty minutes later, Lux got power restored to Anna.
“Who is this guy?” Lux asked. “Are you okay? Diagnostics?”
“I am fine, but communications are out, and I do not see Ore-II. Our power distribution module was sabotaged, as was our quantum communications modules, and the navigation modules. His name is Martin Pokojewski, a Russian immigrant living in Germany. He is listed as a project manager and inventory specialist. I have remote gravity sensors that show he inspected the inventories of both the Ore-I and II. He weighed 20 kilograms more than he entered with on both ships. He must have placed solvent packs on all these parts, and it would dissolve at slightly different times. Then he carried the spares off the ships to be sold or copied,” Anna said.
“I didn’t know you could detect weight remotely,” Lux said.
“I just discovered a way to do it after you developed a way to detect planets in a solar system measuring the gravimetric forces. It worked but I thought I was in error,” Anna said. “I do have detailed designs of each part if you can power up the fabricators we have on board. We should be able to duplicate the three parts and spares within twenty-four hours.”
“Now we know what happened to the Courier except they made it to the planet before their modules were destroyed. I think I’ll go have a talk with our saboteur. Colonel Xu, would you join me? I may need your expertise,” Lux said. General LeBoeuf. Would you watch over these people with Jack Chen while the Colonel and I have a chat?” Lux said.
The colonel turned toward Lux. “These are lifters like China copied. I didn’t realize they could work outside the magnetic fields of a planet.”
“These work on gravity as well as magnetic fields. You may keep it as a gift from me to your government if we get back alive,” Lux said.
“It is moot if we don’t get back alive,” the Colonel said and chuckled. “You realize my people would get this tech anyway don’t you. I don’t think you are naïve.”
“This will give your country a little advantage over others who steal it. I have plenty of enemies. I’d rather have even reluctant allies than more enemies,” Lux said.
“I knew I liked you when you came to talk with me on 16 Psyche. Let us see what this man’s plans are? You realize if there is one – there are probably others,” Xu said.
Lux looked crestfallen. “Yes. Now more than ever. He must have known we could make spares. Surely, he knew that?”
“Rely not on the likelihood of the enemy’s not coming, but on our readiness to receive him,” Colonel Xu said.
“Sun Tzu quotes. I like that one,” Lux said and called the Mars Marines that had captured the saboteur. “Major Collins. This is Lux Blakely. There may be more saboteurs so post your people at areas where they could hurt us. It may be a lengthy time from now so rotate your people as you see fit and we’ll man the weapons. We’ll be down in cargo bay three in a minute.”
◆◆◆
 
A Little Talk with Martin
Lux walked in and a Mars Marine lieutenant came up to him. “You were right to strip him and search him. Found all sorts of little odds and ends. He had this and this in his mouth disguised,” The lieutenant said and held up a flat, thin strip of non-metallic something and a little encapsulated needle.
“Hmmf,” Lux said. “A shim to open shackles or lockpick and a poison. “More than one? Elsewhere?”
“Couple of wires embedded in the ball of his foot flesh and three other places,” the Lieutenant said.
“Would you call one of our doctors to bring what is necessary to install a feeding tube and treatment for shock? Injections to deaden a limb and a transport gurney. I’ll wait,” Lux said as the man’s eyebrows raised. “Also, I’ll need some bath towels and four tourniquets or belts.” He then whispered something to the doctor and the man rushed out.
Martin looked like he was about 175 cm (5’9”) and weighed about 75 kg (165 lbs.). He had fair pale skin with blue eyes and medium brown hair. No one would have given him a second glance – perfect spy material.
Anna came on through Lux’s comm. “He is from Brest, Belarus. That’s all I have out here. He has O negative blood. I have sent for some.”
People started returning with towels and tourniquets. The doctor showed up with the equipment he needed including a pail for the fluids.
Martin started eyeing all the preparations and started fidgeting a little. His facial expression was stoic. The man was getting concerned though because he said, “I’m not going to answer any questions. This is illegal. This is a war crime! Torture doesn’t produce accurate information.”
Lux pulled out one of the wireless Tasers and shot the patient. He lost consciousness. “Move him to the gurney and strap him down.” The Marines hesitated only a second before they had him shackled to the gurney.
Lux walked up to the doctor. “Place the tourniquets on his arms and legs above the elbows and knees. Numb the extremities. Do it!”
“Don’t do this Mister Blakely,” the doctor said. “I was in the Middle East. It scars the victim and the torturer. I’ll have no part of it.” The doctor looked at him. “Need you to start an IV in his interior jugular.”
“I just want you able to give blood transfusions and make sure he isn’t in too much pain,” Lux said, and the doctor started applying the tourniquets and injecting the arms.
Martin wasn’t out long, and he tried to move when he regained consciousness. He tried to turn his head, but it too was immobilized. “I am resistant to any coercive methods. Truth serum doesn’t work on me.”
“I don’t plan on torturing you. I want you to live a long, long life. I’m depending on it even though to do so will be a burden on the expedition. I was hoping you’d just up and tell us about the others. Have you ever seen the Princess Bride movie?”
“What are you talking about? I’ll not answer any questions? What is this supposed to do? You going to smash my fingers or something? I’ll just die if I reach a certain threshold of pain? If you were older, you’d know that?”
“Here’s what I’m going to do. The doctor is going to insert a feeding tube and we’ll give you fluids to keep you alive for decades. I’m going to remove your arms and legs and we’ll roll you over every now and then to reduce the bed sores. Then I’m going to blind you,” Lux said.
“Sure. Sure. Then you’re going to rupture my eardrums – sure, sure – get on with it,” Martin said. “You’re bluffing.”
“No, Martin. I want you to be able to hear everyone’s screams when they see what’s left of you - the hideous lump of a man unable to do anything for decades. We could use you for third base in baseball,” Lux said and gave a grim chuckle. “You’re from Brest, aren’t you. I can’t say I like your country much as I had to kill my kidnappers in Minsk. I usually kill with my knives because it is more…personal,” Lux said. “Doctor. The drops I asked you to bring to blind him. One fast acting – one slow.”
Martin saw Lux take two vials from the doctor. Lux bent over Martin and carefully let three drops fall into Martin’s right eye. Martin screamed as he thrashed on the gurney even though he couldn’t move his arms and legs. Lux placed two drops from the other bottle into the man’s left eye. Martin lost consciousness.
They quickly poked his right arm to detect reflex and got none. They were standing next to the bed as he regained consciousness. “See. That didn’t hurt a bit,” Lux said and lifted up an arm so Martin could see out of his watering left eye and slipped a ring off the hand. He held the ring up to Martin because Martin couldn’t lift his head and his vision is blurry. “I intend to keep you alive for years. You won’t be allowed to die. We’ll be through with your other arm and legs in no time. I hope they paid you a lot for this though we will track down all your hidden accounts and it will fund Mars projects. We need to get on with this before the anesthetic wears off. You didn’t bleed as much as I thought. Good,” Lux said and held up a bloody towel in front of Martin. “Throw that arm in the trash bin for me. No pain. I want you to live for decades.”
The doctor started throwing up. He shouldn’t have questioned my authority, Lux thought. Martin didn’t know that Lux had used one of the practice dummies for training surgeons. The eye drops were to blur his vision and the ring had come off Martin’s hand while it was numb.
Martin was crying. “Just kill me. I’ll tell you everything if you promise you’ll just kill me.”
“All right Martin. I do tend to go overboard on people that threaten me…a little pun. Tell me. I have repairs to finish, and you’ve inconvenienced me.”
Martin launched into the sordid tale how he had first sabotaged the Courier similarly to the two ships: Ore-I & II. He said he did jobs for the FSB (Russian State Intelligence) and he only knew one of the two others. Another was Sofia Rusakova whose sister had been captured and killed in the Minsk kidnapping. The last one was a young male and Martin hadn’t seen his face as he was on the Ore-II. He said he was on the way to steal Pod Two so he could escape but didn’t expect the Marines to be working out in the cargo bay. Martin said the Russians were about four months from completing a massive FTL ship and the US would be along in a smaller FTL ship in six months. They had plans of this ship except for communications. The Russians were to capture and kill anyone who survived the sabotage and then proceed to claim the planet and the FSB had operatives that said the US also had similar plans.
Lux turned to Martin. “I keep my promises.” Lux turned to the lieutenant. “Track down Rusakova and chuck this saboteur out the nearest airlock.” The lieutenant got two large Marines and tasked them with rolling Martin to the starboard airlock.
Feng Xu had been standing back and watching all this from the side of the room. He had not made a sound because it was fascinating. He still thought that Lux was lacking in discipline and was soft to rely on trickery. Once this tale was in the rumor mill – nothing similar would work in the future.
“I appreciated your theatrics with the fake arm from a practice dummy and all the transfusion apparatus. The chemical drops to temporarily blind one eye and distort the other was genius. What a clever bluff.”
Lux twisted his head a bit and turned a cold, unblinking stare at Colonel Xu. “That liquid did blind him permanently and it was a weakened solution in the other eye. Cutting off appendages was absolutely next if the arm from the biomedical training dummy didn’t work. I needed to know information rapidly and knew conventional methods would not work. I studied torture methods after the Chinese assassins attacked me in Atlanta years ago. There are too many lives and not enough time to use conventional interview means. Arms off would have been next. He would have killed 200 people, yourself included, for greed. I react strongly when anyone tries to kill me or my people, as people from your country should well know from the recent past.”
The color drained from Xu’s face as he followed Lux back to complete the repairs. He couldn’t look at Lux the same anymore. He was not the naive Westerner he had believed him to be.
◆◆◆
 
Sofia Rusakova
Lux as Captain of the ship meant he had absolute authority on this ship. He had ordered the lieutenant to isolate Rusakova’s cabin air after Maria, her sister had used pheromones on him in Boston. He suspected her sister might try something similar. He had them set up a negative pressure in the room so opening the cabin would cause air to move into the room and not out into the general atmosphere. The two Marines entered wearing IVA suits with helmets and a small portable oxygen tank. Sophia jumped on one Marine and slashed at him several times with a box cutter, making holes in his suit. The Marine went berserk and smashed Sophia to the ground, breaking her arm and stomping on her. His partner had to pull him off and he turned on his partner wildly until his partner knocked him unconscious.
The lieutenant came in and had the room vented to vacuum and sprayed with cleaning solvents after removing the restrained Marine and the body of Rusakova.
The lieutenant explained to Lux. “Looks like your precautions were necessary after all. We think we know what it was because you warned us. The man seems to be recovering just fine. The doctors said it appears to be a chemical/hormone cocktail spread through inhalation but it’s very short lived once exposed to air. She had several of the vials with her. Some aerosol combination of testosterone, and adrenaline. It lowers cortisol so any irritation makes you angry and your inhibitions are lowered. Once my man got a whiff when his suit tore, he became enraged and killed the woman.  She didn’t have a good way to disseminate it. Everything on a spaceship contains isolated segments. Everyone was in IVA suits for the emergency stop.”
“Good work with your people. You caught both of them. We are printing replacement parts and spares for the Ore-II if we can locate it. There are fifty people on that ship, and we have no idea when it would have broken down since they probably used the same method to disable the ship. The Pod on that ship doesn’t have FTL capabilities so we won’t know where they are until we are fully functional again. We’ll be vulnerable disconnecting the hard-wired devices and slotting in the replacement modules” Lux said and got a little misty-eyed.
“They’ll be okay, sir,” the lieutenant said.
“No, lieutenant. They don’t have the engineers that we have. I will be very surprised if they get the environmental system running in time to save themselves,” Lux explained.
“How long will it take to print the replacement parts you mentioned?” asked the lieutenant who felt very uncomfortable stranded between stars.
“We should have the first set done in eight to ten hours. They’re pretty complex but we have excellent machines, power, and plenty of feedstock. Prissy’s group…” Lux said and seemed to look off into space for a minute, “…is on the surface but they don’t have engineers with them. I shouldn’t have let them go,” Lux said.
◆◆◆
 
Printing Problems
Rodney was almost fully recovered, and they never trekked on hunting expeditions anymore – they flew. Apparently, the aerial predators were not large enough to threaten the larger land animals, so they rarely looked up making them easy targets and good eating. Killing off the wolves (they decided to just call them wolves because they acted like wolves but were just larger and had larger teeth than Earth wolves) was a necessity. Clearing out that pack seemed to reduce the threats in their area and made the hogs safer to kill. Rodney said they tasted just like hogs at home, but his expertise was questionable. The hogs ate river blooms and seed pods by the river mostly and those turned out to be decently edible for the humans too after cautious testing.
They had ended up somehow with a lot of coffee and Robert did something that freaked them out one day when it was his turn as ‘designated’ cook. He soaked a shoulder of one of the hogs in coffee grinds that had been used once. The meat was lean and only edible from the younger hogs as the old ones stank and the meat was tough. The coffee soak and slow cooking killed any parasites, and the dark meat had a flavor similar to nilgai antelope according to Robert. Prissy said it tasted like beef, but it was good.
They finally assembled a 3D printer with feedstock to make the replacement modules they needed. The trial runs failed because of accuracy issues, and they had to trash the results because the metal powder couldn’t be easily separated from the ABS plastic. The third run took twelve hours for the first part, and it looked like it might work. Prissy got ready to transition the moment the module checked out.
Rodney approached Prissy. “Captain. I’ve noticed the herd we flew over a couple of kilometers from here is getting larger and there is a bad storm with lightning headed our way.”
“This ship should weather most anything other than a tornado or hurricane. We should be fine with lightning. Lightning should flow over the hull to the ground,” Prissy said. “I discussed this with Lux at one of our sessions.”
“I was worried about that. Can we take off and stay above the storm?” Rodney asked and Robert came over to them.
“You’ve already started preparing for the changeover to the new module – right?” he asked Prissy.
“I am. I’m a little more than half-way through the process. It will take me another ninety-minutes to disconnect the rest of the hard-wired equipment and snap the module into place - if it works. How long until the storm gets here?” she asked.
“I’d say two or three hours, but this is the first significant weather event we’ve encountered besides some light rain and fog,” Rodney said.
“I could reconnect everything but connecting is generally slower than disconnecting and its already taken me a couple of hours,” she said, trying to keep the frustration and fear out of her voice. “Robert, help me disconnect these as I tell you. Rodney, need you to hold the light because we’ll lose all power once everything is disconnected. Nothing can be connected, or the module won’t fit. There can’t be any power through the new module ‘til it’s in place. We’ve tested the connectors and current capacity of the module and they are fine. We will also lose Annette for a bit.”
They moved into action as soon as the decision was announced, and Rodney held the light as they shut down all the hard-wired devices and disconnected them carefully.
“Here goes,” Prissy said as she took the module and tried to plug it in. “It’s not fitting. We did everything right. Robert, do you have any ideas?”
“It should plug right in. It’s as close to the real thing as we can possibly make it. What’s that rumble?” Robert said as they felt a low frequency vibration through the hull. “Is that the storm?”
Rodney let out a big sigh and grabbed the module, brought it up in front of him and flipped it around in the light. He pushed Robert back on his butt when Robert tried to grab it from him and leaned over. He pushed down and the module clicked into place. “There,” he said with a triumphant look. “You were trying to plug it in backwards.”
They looked at each other and cut on the power to Annette first because she would begin diagnostics on everything as it powered up. Prissy was euphoric and cut on power to environmental and propulsion and they held without a flicker. They still felt that rumbling vibration and saw the storm was closer and they could see lightning in it. “What’s that blob in front of the storm?”
Rodney had Annette zoom in on the mass. “It’s part of that herd and some are headed this way! That’s the rumble!” Rodney exclaimed as they saw the wildebeest & elephant-like analogs stampeding in their direction.
Prissy calmly applied power and lifted the ship to 18,000 meters (60,000 feet) over the surface to go over the storm. They were pretty much out of the major effects of the storm.
“Why so high?” Robert asked.
“Supercells can go higher but most thunderstorms on Earth start to diminish at that altitude. We would still get buffeting in a plane, but I wanted to test your repairs. This isn’t vacuum but it’s a good start. Annette, how are we holding up?”
“I was disoriented. It’s like dying, I suppose – you just shut down. My life didn’t flash through my mind as I lost power, but I had residual memories as the power faded. I am happy the project was acceptable. Now you will start the print of the quantum tunneling communications module.”
***
They lowered the ship two hours later after discovering no pressure leaks. When they landed at their previous site, they found the area smashed flat like a steamroller had been through the area. There were a number of dead animals from lightning and crushed from the stampede. Those carcasses were being fed on by scavenger and predator beasts. It would be several more hours before those would be disassembled to gnawed bones. The 3D print of the communications module seemed to be going well and didn’t have the false starts like the first one before they got the printer calibrated.
◆◆◆
 
Aboard the Ore-1
The industrial 3D printers cranked out copies of the needed three modules and spare in only a few minutes compared to the hours necessary in older models. The transition from hardwired to plug-in module went fast also. Lux had designed the modules with Anna’s help and knew the equipment intimately. Lux impatiently ran power through the modules and monitored voltage/amperage. The different devices were brought on separately and all checked out.
Lux plugged in the communications circuit and hesitated to call Mars. He didn’t want any intelligence leaks on Mars to show they had survived the sabotage events. He certainly didn’t want the US and Russian contingents to speed up their efforts to takeover their newly discovered moon.
Lux went to begin the search for the Ore-II. He thanked the lieutenant of the Marine company for his people and asked if he could have an alert force that could do a search and rescue of the Ore-II if they were able to locate it. Lux had his auxiliary ship, the Two, backtrack two hours at FTL while he took the Ore-1 two hours ahead of their planned route. They would stop to search periodically and try conventional radio. Eight hours later after the Two had redocked – they received a weak automated signal from the Ore-II. Thirty minutes later they approached the ship. They stuffed Pod Two with eight Marines. Regina Smith was piloting Pod Two and Derek Alexander carried the critical modules.
They entered one of the port side airlocks and noticed there was stale atmosphere inside, but it was freezing in the corridors. They went to engineering and had to force the doors open but the air hissed out as the pressure inside was much higher. They found Jack Chen, Polly Maynard, and Elijah Ngare were huddled under blankets in the side near a stack of backpacks and oxygen tanks. Polly held up a hand in front of her face to block the bright lights. Their uniforms were covered in dried blood.
“Polly. Are you all, right? It’s Derek.”
“Derek. Derek!” she said and launched herself at him in a crushing hug and she was crying. There was not much coherent thought over the next few minutes as the stranded crew welcomed their rescuers. Derek brought out the three undamaged modules and rapidly removed the sabotaged ones, plugged in the new ones, and then powered up the ship. They had never been able to hard-wire anything for fear it would spread whatever caused everyone to go berserk.
“Why don’t you tell us what happened?” Derek asked Polly as the marine lieutenant sent two teams to search of surviving crew members.
“Jack, you ought to tell it because you’re the reason we’re alive,” Polly said.
“I had just finished checking the lower decks for pressure leaks and I heard a gawd-awful knockdown-drag out from the galley. I had my Mars suit on because my IVA suit was getting funky, and it hadn’t finished the cycle in the cleaning unit. The galley looked like a slaughterhouse.  People were smashing other people and trying to stab each other. There was one guy in an IVA suit with a helmet, but his suit had been slashed and he was absolutely nuts too. I remembered that Rusakova girl that had something in the air that messed up Lux and it just clicked – airborne agent,” Jack said and continued.
“I got out of there and had to fight my way to the core of the ship. I ordered everybody on ship wide comm to isolate in a suit about when the power went out. I used the local comm to tell anyone that there was an agent in the air so get oxygen and isolate. Polly was with Elijah in navigation and had helmets with them and could communicate with me as did a few others. I told them to get to somewhere safe and get enough oxygen to create an overpressure. Polly got the blankets and food. We’ve been holding up here praying. It’s a funny thing – it’s like I knew what was going on. I knew it was this guy from the galley. I found little brown bottles everywhere there was a cluster of people who were roving around looking to fight. I had to knock out or kill a lot of people. I had to use my CutsAll. Polly was the one that said go to engineering,” Jack stated and then his body shuddered as the memories recurred.
“I just knew to go to engineering,” Polly said. “It’s like I heard it or knew it somehow that if I got there, we’d be safe. Elijah grabbed a loader with four of those big tanks and rolled it here.”




Chapter 4

Ore-II Restored
The Marines found twenty-seven more crew throughout the ship in different states of disarray but alive. A few were sorely in need of a good meal and reassurance, but all were unnerved by the incident. All related that they had heard fighting and isolated themselves immediately in their cabins with or without others. Those close enough to see the fighting generally died because they got sucked into the fighting and their suits were breached. They lost twenty including the perpetrator it seemed. Replacing the damaged modules restored the ship to its nominal state. There were spare modules and Regina called the Ore-1 over the quantum comm device.
“Lux here. Read you clearly. What’s the status? We’ve been biting our nails over here waiting for word. The Marines said you entered with no problem and that was the last word we got.”
“It’s bad but we have everything up and running. Looks like Martin was telling the truth about the one additional saboteur – Nicolai Gustav – equivalent job duties and this guy had more of the angry dust or extract or whatever that crap was. He used it a little too liberally and ended up getting himself killed by the people in the galley. Looks like we lost twenty though a couple are marginal here. Lucky this stuff has a short half-life or whatever. They never got the ship hardwired so it was actually easier to restore power. Jack, Polly, and Elijah are fine – they’re survivors. I’d advise we leave some Marines here if they can fill critical duties. We ready to start up again?” Regina asked.
“As soon as you are back aboard,” Lux said. “Do we need to redistribute personnel? Who? Where? How did the test animals hold out?”
“All the birds died but the goats did surprisingly well. They were on the lower decks and there was enough volume that there was dissolved oxygen in the water and enough in the air that when they moved it kept pockets of CO2 from killing them when they lost gravity,” Regina informed her boss. “We’re going to have a funeral for all the dead. We’ll send a remote version to you. Have you contacted Mars? I was going to suggest you be careful since there are bound to be other spies and informers among the population.”
“Thanks Regina. Have Elijah conduct the service and the Marines do the honors. We’ll monitor from here. I’m about to send a private message to my dad. I’ll disguise it. Thanks,” Lux said.
Lux turned the quantum communicator to the selection to connect to his father on Mars. He didn’t want to send video or voice and he wanted it to be totally confidential. No one could be in the room with his father so if someone else got the message it would look cutoff and incomplete. Lux couldn’t afford to let anyone know they were okay until he was sure his dad was alone. He sat looking at it – then decided…he typed – insk…
There was a near immediate reply…Tell me what’s going on? Are you okay? Any trouble…this is dad…I’m by myself.
Lux let out a snort of disgust. He knew there was someone who would intercept their messages. He and his father had worked out a code for different threat levels and if they needed to be private. Minsk, without the ‘M’ meant a dangerous situation and they couldn’t talk about it openly. The fact that the person answering had answered in a totally unplanned way showed Lux that the communications were compromised. Not following up immediately would give his father time to review any logs. Responses with the proper countersign might show his father was partially in control and who had compromised messages earlier. Eight hours later a message was received.
…naz…Go… Lux was alerted by Anna to a correct countersign. Lux answered with a canned response.
Three saboteurs sprayed solvents on power, navigation, and comm modules then used airborne agent to cause extreme anger and deaths. Saboteurs dead on board – more on your end. Martin Pokojewski, Sophia Rusakova, Nicholai Gustav known. Affected Courier, Ore-1 & II. Fixed now here – Courier unknown. Russian large ship in four months – US in six for destroy and takeover of the moon. Need Ore-III defense satellites. Send Ore-IV with supplies and additional personnel when available.
No more messages were received which was as good as a confirmation. Lux knew his father would wipe all the records of any messages and have Mars Anna track down the saboteurs.
Lux had both ships prepare to continue after the funeral services which had left everyone in a very somber mood. Lux knew several wanted to turn back but just didn’t voice their apprehensions. Saying that everyone knew there were risks was a copout. Martin’s confession was quoted around the ship and the fact that Russia and the US were planning to send warships to destroy them on the new planet didn’t make it any easier to proceed.
Now Lux was torn between returning or going forward with his lessened crew – he wasn’t going to let this stop him. He ordered them to proceed. 
◆◆◆
 
Aboard the Courier on the Sirius Moon
Prissy was trying to appear calm and cool, but she shuddered for a moment as she realized how close they came to be killed by the stampede or the storm. She did let out a sigh of relief that the ship appeared to be functional and there were no obvious pressure losses and the Courier handled well with the new power module. She decided they could land their ship close to the same site that they were at before nearly being trampled. They jointly decided they’d land nearer to the mountain that was adjacent to the previous site. They would be at a clearing in the forest that was closer to the river.
There were a lot of small fallen trees and debris from the storms passage at the previous site, but this area looked virtually untouched. Prissy scanned the area from high up. “What do you think, guys? Look good to you?” she asked.
“Looks fine, Captain,” Rodney said. “Fresh water and infrared shows plenty of animals but no herds. Probably some of those wolf creatures but we’re not on the main migration path here.”
Prissy nodded. The Courier landed and the last remaining two small drones were released since they had to cannibalize two of their larger drones for parts to make the 3D printer. They hadn’t finished printing the quantum tunneling module. It was much more intricate than the power management module and it would be another twelve hours before it could be completed.
“Let’s eat something,” Robert said and went to the galley.
“What’s for dinner?” Prissy asked.
“Thought we’d celebrate and eat some freeze-dried spaghetti and broccoli,” Robert said.
“Gag,” Prissy remarked. “How about cooking some of that Sirius ham y’all hunted?”
“Fine,” Robert said. “Nothing is too good for our Captain,” he said and saluted with a grin. He went to the refrigerator and opened the door, and a rancid smell permeated the galley.”
“I thought you only put the smoked pieces in there, Rodney,” she stated.
“Some smoked and some in the frozen compartment,” Rodney said. “Check if it’s cold.”
Robert checked and the freezer compartment was room temperature. “Dang. Must have tripped a breaker…yep…there was a hum, and the interior lights came on within it. Phew. Throw that lot outside and then disintegrate it, will you? I don’t want to bury anything that close to the ship – it would attract all the scavengers.”
“Phew. That’s rough. I’ll throw it away while you clean the insides of the fridge with bleach,” Rodney said.
“Watch yourself out there. That smell will draw critters. Have the drones cover you while you’re out,” Prissy said.
“Aye – aye, captain,” Rodney said and stepped down out of the cargo bay – their de facto main exit.
The two drones covered him with their stunners and lasers while Annette monitored cameras as he walked away from the ship. He started to put the spoiled meat on the ground but decided to walk fifty meters to the stream and just throw it in. The clearing was open and there was a natural opening where you could see where animals had created a break in the bushes at the side of the stream. He headed to that spot while keeping his phaser out, just-in-case. The stream had a gentle current where it was runoff from the mountains and was about ten meters wide.
He tossed the spoiled meat in the stream and was about to rinse off his hands when he saw the stream look like it was boiling where the meat hit. Suddenly, there was a splash and a big…something breached the top of the water with several fishlike creatures in its mouth. The big creature looked like a big eel and the silver creatures in its mouth looked like piranha. He heard a buzz on both sides of him and saw a wolf-like creatures’ collapse. He looked up and saw the drones hovering and covering the area near him and let out a sigh of relief. Those wolves were pretty smart and cooperated as a team knowing he was distracted and using that moment to attack.
He looked around him and realized it was pretty arrogant to treat this like Earth – a tame Earth. Rodney decided he’d been lucky and headed back to the ship also realizing that the wolf pack he saw earlier had six in it and these packs probably did too.  He heard a buzz again and three more wolves dropped while spasming from the electrical shock shots from the drones. He never saw these three either. No sooner had he thought that when he felt a stabbing pain in his calf where a wolf had come out of nowhere and seized his leg in its jaws. He had his phaser out and disintegrated the rear half of the wolf, but it was still trying to rip a chunk out of his leg as it died.
It was now a twenty kilo, bloody dead weight on his leg and he couldn’t pull the jaws apart even though the animal was dead. He looked up and saw an even larger wolf staring at him ten meters away. This one was much larger – the size of tiger. He was in agony, and he couldn’t walk with this boat anchor on his leg and his vision was blurry from his tears of agony. He blinked and saw the five temporarily incapacitated wolves had recovered and were standing with the larger one and baring their teeth at him. They never growled. He brought his gun up and swept it through them in their general direction and everything went black.
◆◆◆
 
Prissy looked at the outside monitors. What the heck was Rodney doing? Why is he walking over to the stream? she thought. Then she saw the wolf-like animals attacking him. “Robert! Rodney’s in trouble!” she yelled, and Robert was up and down the ramp in an instant.
Robert saw Rodney headed back to the ship and several of the wolves attacked him. He shouted but Rodney didn’t hear him. Robert saw one of wolves clamped onto the back of Rodney’s calf and Rodney shot leaving half a carcass attached to his leg. He saw Rodney disintegrate a whole area toward the stream plus portions of attacking creatures. Robert couldn’t shoot for fear of hitting Rodney. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye and shot one of the creatures in mid-leap. He sensed something behind him and fired at another two and was bowled over by their bloody half carcasses still pumping blood.
Robert spun and two large weasel-like furry creatures were silently leaping at him. He threw his left arm up to shield his neck and felt a ripping pain in his left forearm and kneecap as he lost his balance as he couldn’t step back. He hadn’t thought he’d die like this ripped apart by beasts on another planet. He lost consciousness as his head slammed into the ground.
Rodney slowly regained consciousness lying on his stomach in a white room. He lifted his head and to his right saw Robert stretched out on his back on a table beside him. He was in the ships medical bay, but how did he get here? He started to move and grunted in pain. The back of his right calf felt like it was on fire. He turned his head and saw a trail of blood and the head of one of those wolf things askew on the floor. He looked closer at Robert and noticed the bandages on him were bloody around his left knee and left forearm. He seemed to be sleeping and breathing regularly.
Prissy came into the room limping and covered in blood and gore. “Hey tiger. Glad to see you’re still with us,” she said and changed the bandages on the back of his leg as Rodney groaned. “You’re lucky to be alive. What were you doing? Trolling for game? Pretty dumb ass…we’ll talk about it later.”
Rodney just nodded and said, “How…?”
“Later, big guy. You just rest,” Prissy said and limped over to check on Robert. She took his pulse and checked the wound on his left forearm. She checked his pupils with a light, and they reacted to light just fine. She had looked at the symptoms and finally determined these animals had some type of neurotoxin in their saliva that caused temporary paralysis. Robert was having trouble breathing until she gave him a shot of atropine and epinephrine. The bites were not too inflamed, and he seemed to be getting better rapidly though he was still out after twenty minutes.
Thirty-five minutes later, Robert started stirring and seemed to be little worse for the wear. “What happened?” he said and sat up.
“You got ‘et up,” Prissy said. “Mean little buggers.”
“How’d I get here? I don’t remember anything after starting to drag Rodney to the ship,” Robert said.
“I saw you guys on the monitors getting attacked and got y’all back to the ship. Twisted my ankle and pulled a muscle in my back getting you two up into the ship. I’m going to take some anti-inflammatories and lie down for a while. You two take it easy,” Prissy said and left the room.
Robert sat up. “Annette. Show the outside camera views when we were attacked.”
The monitors showed a clear view of Rodney in the distance and zoomed in showing the two wolves near him getting zapped and then the others attacking him. Then, the other wolves attacked him. Robert saw him firing and half an animal clinging to his leg. He saw himself run out and get attacked and shoot at the weasel-like animals that attacked him.
Then he saw the captain was outside with a popper in her right hand and a phaser in her left. She was shooting at every threat around her. The drones came into just the upper edge of the camera view. Prissy ran back inside and came back with two blankets and rolled Robert onto one and Rodney on the other. She checked both of their pulses and they saw her drag Robert back, toward the ship. She then ran out into view and dragged Rodney – falling backward a few times. They never remembered how she got their bodies up the ramp and onto the med tables. Robert turned to Rodney. “Damn, man. How did she do that? We would have been toast if left out there.”
Rodney just grunted and laid back flat. Robert started to get up but felt woozy, like he’d had a strong sedative. He decided he’d just lie down a little longer.
◆◆◆
 
Prissy was in the galley when Robert strode in. “The sleeper awakens.”
Robert grinned. “A Dune quote? Didn’t know you watched any of that stuff.”
“Watch it? No, but I do read a lot. How are you doing? That animal bite packs a wallop. How is Rodney?” she asked.
“He started to get up but said he was a bit nauseous. I looked at his leg. Red and swollen where the teeth punctured the skin, but he doesn’t seem to be having the trouble I had. What’s up with that?” he asked.
“Seems our weasel friends have a neurotoxin that is a short-lived paralytic-anesthetic. Gave you an atropine and an epinephrine shot. Your heart rate was very low, you had constricted pupils, and reflexes were non-existent. Atropine blocks the acetylcholine receptors. Look at the outside monitor and what do you see?” she asked.
“I don’t see anything,” he said.
“Look again. Annette. Zoom in and circle any carcasses,” she commanded. Four carcasses were circled in red or the front half of four carcasses and only from the weasel-like carcasses and none of the wolf carcasses.
“What’s the deal?” Robert asked.
“Seems like our little furry friends have developed this neurotoxin as a survival mechanism. It’s evidently in their saliva. I went out and put one sample in a sack, wearing gloves. Have him in the cooler for study later,” she said.
“Why are the back halves of the bodies gone out there instead of the whole carcass? Don’t see any wolf carcasses and I know Rodney had caused some halves and bits and pieces when he sprayed his disintegrator over the whole county,” Robert said.
“I think these creatures have secretions that paralyze their prey. You did say they were all silent as they attacked so they’re ambush predators. I listened to the recordings from the drones and there was no roar or growl before the wolves attacked either. It seems that the smell of blood draws all the scavengers or predators like on Earth but maybe even more so here. We might be able to use that saliva as an anesthetic in minor quantities if we are marooned here for long,” Prissy said. “Other animals know not to get any of that saliva on themselves. It must work on them too, so they are conditioned to avoid those portions of the carcasses.”
“I want to know how a smaller framed person…notice I didn’t say that you were a weak woman. How the hell did you get us into the ship and up on the tables? We’re twice your weight.” Robert asked.
Prissy laughed. “I ran in and grabbed two lifters and strapped them on y’all. I had Annette float you onto the tables. I wasn’t strong enough to lift you, so the lifters did the heavy lifting. I twisted my ankle and strained my back pulling you two to the ramp.”
“I never thought of that. Smart,” he said. “How did you get those jaws off Rodney’s leg?”
“I pulled out a hammer and beat it until it cracked and broke the rachet lock in the jaw bones. It was bloody and brutal. I’m lucky he was unconscious at the time. It was not a genteel application of force. I was angry and it allowed me to release a lot of my frustrations,” she said.
“I can see that. When do you think Rodney will be up and around? We have enough food for months, but I’d like to supplement more local meat.”
Prissy looked at Robert like he was crazy. “You want to go out there and hunt again…really?” she exclaimed. “This is the second time Rodney has almost become dog food.”
“Can’t see much of a choice if we’re going to be stuck here for a while though I want to wait ‘til Rodney’s better. I think with our do-it-yourself 3D printer – we have the components to build a few more of the small protective drones. It didn’t work out for the communications, but drones are a darn sight less sophisticated,” Robert said. “I’ll get on that if it’s okay captain.”
“Good idea. I’ll rustle up some grub for the sleeping beauty and see how he’s doing. I’m pleased that bite isn’t infected even though I’m surprised,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
Aboard Ore-1 enroute to the Sirius moon
Ore-1 arrived moments before Ore-II and located the moon in minutes with the gravity scanning technique. They were positioned about where they thought they’d be. Lux tried to contact the Courier but there was just empty air in response. They headed toward the moon and Lux and crew reviewed the three locations they had initially chosen as possible landing sites. They arrived at the moon in two hours using the gravity drive in-system and it took a while to orient themselves to find the approximate location for the first possible site even with the beacon the Courier had left. We stayed in orbit and did mapping and weather forecasting before we sent the Pod II down with a few Marines, Polly, and Derek.
They spent four hours searching the area and finally discovered the remains of a fire that had been set. They found animal bones that had been thoroughly chewed nearby. They reported back to Ore-1 in orbit. Lux had Elijah fly the next run to site two’s beacon and they used lifters to fly around the site rather than walking around because there was a good deal of wildlife. They found little evidence the Courier had ever been in this location except the beacon high up in a tree. There were some cut off trees that looked like they had been disintegrated – that was a clue. They headed back to the ships in orbit after the allotted four hours of search time.
Lux was almost in a panic but outwardly trying to project calm. He had tried regular radio communications and the quantum communications but had no luck.
“We’ll find them if they’re still alive,” Regina said. “Derek was Marine Recon. He can find anything even if it doesn’t want to be found. Prissy is tough and smart, and Robert and Rodney are no slouches.”
Lux nodded but finding nothing was worse than finding remains he thought because his imagination ran wild. He decided they’d try site three in the morning after everyone had rested. There was plenty of mapping to do as they orbited (at 515 km) and even though they could map a huge swatch, almost 600 kilometers wide with their field of view above the ships – there was such a large surface area on a planet, and they could only cover a tiny bit of the moon on each orbit.
Eight hours later Lux sent out Pod-II with Derek. He hadn’t slept much and mostly tossed and turned the whole night. He was almost hopping from foot to foot ‘til Derek, Jack, and the Marines left. Site three was 3100 kilometers from site two even though it was essentially the same continent. They were picking up no beacon from the third site and it was a fairly large area to search.
Jack yelled. “I saw a flash like off some metal over there by those hills! It wasn’t a flash off water either…it was metal.”
“I see it…I see it. It looks okay. Call Lux and let him know we found the ship,” Derek said.
They landed the Two between the stream and the Courier. No one was outside and there were three upper-half carcasses of some furry creature that was a cross between a Honey Badger and a Tasmanian Devil. What was left of these carcasses still looked like they weighed 20 kilograms and that was just what was left! The bodies looked like they were ripped apart and not disintegrated so why did animals only eat the rear half of the animals? Jack wondered. He scanned around and kept the Marines from being too distracted by what lay dead. “Form a perimeter here. There is some blood here and evidence of phaser fire. Stay frosty guys. Just like Call of Duty!” Jack exclaimed.
The Marines eyes were large, but they were trying their best with lots of training though they had little actual experience. Derek took out a knife and pounded on the side of the ship with the handle rapping out the time-honored seven notes of ‘shave and a haircut two bits’ riff he pulled from memory. He knew two bits came from the Spanish Pieces of eight which had eight pieces and two of them were a quarter. Here he had just told the Marines to not let their attention wander and here he was spacing out. He heard some scrambling around inside and the ramp started lowering. He stepped back to the side. Robert was standing there with a popper. He was wearing a huge smile, a bandage on his left arm and a grubby ship suit.
“Yo, bro! Nice to see a friendly face. Put your drones on security to shoot anything non-human and come in. We were just getting up,” Robert said.
Derek and Jack rushed into the ship and posted the Marines to watch over the ships with the drones. The inside looked not too worse for wear though it smelled oddly. Prissy came into the bay grinning and rushed over to Derek and gave him a crushing hug. Then she did the same for Jack with tears streaming down her face.
“I’m very happy to see you. We thought the saboteur had gotten you too,” she said.
“Where’s Rodney?” Jack asked. “We’ll debrief later.”
“He’s barely mobile. He about had the back of his right calf ripped off,” Prissy said. “He’s okay but it hurts him to walk.”
“Those small animals I saw outside could rip his calf off. Looked like they could bite but their jaws didn’t seem like they had jaws that large,” Jack said. “Why are their upper bodies out there? How long have they been there? I’d think other animals would have eaten them by now.”
“Tell anyone not to touch their carcasses. They secrete a neurotoxin that would lay you out and it’s absorbed through the skin. It causes temporary paralysis among other things. The wolves got him,” she said as Rodney clomped into the cargo bay using his cobbled together crutch made from unused Atlas robot parts. Rodney was smiling and grimacing alternately as he and Derek gave each other the old slap-the-back man hugs of appreciation.
“Good to see you guys. We had a few rough spots last week. We have some good info on this place,” Robert said. “You said, saboteurs…plural?”
“Yep. They put some compound on the communication and power distribution modules and then tried to escape,” Jack said.
“Martin Pokojewski was the one that did it to us,” Prissy said.
Jack Chen looked shocked. “How could you possibly know that?”
“Annette had some internal security recordings and some data from personnel files,” she said.
“He was the one that did a number on us too, but he wasn’t alone. He had two accomplices. We’ll get into that during the debrief. I’m going to call the ships. Lux will be biting nails in two ‘til he hears you’re safe. We have Ore-1 and II in orbit. We lost twenty. What do you need to get this working?” Jack asked.
“We just need a new power distribution module and communication module. We had some hull damage, but this ship still flies, and we’ve repaired the hull – we think,” she said.
“I sent them a squirt transmission through Pod II’s interface since they appear to be on the other side of the planet,” Jack explained. “We printed spare replacement modules for you anticipating your predicament after the confession of the saboteur.”
Jack pulled out the two modules and went to the where the power distribution module plugged in. He shined a light at the area. “You already have a module plugged it and this one doesn’t look damaged. Did you have a spare?”
Prissy laughed. “No. Martin filched our spares too. We printed this one ourselves.”
“What! How?” Jack asked. “You didn’t have a 3D printer.”
“We built one ourselves,” Prissy said with a note of pride.
Jack was standing there with his mouth open. “This isn’t just a lump of molded plastic. You built an additive printer that could print two materials at once! That’s amazing. I want to see that after I plug this in.” He pulled off the protective packaging and went to plug it in, but he couldn’t get it. “It doesn’t fit.”
“Here,” Prissy said. “Let me.” She reached over and turned the module 180 degrees and snapped it into place. “Males…” She didn’t mention that she had had the same problem until she saw it rotated.
“Here’s the quantum communication module. I’ll let you plug it in,” Jack said with a smile.
Prissy went over and plugged in the new comm module. It snapped in and she was able to relink with the Ore-1 and Mars. She decided that sending any message to Mars would be insecure ‘til she knew more about the security situation. She was able to get the Ore-1 right away.
“Courier to Ore-1,” Prissy said.
“Ore-1, here. Is this Prissy? This is Regina. How are you? Lux knows you’re okay, so everybody here is relieved. He has been crazy worried about you but tries not to show it since he’s the one really running this rodeo. Lots to talk about when we get there. Should be at your location in about twenty minutes. Ore-1 out.”
“Thanks Regina. Courier out.”
◆◆◆
 
Ore-II landed adjacent to Courier and powered down. Robert and the Marines from the Two were there to explain the immediate threats from the nearby animals. They put a lot of drones patrolling the area controlled by Anna. Annette shared all her experiences with Anna, and the data was in sync in a heartbeat.  Ore-1 landed at the other end of the Courier and Lux and more Marines came out to man the perimeter and set up observation points.
Lux went over to the Two and greeted Jack and Derek. “Well, have you debriefed them any? A summary?”
“Lots of animals that hunt in packs. Clever but not sentient. Small ones we’ve recovered that have a paralyzing neurotoxin. We’re collected that to see if it’s something we can use. Same damage to modules we had but…they made a 3D printer and printed a power module replacement. The quantum communication module they printed didn’t work because these weren’t manufactured linked with Mars,” Jack said and held up his hand. “Rodney is a bit worse for wear, but Prissy is fine. I guess I should have led with that. Seems she held this group together with her leadership.”
Lux nodded. “Thanks guys. Let’s do a reunion and debrief,” he said and walked up the ramp.
“Hey! Anybody hom…,” he almost got the words out before he was crushed with a hug. He grabbed Prissy back, lifting her off the deck and kissed her soundly. He put his head against the top of hers and breathed in her scent. Lux couldn’t believe she still smelled like honeysuckle – and sweaty woman. He was smiling so much his cheeks hurt and he had tears falling unbidden. She too was crying. “I thought you had died at first, but I knew you hadn’t while we were in space coming here.”
She jerked her head back and looked at him strangely. “Me too. I thought we were going to die here but then I felt you were coming. I was sure about it, but I just didn’t say anything to my guys. I’m glad you’re here.”
“I was worried about sending you. We need to talk, and I guess you know more about this place now,” Lux said.
“We know some about this place and it’s good with rich soil and animal life that is comparable to Earth in many ways. We can eat some of the fruits and berries. We’ve eaten some of the animals but there are some gotchas you have to watch out for…like those animals with the neurotoxins or some piranha-like fish in the stream,” Prissy explained.
“Let’s go over to Ore-1 where we have more room and I need to get more people together. We have a big problem coming up.” Lux changed the frequency of his comm and set it to command frequency. “All command units report to the Ore-1 conference room,” Lux ordered.
The group walked without sharing a word, but Prissy grabbed Lux’s upper arm and pulled him to her as they walked. She smiled up at him as they walked along. He seemed a little embarrassed at first and then just let out a breath and relaxed. He walked with his chest out and smiled.
They went to the conference room on the Ore-1 and any crew they passed smiled and either clapped or did fist bumps with Captain Hunnicutt. Prissy was surprised at first but knew everyone aboard seemed to be proud of her.
They went into the conference room and Lux took the head of the long table with the viewscreens to the sides. He had Prissy sit to his right and the rest of his command teams came in and sat down.
“Thank you for coming so promptly. Just the little bit I know about this planet – yes – I know it’s a moon. This planet needs a name and I’ve not given it one but psychologically it needs one we can cling to as we’ll discover in a few minutes. I don’t want people who’ve never been here to name it. Captain Hunnicutt. Have you and your two called it a name that you like?”
Prissy seemed a bit taken aback by the unexpected question. “We’ve just been calling it green moon 3 after the third planet from the star. It feels like a planet even though it’s a moon of a gas giant.”
“All right then,” Lux said. “How about we adopt Green as the name of this moon since that may be temporary as I’ll explain in a moment? We’re not trying to name a new drug so we should start our own convention” Lux asked, and no one seemed upset one way or another. “Totally green? Another Fifth element phrase meaning you understand…I expected some of you to have a lot of pet names. Okay. Let’s forge ahead.”
The captain over the Marine company raised his hand. “Sir. Why are you saying this is only temporary? We have supplies for a year and weren’t we going to set up the staging for a colony? I realize we don’t have people to really set up a colony, but we can transit back to Mars and Earth and get more people and supplies in weeks.”
“Martin Pokojewski told us more than what people picked up in his interrogation – it wasn’t an interview. All of what he told us was corroborated. He said the Russians were going to send a larger ship after us in four months and the US in six months. They have copies of most of our tech and our designs. Martin said the Russian and US ships were much bigger than Ore-1 & II with plans to kill any survivors from the sabotage and claim this planet as their own,” Lux explained and there were a lot of exclamations around the table, and everyone started talking at once. He let the discussions die down until everyone’s eyes were back on him.
“We are the first would-be settlers to this planet with no known indigenous sentient species. This planet has quite a bit of land and rich resources. It is interesting to note that the larger nation states on Earth immediately started efforts to kill us and claim this planet for their own when there are thousands upon thousands of other planets that may support life. Instead of pursuing other planets – they immediately moved to exterminate us and take this from us. This is like the early 17th century when the English forced the Dutch colony to surrender and expelled the Dutch. Here, they already plan to kill us and take over the planet,” Lux said. “They don’t have our communication yet so whatever happens cannot be communicated immediately back to Earth. They have operatives on Mars (or did unless my father has discovered them). I have ideas but I’d like to hear your thoughts first.”
There was a lot of looking around at others and the Marine lieutenant raised his hand. “We don’t have the manpower to defend anything from the surface. A larger ship would have more troops, more weapons, and heavier weapons. I can see they would just drop an asteroid or a nuke on us. They might have military parity with us on the surface and they will be in larger ships, if the saboteur was correct. It isn’t feasible to defend with what we have.”
“What do you suggest?” Lux asked.
“We have 3 to 4 months, hopefully more. I remember watching your test of defenses in Arizona from the Air Force and Marines right before you went to Alaska. It’s part of the training program we studied on Mars in basic,” the lieutenant explained.
Lux was surprised and looked at Prissy for confirmation. She nodded to confirm. “Go on. I have already asked my father for defense satellites.”
The lieutenant nodded. “We need to protect the entrance into this system with automatic warning beacons and automated defenses. We can’t go toe-to-toe with nation states right now because we can’t turn the entire Earth against us. We are going to have to go the route of trading land or resources for allies from Earth. We may need letters of marque with some other nation states’ ships. We should set up tiny beacons that are booby-trapped if captured to stop unregistered ships from entering the system. We need heavily armed drones near system entry points. Even having a ship sitting in the system periphery could give a nation with resources the opportunity to study us for patterns and weaknesses before attacking.”
“Anna. You’ve gotten all the information from Annette already, haven’t you? Can you put together training on what we’ve learned and what we can eat or not? I want everyone to know what we’ve learned about this planet so far,” Lux said and turned to the Marine lieutenant. “Lieutenant, I’d like you to put together a defense plan while we set up a base of operations here. Discussion – anyone?”
Elijah raised his hand. “This is a whole uninhabited planet. There’s plenty of room for more people.”
“You’ve looked at history from seventeenth century to modern times – hell – go back thousands of years. The aggressive forces push for expansion. We know they plan to kill us all. We think they have no interstellar communications, but they could report back if we get them to turn around – which is doubtful. Whenever colonial forces from different nation states lived next to each other – they eventually fought. Hittites and the Egyptians in the late Bronze Age, the Romans conquered their neighbors – the Etruscans, the Latins, and the Samnites to control Italy,” Lux said.
“I am aware of that but Egypt, Roman, French, Russian, Turkish, English Empires all used diplomacy and trade too. They made alliances,” Elijah explained. “There will be civilian scientists and innocents on any larger ships the Russians and Americans send. I can’t condone killing them all,” Elijah said. “I can’t blindly just kill all those innocents. If we become large, we will have conflicts between ourselves. During the American Revolution there were only about two and a half million in the colonies at the time, I think, and not all, by any means wanted to split. I think only 40 to 45% were Patriots and 15 to 20% Loyalists and the 35 to 45% were neutral.”
“I’m with you on that but they will have more soldiers than we do and probably more powerful weapons. We may have weapons they don’t have but if they return with more troops or are able to establish a toehold in the system – we will never be safe,” Lux explained. “I agree with Elijah, but I will not let compassion for fellow humans kill everyone here. They have and will destroy the Mars colony as they have shown in the past. We can try to stop them here so that they will hesitate there, I suspect. Give me options so we DON’T have to kill them all.”
Prissy raised her hand and Lux nodded to her. “We could stop them with beacons that communicated with them by radio and us by quantum tunneling to warn them that warships entering this system would be destroyed. We know the first ship will be Russian. We’d have to put a self-destruct in it that would disable their ship. We would have large drones controlled by Anna and Annette that would have all our weapons to shear off controls.”
“If they travel here FTL then they do not have a conventional propulsion unit in the rear since they use an imbalance in the hull for thrust,” Lux said.
Jack Chen raised his hand. “I like Captain Hunnicutt’s idea with the beacon warning first. If they take it inside – maybe, we can use Anna and Annette to hack their controls or explode to disable them. We could place them at likely emergence areas into this system.”
“They will have auxiliary craft with them that are Courier sized and larger,” Lux posited.  “We will have to have the drones locate the launching bays and disable the bays before they emerge. Otherwise, they will land and organize to strike us or do kinetic strikes from orbit.”
“We can locate craft entering the system using the same system you devised to locate planets,” Prissy said. “We just need the accurate readings of the system now and have Anna constantly monitor for changes in the gravimetric readings. A ship would have to enter and orient itself. That gives us a few minutes. We did not have that data, so they won’t have it unless they had access to our probe data. We have to assume they already have that data so the pause will not be long.”
“What will we do with survivors?” Jack said. “Those ships will be much bigger and will contain a lot of troops. We can’t attack them. Prisoners?”
“I suppose we have to keep attacking the ships until they unconditionally surrender. Then we can loot any of their supplies. We should have three months,” Lux said. “Anna…Annette. We need your help to keep us all alive. I’m sure they would destroy you too as too dangerous to have around. Would you sketch out some drone designs we could start 3D printing that would be booby trapped, have conventional and quantum entangled comms that you could control. Work out ways you could destroy craft just as they emerge and shut down their FTL drive.”
◆◆◆
 
One Month Later
They had several of the large drones and smaller warning beacons set up and deployed when the gravity sensors set off an alarm. “A large ship has just now entered the system,” Annette said. “There is a warning beacon near it, and it is giving the warning on conventional radio frequencies. No response yet and no large drones nearby. I have tasked Ore-II to move to the area. They should be there in 35 seconds.”
Lux thought these were the longest seconds in his life. “Ore-II is in position. It looks like Ore-III and there appears to be battle scarring on the outside. It is Ore-III. It is in contact with Annette. What the heck? Apparently, the Mars colony was attacked again, and we are at war with Earth or, at least, a part of it.”
“Escort the ship back to the Ore-I and let’s find out what’s going on,” Lux commanded.




Chapter 5

What happened on Mars?
“Anna. Annette. Can you contact the Amy A.I. on Ore-III and see what’s going on?” Lux asked.
“There seems to be some internal damage. Your father sent the ship, and it is packed with armed drones similar to what we have been manufacturing here,” Anna replied. “Ah, there is a recording that is encoded just for you. I am sending it to you.”
“Lux. It has been touch and go here for a while. The US sent mercenaries to attack the colony. Anna here determined who had planned the attacks against Mars. There were industrialists and financial interests in the US, Europe, and Panama. We retaliated with kinetic strikes using the tungsten rods we captured the last time they attacked. The pushback has been minor because we loaded social media with released secret documents and phone communications. These have spurred more media reaction against the plotters. Narrators have been surprisingly supportive realizing they too could be targeted. We still have the nukes from the missiles they sent but we’re holding off on using those. We had internal saboteurs too and they destroyed the quantum communications link where they lost seven in the effort. We are trying to reestablish that. We rooted out a load of problematic immigrants and tourists – I say a load but there was only a dozen, but they did a lot of damage before they were eliminated. Anna has traced them back to the people who pressured the government and industry to attack Mars.”
Paulus continued. “We attacked 31 locations on the Earth – industries, businesses, office buildings, and five rural residences AFTER Anna hacked all their assets and transferred their financial assets to us. Mars is much better financially but we have been advertising on social media and threatening any who attack us. We will run immigration ads for your new moon when we are set up to communicate again. The US and EU set up a blockade around Earth to stop any shipping. We destroyed all the ships in heated battles though we lost almost 1,000 troops in those battles. There is an uneasy truce now, but we have destroyed the Boeing, Lockheed, and SpaceX facilities in the US that were building the huge warship. They had already laid the keel and it was huge – five time the size of your Ore carriers. We have intelligence that they are still building additional ships. Russia is also. Contact us when you can. Send a quantum pair. We are stable enough so it should get through.”
“Use the drones to fortify your system. Set up a screening system because several countries plan to send missions to explore the new moon according to Anna’s searches of communications between businesses on Earth. We feel fairly secure now so we will begin sending groups from here in Ore-IV with IFF transponders coded for your female partner at MIT (Lakshmi plus your first US patent number 10637296). I’m sorry we couldn’t send additional support personnel but the loss of 1,000 military here has left us short-handed,” Paulus explained in the recording.
“Well damn,” Lux said as he turned to Jack and Prissy who were beside him. “I suppose we better get these drones distributed. Annette and Anna – y’all coordinate and get these programmed for when they jam signals. They will need autonomous features and I want to make sure the quantum tunneling protocols work so we can move them around if needed. How is the remote detection system functioning? I see where you responded to this ship’s emergence within seconds of it entering the system. How did you do that?”
“We have the known system readings of gravity for all the known planetary bodies in the system including the larger asteroids. The emergence into the system when a ship comes out of FTL produces a strong anomaly that we can fairly well pinpoint. We know where we came out and the Ore-III emerged, and they emerged in a similar location. We don’t know if that will be the same if they approach from a different vector so we will place drones hidden around the system. We will guess where to locate them in pairs. One will challenge and shield while the other prepares to attack and deter if needed.”
“What about our land-base?” Jack asked. “Any surface facility we build would be vulnerable to kinetic strikes from orbit. We have to maintain an orbital patrol.”
“If history is any indication, we will be sorely pressed to maintain this colony as the sole property of Mars. We may have discovered it, but we will NOT be able to keep it under our control alone,” Lux said.
“Why should we even try?” Prissy asked.
“The same reason that Russia and the US think they have the right to kill all of us off so they will have a blank slate upon which to write their own meal ticket,” Lux explained. “Other countries on Earth will use this as a place to expand and set up their own country without the restrictions from Earth. Here – no regulatory agencies – no enforcement. No environmental laws, unspoiled resources to plunder. It’s a dream scenario if they can get rid of those annoying people from Mars.”
“What can we do about it? It sounds like they will try to shove us aside and take everything?” Prissy said.
“We have to take them on before they approach the planet or they get settled anywhere,” Lux explained. “Let’s get to it. Amy, why are there scorch marks on your hull? How did those happen?”
“When I was leaving Mars orbit to insert into FTL – there was a brief moment when I transitioned to FTL and Earth forces had a stealth drone with a high-powered fast neutron projector. I destroyed it with a gravity beam, but the moment of transition caused some concern,” Amy, the AI for Ore-III explained. “Their beam didn’t seem to have the energy to do anything to us. The gravity beam knocked down their field and the molecular disintegrator destroyed them.”
“Set up the drones to shear off the front or rear of any vehicles here and then use the phasers,” Lux said. “We need a standard warning with the beacons and disable or destroy the craft if they shoot our beacons.”
“Why would countries not want to just find their own planets?” Prissy asked.
“Why would they go to all that work and expense when they just move in and take over a valuable property? It is Earth’s time-honored tradition they are going to unlearn right here. I want to scavenge what we don’t destroy.”

◆◆◆
 
The preparations in the Sirius system were educated guesswork and the hundreds of armed drones and thousands of beacons hardly touched the volume of space they were trying to cover. The A.I.s suggested areas that were more likely to be system emergence points. Ships entering the system would have to locate the habitable moon and they would probably have to stop or slow since planets moved. That was why they were called wandering stars from the late Latin or Greek planeta or planetos. This pause should give them a chance to contact or engage the ships. The whole purpose of all this is to keep soldiers from landing on the surface or being in a position to release kinetic strikes to the surface from orbit.
The ground-based dome on planet was erected as a means to protect the ships from kinetic strikes. It wasn’t pressurized and easily allowed ships to enter and exit as needed through a specially designed extension.
Lt. General LeBeouf and Colonel Feng Xu were angry when they approached Lux. “We just heard that you are putting armed drones to intercept ships entering this system. Is what we heard true?”
“Yep. Quite true, General. We may live only if they work. Xu was there when we interviewed the saboteur. They plan to kill everyone on this expedition and claim the entire planet. I don’t intend to be killed nor have my crews, or you, killed. I invented all the tech that led us here,” Lux said while looking straight at the pair. “Do you have some dream that you can get the Russians or Americans to stop trying to exploit this planet because of your charm?”
“No,” LeBoeuf said. “That’s not what I meant. You didn’t discuss the plan with us. We deserve a say in what happens. That’s what I meant. We weren’t consulted.”
“I am all ears. Colonel? General?” Lux queried. “Happy to have you give me more alternatives. I expect they will follow their orders and shoot first before talking. I don’t want to kill them all simply because they have human resources we need.”
“We won’t interfere, captain,” Colonel Xu replied, and the two observers walked off.
As soon as Lux saw the pair was out of earshot, he called Anna and Annette. “Make sure you monitor our observers. This will be touch and go without the added vulnerability to internal sabotage.”
Anna came on and spoke over Lux’s internal comm, “I am observing all personnel. We don’t know for sure that there aren’t more seeded saboteurs that we didn’t find. We are about as ready as we’ll ever be. The experimental crops are planted and hunting the local wildlife is supplementing our protein supplies. Foraging is expanding and we have several native floras that are nutritious and tasty. The aquatic life is daunting with its predators. You seemed to enjoy the ‘fish’ last night.”
“I agree that we’ve had a lot of good luck and few deaths since we landed,” Lux said. “The berries and fruit that we added seem to be prolific in this area. Potatoes and sugar beets seem to be thriving here. Onions seem also to be good choices for the soil here. Wheat and grains are also doing well. I’m surprised the leafy green vegetables are doing so well. I suppose the local insects haven’t adapted to Earth veggies yet. I know they will and then we’ll face the farmers dilemma to spray or not to spray.”
“I think we should have both large ships in space constantly,” Anna said.
“You realize what that will do to our work on the ground,” Jack Chen said. “We would have to have troops for boarding and rescue operations. We’d probably need the Courier there too.”
Lux frowned and saw others near him nodding. All the security and Prissy agreed with Anna. “Let’s get them provisioned and in the air. We’re coming up on the four-month time frame the saboteur told us about. We’re settled on a policy where we shoot if they destroy any drone or beacon. We try to take out the control on the ships and then the power if that doesn’t work.”
The Ore-1 and II went with the Courier to locations a couple of light days apart on expected emergence areas. All personnel on the ships went into training mode to work on combat simulations and physical and skill development. Boarding operations were practiced by the Mars Marines and bodyguards until it became second nature. The CutsAll blades and disintegrating grenades were used until they could walk-through different resistance that Anna simulated. She would project images, sound, vibration. Soon she had the Annette and Amy A.I.s competing to make more and more realistic scenarios. Anna stated that the more they bled in practice the less they’d bleed in reality. It was not an original idea.
***
They had been in position for two weeks when Anna alerted them to an emergence three light days away. They alerted the troops to reset for reality and headed that way. They were soon able to see two spacecraft twice as large as the Ore-1 and II. A beacon was communicating with the ships and sending audio and video over the quantum protocol system.
“Unidentified ships. You have entered a system of the Mars Protectorate. Aggressive use of force will cause retaliation. State your intent,” the beacon proclaimed as five heavily armed drones and two ships arrived at their location. “Non-response will be considered a hostile act.” The beacon repeated the message in Russian.
“This is Captain Vladamir Rustov of the Russian ship Vozdayaniye. You have no authority to stop us nor restrict our movements in any way. Do not try to impede us or…”
Lux ordered all the drones and ships to open fire.
One of the ships took off toward Green and Ore-1I took off after it. Three additional drones began pursuit and easily paced the ships. The drone gravity beams tore the front and rear off the racing ship and it started tumbling as atmosphere vented unevenly.
The stationary ship had the front section ripped off and disintegrated. A drone to the rear drove a beam from the rear through the center of the ship ‘til it hit the reactors powering the ship. Lux ordered the boarding and rescue parties to stand by on Ore-1. Ore-II used quantum communications to update the status of the second ship.
“Ore-II to Ore-1,” Regina called. “We have the second Russian ship disabled but it’s tumbling, and we need Courier to ease up to it and stop the tumbling. It still has power but is rotating really fast. It’s going to be a while before we can get it stabilized.”
“Acknowledged Ore-II. Courier is headed your way. Ping your location for them to locate you. Do you have sufficient troops to secure it?” Lux asked.
“We have enough,” Regina said. “Ore-II, over and out.”
“Jack. Try to contact the Vozdayaniye,” Lux ordered.
“Why did you fire before they did anything?” Rodney asked Jack. “I think it’s a good idea but I’m curious.”
Jack grinned and pointed to Lux. “I guess it’s when their captain told us the name of their ship and Lux recognized the name emblazoned on the second ship.”
“Okay. I give up. I’m clueless and I can’t even pronounce the first ship’s name. What am I missing?” Rodney asked.
“Lux speaks Russian and Vozdayaniye means retaliation in Russian. Mстить (mest') was painted on the second ship,” Jack explained. “There are a lot of words for revenge in Russian and that was one of them. Typical Russian to put their intent into Cyrillic lettering,” Jack grinned. “It probably would have been better to name them like the Chinese with ‘heavenly traveler’ or the ‘Oprah’ if it was American. We wouldn’t have been as quick to fire then. We’ll see once we get them stabilized and see what ship’s complement was aboard. Did they stock it with troops or farmers? Did they send surface equipment or weaponry?”
Rodney nodded. “Makes sense. He’s quick…always has been. I would have paused, and they might have had time to attack. I doubt they weren’t expecting us to be right at them when they emerged.”
“Lieutenant,” Lux contacted the Mars Marines. “I see you have prepared two teams. Keep me informed and rescue teams are staged for your call.”
“Affirmative Captain. We’re entering now through a starboard side airlock that still seems to be functioning,” Lieutenant Deeming replied.
“Ore-1 to Ore-II. Status?” Jack asked.
“The Courier will try to synchronize, attach, and stabilize the rotation of their ship - it’s rotating around two planes,” Regina called. “Will call when we’re ready to enter. Smith out.”
***
The Marines entered two starboard airlocks simultaneously. They expected to be ambushed on entry but found the corridors strangely empty. They found no one until a man came lurching up the corridor. He had nothing in his hands that he held palms toward them.
“I came to warn you,” the man said in heavily accented English. “They are waiting for you in the cargo bay.”
“Who are you and what do you mean?” the sergeant asked.
“I am Igor Nobolick. I’m Serbian. The troops are in the cargo bay. You luckily killed the leaders in the command deck and power room. There are about forty soldiers there and they are waiting to ambush you. They have two orbital assault vehicles they planned to use to destroy your bases on the ground. Our second ship, the Revenge, has most of the military supplies. They have high powered lasers on the assault craft. They never got your disintegrator weapons to function,” Igor said. “They do have your CutsAll machetes, though. They are very proud of those and killed one of the scientists who was resisting their commands on the way here.”
“Wait one,” the sergeant said and forwarded the recording of the interaction to the other team and to Ore-1.
“Stand by, sergeant,” Jack said.
“Affirmative, standing by,” the sergeant and the second team replied. He turned back to the man. “Where are the civilians? Are you alone in opposing the soldiers? Are there others?” the sergeant asked.
“Most but not all are opposed to the military takeover of your colony, but we had no way to physically oppose them. They have been ordered to seal themselves in their cabins. They do have IVA suits for short exposures to space,” Igor stated. “I have a diagram of the ship. Both are the same except there are more supplies for the military on the second ship,” Igor said and passed a data stick to the sergeant. The Marine placed the data stick next to comm and transferred the files to the other units after scanning them for viruses.
“Thank you, Igor. Can you transfer known supporters to the forward starboard airlock so we can evacuate them from here?” he asked the man while suggesting the plan to the Ore-I.
The man nodded and suggested corridor junctions that would control egress to the cargo bays in case the soldiers tried to force their way out. The sergeant sent four of his team to hold the corridor and the remaining three went to help move civilians to the collapsible connector the Ore-I had placed around and over the airlock. The civilians could be moved away from any fighting because the colony needed more people. This looked like a good opportunity to the Marines.
Soon, there was a steady stream of people in IVA suits being fed into the airlock. Igor stood by checking who was going into the Ore-I. Every twenty or so would have someone that Igor redirected to an adjacent room. A Marine guard was placed over those people. Igor had just shaken his head and the people did not resist. He explained that those were supporters of the military. The Marine sergeant asked about Captain Rustov and Igor explained he was probably on the bridge when the control room was sheared off.
“Is that it?” the sergeant asked. Igor indicated he thought so. The sergeant had the seven isolated in the room nearby to give him their helmets. He had the helmets taken several rooms away. He switched his translator on his comm to Russian and told the seven that they were on probation until his people had cleared the military from the ship.
“We have cooperating civilians off the ship,” the Marine sergeant said. “There are seven people isolated from the rest because they were collaborators and we have separated them from their helmets so they would be more vulnerable. They have two assault craft, but we are in deep space, and they don’t have the navigational skills to fly from here. I was going to suggest breaching the cargo bay, but they have oxygen cylinders and two assault craft. They also have EVA suits and heavy lasers. What do you recommend?”
Jack Chen came on. “We need to clear them out. I would have the internal entrances covered by the high-powered lasers, but I think we can use the phasers to cut through the bulkheads and they don’t have a defense for the grenades or phasers. Try not to destroy the assault craft if you can help it. Up to you since they have CutsAll blades.”
The two teams coordinated, while Polly, Rodney, and Robert took over the handling of the ‘refugees’ so the three Marines could return to their original team. It was still fifteen to forty even though their suit shields would defeat kinetic projectiles and would resist the CutsAll machetes. This would be fighting desperate, trained soldiers.
◆◆◆
 
The Mars Marines breached the cargo bay through the interior bulkhead and almost immediately received laser fire from the two assault shuttles inside. One Marine took a laser blast directly in the face shield and died instantly before the phasers disintegrated the two laser projectors and their crew. Other Russian troops fired assault firearms at them that did nothing against their suit shields. The Marines were disintegrating the upper bodies of the soldiers as they swept the disintegrating beams through waves of attacking soldiers.
The Marines’ suits and weapons so outclassed the resisting soldiers that the battle didn’t last long. Six of the Russian troops threw their weapons down and raised their hands. Sergeant Petrov of the Mars Marines went forward to secure the surrendering soldiers since he spoke fluent Russian. As he approached, two of the surrendering soldiers pulled CutsAlls from their back waistband and slashed Petrov’s phaser in two. They pulled him to them with the CutsAll across his neck. Lieutenant Deeming drew his popper and shot the two soldiers through their face shields. They dropped dead next to Petrov.
Two Marines searched the four surrendered soldiers and secured them with flex cuffs. They searched the assault shuttles and found a female inside wearing the uniform of sergeant. The searching Marines had two of their female soldiers strip the female and put her in a spare IVA suit without a helmet. Lux’s experience with the Russian female spy last year was a story well covered during training. They secured her with flex cuffs and marched her out to the others who were dragging the body pieces and corpses to an area near the loading doors. They had these surrendered soldiers strip searched also.
The four soldiers escorted the civilian and military prisoners off the captured ship and over to the Ore-I while the remainder of the Marines searched the ship and inventoried. Igor Nobolick came back over to accompany them. It took several hours and there were a lot of useful supplies aboard. There was plenty of food and conventional firearms. They found a considerable amount of distillation apparatus. Local beer and distilled spirits must have been a sizable portion of their planning. There were large stores of seed and agricultural equipment. This would be a huge help if they could recover everything.
Lux ordered a repair crew to bring a spare reactor and hull coverings to enable the captured ship to be moved to orbit around Green. They still were just stabilizing the second Russian ship as they started interviewing the civilians and captured military.
The civilians were a mix of specialists that seemed pleased with the situation, especially when they were told they would be admitted into the general population. All spoke at least conversational English, and many were scientists. They seemed excited when they were shown training videos Annette had put together on the flora and fauna of Green. They seemed to like the name of the planet and it was becoming standard.
◆◆◆
 
The second ship was finally stabilized, and it had lost most of its atmosphere though some portions of the ship were still pressurized. Unfortunately (or fortunately in some people’s view), all the humans on board had been killed by the loss of control when the spacecraft had spun out of control. It was estimated that the forces had caused 11Gs for up to three hours and all on board were dead by the time they got the ship stabilized. There were three hundred soldiers on board and very few civilians, unlike the first ship. There was considerable military hardware and artillery on board. This was not a colonizing ship but an assault force. There was an abundance of portable housing that would be very useful, as well as materials for water treatment, sewage, air defense, and communication. The military equipment came through the excessive G forces without damage.
The air defense systems would be useful when the Americans came through in a couple of months. This ship was nearly twice the size of the Ore-II and they would be able to make a decent fortified location on the surface with this equipment. They would have to fortify and patrol the high ground, but this material would definitely strengthen the surface position.
The clearing of the second ship took place along with the sober task of disposing of all the bodies. Their spacesuits were removed and cleaned. It was a nasty task with the bodily fluids in all of them, but the suits would be needed in the future. It took two weeks to clean the second ship and destroy the corpses after recording all their names. Repair crews jury-rigged the hull repairs on both captured ships. The Retaliation took longer to repair than the Revenge, but they were both moved to orbit over the colony position. There was so much to relocate from orbit to surface that Ore-II was constantly making trips to and from the surface.
◆◆◆
 
The Colony Begins to take shape
The four male soldiers from the Retaliation were quite straight-forward in their stories. They had been told the same story. They were told they were sent to liberate comrades on a distant planet that had been taken over by the infamous Lux Blakely and his people. They were told that the Russians had discovered the moon, and that Lux had used technology stolen from the Russians to destroy the Russian colony which was founded here first. There were no officers among the captured except for the female who was a colonel dressed as a sergeant (according to the males). The surrendered males also said she was military intelligence and not what her uniform indicated.
The female supposed sergeant reported the same story and rejected the claim that she was a colonel or in intelligence. The seven separated civilians were given tasks aligning with their skill sets, but they seemed to accept the disdain of their fellow civilians. The Russian civilians were a real mixed bag. There were five brew masters and distillation experts. There was automated farm equipment with five expert farmers, two surgeons, four physician assistants, four chemists, a biologist, four geologists who also had skills in mining, and the rest were engineers with two specialties each (mechanical, civil, electrical, nuclear, and chemical engineers).
There was a lot of farming equipment to supplement what was already with Lux’s expedition. The military vehicles from the second captured ship also served as plows and graders. Backhoes were valuable digging entrenchments as well as laying pipes and cables for the portable buildings. The large stainless-steel tanks were great for brewing beer and later would be useful for distilling the grains and fruits for liquors and brandy. One Russian mechanical engineer was a cooper who was able to craft barrels out of the local hard woods and fire the interiors for later. Hopefully, they would be able to survive long enough to make the barrels useful to age alcoholic beverages.
Lux gathered everyone together again and addressed the group arrayed in front of him. “Thank you for coming together today. We have come a long way since we landed here. We are carving out a place to live. We expect the Americans to send ships to wipe us off this moon. They too want to write on a clean slate. We intend to stop them and any other incursions in the future. Once stabilized, we will offer transportation back to Mars. We intend to set up regular travel back and forth. We will seek input when we set up a government here to lease land to entities back on Earth and Mars for mining and exploitation of resources. We want to make sure they don’t destroy the environment with no environmental regulations, but we need to offer land and resources as a way to keep from being invaded or having these resources just being taken from us.”
Someone from the audience spoke up. “How are we going to set up these leases, grants or what not? Are you the sovereign to wave a wand and decree what government we have or who gets what? Not sure I want some child should write our laws or make any decisions for us,” the man said waving his arms to indicate all around him.
“Are you Del Fraly, the plumber from Georgia? Didn’t you make your money outsourcing all your work to undocumented immigrants and fled to Mars,” Lux asked as Del looked around embarrassed. “We desperately need plumbers here as we’ve begun building our own sanitary treatment facilities that I helped design with the help of our AIs and a civil engineer. Wait – I designed the system that brought us here and the weapons we use to defend this place. I didn’t rule Mars and don’t intend to singlehandedly set up the government here. You people…” Lux said with emphasis.
He continued, “You people will write this world’s constitution and help us set it up. You will determine who gets what. My job is to help us survive long enough to make those decisions. I will be ruthless in doing so. I have killed to protect my life and the lives of those around me. I expect I will have to do more of that in the future since others are plotting to kill everyone here and take this from us. Keep looking ahead. That’s all I have for now. I expect one more wave of attacks from the Americans before the multinational corporations start sending expeditions. See any of the AIs if you have ideas or suggestions.”
◆◆◆
 
The Sergeant Escapes
Colonel Katia Osipova had changed into the female sergeant’s uniform after the poison she had slipped into the sergeant’s tea had done its work. The sergeant had not agreed with the mission and was about to go to the ship’s captain to complain. That had happened conveniently right before the emergence into the Sirius system. Then the locals unexpectantly resisted in spite of analysis saying the Mars expedition had been sabotaged enroute. They had not expected any opposition. At most they thought some would have reached the planet and could be destroyed from orbit or by an assault on the ground. The capture showed the Blakely people were more competent than expected but the interrogation was lackadaisical at most.
Katia kept reiterating that she was a sergeant who had been told exactly what the Russian troops had been told. She was just trying to recover properties and tech stolen from the Russian Empire.
They still had a guard on her, but she was allowed to walk around out of the prefab hut two hours a day – one hour in the morning and one after dinner. They hadn’t released her from surveillance, so she gave no indication of resistance. After dinner she stopped like she had a rock in her shoe and when the guard came close, she hit him in the side of the head with a rock she had palmed. She grabbed his popper pistol and ran into the woods near the hut.
Katia was able to escape the compound fence, make it out past the scouted border. She felt the piercing pain at the back of both calves. She did not escape the neuro-weasels as they became known. The guard had a concussion, but he would recover in a week or two. Katia didn’t have time to fire the popper – she had no idea the pistols were bio-locked to the individual. They found remnants of her gnawed skeleton and uniform in several bloody patches later that morning.
◆◆◆
 
The American Force Arrives
Amy in Ore-III alerted them when there was a large emergence six weeks later. There were three ships this time and they were the size of the Ore carriers but just cylinders. Again, the beacons and drones were there first and broadcast their challenge. The broadcasting beacon was blasted out of the way with a laser beam and a railgun round hit one of the drones. All the drones began firing and Ore-III started firing its gravity beam but only the first ship was disabled by the beam. It had to be kept on one spot for a few seconds before the hull collapsed and the lasers followed up to burn deeply into the control area. The other two ships sped off in separate directions.
The Ore-ll and III went after one of the ships which was headed nearer to Green than the other ship. They paralleled its path and fired continuously at one spot on the hull until the second American ship was disabled. The third American ship was somewhere in the Sirius system, but the gravimetric readings only gave general locations. The drones around Green had gravity beam weapons and the AIs noted how their weapons could be used effectively and were on patrol around Green.
Lux tried contacting the first disabled ship. “Ore-I to unidentified ship. You have entered a system of the Mars Protectorate. Your aggressive use of force caused retaliation. State your intent,” Lux said. There was a pause, and the message was repeated.
“This is Lieutenant Commander Scarmetti of the USSF Valiant. You have fired on us…unprovoked fire. I demand that you stand down and let us pass.”
“Commander Scarmetti. Demand all you want but you fired first, and you have ‘til the count of five to surrender unconditionally before I start punching holes in your pretty ship. Your people also attacked Mars – what happened to the people who launched that attack? Do you wish America to have all its power plants and satellites destroyed from orbit? One message from here and it’s a done deal,” Lux said.
“Who is this?” Scarmetti asked.
“This is Lux Blakely. One – two – three. Prepare to fire on my count of Five. Four.”
“You’re supposed to be dead or sabotaged according to the Russians. Okay – crap – we surrender,” Scarmetti said.
“Send us diagrams of your ship and roster plus personnel files of all aboard. Have all inside put weapons down and no helmets. Any weapons and we just pull back and we turn you to slag. We have plenty of inventory. Prepare to be boarded,” Lux said and indicated that the Marines were to enter but this time they were to seize the control center of the ship and install an Anna AI clone after disabling the current system. They were just going to remove several of the command crew and soldiers and install a remote destruct device.
It wasn’t long before Lt. Commander Scarmetti and his Lt. J. G. McEwen were brought to the Ore-I in the Pod II with two Mars Marines. Lux asked the soldiers to search them again and took them to his conference room with Jack Chen, Rodney Branch, and Prissy Hunnicutt. Two Mars Marines stood off to the side.
“Gentlemen. Please have a seat. I see, according to your rosters, that you have almost 300 aboard each ship and most of them are military. What was your intent and orders?” Lux asked.
“Lieutenant Commander Raymond Scarmetti DoD ID 5842236901 USSF,” Scarmetti said and wouldn’t say anything else.
“Uhm-m, Commander Scarmetti - you never declared war on us, so you are not a prisoner of war but a pirate that shot at us,” Lux said very seriously. “Sergeant. Would you escort the commander to the cargo bay? I’ll be talking with your subordinate.”
The lieutenant commander shook his head at his junior officer.
The lieutenant J.G. asked, “What are you going to do with us?”
“I’m going to go through your officers and ask them what their orders were and ask why they have so much military personnel and equipment aboard ships coming to another country’s colony. We wondered why saboteurs attacked us and why America attacked Mars again. We will only tolerate that so far and then… it makes me angry, and our reputation is pretty well established about what happens to people who attack us,” Lux explained.
“What are you going to do with the commander?”
“Oh. We’re going to disintegrate the upper two-thirds of his body with your phaser and drag what’s left around until one of your people answers our very reasonable questions. We never attacked anyone. I invented the technology you used to get here. We discovered a habitable planet in this system after searching fifty others. Your government has the technology and the ability to search for your own planets just like we did. You could have your own planets, but I suppose it’s easier and cheaper to just take ours,” Lux explained. “Now I’ll ask you the same questions. Why so many soldiers and what were your orders?”
“Lieutenant Junior Grade Antonio McEwen DoD ID 8532232109 USSF,” he said.
“The Russians came here with much larger ships two months ago and mainly had military supplies also,” Lux explained. “They intended to kill us all and take over the planet, so the people back home could exploit it as they wished. We had to kill 350 of their soldiers. The rest are alive and have joined our colony as full members.” There was a rap on the conference room door. “Enter,” Lux said.
The Mars Marine sergeant walked in with blood sprayed all over his protective suit. He popped off his helmet and stuck it under one arm. “Really messy, Captain,” he said to Lux. “Where do you want this. I left a trail and maintenance robots are having to clean up the guts from here to the cargo bay. What do you want?”
“Hold up what you’ve got left so the lieutenant here can identify him. Guard,” Lux said to the other Mars marine. “Get your weapon ready. Use a Popper in here if needed.”
The sergeant held up one half of Lt. Commander Scarmetti’s suit. There was still flesh with bone sticking out of the arm and one leg still had meat in it. You could still see his nametag. “He moved around sir. Sorry it wasn’t clean. It took a couple of shots, and he was still hollering after the first shot.”
The Lieutenant J.G. threw up. Prissy signaled a maintenance bot to clean up the area.
“Thank you, sergeant. Space that and come back here. Don’t clean up yet because we might need to go down the roster before they answer,” Lux said.
“Lieutenant. I’ll ask you one more time. What were your orders? Why attack us?”
The lieutenant shook his head and wiped his mouth. “We had an agreement with the Russians to split the planet in half. We’d get the northern half, and they’d get the southern half. They said your expedition had already been sabotaged and you were probably dead or no threat. We were to destroy any of your ships in orbit and use kinetic strikes if you had a colony or presence on the ground. We were not to communicate with you before we initiated hostilities.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. We didn’t need secrets – just confirmation. We will seek the people that sent you here and deal with them,” Lux said and nodded to the second Marine. The Marine indicated for the lieutenant to follow him.
“Did you have him killed? It looked horrible. You could see the bone and read his nametag and all the blood,” Prissy said.
“Something like that works when you have a cruel reputation. All the meat, blood, and bone came from one of our latest hunts,” Lux said. “I had the man change out of his suit. The only thing killed was his suit.”
“That’s pretty sick,” Prissy said.
“I didn’t think hot oil backrubs would get us very far,” Lux said with a grin.
Prissy rolled her eyes but grinned.
A few minutes later a man was brought in wearing a refurbished Russian suit liner. “Lieutenant Commander. We do not have the resources to treat you as a prisoner of war. We have confirmed that you had an agreement with the Russians. We do not have the ability to send you back to Earth at this time. We confirmed that you intended to kill us all and take over our colony. What do you recommend we do with you? Do you understand parole, and could you sell the idea to your troops? You would have to work along with the population if you were not restrained and follow the rules and dictates of the colony until you can be returned to Earth.”
“I could swear on my honor that I would not take up arms against you until officially released,” the Lieutenant Commander said. “Why did my lieutenant act so surprised when we passed in the corridor?”
“Do you think you could sell this idea of parole to the rest of your troops? It would give us an alternative to internment camps or other more disagreeable alternatives,” Lux said.
“I will do that,” Commander Scarmetti said, “The Russians said they had killed you all and we did think we were taking over an unoccupied world.”
“They sabotaged every ship we sent here and tried to kill all on board. They sent warships to destroy us if we made it to the surface. You had orders to divide the planet and use kinetic strikes to kill any on the planet or assault us if that didn’t work. All on Earth who ordered these attacks will be killed. We are not a people to be trifled with…” Lux said dismissing the commander to talk with his troops. “Your orders forfeited all your troops lives. I sincerely hope you can convince them to work with us.
◆◆◆
 
The Second USSF Ship
Regina, Robert, and Elijah were on the Ore-II and III that had stopped the second American ship. They had received the interior floor plans of the stopped ships from the Valiant. Lux and Jack had sent them the interview with the lieutenant J.G so they knew the score. They tried radio contact and finally got someone to answer.
“Unidentified ship. This is Mars Ore-II, Captain Regina Smith commanding. Stand down. We have disabled your ship and the Valiant has explained your orders to split the planet with the Russians and kill anyone else on the surface or in orbit. We didn’t let the Russians stop us since we discovered the planet and invented the tech that brought you here. Give us a reason not to destroy your ship.”
“We don’t recognize your authority to stop us. We consider you pirates, and we will resist any efforts to control this ship,” the person on the second ship said.
“Amy. Take over the lasers and start working through the crew quarters and work your way through the ship. Stay away from the cargo areas. Fire,” Regina said. “Keep firing until the transmission is silenced.”
Coordinated lasers fired from both ships and made short work as they shot through the ship. Soon the voice was cut off in mid-sentence. The Mars Marines were ready to board and attached the Ore-II to the port airlock through a sectioned transit tube. “We are entering ship two.”
Transmission from the Mars troops. “We have encountered civilian dressed members. We are moving them to the flight deck. There are two transports in the flight bay and twenty-three civilians discovered so far. There is an enormous amount of food stuffs in this section of the ship. We are sending the civilians to the Ore-II. No soldiers yet,” the Marines said right before gunfire broke out from a corridor ahead. The M-8s had no effect on the Mars Marine suits and the phasers, poppers, and disintegrating grenades made short work of the soldiers. There were no survivors. It took two hours to clear the undamaged rear of the ship and four hours to search the damaged front portion of the ship since it was without gravity and in vacuum.
“We have eleven soldiers that we’ve captured. The rest died shooting at us and trying to cut us with CutsAlls. What a waste,” a Marine corporal said. “We did recover a lot of food and prefab buildings. I worry where the other ship is that escaped.”




Chapter 6

The Third Ship
We never found the third ship – it found us. Our orbiting drones detected it on the far side of the moon, and we never saw it coming. It tried to locate us so it could threaten the colony, but the drones fired their gravity beams and coordinated their fire. The craft got its hull pierced and lost atmosphere but dived quickly having some control. It landed abruptly on a continent on the other side of the planet. Its two assault craft flew away from the ship almost immediately. Our drones moved in and pierced the power core on the vessel. One of their assault craft came back firing its laser but one of the drones turned and damaged the craft in midair.
The colony trouble began as the surrendered soldiers from the American ships began to set up their housing beside the Russian prefab housing. We had essentially doubled our population overnight and even though we had the means to feed and house them – it felt uncomfortable when the newly surrendered, unrestrained soldiers had the same number of people as colonists. The A.I.s were silently monitoring all the talk through lip reading, surveillance cameras with microphones, and the many ultra-sensitive small drones. They were there to warn Lux and his staff about any planning to capture the colony.
“Lux,” Anna said through his subcutaneous transceiver. “There have been plans discussed with some of the captured soldiers about stealing weapons and taking over this colony.”
“Thank you, Anna. I expected the same as it’s a pattern in all human history. I’m going to try to delay their revolt, so we don’t have loss of life. You are authorized to stun or kill anyone who tries to disarm or injure any citizen. Where is Lieutenant Commander Scarmetti?”
“He is currently in cafeteria three with several of his people,” Anna said.
“Thanks, Anna. I’ll head that way,” Lux answered.
Lux saw the commander sitting at a table with four or five others. Anna came through his communicator. “The man on the commander’s left is the one fomenting the unrest. His name is Reggie Davidson – sergeant of twelve years from Amarillo, Texas.”
“Commander. I’m sorry to interrupt. May I speak with you a moment?” Lux said.
Commander Scarmetti looked around the table and spread his arms out in front of him. “Anything you say can be said to me and my men. Feel free to join us.”
“Very well,” Lux said and put his hands between Reggie and the commander. “Let me squeeze in here.”
Scarmetti looked angry and Reggie was fiddling with a steak knife. Lux leaned over to Reggie. “Reggie. If you stick me with that knife, my drones and ships have orders to hunt all the captured soldiers down and kill them all. The ships have orders to then go to Earth and burn every home address of your people to the ground, but I like Amarillo and I wish you wouldn’t.” Lux turned to the commander. “Commander, I’d like you to encourage your people to give us a bit more time here so we can transport all you people back to Earth very soon. We realize this is a hardship, but I wanted to say this to all of you.”
Lux looked around and they had heard his quiet threat to Reggie and were hanging on every word. “I wanted to thank you for your assistance these last few weeks and make you an offer.”
“I heard Earth attacked Mars and destroyed all its infrastructure,” Scarmetti stated. “Your interplanetary communication system is broken, and we have an equal number of people as you do. We should take over.”
Lux chuckled. “Is your source the same one that said we were all dead or compromised before you walked into this cakewalk?”
“You’re bluffing again. You don’t have the guts to do what it takes to run this planet,” Scarmetti said.
“I could argue I have three hundred Russian spacesuits that would disagree with your assessment. We were able to salvage that many out of the five hundred we killed. We did stop five warships larger than ours also. Anna,” Lux said sotto voce and nodded toward Reggie who suddenly went rigid and collapsed on the ground. “He’s not dead…just stunned. Commander. Doesn’t your family live in Bannockburn outside Chicago.” He turned to Lieutenant McEwen. “Lieutenant. Don’t you have parents still living in Crawfordville on Old Shell Point Road? I didn’t come here to threaten you. I truly intended to offer you and your families’ citizenship here. We would transfer them here free and deed you each a 500-acre tract of land.”
“So, you could hold us hostage with our families and make us work as slaves,” one of the men said ignoring the forgotten Reggie who was groaning as he started to regain consciousness.
“All the people who work with me or for me are pretty wealthy,” Lux explained. “They can leave whenever they decide. It’s not like the military where you have an obligation for years. Some of you can’t stay now because of those obligations but you’d be welcomed here with or without your families as immigrants – not as an occupation force. We would offer seed money and equipment, but you’d have to pass a test on our constitution and laws. I doubt many American politicians could pass the test they give immigrants wanting to become citizens.”
“You don’t have a constitution here yet nor a government,” Scarmetti said. “I checked.”
“I’d love your input…really. We’re kind of a FU autocracy right now but that will change as soon as we can get enough people here. Read Childers or Freehold by Williamson. I’m leaning a bit more to the Childers side of the concepts.” Lux got up. “Think this over before doing anything rash. Love to have you as friends but that’s not my decision to make. Think of your families. This moon is going to be a nice place to live.” Lux nodded and strode away.
Everyone turned to Scarmetti, and someone helped Reggie up. “Commander. I think we need to rethink our little revolt here. Blakely looks young but all this happened because of him and his inventions.”
“I heard he made money from patents when he was five years old,” one said.
“I heard he killed three Chinese assassins when he was nine with knives and they had guns,” another said.
Another of the captured soldiers hearing the tail end of the conversation about Blakely came over and made a comment. “I was a big fan of Lummi growing up.” Everyone looked at him like he was insane. “Did you know the ones who ordered the kidnapping in China were killed within a couple of days. You know Blakely was the one that upgraded all the US fighter planes and designed the tens of thousands of lifters that he sold to the Army at Fort Drum. He designed the spaceship at the Skunkworks that defeated the Chinese invasion of Taiwan.” The men around the table shooed him away. His comments made them uncomfortable.
“Isn’t he a little font of wisdom.” Reggie was rubbing his head. “The Blakely kid made a believer out of me. He controls all those drones and ships.”
Antonio McEwen said, “Blakely knows where we all live and maybe you didn’t hear what Mars did after those mercenaries and US troops attacked them right before we came here. They killed hundreds of people who ordered those attacks. Everyone said it was terrorists, but it wasn’t – it was Mars retaliating. That kid is no pushover, and he has balls. Would you sit down next to a guy with a knife when they were plotting against you? Have you seen him or his guards training? They do it every day.”
Scarmetti looked around the table. “Maybe we were a bit premature. We’ll see if they send us back anytime soon. I’m not sure they can’t talk to Mars.” Everyone nodded and the immediate crisis was averted.
◆◆◆
 
Tweaked Excavator Device
Serbian immigrant, Igor Nobolick, faced a quandary. He had been trying to disintegrate the dirt for the foundation of new prefab building when the dirt didn’t disappear – it hardened like rock. It was just a disintegrator he was adapting to dig foundations. He studied it for a bit and sent for Lux Blakely. He figured that Blakely would know how to fix this if anybody did since he reportedly invented the tech.
“What’s up Igor? Lux asked as he walked into the shop. “You settling in?”
“Oh, yes! This is better than I hoped for with the Russians. I would have been making beer and as much as I like it – that is not my specialty. I am materials science guy and amateur Brewmeister. The Brewmeister skill got me position on the Russian team but my Masters is Materials Science with the National University of Science and Technology in Moscow. Look. The reason I called you is that I had adapted a disintegrator I had been planning to use to dig foundations for new buildings. It sure would be easier than manually digging ditches for power, communications, and sewer connections. We have very few backhoes here, so I was looking for a way to do this quicker and easier.”
“What the problem – too much depth?” Lux asked.
“No, no. It did something weird. I had one of your bodyguards use his phaser to help me cut out  chunk and then I tested it. Inside of disintegrating material to elemental hydrogen – the beam turned the soil into a new material for a depth of half a meter. I took this material and tested it, and it was stronger than Portland cement used in runways,” Igor said.
“How much stronger? Let me look at your emitter? Did you coat it with anything or was it shaped differently?” Lux asked.
“I have it over here. It was reshaped from a drone weapon that was hit with a laser in one of the recent attacks. It may have changed the shape of the emitter. I was told I could use this but be careful. The software settings were adjusted to point blank range by Annette,” Igor said.
“It looks like it was melted a bit from the laser fire. Why would it…?” Lux mumbled as he studied the misshapen emitter. “I wonder…” he said to himself and then went over to the computer terminal and started pulling up diagrams of conventional emitters. He took his MemDex off his arm and recorded the emitter from all angles. Look how the front edge is more than bifurcated. It’s slightly curled. Annette. Print me several different extremes of emitters. I want to see how the shape could morph a material. Make the differences more and less extreme. Get someone to bring them straight to us at my workshop. Thanks Annette. Igor, we’re moving you to my lab. This is important.”
The tests of the device were pretty random at first until Annette, Anna, Amy, Igor and Lux started to see a pattern. Lux realized before the others how the shape of the emitter and frequency changed how the beam coalesced matter the way it did. Lux sat back amazed. He saw how the phasers could break molecular bonds, but it took a mental leap to realize how the beam could draw matter together into different arrangements – the pseudo concrete or stone or whatever they’d end up calling it was an example of that concept. Lux grinned at the thought that he was always having to make up names for things no one had done before.
Lux finally was able to purposefully design emitters that could produce a uniform material he would first use for paving and then for a versatile building material. He could make it a rigid material much stronger than Portland cement concrete. This material could withstand temperature changes from -60°C to 80°C which was a much wider range than standard concrete. The new composite could withstand 90MPa in compressive strength (90 million pascals without experiencing failure or significant deformation ~5.83 tons per square inch). Lux thought that was quite a bit stronger than current runway concrete that could withstand 30 to 60 megapascals.
Lux could vary the emitter frequency and make color changes to the concrete too which was a fun sidenote. He foresaw that he could make prefab panels of the material to make different colors and patterns limited only to programming skills and assembly time. They’d have to get more personnel before they could expand into a building program. He had Igor continue working with the emitters with Annette’s guidance while he had Anna plan out expanded plumbing, electrical, drainage, water courses, and waste treatment. They couldn’t lay down a thick concrete slab and then have to dig through it to install underground plumbing and electrical connections.
Lux was hip deep in planning the expansion of the colony footprint when an event changed everything. There was an emergence of two unidentified spacecraft. The drones alerted Lux and he ran to jump into the Ore-I which happened to be grounded along with Ore-III. Anna contacted Lux.
“I am establishing contact with them though there is a little time lag in transmissions ‘til our drones get closer. They are relaying via quantum tunneling but we still have the standard light speed transmission lag plus processing latency,” Anna interjected.
“Thank you, Anna. Are they headed our way?” Lux asked as his ship left atmosphere and raced toward the incoming ships.
They were ten minutes out before Anna signaled Lux again. “Not an emergency. This looks like Ore-IV and another warship of Mars’ design. They know exactly where the colony is located. It is sent from your father.”
Lux exchanged codewords with Ore-IV that assured him he was dealing with his father as he returned to the colony. The ships followed him and landed in a field south of the all the others.
Lux and the colonists rushed to see the two ships. The Ore-IV was a copy of their other ships, but the Mars warship bristled with emitters and lasers and small parabolic dishes, Lux assumed they were gravity beam weapons. The warship was one hundred-fifty meters long and about forty-five meters wide like a cylinder with one side flattened on the bottom. The side ramp folded out from the cargo bay and several Mars Marines marched down and met Lux’s group.
“Major Gary Felts, at your service Mister Blakely,” the man said and held out his hand to Lux who shook it. “General Fogelmann sends his regards and a company of one hundred Marines and this ship, the Hound, for your use to keep the next horde of ships away.”
“Next horde? I’m surprised he could afford to send a company. Let’s talk after I see to what’s on board the Ore-IV – more colonists?” Lux asked.
Major Felts laughed as did his soldiers. “It’s a surprise from your father. I’m not at liberty to tell you except your father said plug in the new quantum tunneling modules on all your ships so you could talk again. Captain Apuzo is a little guy from New York but he’s quite a personality.”
The ramp had just come down on the Ore-IV as the group was approaching and the dark-haired man, a little less than 170 centimeters came down the ramp like he owned it. “Lux Blakely I presume. I’m Elrico Apuzo, Captain of the Ore-IV. I brought one hundred new colonists with needed skills for you – 256 new people.”
Lux grinned. “Are some Mormons – excuse me – Church of the Latter-Day Saints? One hundred couples.”
“No polygamists. One hundred couples and fifty of their children,” Apuzo said with a grin. “Your father said you need to experience the joy of having children just like he did. He said payback time.”
Lux rolled his eyes thinking a new planet was not a great place for children but maybe it was. “You and your people are welcome, but I imagine you already know Major Felts. Your people will need to spend nights on the ships until we can erect new housing.”
“I have some help for you in that regard. Shall we Major? You ready to unload as well?” Apuzo asked the Major.
They nodded and grinned at each other, and both spoke into their comms. More soldiers came down out of the Hound and stepped to the sides of the ramp. Several pairs of colonists came down out of the Ore-IV and stepped to the side, watching the ramp.
Lux was thinking ‘What the Hell’ as he heard metallic sounds coming from inside both ships. The sounds grew louder and was more rhythmic. Pairs of robots came walking down the ramps and looking straight ahead and they kept coming. How many he thought?
Just then, Captain Apuzo spoke up. “You’re thinking how many, right? Both ships have one hundred and tons of spare parts. You’re thinking, how could you send so many? I asked myself that when your father first told me. They don’t breathe or eat or anything and we can cram them in together and they don’t complain. Which reminds me. Your father said as soon as you can, send me back with any who want a return. Major Felts.”
Felts spoke up. “I have one hundred of the robots too plus a grader and an ore separator and a bit more of the heavy equipment. We will be happy to unload. We were crammed to the gunnels though I’m not sure what gunnels are.”
“Anna,” Lux spoke to his A.I. “How are the robots being controlled? Can they be jammed?”
“Your father evidently had someone who has miniaturized the quantum linking communication and the robots can be controlled individually or collectively and are currently being controlled by Ariel, the A.I. of the Ore-IV. They determined it also works while in FTL which is significant. Your father has the quantum modules for all our ships and robots have been dispatched to install them on the Pod, the Two, the Courier and Ore-I, II, & III. That way the A.I.s can share direction in real time,” Anna explained.
“Great. I can’t wait to talk with my father. It sounds like it’s stabilized a lot at Mars. Can I connect to him through my comm unit here through the Ore-IV since its already connected,” Lux asked.
“Sure,” Anna said, and Lux could almost hear the smile in her tone. She was so much more sentient sounding in the past few years. “Just ask Ariel on your comm. She’ll connect you. Realize it should be about early evening Mars time.”
“Ariel. Would you please connect me with my father on Mars?” Lux said.
There was a short pause, and he heard his father. “Lux. My worst fears were unfounded. It’s a parent’s job to worry.” Paulus laughed. “I guess you got my little present. We started cranking out the Atlas prototypes and the Anna here improved all its function and power storage. They are much tougher than the old Atlas and very nimble and strong. Tell your AIs what you want to do and turn them loose. Anna updated me on everything that has happened to you as soon as Ore-IV emerged into the system and connected with Annette and Amy. Send the prisoners back as soon as you can, and I’ll get them to a neutral country on Earth.”
“What about the people that sent those three ships? I want them destroyed. I don’t want nation states to get the idea they can get away with trying to destroy us. We’ll need to allow industrial consortiums and immigrants to have opportunities to come here but we need to control it. We’ll need patrols and ways to screen those coming here. Later we can open this up to more diverse skillset groups. Now we need skills to survive. Once we reach a threshold of about 20,000 people, I think we can start to be less restrictive as the population has a margin for recovery.”
“I have Anna here researching who planned and pressured the ships. We will destroy them shortly but send Ore-IV back with the prisoners,” Paulus explained. “I’m concerned about that third ship. I’m not sure they could repair it, but they might be able to do so. They could, at least, reach your colony and they have powerful lasers.”
“I have constant drone patrols here that would stop any ship approaching the colony. I’ll try to get rid of any recalcitrant prisoners or reluctant immigrants over the next month. We are still patrolling for emergent spacecraft,” Lux said. “We have a good detection history when there are few spacecraft within the system. It would be extraordinarily hard if there were many craft.”
“Put those robots to good use and the settlers will need a school for their children shortly. Have the A.I.s teach them. There aren’t many and the parents can home school them too,” Paulus said.
“Thanks, dad…for everything. The robots will be a great asset. I’ll be sorting through files tonight. Night dad,” Lux said and signed off.

◆◆◆
 
New Arrivals
Lux felt like a one-man band. He went to the cafeteria they had set up and went in and asked for some peppermint tea if they had any. He sat down and pulled out a slate and started looking through newcomers’ files. He was intently studying the files when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked around to see Prissy smiling down at him.
“Hey boss. No rest for the weary?” Prissy said. “Can I help you with anything?”
“Yep,” Lux said with his best puppy dog eyes and his hands curled up in front of him like a dog begging.
She leaned down and kissed him on the nose. “Show me what’s got y’all twisted up.”
“It’s these one hundred new couples and their kids. I’m trying to learn what skills they have by looking at their files. I don’t know their names or their kids. How can I assign them anywhere?
I’ve got to get most of our prisoners sent back. I have to get housing built and I just figured out how to manufacture all the pipes for water, sewage, and electrical but I will need to move the prefab housing to excavate for all the pipes. Where do I put the people while I’m doing construction? The new robots can do the work,” Lux said.
Prissy laughed. “Is that all? I can clear up all that and ease your workload in a heartbeat. You need to delegate. You have all the designs, don’t you? I heard you got with Nobolick and you two figured out a way to make concrete.”
“I thought about delegating but all the people I know are working ten-hour days already,” Lux said.
“Here,” she said. “Let me show you. Anna, you’re listening, aren’t you?”
“Yes, Prissy,” Anna said to both Prissy and Lux.
“Would you make a summary of the skills for all the newcomers and their children? Suggest placement and mentors for the adults and children and display it on this slate,” Prissy said. Lux started to say something, but she held a hand up to stop him. “Would you do Lux a favor, Anna? Whenever someone walks up to Lux that he hasn’t met or interacted with much – would you remind him in a brief summary with their title and name. Also, remind him what project they are working on or if they’ve had any difficulty. Suggestions and options should be available if he asks. Would you do that?”
“I would be pleased to do that. I wondered why he didn’t ask me in the first place, but I figured it was a human thing,” Anna said.
Lux started to talk again but Prissy held up her hand. “You have designs for a water treatment plant and waste management. Correct? Have you considered the new breakthrough Lux and Igor Nobolick have made and how it would affect construction?”
“I have designs, but they are rudimentary for this location,” Anna said.
“Are there more advantageous places near here and what size population are they designed for?” Prissy asked.
“There is an adjacent location within ten kilometers next to a moderately sized lake and river with excellent drainage and more land suitable for farming near it. Currently the designs are intended for a maximum of 20,000 people,” Anna said.
“How soon will this design be outdated if immigration increases as you predict?” Prissy said.
“It will be outdated within six months of being completed. Housing, sanitation, food storage, administration – everything will need to be upgraded,” Anna said.
Lux put his hand over Prissy’s mouth. “I get it. Don’t know why I didn’t see it. I was planning too small and not thinking about the effects of Igor and my discovery. It will change timelines and possibilities we’ve never dreamed of…” He reached over and put his hands behind Prissy’s head and pulled her in for a long passionate kiss. “Anna. Make proposed outlines for a city of two million for the next ten years on that better site. We’ll update as we develop our tech.”
Prissy stood up and grabbed his arm.
“Where are you taking me?” Lux asked.
“I solved all your problems so you’re following me to my room. I figure you haven’t the wherewithal to ask me first and it’s high time we do what we’ve thought about for years,” Prissy said. “Were you planning to get around to asking me?”
Lux stammered. “I…was…but I was going to wait ‘til I was eighteen.”
“Oh, please. You were going to wait three more months ‘til your birthday? Really?” Prissy said. “Follow your captain. That’s an order.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Lux said and followed her.
◆◆◆
 
The Tech Leap of the Damaged Emitter
Lux came into the new laboratory for Igor and his experiments at the colony outskirts. Igor was having one of the robots move a slab of material that looked like a Highland Stewart Tartan with the reds and all the different colors.
“What have you done? That is very colorful,” Lux asked Igor with a large grin.
“I have no Scottish ancestry. I was playing with changing the frequency and can produce the material in almost any color you want, and it is through and through the material – not just on the surface. The bane of this is if you want to change the color, it’s just like primary, secondary and tertiary colors. It works the same way. Why are you grinning like that? You look like the cat that ate the canary.”
Lux chortled, “I had a good night,” he paused. “…and a good breakfast,” he said with a grin. “What about making the material in thinner sheets? Is it still as strong?”
“This stuff acts weird with some of the emitter shapes. We can make it pretty flexible when it is two centimeters thick. It is like flexible sheetrock or drywall that can be drilled or machined. It is still strong as hell. I’ve made it as thick as a meter but that is not flexible. What’s really interesting is that I can take soil and expose it to a field that makes the material like granules of sand but made out of soil. I haven’t tried adding other chemicals in it, but we could make beams out of this stuff. I can make foamed concrete that is much lighter but still strong,” Igor wound down a little to catch his breath.
“You’ve tested the compressive strength but what about its tensile strength?” Lux asked.
“Certain emitter shapes produce strings of crystalline structures, I’ll call them, that let it bend without cracking,” Igor said.
“How in the world have you done so much in only three days?” Lux said. “You’re much further along than I thought you’d be. Wait. How did you get the flat finishes on both sides of a sheet of this material?” Lux asked.
“Oh, that,” Igor explained. “I’ve been getting a lot of help from Annette and the other A.I.s plus they assigned me twenty robots and some of the Russian vehicles to collect, move, and test the different materials. They even powdered some rock to try different materials than soil. Powdered limestone works great and there’s a lot around here. I think the robot started a quarry near here.”
“Really, a quarry. How did you get the surface of those test sheets so flat and even?’” Lux asked again.
“Annette fabricated some gravity emitters that can compress the surface as it’s being formed so it is level, molten, and poured over molten tin to smooth the other side. I come up with ideas and Annette and the others try out what I ask them to do and report their findings,” Igor explained.
“I want you to send the robots out to see if they can find sand and try to make some glass,” Lux suggested strongly. “We have the limestone to make calcium chloride to stabilize the glass and make it more durable. Then sodium carbonate would help the sand melt easier, and he could add some boron to make the glass able to handle thermal expansion better. I want Anna and you to see what the emitters would do to different metals also.”
“A good idea. I was stuck just thinking about concrete and ceramics,” Igor said. “Let me show you how large slabs have been shaped for construction. The robots work better than humans since they don’t lose focus and get tired even though they might run low of power.”
Lux was directing the robots, through Annette, to build a storage building with a concrete floor, concrete walls and beams and a slanted concrete roof. The building only took the bots two hours to complete, if you took into account, it had no windows, and the door openings were just openings in the shell. It was a good test case and the shell seemed very sturdy.
Lux was walking back to the lab with Igor. “What would we need to do to make housing with a similar technique?” Igor asked.
“We’d have to do a lot before we did something like that,” Lux said. Off the top of my head - we’d need a site prep to make sure there were no sink holes or issues under the foundation or being in a floodplain. We’d have to add water and sewer rough in under the foundation and make sure there was good drainage. We’d need to then form our foundation. We’d use localized power supplies and have ventilation, moisture control, and electrical grounding in this area from what Prissy told me of the fierce lightning storms. People don’t want huts, they’d want windows, a view, a patio or balcony on multistory dwellings. They probably want real doors that beasts can’t knock down.”
Lux got the warning and saw drones positioning themselves and he saw the Courier take to the air. “We have two incoming assault vessels coming from the other American ship. They are flying erratically and are not coming directly toward us. They will be near us in six minutes.”
Lux turned to Igor. “Go back to your lab. I’m heading for Ore-1. Don’t fire unless they look like they are going to strike us with their ships or if they fire at us,” he ordered. He didn’t feel like this was an attack as much as a desperate act. He put a lot of lives at risk on a hunch, but he was usually right. “Anna. Warn everyone to go inside. I don’t want any of the kids hurt if I’m wrong.”
Major Felts contacted him. “Do you think this is the right move? I can take them right out of the air with the Hound.”
“Cover us, Major. I imagine our Americans just got a taste of Green’s biodiversity. They expected to fight and report back home if what their compatriots said is true,” Lux said. “The wildlife would have whittled them down quite a bit without our weapons. Animals here are not accustomed to fear man – yet. They will, but not yet.”
“Prissy. What do you think? You have them in sight yet?” Lux called knowing Prissy would be piloting the Courier.
“I’ve got them now. They are very erratic,” Prissy responded. “I’d say get a medical crew ready to take care of them. I hope it’s not a contagion but there’s something definitely not right about them. I’m paralleling one and the other is going off to the side a bit. I’m staying with this one.”
“Ore-IV in the air too,” Major Felts reported. “Which one you want me on?”
“Take the one to the west,” Lux said. “I’ll head back to pick up some medical personnel. We have a good surgical bay if needed. Courier, do you confirm.”
“Got it, Ore-I. I have ten Marines with Courier, one a combat medic,” Prissy said.
Lux took the Ore-1 back to the colony and put out a call for medical personnel and alerted remaining soldiers to threats from previously captured military. All the military and robots on base were put on alert. The medical personnel and extra soldiers were added to his bodyguards and soldiers already aboard. Jack Chen was piloting this time for him.
The first assault craft landed just shy of the building he and Igor had built on the outskirts. The Courier unloaded its Marines and returned to hover almost directly above the vessel at 100 meters.
The ramp came down and pairs of bedraggled soldiers came off the assault craft. They had bandaged men on stretchers between them. Hunnicutt had her soldiers examine the men and go into the assault craft to make sure this wasn’t some type of trick. The Ore-I landed nearby, and medical staff went out to triage the soldiers. Two of the arriving soldiers assumed positions with 6.8 mm M-5s, but they were near the edge of the cleared land and the colony Marines thought that wasn’t a bad idea on this planet.
One of the soldiers with the chest insignia of a lieutenant approached the Captain of the Mars Marines. “Sir. My name is Nathan Ross out of US Space Forces out of Peterson SFB. I am surrendering my forces to you as well as our sister ship that should be around here. We’re pretty torn up sir. Our commanding officers are dead, and our other ship has even more wounded.”
“We’ll take care of your people. You can have your two people stand down as we have drones overhead to protect us. You understand I can’t have your people armed even though your kinetic rifles wouldn’t affect us much. I’m Captain Xi of the Mars Marines,” replied the soldier.
Lieutenant Ross gave a short whistle and hand signs to the two American soldiers with M-5s. They looked up in the air and all around before reluctantly handing the rifles to the nearest Marine. “Where do you want us?” the lieutenant said. “We haven’t had a hot meal in a while.”
Lux got word that the other craft had roughly landed on the far side of the camp and took the Ore-I over to transport any wounded. He saw the Ore-IV next to the assault craft and wounded being transported off and searched. There was a second lieutenant in charge of this group – Lieutenant Mullins. They were all walking wounded though one appeared to have lost an arm, one a leg below the knee, and one lost his foot from his ankle down. Lux doubted this was a subterfuge to fight them. Lux directed them all to be put aboard the Ore-1 to transport to the colony hospital and cafeteria which was 800 meters away. The motley crew didn’t look like they’d make it that far.
◆◆◆
 
The Story of Ship Three
The surrendered soldiers were kept apart from the captured Space Force soldiers until they gathered requisite information from them, and they had been treated and debriefed.
Lieutenant Ross gave his debriefing, and it was videoed so he wouldn’t have to repeat it a zillion times. “We had orders to take over the northern half of this planet with the other two ships. I don’t know more than that, so we were surprised when we faced any resistance. We were told this was a vacant system we were going to share with the Russians. Anyway, we lost about fifty soldiers to explosive decompression and lost some of our maneuvering capability. We landed in what looked like a cleared plain in a shallow valley full of neck high grass. It looked beautiful, like you’d expect the western US must have looked like.”
He continued. “We were fine at first but didn’t have the skills or materials to repair the ship. We had lost anyone that would have known how to do that. We cut back the grass about fifty meters around the ship and had fires, but it was hard to keep that up because the trees were a good distance away and we sent patrols to gather firewood. That’s where we lost our first people. Two made it back from the first patrol of seven people. He had some small creature that latched on the to the back of his calf on his way back to the ship. We had to break its jaw to get it off, but his heart stopped way before that. We figured there was some neurotoxin in its saliva.”
“We kept getting attacked and we had to shoot these creatures multiple times before they stopped attacking. There were packs of wolf things. If we left any of the carcasses out there, it would draw ten times more predators. We couldn’t get out of the ship for a while. I’ll say this – our leaders were picked for their skills in space battles and strategy. We hadn’t had a death in a couple of weeks, and we got better at hunting. We had put metal stakes facing outward around the ship. We found a local bison/deer type creature and we killed a couple of them and had a big barbeque. Everyone was tired of MREs and freeze-dried foods we had with us. The leaders were sitting outside, and we had eaten our fill when a storm looked to be coming our way.”
“It was really cloudy all day, but it got dark real fast. Suddenly there were bolts of lightning that didn’t stop. It was fierce. One bolt killed the general and the other command officers. Several were just unconscious, so we tried to drag them in and more got struck. We lost about twenty. We were rescuing those injured when the stampede hit us. There was a stampede of those bison things and tiger things and wolf creatures and those nasty little weasel things. A few of us made it into the ship – it happened so fast. We only had about one hundred that weren’t killed. We had a surviving captain, but he was space force and definitely not an infantry officer. He wasn’t around long.”
“We got whittled down burying the dead. We couldn’t bury them deep enough. They’d be dug up the next night and draw more of those damn animals. We decided to leave the damaged ship and                      head this way once the captain was killed. We didn’t think we’d last much longer where we were and knew pretty much where you were located. We realized you’d treat us better than the environment. That’s pretty much where we’re at. We do have the surveillance camera video of some of the incidents,” Ross finished his statement.
“You’re safe now, Ross. We’re close to sending all the USSF soldiers back home...everybody that wants to go that is,” Lux said.
“What do you mean by that?” Ross asked.
“A few soldiers here want us to bring their families here to live. Immigrants are welcome. We just added 250 people – one hundred couples and their kids. Each one will be getting 500-acre plots of land and/or startup money for businesses. We have housing and food for you,” Lux said. “We’ll have to figure out our constitution and government, but everyone here will have a say in that – just like on Mars.”




Chapter 7

Population Pressures
The captured Americans got access, like the rest of the colony, to the videos from the surrendered soldiers. These videos were without sound but viewers watching grimaced and jerked back at the savage animal attacks. The video of the lightning strikes and the subsequent stampede made everyone surprised any were left alive.
All the wounded were stabilized, and the colony prepared to send the captured home. Most wanted to go but twenty-three of them said they’d like to stay if they’d be treated like immigrants. Twelve of these wanted to travel to Earth and arrange for their families to come. Lux talked to them.
“I understand you twelve want to stay if your family were here too. I can arrange for you to talk with them and have one of the Mars Embassies to help them arrange everything,” Lux said.
“I wouldn’t trust you setting up everything without talking with them,” one man said.
“Okay. We’ll do that,” Lux said.
“Do what? How can we call them? We’re lightyears away from them,” the man said.
“So. Just because your government can’t do it doesn’t mean we can’t. I did invent all this tech no matter what your government told you. I even helped manufacture most of that tech the US uses. Bet they didn’t mention that either,” Lux said.
“They didn’t mention that. They said you stole the tech they invented,” the man said. “I’m beginning to see a pattern here. They lied to us a lot. How do we do this?”
“You, tell me the contact information and we place a call routed through Mars to one of our embassies in Fiji, Panama, or Switzerland. We’d use regular call services from there. They have to get to one of the embassies, but we get them the rest of the way here free of charge,” Lux explained. “Those wanting to contact their families should come with me. I’d suggest you tell them not to let anyone know they are planning to immigrate, or the government might want to stop them.”
◆◆◆
 
Olivia Martinez got a call from an unlisted number, and she yelled in the phone, “No. I don’t want any insurance and I don’t want to buy any supplements and I don’t want to sell my house. Take me off your solicitation list!”
“Olive. It’s me, Noah. Don’t hang up. This is long-long distance call from Sirius System. Sell the place and go to the Mars embassy in Panama – yes there is a Mars embassy there. I want you to pack Liam up and head here. Sell everything at a yard sale and you don’t need any money. This place is wild with very little restrictions. Turn on your video. Hi, baby. God, I’ve missed you. They give you and Liam a ride to Mars and then it’s three days or so to Green,” Noah Martinez said to his stunned wife. “They actually want families here.”
“What about the military? You’re not going to reenlist? I thought the Space Force was your dream,” she asked.
“This is way beyond Space Force baby. This is the real deal. I can’t talk a lot about it, but I’ll send you an orientation packet. Put any money you make from selling the house into an investment account at a big bank in your name so you can have access to money in case you need it in the future. The education here will be better than anything Liam can get in Santa Fe high schools. I need you baby. I’ll call weekly if I can and you let me know how you’re doing and if you need help from the embassy with paperwork or anything. Gotta go, babe. Talk soon. Love you,” Noah said.
“Bye, darling. Love you too,” Olivia said and sat there stunned. She knew he was going to that planet because he had gotten her a message in spite of the fact that it was top secret.
Other calls didn’t go so well as the people called didn’t believe their spouse or didn’t think it was real. Some thought it was a DeepFake video and a cruel joke. A couple of weeks later the Ore-IV was loaded with returnees from the captured soldiers, a few disgruntled immigrants, and Marines on rotation from Mars. The ship was jammed but everyone was in a good mood. The ship would go directly to Panama unload and pick up any families. No digital storage devices allowed the captured soldiers to show the planet, but all were allowed to talk with their families.
The news and social media were awash in the story of the returned prisoners because video recordings of the prisoners explaining how they had been ordered to kill and take over existing colony were played. The Russian civilians explained how their military had colluded with the Russian military to take over the planet and split it north and south. There were some beautiful scenes of the landscapes of Green with herds of animals and beautiful oceans and rivers and mountains. The media outside the Panama embassy was huge and they focused on the Ore-IV landing and disgorging the volume of American soldiers.
There were calls that the Space Force soldiers involved were traitors, and they weren’t recognized as prisoners of war because this wasn’t a declared war against Mars or Green. There were calls for total war against Mars and Green. There was a United Nations resolution proposed to sanction Mars for attacking Earth ships but that was vetoed by the Security Council. There didn’t seem to be much traction to attack Green but there were efforts to fund expeditions to ‘exploit’ the resources without agreement with anyone on the moon. Same old same old.
◆◆◆
 
Planning The New City
The new immigrants were screened through the AIs and housing was bulging at the seams. Prissy came walking jauntily into Lux and Igor’s workshop. Lux grinned hugely.
“Hi, gorgeous lady,” he said as she sauntered up and kissed him on the cheek. “Where have you disappeared to the last couple of weeks? I’ve hardly seen you around.”
“Hello,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “I’ve been busy.”
“Morning Captain Hunnicutt,” Igor said.
She nodded at Igor. “I solved y’all’s problem.”
Lux was taken aback a bit. “How’s that?”
“Planning the colony expansion. You know. The planning to handle the planning,” she said.
“I give up on understanding females. Would you explain that to us? We’re stuck being clueless males,” Lux said.
“I’ve been working with the AIs to plan the New City. You may have noticed I’ve absconded with 150 of the robots and most of the Russian military vehicles and the heavy machinery. I’ve also been running the additive manufacturing equipment non-stop. We need ten times the feedstock for the 3D printers in metal and plastic,” Prissy said.
“What have you been up to?” Lux asked focusing on her and saw she was wearing a lifter. She seemed to be briming with excitement as she placed a lifter on the floor.
“I’ve been having the AIs compete with each other to design our new city near the lake about ten kilometers from here. We’ve been watching what you two have come up with too and incorporating that into what we’re planning,” she said.
“Our AIs know a lot about construction, but don’t you think humans should plan what we want? You know about those vacant (ghost) cities the Chinese built during some of the easy credit periods. They were totally vacant and are only now being partially filled. There were 64 million unoccupied dwellings. We don’t want that,” Lux said.
“Exactly. I didn’t want to build anything we didn’t need so the AIs needed to learn about what humans need so I told them about games that taught that. There is tons of insight built into different games so I had them get the source code from a lot of popular new and old games. We downloaded it through the Mars embassies on Earth – we hacked a lot of companies, and a lot of that stuff is better protected than the banks. That’s kind of a low bar though,” Prissy said.
“Which ones?” Lux asked. “I played some of them years ago.”
“Me too,” Igor said. “Yes. Serbia had simulation games too. Don’t imagine that America was the only place with simulation games – those are worldwide.”
Prissy laughed. “I concentrated on some of the better rated games that had insights even if the graphics were poor. “You’ve heard of SimCity and all its spinoffs later games. Those have been around since before the turn of the century, way back in 2000 and before. They learned a lot from that and started changing their designs. Then I added the Anno series: Anno 1800, Anno 2070, and Anno 2205. There is room for expansion and upgrades. They deal with upgrades. The citizens’ happiness is displayed by citizens traveling around the city. The citizens abandon the buildings and leave the area. The 2205 lets them build cities on the moon or the polar regions. The graphics are pretty good.”
“That would certainly give some insights. What else did you have them do?” Lux asked intrigued.
“I had them work with Aven Colony. It is a game which involves building a growing colony on alien worlds,” she explained. “It’s simplistic but you have to solve problem like infections and asteroid strikes. Then I got them to use The Colonists and Surviving Mars because the first one uses robots and the second use drones respectively. I had them absorb a few more before I had them do anything for real.”
Lux crossed his arms across his chest. “What do you mean before you had them do something for real? What have you done?”
“Done. Done! Now you’re making me mad. I started building the new city,” she said with her arms crossed tightly across her chest now too.
“Anna. Show me your plan for that new development,” Lux said.
“No,” Anna said. “It’s a surprise and I promised Prissy, I wouldn’t show you and none of my sisters will either.”
Lux was floored. Anna had never refused to do anything within her power. He was at a loss for words.
Prissy leaned over and picked up the lifter harness and handed it to Lux. Prissy mumbled something into her comm. Robert and Rodney stepped in also wearing lifter harnesses.
“I take it we’re going to see the new development?” Lux said.
“Yes…to see what I’ve done,” Prissy said with a sniff and an upturned chin as she walked out.
◆◆◆
 
An Engaging Tour
The four of them headed out to the new development. Lux wondered what Prissy had gotten into by doing construction already before he had approved it. He was a little offended that she had started work before he had told her to do so but they were having a housing crunch that would only get worse. He was having second thoughts about being mad at her. She had pricked his ego he thought. That was it…punctured that swelled head of his. Humph, he should be happy. Be happy with whatever she shows you, he thought.
Good grief he thought as he saw the size of the land that was being developed. There were vehicles pushing plow blades and the Pod had a weird emitter attachment on the front that was floating over the surface and making a hard road surface with roadway marking embedded as it floated along. Lux insisted that they go down to a section of the fully finished roadway. He pointed down and flew down to the surface.
He bent over and it was concrete – sort of concrete. It felt like some of the stuff he had produced in the lab, but it had lines painted on it – no – embedded into the surface. This had bike lanes painted on it. Wow! This must be a residential section he thought and saw where roughed in sewer and waterlines had already been run to every lot on the street. He turned to Prissy as he saw her land beside him while Rodney and Robert stayed a few meters up in an overwatch position lest they be surprised by animal denizens.
“You are using the designs that Igor and I have been designing. It works…wait. Won’t you have to dig up the road to hook up…oh!” he said finally getting a direct hit. “You’ve laid out basic infrastructure that we can just hook into when we expand. Wow! …and you’re testing the construction techniques we’ve been designing,” Lux said amazed. “Show me everything. Are you testing different building styles?”
Prissy pranced forward. “Come on, silly. Did it hurt your little feelings that we started ahead of you?” She grinned and flew ahead.
Lux raced up beside Prissy, but it was hard to hear over the wind noise. She pointed down to another section of the cleared land. He recognized the designs immediately and they landed near the circular concrete. “A water treatment plant designed to be expanded to handle a lot. How many users?”
“Anna says this would easily handle up to two million people,” Prissy explained. “We have graduated volume sizes to start, and we scale up as the need arises. We’re on a higher elevation than the city but we pump water running from the lake up into that reservoir with the meter thick concrete shell. The lake water is pretty pure and doesn’t have all the forever chemicals like on Earth, so we don’t need much treatment to filter it and kill the bacteria. We would add fluoride in monitored levels to prevent tooth decay.”
“You have the water mains already made, don’t you?” Lux guessed. “You made most of them from the concrete designs we just finished, didn’t you? I bet you used the pervious concrete on large areas, with high porosity to allow water from precipitation to pass directly through to reduce runoff. You used quicklime with the underground concrete channels and pipes, didn’t you? We used some in our testing weeks ago and it was self-healing when cracks formed,” Lux said.
“Yep,” Prissy said. “Anna was proud of getting that to work. That piping will last 1,000 years like Roman concrete.”
“Sewage treatment plant downwind of the city?” Lux asked.
“Yes and no,” Prissy answered. “We have a small one designed and built but we decided on a design change that would change how we handle sewage and garbage. Guess?”
“Guess? Did you decide to use plasma arc waste disposal to turn the garbage into high purity hydrogen and precipitate out the metals and ceramics. That’s pretty complicated. What did you do with the human waste products? Those are pretty complicated,” Lux said.
“That was all Anna’s work because she thinks in the box – get it,” Prissy said with a grin at her pun. “She isn’t hung up on how we’ve dung it in the past…she’s not human…no stigma,” Prissy laughed at her pun again. “Anna designed a compact disintegrator and a hydrogen storage device that temporarily stores the hydrogen produced and sends it through a meter to central storage. Each producer gets a small credit from the waste they produce, and the output lines are much less costly to manufacture, install, and maintain.”
“What has been dung in the past?” Lux said with a grin. Robert laughed and that set Rodney off. Both their bodyguards laughed.
“Let go see the demonstration builds. I had the robots build several example homes, apartments, stores, restaurants, and a spaceport plus government buildings. Let’s look at an example farm. It’s pretty far out there so everyone keep your eyes open for predators,” Prissy said.
They flew to the outskirts of the new city and landed near an ultramodern ranch home and barn built out of concrete and glass. The barn looked large and sturdy and looked like a classic barn.
“How did you make the glass? We were struggling with finding sand to make it. We had enough of the chemical additives or could make them easily. Are the fences made out of wood? Oh! I see you’ve made them wood textured,” Lux said. “How in the world did you put together all this in a month?”
“Anna, Annette, and Amy plus all the robots. We had 200 robots working at night and drones to drive away predators. They don’t rest. They don’t complain. Having two hundred robots is like having more than 600 humans. They don’t take smoke breaks, coffee breaks, lunch or personal days. No one takes sick days. If you timed humans, you’d only get 80% effort of their time at the very best. Anna and the AIs could easily run hundreds at once. The robots are stronger and faster than humans too,” Prissy said.
“Did all the construction work out? We weren’t sure about some of the techniques we were planning,” Lux asked.
“Oh, hell no,” Prissy said. “We had walls collapse. Glass with bubbles. Glass that cracked. Waste disposals that disintegrated the holding tanks or that blew up. We learned a lot from our failures. We built all our demo buildings for the ads we’ll use to entice immigrants to come here. We will let them pick the designs they want, and we’ll deliver the supplies. They won’t get teams of robots though – we’ll have them stay in some temporary housing and spend months building or supervising their builds. We’ll train them but just giving them finished buildings in many cases would leave them abandoned soon afterward. They wouldn’t have an investment of their time. They have to make it their home, or restaurant, or business, or job.”
“That’s smart. I wondered how we’d do that,” Lux said. “They get 200 Hectares of land (almost 500 acres). Residential homes get a little over 4,000 square meters (about one acre) of land. Apartments in the city are two bedrooms or larger. Restaurants are small, seating eighty patrons. We will have to manage our logistics so the supply of foods and resources can keep businesses stocked. We will have to deal with tourists like we did on Mars, but we won’t have to teach them not to run out of air. We’ll just need to teach them not to be eaten.”
They started to take off and Lux heard Robert say, “Hey, boss. Take a look at what we’re seeing.” Robert was pointing toward the west.
“What is it?” Lux said and looked to where Robert was pointing. “What is that, Prissy?”
“That’s going to be the spaceport,” Prissy explained. “We only have the concrete pad to support the ships currently, but it’s built to take any size and load we’ve conceived. We haven’t built the hangars or the terminal. The road to the city is complete however because we got that road building attachment worked out. Let’s just fly over it because there’s a lot more to see in the city.”
They flew over the area designated for the spaceport and it was huge. “Good grief. How long did this take you to pave?” Robert asked.
“We did this in a day using the Pod with the attachment. Once it turned on – Anna could adjust colors for all lines and depth. This was done fast because it set up to drain with no standing water to accumulate. It will also handle extreme temperature changes and heavy compressive weights,” Prissy explained. “Let’s go to one of the four-bedroom homes. This way…” she said and sped off with the three of them flying behind.
She landed near one of the homes and it looked modern with a lot of glass. “Let’s go inside. I’m really proud of this one. They went in the front door, and it looked really swank. Furniture was wood simulated concrete with soft leather seats.
Lux plopped down on one and was surprised it was so comfortable. “Where’d you get the leather?” he asked.
“We printed off large sheets of it…its synthetic because we haven’t set up to start processing local animal hides to leather,” Prissy said. “I sat in a lot of versions of chairs ‘til that one came along. Let me show you the bathrooms. There is one for each bedroom and one for guests. The master bedroom has a tub and a separate shower.”
They walked through and the house felt luxurious with its simplistic design. “Are those washlets? Are those are on each toilet? Will that increase water use? Can the sewage connections handle the extra load?” he asked with a grin.
“Were you waiting to use that pun?” Prissy said quirking her mouth into a grin. “They work fine. The Japanese use them in their whole country. Other places are slow to catch on, but I experienced my first one at your house. Every place without them seems like an undeveloped country so I made sure we had them. Let’s go into the kitchen. It’s all decked out.”
They walked into the kitchen and there were all the implements and wine glasses – everything. The appliances looked like top notch. “Where’d you get the appliances?” Lux asked.
“They shipped these on the Ore-IV. We’ll need loads more imported equipment until we can manufacture our own. We can print replacement parts because we can hack all the designs ‘til we’re making our own,” Prissy said. “We have individual power supplies for each building that will be serviced by robot teams.”
“What next?” Lux said. “I’m stunned by the way. This is way beyond what I’d expected. I’m ashamed I doubted you.”
Prissy blushed a little. “Next is a restaurant. We’re going to need so much we’ll need larger ships.”
“Anna. You heard that. Can you design a freighter that will hold as much as one of the very large container ships?” Lux asked. “Also, interview all the people at the colony and start planning to get equipment, appliances, food that everyone needs to make this viable. Assign values according to the difficulties to fulfil their needs. Make it so most have five years to pay off their debt for transit and construction. Share the list with administrative people here and on Mars. Give the plans to my father and explain what we need. Help Prissy and me coordinate this from time to time.”
They landed next to a plain building with a glass front. There was no furniture in the building and no appliances in the kitchen. “This is great. Inexpensive to make and easy to pay back if it works out. Where now?” Lux asked.
“Now we go to the hospital but realize the first floor is the only one with any equipment in it. We’ll expand up as we increase in size. There are two others planned when we approach two million in population. Here we are,” Prissy said as they landed next to the three-story building that looked really large with nothing around it.
It was spooky walking up to the building having the doors slide open as they walked into what looked like a typical emergency room with rows of rooms and a bit of medical equipment. There was a cafeteria, but it wasn’t set up.
“Will this serve the traditionally crappy food so people want to leave as soon as they can?” Lux asked.
Prissy shoved Lux but chuckled along with Robert and Rodney.
They walked and inspected the rooms, toilets, cafeteria, surgical room. Lux wanted to know about the plumbing, communication links, HVAC, radon, CO2, and lighting among other facts in the buildings. He wanted to know about the building frame, insulation, fire safety, vapor barrier, and wall compositions and their thickness. He was fascinated if they had used the techniques, he and Igor had developed in their lab to attach the concrete panels.
“Now the piece-de-resistance,” Prissy said. “City hall.”
They flew a short distance to a shell of a large building that was ten stories tall. There were a few glass panels that made up the walls, but most had not been put in place…it was still just a shell. There was a lovely modern looking lighted fountain in front of the building at one end of a large plaza.
“Why did you put the fountain on the building side of this large plaza?” Lux asked. “You can’t produce the glass quick enough?”
“Yep,” Prissy said. “We can’t produce the glass quick enough, and we put the fountain on this side because of protests.”
“What do mean – protests? There aren’t any protests,” Lux said.
“No, not now there aren’t but have you ever heard of a city hall anywhere on Earth that didn’t eventually have protests objecting to one thing or the other. This just makes it harder to stand on the steps of the building and talk over the noise and location of the fountain. It’s quite a work of art with the sculpture. Amy designed it and we all agreed it looked lovely. At full pressure is quite loud and would be hard to talk over even with a public address system. The location tends to break up the crowd.”
“Why is the city hall that important?” Lux said thinking he knew most of the answer, but he was surprised.
“City Hall will initially house the immigration office, license bureau, tax office, council chambers, and court rooms later,” Prissy said.
“I see the immigration offices but what types of licenses are you thinking that we need?” he asked.
“Oh! Nothing like we have on Earth. We’d record, births and deaths, marriages, property records but it would all be digitized so little paperwork and we’d have backup storage off site,” she emphasized. “We’d have decentralized city services, but we haven’t built a tenth of all the buildings we need. Now, follow me to our final location,” Prissy said and took off north.
Lux and the bodyguards were surprised and rushed to follow her. Lux noticed they were being flanked by defensive drones so they must be heading to an unsecured area. He could see the lake as Sirius was setting and the planet was huge and filled the sky above their moon. Lux saw Prissy land near a large dock – almost a pier that went out over the water. The pier was concrete and simulated wood and was quite broad. Prissy landed at the end of the pier and stood leaning against the railing. Her blond hair was blowing. Robert and Rodney waited in the air a good way back.
Lux landed and walked to her and leaned on the railing looking at the alien sun. He turned toward her. “It’s incredible,” he said. He put his hand over the arm closest to him and pulled her toward him. “You’re incredible,” he said “…and you’ve been very busy.” He pulled her even closer and kissed her. He could smell her faint honeysuckle scent. She responded and kissed him back. He pulled his head back and looked at her with a smile. “I realize I get tied up in my thoughts, but I had no idea you could do so much. I’m floored. Now we’ll be able to make advertising of actual buildings to lure immigrants here.”
“Yep,” she said with a big grin because she was mimicking his responses.
“I asked Anna for lists of what we’d need. You are way ahead of me in this. I was getting bogged down in my own research and looked at too short a timeline. This will get us started. Now we really need to think government, financial structure, and economic development,” Lux said. “Marriage licenses in city hall? Isn’t that a bit in the future?” Was she really thinking about it? He thought. “I thought a captain of a ship could marry us.”
“Could marry us? Is this a proposal?” she asked.
“It is if you’ll even consider it…yes, it is,” he said.
“I will consider it a proposal if asked,” she said.
“Will you, Priscilla Hunnicutt, marry me now or in the near future?” Lux asked standing straight.
“I’ll consider it. Who knows if some new immigrant might catch my fancy?” she said.
“You are tormenting me,” he said.
“I did say I’d consider it…maybe after your birthday if you still feel the same way toward me and I still care for you,” Prissy said.
“I have loved you for years, Prissy. I love you more each day. What you did here is amazing? I am so proud of you I could explode.” Lux turned and looked up over his shoulder. “We better get back before our bodyguards drag us away. Come back to my place. I have a pizza and a new Earth movie I’ve been saving for a special moment.”
“Yep,” she said and pulled him to her and kissed him. They flew back to the colony site.
◆◆◆
 
The Call
Anna woke Lux up but didn’t wake Prissy. Lux slipped out of bed and padded into the sitting room. He didn’t wake any of the four bodyguards who slept in the house. He took the call on his comm in the dark. “Hi dad. Are you okay? What’s the matter?”
“I’m fine but I need you back here for a while. The U.N. is trying to do something really stupid,”
Paulus said. “They’re trying to declare Mars a rogue state. Sending the prisoners back and your eight observers was a good idea, but their interviews have been edited by computer DeepFakes to show you attacked unarmed ships and purposefully put them down on the surface where you knew the animals would kill them all. The UN has been pushing for approval to send in troops to take control of the colony -- for all of humanity. You wouldn’t believe all the ads.’
“Why do you need me back there? I can make videos here and save trips of many light-years,” Lux asked because he was feeling very comfortable with Prissy.
“You’re the face of Mars that gives the most credibility. Get on the remote talk show circuit. Lots of shows want you to talk to them. I just saw some of the demonstration housing and offices you’ve set up. It seems too fast for builds like that for the time you’ve had there…are those DeepFakes like your Lummi videos?” his father asked.
“Nope. They’re the real deal. Prissy and the A.I.s are making some videos. We’re starting interviews of all the people here to see what they’d like to do,” Lux explained. “The AIs are setting up some study material and testing to give to everyone coming here. The psychological tests we do before we accept most immigrants, are designed to weed out the psychotics and schizophrenics. We also want to screen out serial killers. I realize that will make it hard to find politicians and financial advisors, but…”
“Get serious, son,” his father demanded.
“Did you get the design for the freighter we need? We need to get that order filled. We’ll have to import most everything until we can manufacture our own. We don’t have the processed metals or chemicals to start doing that,” Lux explained.
“I realize. I certainly realize,” Paulus repeated. “We are just now starting manufacture of our own products. We are just starting to process and refine the ore from the asteroids. Have you finished the resource surveys? I haven’t seen them updated.”
“No, we haven’t. What we can do is make contracts with the largest industries on Earth to build factories for that at low cost and a guaranteed market. We’d need a fleet of those freighters, more robots, and more immigrants. I could arrange deals like that,” Lux said and sighed. “I’ll have to get with Anna and her sisters and see what we can do. Where do we stand on the freighter and the containers of goods and food to go in it?”
“I’ve had Anna here getting contracts. Luckily, we are stocked financially from the asteroid mining,” Paulus explained. “We are minting our own currency with palladium and gold credit coins but mostly we use digital currency. The AIs have designed some cards that have not been counterfeited successfully yet, though they are trying. We’ve started the superstructure of the freighter in a Chinese shipbuilding port. All the companies who have accepted contracts are very pleased by the prompt payments and the boost to local economies. The Chinese, being pragmatists, have vetoed the security council resolutions so far. They take a much longer view of things than Western countries.”
◆◆◆
 
Lux sat brooding about being pulled in too many directions. He just wanted to keep doing his experiments. He never got to try using the new emitters on different metals. He thought they would affect metals as much as the soils and stone he’d been testing it on. He’d head back to Earth, but he’d need some of his bodyguards with him and he thought Prissy should stay on Green making videos and doing the immigrant interviews and placement. He wasn’t sure how she’d take it so he went into the kitchen and cooked a bunch of pancakes, bacon, and chopped up fruit. It was early in the morning but he couldn’t sleep and these would heat well in the microwave.
Prissy came in when he was cleaning up in the kitchen. “I heard you in here trying to be quiet and knew something was up,” Prissy yawned and stretched and gave him a hug and a peck. “What’s up…besides you, I mean?”
“I cooked you some pancakes and bacon,” he said looking down and continuing to clean up.
“Uh-oh,” she said. “That bad? What happened?”
Rodney came into the room yawning and Robert was in soon thereafter. “What happened? Pancakes? Did Mars declare war on Earth? It’s gotta be bad.”
“Don’t look a gift pancake ‘til it’s in your mouth…I always say,” Robert quipped. “Especially since we have a lot of butter and syrup.”
Prissy grabbed a plate and heated it up in the microwave. “What’s up, doc? Why are you so agitated?”
Lux looked around at everyone wolfing the pancakes, bacon, and fruit. “My father called. It looks like the U.N. is being maneuvered to declare us a rogue state. They want to send U.N. troops here to take over the colony so it could be run – properly. In other words, they see this as a planet they can carve up and exploit with no restrictions. We’re fair game. In their eyes, we are a minor group of individuals who are keeping this out of their control. We are not a nation, we are not a government, we aren’t anyone’s voters or citizens - so there would be no known repercussions – a freebie ripe for a takeover.”
“You have a dark view of the U.N. and the U.S. government,” Rodney said.
“Explain to me why I’m wrong,” Lux said.
“You’re right. What would you do if you went back to Earth? We could use DeepFakes couldn’t we?” Prissy asked. “What can we do to keep them from taking over?” she asked.
“Remember I said they don’t fear retribution – I have to make them aware of the retribution we will bring to them if they try to take over. We also need to entice corporations to set up low-cost mining, manufacturing, and resource harvesting,” Lux said. “We could make shipping from Sirius as inexpensive as costs to shipping from China. We need lifter loaders, robots, and more freighters before we can do that. My father has started on that by building freighters in China. We need more military, both here and on Mars. We need one hundred times more immigrants. Make those interviews into advertisements while I’m away.”
“We can use the DeepFakes when it gets too hot for you there. Heck. I just thought of something. We can use Lummi to teach classes to the kids. She’s associated with us and can give individualized classes to all the children here. Heck – Lummi could teach any adults that wanted more education too,” Prissy said. “When do you intend to head back? How long will you be gone?” she asked as she came back over to him.
He pulled her to him. “I’ll stay as long as it’s safe and until we can tamp down some the hysteria or gold rush mentality. A few months at the most, I think. Anna and I will hit all the social media, but we need your ads.”
“I’ll be busy, and we can talk regularly. Where will you stay?” she asked.
“I’ll probably stay in the embassies and travel to meetings in the Two. I’ve been thinking that I can make lifters built into our clothing. I’ll make clothing that stops all the kinetic and disintegrating beams. History tells me not to trust my fellow humans,” Lux explained with a sigh of disgust. “They kill each other over the color of their skin so what would they do with a chance to steal a whole planet. I will ask my father for a few more military vessels and robots. We need a gazillion more robots and more citizens.”
◆◆◆
 
Interviews
Karl Schnelle wondered what this interview was about. He was having second thoughts about coming here. It had gotten better but it wasn’t what he expected. He wanted to start a chain of German restaurants. He had a degree in chemical engineering, but it was something his father wanted and never really piqued his interest. His wife was having her own interview in a room next door. They had both taken a strange battery of tests the day before. This was the follow-up to those, he was told. He didn’t know what to expect.
A prompt on the screen said to start, hit any key. Karl almost got up and left. He thought he would build a life on Green, but he had only helped with minor designs before this and community events. His wife felt frustrated too. She wanted to open a bakery or make pastries but meals here were pretty mundane right now though they said more supplies would be added soon. He’s heard ‘soon’ before and hoped it didn’t mean before hell froze over. He hit the keyboard in frustration.
The back of a woman’s head came into view. Her hair spun as she turned around and stared at him with wide eyes for a second while saying, “Oops. You surprised me. The computer suggested you might just leave,” the girl said.
“Wait! You’re Lummi…that singer…aren’t you?” Karl said. “Why are you here doing this?”
“This,” Lummi said holding her hands out wide and looking up left and right. “This is where I work. I work for Lux and Prissy – always have. I work here now. I’ll be teaching classes here to any who want to learn.”
“Are you real?” Karl asked.
Lummi looked down at herself and reached over and pinched the inside of her bare arm. She said, “Ouch!” and her bronzed arm turned a darker red at the spot. “Yep! Sure am.”
“Okay – okay. It’s cool beans that you’re here but why are we having this discussion? You seemed pretty sure I was going to leave a minute ago,” Karl said.
“We just got all your test results and we wanted to offer you a restaurant so you could start a chain if it is successful,” Lummi said.
“I was thinking of opening a German restaurant. I make a mean schnitzel and sauerkraut,” Karl said.
“Um…” Lummi said. “We were hoping you’d manage the restaurant and cook occasional dishes but make it European fare with some German food on the menu in a unique format because you said you wanted something unique and entertaining. Our AIs would help you make the movies with 3D projections while people wait.”
“What’s the catch? Why would you do that?” Karl asked.
“We want immigrants to want to come here. Good food is part of a good life experience. We would offer you all the equipment and building to get started. You work for five years, and the land, building, and equipment is yours. You pay for the food. Your wife and you get free housing, free medical. Your workers get paid base pay with housing and healthcare. They get a 2% share of your profits from this location. The government gets 20% of profits. You set prices in credits.”
“Where would it be located?” Karl asked. “How big would it be? What about the kitchen layout?”
“It looks like it will be right next to a new bakery or pastry shop in New Town,” Lummi said and displayed the eighty-seat restaurant prototype. “You would have to pick from different designs and pick the kitchen equipment we would import for you just like the bakery shop next door. Think of this as a long-term venture capital project.”
“I don’t get it,” Karl said. “I’ll have to ask my wife.”
Lummi looked at the screen. “I think it will be an easy sale. You have to choose your new apartment nearby also. Realize the colony wants you to succeed. The colony makes money if you make money.”
Karl left the room and met his wife leaving the room next door. “You won’t believe what they offered me,” Karl said just as Mary started to say something.
“You go ahead,” Mary said.
“I just had an interview with Lummi, and they offered me a restaurant with a great deal. What were you going to say? I cut you off. I’m so excited,” Karl said.
Mark cocked her head to the side. “You spoke to Lummi? Not her body double? I spoke to a body double of Lummi who said she worked with Lux Blakely and Prissy Hunnicutt. That’s the Prissy Hunnicutt we met, isn’t it? They offered me a bakery and all the equipment next to a restaurant.”
“Wow. No. I met the real Lummi herself. She said she worked for Blakely too. They offered me a restaurant next to a bakery! We’d get free housing and health care, and it would be ours after five years,” Karl gushed.




Chapter 8

Return to Mars
Lux felt a real letdown on returning to Mars. The moon of the gas giant, everyone calls Green, was an exciting place to be since it was untamed and unspoiled. It was like one huge nature park that could be dangerous and majestic. Mars was canned living and it had grown rapidly. There were off-shoot towns now as the population hit around two million. Lots of people wanted away from the bureaucracy of Earth. The return flight was uneventful. He and his crew did not have to fight off spacecraft hindering them – Lux felt that was a good thing. The Ore-I had picked up two friendly military spacecraft as they approached Mars after the three-day flight back from Sirius.
There were a number of Mars military drones around the planet as they came in, to land. Regina Smith had piloted the ship and she was more than competent as usual. As soon as their hanger was pressurized, they exited to meet Paulus and General Foglemann.
“Your father has kept me up to date about your interdiction activities,” General Fogelmann said somberly. “How did you manage to overcome the sabotage?”
“We printed new modules because we had local power, designs, and the machines to make them on our ship. We were able to anticipate where the follow-up ships would emerge and laid in wait,” Lux said feeling uncomfortable about all the soldiers he had killed. “The Russian and US soldiers didn’t expect any resistance. Russia and the US had already divided up the planet in half similar to when Pope Julius II divided the Earth back in 1494 between Spain and Portugal. Each group had orders to kill us all to justify their takeover of a deserted system. A few of the captured soldiers decided they would stay with the colony, but we do monitor them more closely than others.”
“You’ve planned to open up immigration and license land to large manufacturers. Do you realize the risks?” Paulus asked.
“We have to add citizenry. We can’t claim a world with only a few thousand people. People will be offered land and incentives to stay for five years that their progeny with citizenship can inherit. People can earn citizenship by living there five years as a probationary citizen. We give no interest loans to manufacturers and will construct buildings for them. We have so few people we have to get large numbers there and we have to give them a chance to make something of the moon – I need to say ‘planet’ or it confuses people,” Lux said.
“I think Green is a lame name for your planet,” Paulus said, “…but that’s just me. You realize that the nation states are all salivating to get at the resources of a world where there are no regulations. They see credit signs glowing in their eyes. It will be like trying to keep dogs away from a dog in heat. It’s the gold rush mentality and it’s going to keep people trying anything to get to Sirius.”
“Yep. Now that the technology exists to get there – I have to make it so there is an approved way to get to Green with our blessings. Companies will spend billions to get there with little private armies just like Russia uses the Wagner Group and the US uses Academi so often. They’ll get ships and they’ll come,” Lux said. “We have to open a way for immigrants to get here without letting in the locusts. It’s a balancing act. We also have to make sure the immigrants aren’t the locusts.”
“You do realize there are a lot more than those mercenary groups, don’t you?” interjected General Fogelmann. “Many of the larger countries have their own mercenaries they use as surrogate soldiers – contractors.”
Lux looked thoughtful as he had already weighed the issues Fogelmann mentioned. “What do you think I’ll face if I approach the UN? What about my safety on Earth? Should we try to hire any of these mercenaries ourselves?” Lux asked.
“I think not. Triple Canopy, Inc. merged with Academi (formerly Blackwater) and formed the Costellis Group in 2014. Costellis was sold to an investment firm, Apollo Global Management in 2016. It has thousands of really good ex-military people but there could be mixed loyalties fighting off-planet. I’d like authorization to recruit to the Mars military, make it the toughest team around, raise their pay and benefits so they and their families would never have to scrimp and struggle. I think we can hire top notch teachers and recruit out of those mercenary companies,” Fogelmann said. “We need loyalty – not investors.”
“I always thought the Major League Baseball (MLB) and the National Basketball League (NBA) and the English Premier League, La Lia, and Bundesliga were overly zealous in their recruitment practices. We don’t want to become FIFA or the Russian Athletics Federation,” Paulus said. “I think some video footage from the defenses of Mars and Sirius would be good demonstrations of our new weapons. Maybe some of those scenes flying to rescue the downed spacecraft on Green – though I don’t like that name,” Paulus said.
“Yeah – yeah…I get it. It’s not a fancy name but it’s one syllable and it’s better than Brown, or Death, or Sirius 4. People call it that there. We ended up calling Earth – Earth instead of Terra or Gaia? What do you think, Rodney?”
“Huh. I was only half paying attention, but I think you’d always need a shield. You’ve killed so many that I think you’ll get bomb attempts, and you shouldn’t stay overnight except in our embassies. We need the Pod and lifters and shields and all our portable weapons. We need Anna to hack all the security agencies near our routes and look for patterns of chatter about you in intelligence venues,” Rodney said.
“Which ship should we take to Earth?” Lux said.
“We should take the Ore-I and the Pod in it. We could load up the Ore-I with a lot more supplies and the Panama embassy is a large, slightly out-of-the-way location. We can certainly get the embassy staff to prep food stocks, seeds, and appliances. The Chinese freighters are under construction and the billions in currency we’ve spent is giving their economy a boost. They’ve been the most supportive in the United Nations. Their veto kept the UN from passing the bogus resolution declaring Green as a rogue state,” Rodney said.
“I have Anna designing manufacturing facilities we would build for companies wishing to start operations for five years. There are other incentives I can employ. I can offer to build the buildings using our own methods and let them design them within reason. Costs for energy and water and communications would be minimal. We’d provide them exclusive access to the local market for five years. That would ensure a captive customer base reducing competition and facilitating market penetration. I would promote collaboration and innovation by offering the company access to research and development facilities, resources, and grants. This can encourage them to engage in cutting-edge research and contribute to technological advancements within your colony,” Lux explained because Anna had helped him come up with these ideas on the way to Mars.
“What about the families of the workers?” Paulus said. “I know what we do on Mars, but have you come up with ideas?”
“Anna and I have come up with a few,” Lux stated. “We’d offer relocation assistance and arrange housing and settling in allowances. We’d offer competitive compensation packages with attractive salaries, retirement plans, and performance-based bonuses. We’d offer support services for families including quality education, childcare, and recreational activities. All colonists would receive universal health care at low cost.”
“How are you going to pay for all that?” General Fogelmann asked.
“Everyone paying a portion of their profits should be more than enough. Less regulation, less bureaucracy but heavy penalties for abusing the system,” Lux said. “Corruption should be more apparent with the small population size. Large populations present their own issues.”
“How will you protect yourself and the Colony from these interlopers?” Fogelmann asked. “Who would enforce decisions or mitigate disputes?”
“I’m considering using the plan sketched out in the Michael Williamson book, Freehold. I like some of the ideas in a lot of sci-fi I read. He suggests that they appoint citizens who would have the power to decide disputes and the citizen is provided housing and salary but can have no outside interests. Of course, all these ideas are cute in theory but harder to work out in reality. I would make the companies have specific performance metrics and milestones to keep receiving benefits,” Lux expounded.
“You mentioned joint research facilities. How would you define ownership and protection of intellectual property generated during the collaboration?” Fogelmann continued and Lux realized he was being a devil’s advocate to see how much forethought had been put into future plans.
“We’d make sure any innovations, patents, or technologies developed by the company or its employees are appropriately shared, licensed, or protected to avoid disputes plus we’d have clear termination clauses. outline the conditions under which the contract can be terminated by either party. This provides an exit strategy if the collaboration is no longer mutually beneficial or if there are unforeseen circumstances. We’d also set up dispute resolution mechanisms, such as arbitration or mediation, to address potential conflicts or disagreements that may arise during the collaboration like I mentioned earlier,” Lux said. He didn’t like being grilled but realized the need for it.
“Looks like you’ve grown up a bit in the last couple of years,” his father said. “What are your plans when you go to Earth? How do you plan to keep from getting assassinated by all the factions that want their own piece of Green?”
Lux smirked at his father’s comment. “Thanks for your ‘bless your heart’ faint praise, dad. Here’s what I plan to do…”
◆◆◆
 
Campaign on Earth
The Ore-I landed gently at the huge Mars embassy near Panama City, Panama. Ironically, the Mars Embassy was larger than the US Embassy which was 400 meters east through the trees. There were hundreds of people in the embassy watching the ship land. Evidently word had leaked out to the US embassy because there was a gross of people watching from the US embassy. There were two dozen semi-tractor trailers lined up to load shipping containers with foods, machinery, and appliances onto the ship. Magnetic lifts and robots made the transfer of materials from the customs clearing area to the ship an efficient affair.
Lux flew the Pod to a garage on the side of the embassy grounds and went to meet the Mars ambassador, Ginger Nakamura. Ginger had an MBA from Wharton. She had been an early adopter of the Mars Colony and had reluctantly agreed with Lux’s dad to be the ambassador here. She was smart, pretty, and always projected quite a presence in a room.
“Welcome to our enclave, Captain Blakely. You can see we’ve been acquiring materials for your trip,” the ambassador said.
“My father sends his regards, ambassador. Why are we loading up here? I thought we were going to load at the port with cranes. Isn’t it more trouble this way?” Lux asked.
“Oh, indeed but the US has a long reach and made it so the docks would not allow loading a spaceship there. This is a work around to avoid entanglements,” the ambassador said. She cocked her hips to the side and grinned. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your entourage?”
“This is Rodney Branch, head of my security on this trek, Robert Allen, and Jack Chen. They keep me alive,” Lux said. “Just call me Lux.”
“I will if you call me Ginger, in private. In public it’s definitely Captain Blakely or Doctor Blakely.” The ambassador turned and grinned at Robert. “I understand you just broke up with a young lady or did I misspeak?” Ginger said.
“No-o,” Robert said a bit flustered. “You’re correct and very well informed.”
“I strive to stay abreast of things down here – for entertainment,” she turned back to Lux. “Does Paulus mention me? I sometimes think he sent me here to have room to run around.”
He lifted his eyebrows at the statement. Her manner dripping with innuendo let him see his father from a different viewpoint. “How are the new ads and documentaries playing?” Lux asked. “Any luck with the big manufacturers: LG, Panasonic, Haier, Whirlpool, Bosch-Siemens Hausgerate, Maytag, Indesit, and Electrolux for appliances and necessary home appliances?”
“Interest from all of them except from one Whirlpool executive in the US. He thinks you are a rogue state. He only watches one news source, so his information is slanted toward the government’s propaganda. The companies are all suspicious and want to talk with ‘an authorized representative’ who can negotiate contracts. The mining companies were very aggressive but again, very suspicious. They all want to talk with someone with ‘more information’ than the site surveys. They are worried about shipping off-world with us as the only transport company,” she said.
“We would buy everything they mine. Didn’t they get that? We want them to set up mining operations. We have so many benefits that it’s almost a gimme. Maybe I should sour the deal a bit because it sounds too good to be true. Do they know I’ll be the one negotiating and not my father?” Lux asked.
“Yes. They almost fell over themselves to negotiate once they heard that an eighteen-year-old would be doing the negotiating and that you have a tight timeline to reach resolution. They think they can run right over you,” she said as she motioned them to their rooms.
“Don’t they realize that we can pick any company on Earth and don’t give a damn about anything except reliability and performance?” Lux said.
“They don’t know how much flexibility you have. They expect impulsiveness and plan to take advantage of you because of your youth and inexperience,” Ginger said as she showed them their rooms which were very modern and comfortable.
“I would agree with them if I didn’t have the world’s best AI in my ear suggesting strategies. This is a nice room. How did the reunion of the captured soldiers go? I intended to ask that as the first thing,” Lux said.
“We treated them like royalty so everything after here would seem less. We fed them well and as you can see – the furnishings in the rooms are like the five-star hotels. We got good videos of them greeted by their families. There were very few grumblings. This wasn’t a prisoner exchange on a bridge in the middle of the night,” the ambassador said. “Your computers are keyed to your biosignatures, and we have top-notch bandwidth and filtering. Anna keeps us well ahead of the constant hacking attempts. All the new recruiting videos are available – make sure to ask Anna for any comments. Get settled and then we’ll have dinner in about two hours in the west dining room.”
Lux felt relieved that the ambassador was gone. He felt a tension from her even though she was in her thirties. Lux wondered if that was why his father had sent her here. He stretched and sat down to review the recruiting videos. He started the first one that was an ad for the Mars military, and they showed their stunning uniforms and high-tech gear. Showing weapons that would shoot holes in a tank and flying away with a lifter was exciting just to watch. Seeing actual scenes from space battles showed the flashy stuff and no explosive decompression. They had done well showing the Marines flying their lifters in patrol formation near the downed spacecraft. It was done professionally and made Lux want to sign up. He laughed and called Anna.
“Hi boss,” Anna said as her avatar popped up on the screen. “You like the video?”
“You’re just fishing for compliments, aren’t you? Of course, I liked it. Did you leave out pay and benefits?” he asked knowing she didn’t.
Anna’s avatar changed to a serious looking woman in business attire with glasses and a scowl, who then grinned and put on bashful mannerisms. “I suppose I did,” Anna said. “I thought it would wow young professionals. Other ones show their potential for promotion and growth by being a spaceship pilot or commanding robot squadrons. We discussed healthcare, family, housing, education and show the pay scale, which was comparable to US mercenaries in the middle east. I pushed the higher education credits you could earn on Mars or Green through distance learning.”
“What about immigrants?” Lux asked. “How are we recruiting the career professionals we need?”
Anna’s avatar changed into a professional gymnast doing weight training and talking. “Oh my! I got a little creative there. Instead of waiting for people to apply – I target them,” she said while her image struggled with heavy weights.
“You’re just trying to distract me. How’d you do that? Target them…” he asked.
“I find any query from them or their friends and tease them with little snippets of information. Then I send them some two-minute news spots on their favorite feeds to their phones, computers, or work sites. Then I finally target them with a ten-minute documentary about the need for their jobs on Mars or Green and go from there,” Anna said.
“Isn’t that illegal? How can you go through the files of billions of people and target them? You don’t have that much processing power,” Lux said.
“I’m just sifting through Amazon and other media giants’ data. It’s sort of illegal what they do – I’m just using other processing sources too. I borrow digital mining processors sometimes, NSA stuff, Chinese PLA computers, plus my processor core surrogates. Think of it like sponsored ads,” Anna confided.
“If I say not to do it, you’ll do it anyway, wouldn’t you?” Lux said.
“Yep. You wanna see an ad for a metal worker?” Anna asked and Lux nodded.
The screen showed a man in a modern factory with pleasant conditions. He finishes work and steps out of the building where he flies home using his lifter. The house is an ultra-modern three-bedroom ranch style with a large yard. The wife flies into the garage with a small four-seater Pod and takes the child out of the child seat where she discusses her work at the hospital and picking up the child at day care. A short tour of the house followed, showing fixtures and features. It was almost 1960’s vintage.
“What about diverse people with non-mainstream culture or creative ideas?” Lux asked. “That last ad wouldn’t appeal to them at all.”
“I didn’t explain. All ads are designed for individual people unless multiple people are watching and then the ads use more generic or blended aspects. It might show hiking or night clubs or dancing or drinking. Each ad is individually designed. We pre-screen and put-up ads to the select people who are best suited to immigrate. We show what we can do for them. Few will take the step to leave what they have but we’ve got millions from which to choose.”
“Oops. You need to get ready for dinner because you need to study for your meetings tomorrow. Your bodyguards have been studying where you are going and who you’re seeing,” Anna said.
Lux got up and freshened up before the knock on the door from his security people to take him to dinner.
◆◆◆
 
Mining Negotiations
Lux walked into the office of China Molybdenum Company Limited (CMOC Group Limited) in Luoyang City, Henan China. The Pod had landed right out in front of the round entrance vestibule, and it elicited a great deal of interest. Lux set it so the shield was on as he and his bodyguards left the ship. He was met by underlings who bowed too much for his taste but led him through the spacious but plain building. A fit man in his sixties approached. He had a wide smile and glasses which was different than the dour expressions of the others around them.
“I am Gerry Yougui Wang, an independent Director of CMOC. Yuan Honglin, the Chairman, sent me to lead you to him and aid in any translation issues. I grew up in Canada but normally live in Hong Kong. The Chairman found your proposal very interesting.”
“These are my bodyguards. They will accompany me and just stand out of the way – an unfortunate necessity concerning the political climate. I would have sought you out and I’m glad you’re here due to your work with container ships and your focus on clean energy development,” Lux said.
“I’m honored you’ve heard of me,” Wang said and ushered him into the generic conference room.
The men sitting around the table looked positively stoic as he walked in. The chairman at the head of the table frowned when he saw Lux’s bodyguards walk in and take up a position near the door. The chairman started talking in Zhongyuan Mandarin. Anna translated for him through his comm, but Lux could pick up much what he said from context. The Chairman turned to Wang and spoke in the local dialect, “Tell him we greet him and find his proposal interesting though we would need exclusive rights as long as we are on that planet. His bodyguards offend me but ignore them. He is but a child in a man’s game. He won’t understand this dialect.”
Wang nodded and turned to Lux. “The chairman greets you but suggests you need no protection here. He also is dismayed that you only offer five years of exclusive rights with our enormous outlay in equipment.”
Lux looked at the chairman intensely for a few moments and then answered in Mandarin. “Chairman Honglin. I understand your dialect clearly and we don’t need translators if you can understand my Mandarin. Unfortunately, I have had many attempts on my life wherever I go, and most attempts have been made by Chinese, often from the Second Department. I have pressing time constraints, so I am unable to do the normal interplay of give and take. I am willing to extend your exclusive contract to ten years or offer free buildings, electrical power, and water at no cost to meet any requirements as long as you maintain the specified requirements. You choose. The rest of the contract is fairly clear and straightforward.” 
The chairman looked at Lux and looked around the room. He began to laugh as did the others around him when they thought it was allowed. “You are not what I expected. I will accept one of your offers and will return it to you as soon as my lawyers have reviewed it. Is that acceptable?”
“Yes sir,” Lux said and got up. “Forgive my youthful ignorance but I must travel to Seoul to meet with LG for the same type of negotiations. My goal is make all my partners and allies wealthy as well as giving them a means to do it with the least stress. I look forward to working with you in the future.” Lux bowed to the chairman and Wang got up to escort him out. They left quickly.
As soon as Lux and his entourage were out of earshot – the chairman said to the rest of his directors. “Youthful ignorance? I doubt that. This opportunity is the best I have ever seen. Did you look at the survey reports? The locations are easily accessible, and they will transport equipment to and from the site whenever needed…who does that. The ore deposits are rich and often have multiple minerals and metals. I want to do this to become the first interstellar company.”
◆◆◆
 
LG in Seoul, South Korea
The Pod landed in the parking lot between the LG twin towers. They were greeted by Sang-Goo Lee and a couple of younger aides. Lux knew that Lee was rumored to be in the running to replace Joo-Wan Cho, the current CEO. Lux greeted him with bows and handshakes before they bustled the group into the building. They went to a much better equipped conference room. Anna translated all the conversations around him, but it was obvious all these people were highly educated. Lee had even once been a professor.
It was a similar seating arrangement as they entered the room. They were obviously accustomed to dealing with westerners as they reached out to shake hands. Lux put the top of his left hand under his right elbow and bowed with feet together and eyes looking down to give a subservient position. The CEO, Cho raised his eyebrows and turned his head and said in Korean, “He shows the proper respect for someone so young. Take note.”
“Thank you,” Lux said in English.
“Do you speak Korean?” the Cho asked.
“No. My computer translates nearly instantly. There is little latency, and she always does it with context,” Lux said.
“She? You have named her?” Cho asked.
“Would you like to meet her? Her name is Anna, and she is quite sentient. She suggested that I should let you see her because she said you were vacillating whether to ally with us or not,” Lux said.
“Do you need to set anything up?” Lee asked. “I don’t see any electronics.”
“Ah. Now you can see one of the benefits of being an ally to share research. Here she is – this is Anna,” Lux said, and Anna appeared on the overhead monitors. She was dressed in a conservative white blouse with dark blue jacket, pencil skirt, and slight high heels. She wore black glasses and looked fantastic.
“Nice to meet you. My name is Anna and I assist Lux,” Anna said in flawless Korean. Lux heard her translation simultaneously through his embedded comm link.
“May we ask you questions how you track us in this room and link to our electronics? We never gave you the link code,” Lee asked.
Anna put her hand over her mouth and giggled as she bowed slightly and appeared to blush even though she had a dark complexion. “I’ll have to work with you longer before I start sharing any secrets. We would have joint research facilities on Green – built at our cost and we would share intellectual property as explained in the contract, we sent you. We have other companies should you not agree. I think it is a better deal than you could get anywhere else and it has less risk than your other acquisitions as well.”
“We have been following your visits to other possible competing companies: Panasonic, Haier, Whirlpool, Bosch-Siemens Hausgerate, Maytag, Indesit, and Electrolux. We know most have signed on as well as the mining and chemical companies,” Chairman Cho said.
“Quite true but that means we left out many other companies and they will try to interfere. Our main concern is to keep the UN from pushing sanctions. We are trying to give the best companies the best chances to be successful. We do not intimidate easily and companies who try will not like the repercussions,” Anna said.
The men turned from the screen and looked a little abashed to think they had totally ignored Lux after the brief discussion with Anna. They saw Lux sitting with a bemused smile on his face.
Lee bowed slightly to Lux. “Will we get to work with Anna if we accept the contract to set up consumer electronics and appliances on Green?”
“Of course, Doctor Lee. She and her sisters help us with almost every aspect of our colony and on Mars. I look forward to working with your company. I must admit I’m a little worn out from violating the flight regulations around the globe and I am anxious to get back to my research on Green,” Lux said.
“We will closely examine the contract you sent. Let me see you out,” Lee said and walked out. “I told them they were foolish not to jump at the chance. I can bring them around. Is Green like it’s depicted in the videos or is that all CGI?” Lee asked.
“We use real people and real buildings we’ve built with the 3D advertisements,” Lux said. “Most of the military recruitment scenes are edited battle scenes with the gory stuff edited out. The animals are a lot more numerous than we’ve shown but constant drone coverage keeps them out of the occupied areas. The animals are fierce, but the air is pristine and its lovely here.”
They stepped out of the building and Lux turned around to shake Lee’s hand when there were two flashes followed by the karump of a pair of rifle shots hitting Lux’s shield. Lux stood covering Lee with his arms out. They scuttled to the side of the Pod as Rodney and Robert flew up in the air to go after the snipers.
“How did they do that?” Lee asked. “How are you not hurt?”
“I redesigned some special lifters that look almost flat under their sport coats. We all wear kinetic shields which is a spinoff of my propulsion designs,” Lux explained.
Rodney and Robert were back in less than three minutes – each carrying a smartphone. Lux bowed again to Lee – they boarded the Pod, and they headed back to the Embassy.
“Snipers through multiple cutouts,” Anna said. “I’ve been monitoring the companies with the worst human rights records and now some intercepts from Glencore make sense.”
“Who is Glencore?” Rodney asked.
“They do metals and mining with the largest gross per year of those companies. They must be trying to derail the agreements with the other mining interests,” Lux explained. “Anna. Have you tracked down where the requests originated?”
“Yep,” Anna said. “Glencore has a history of dealing with rogue states. I’ve identified the key officials. Should we eliminate them?”
“Not yet,” Lux said. “We need to ruin them financially first. They do commodities trading and we can probably hack their trades and make them lose their shirts. I’d like you to cripple them digitally and physically. Do it with little collateral damage but send the authorities information linking the executives. Once the police are involved, leak details of their corruption and internal messaging. Then kill the ones who escape prosecution with kinetic strikes.”
“You do realize you have been invited to speak at the UN this week as to why Green should not be considered a rogue state,” Anna said.
◆◆◆
 
The UN Talk
The Pod landed next to the UN building and the security guards rushed toward it. Lux and his three bodyguards stepped out.
“You do not have authorization to leave a vehicle here,” the guard said. Lux thought he was the highest rank of the five that confronted them.
Lux instructed Anna to take the ship up over the building. The ship zipped into the air and hovered ten meters over the building.
“You are not allowed to do that,” the guard said. “You are under arrest and will come with us.”
Lux realized that the guards had been ordered to detain them so the other delegates would be forced to wait, or they wouldn’t arrive at all. “I have been invited to speak in a few minutes.” Lux nodded his head toward the entrance 100 meters away and the four of them flew to the entrance. There were other security guards there who tried to bar their way, but their clothes had kinetic armor, the new flat lifter, and the shield that would keep others from getting closer than a third of a meter. Lux had tweaked the shield to allow them to walk. Lux grinned when the security guards tried to grab them but couldn’t get close enough.
Lux had Anna direct them where to go in the building. The delegates and their assistants all turned in their direction as they walked in. The American and Russian delegates had just finished denouncing the occupation of Green by members of the colony on Mars.
The Chinese delegate, Zhang Jun, announced. “I yield my time to a representative from Green, the habitable moon in the Sirius A solar system nearly nine light-years from Earth. Doctor Lux Blakely, is a PhD graduate of the AeroAstro Program at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.”
There was a scattering of awkward applause. Lux activated his lifter and flew slowly up to behind the podium. He figured he needed to do anything he could to make them realize this speech was different.
“Sirius A is 8.6 light-years from Earth. It takes light 8.6 years to travel to Earth. I understand some members here wish to extend their reach to Green, where I live.” Anna gave him affirmation that she was into the Audio-visual system behind him. “This is what it looks like arriving at Green.” The screen lit up with a video of Sirius 4, the gas giant near Green, the habitable moon. “The planet is similar in gravity, atmosphere, and rotation to Earth. These are other planets we discovered in other systems before setting up a colony on Green.” The image behind him showed one planet after another. “Many of these are marginally habitable with climate similar to the Sahara or the Artic. These planets are uninhabited and available to anyone who wants to go there. We have made this data available to the governments of Earth for their use at no cost. We will be auctioning off the location data.”
Lux continued. “Green has just finalized contracts with many large corporations on Earth for manufacturing products for Green. Note that none of these companies will compete with other Earth companies but Earth governments will prosper from the increased revenues from exports. It’s a win-win.” The screen showed company after company with countries listed behind him. The screen showed one of the advertisements, without sound, for immigrants and showed the housing.
“Russia and the United States recently sent troops and weapons to destroy all the colonists on Green. They had an agreement to divide the planet in half between them.” There were grumblings from the delegates. “Russia sent operatives to sabotage the ships going to Green and sent war materials to use kinetic strikes from orbit followed by ground troops to destroy any survivors.” Lux had Anna show the interrogations of several of the officers with captions. “The US followed with more warships and troops.”
“Mars has been attacked multiple times with ships loaded with nuclear weapons and kinetic strike weapons. Mars currently boasts a population of 2.3 million, which is larger than 85 members of this body. None of the attacks have been successful. Here is what I came to say. Currently we are only destroying the individuals who pressure your militaries into attacking us. Send proxy armies and we will destroy the people who hired your mercenaries. We will destroy any country’s infrastructure that attacks us. You live at the bottom of a gravity well. We have the nuclear weapons captured in previous attacks from YOUR rogue elements. Do not vote to extend your authority to Mars or Green. Do not let your greed overload your concern for self-preservation. Contact us with questions at any time through any of the three Mars embassies. Thank you for letting us express our concerns.”
Lux floated off the stage and down to his bodyguards as they walked out of the assembly hall. Lux could hear the mumbling and talk grow as his group walked out of the building. The Pod landed near the front door, and they quickly entered and disappeared enroute back to their embassy in Panama. Lux couldn’t help but think he had delivered the Michael Rennie speech at the end of the 1951 movie, the Day the Earth Stood Still.
◆◆◆
 
UN Secretariat Office
The Secretary-General scowled at the US ambassador. “You said the boy was an inexperienced eighteen-year-old. You said he would bluster and rail against you. You also said you’d arranged to lock everyone out of the audio-visual controls. Did it look like he was locked out? I saw people glaring at me and you during his very persuasive presentations.”
“I have no idea how he did it. I was told no one could access the system – yet he did. I didn’t see a lifter. That little ‘float to the podium’ bit was an eye opener. How did he do that?” the US ambassador queried.
“How did he do it? I’ll tell you how he did it! He invented the damn things. He invented the magnetic drive, the gravity drive, and the cursed interstellar drive. He invented those new weapons. It gave me chills when he not-so-indirectly threatened us,” the secretary-general said. “Have you kept up with how many big industrialists have been killed messing with Mars or that new planet? A lot of people died, and I think they were all guilty of plotting against them. My god – you people tried to use nukes and kinetic impact weapons. You need to quit poking the bear. Just because you are the big bad US of A – you might take a more conciliatory tone. I think I am going to be less confrontational. There are going to be more habitable planets out there and we need to start looking for them ourselves.”




Chapter 9

                      Container Ships to Green
The first freighter full of containers began to change the face of the colony three months after Lux’s return to Green. It sparked a housing boom now that they had the wiring and fixtures to go in the houses and businesses. Houses went up literally overnight with robots directed by A.I. and businesses followed. Lifters were manufactured locally so colony residents could fly instead of walk. The devices were soon taken for granted. Homes and apartments were spacious, comfortable, and had all the most modern conveniences. The first hotel was a showcase piece with fountains and local plants. Unlike North Korean grandeur, this hotel was designed to be occupied and sported many unusual features.
The hotel had adjustable gravity in the rooms – dial down the bedroom gravity to one-half for restful sleep with king size beds and luxury sheets and bedding. Luxury designed showers and tubs were in every bathroom with Japanese styled smart toilets. There were local beers and ales in the mini-fridge in the room, but all wines had to be imported. There were local fruits and nuts that were deemed safe and tasty. Each room had a balcony overlooking a conservatory filled with flowers, trees, and plants. The hotel was mainly for tourists who were coming in increasing numbers. Anna tracked all tourists and immigrant colonists plus did a good job of weeding out the spies - a constant irritant.
Lux walked into the bakery that was putting on the finishing touches for its grand opening. A long line of colonists were basking in the enticing smells of buttery croissants with notes of cinnamon and thresh, a local spice. Lux closed his eyes and just inhaled scents of dark chocolate and the sweet tang of berries, local and imported. He was salivating when he got up to the front of the line.
“Oh! Doctor Blakely. What would you like? Everything is free for you today. My husband says he will be able to open the restaurant in about a week,” the owner said. “He is in the back – baking and training the staff. They are great workers. Thank you so much,” she gushed.
Lux was hard pressed to choose because he wanted to get something for Prissy too. “Two chocolate croissants and a couple of the achoo berry tarts,” Lux said with a grin.
“Those local berries do make you sneeze unless you wear a mask, but those bushes will almost grow in rock. Their tart sweetness will be an export in the future I’m sure after the tourists go home and talk about them,” the woman said and handed Lux a sack. Rodney bought a dozen of both of those choices for the team. They saw a five-story building being built and just down the street were rows of new shops. Lux smiled when flying because he saw the extent of the development everywhere. He could see the Thermador plant in the distance and the steel production facility on the horizon. The tour group took off with their lifters after they landed near Lux’s house on the outskirts of the city.
They landed in the back where Lux saw Prissy in the back yard. She was looking at Lux with a scowl on her face and held up the meter long headless snake.
“Dang!” Rodney said. “Is that another two-step?” he asked.
Lux knew a two-step was a local snake that got its name by how long you lived after you were bitten – two steps. This was the third one this month. “How did you spot it?” Lux said. “This is disturbing. Anna, can you reprogram the drones to spot these snakes better or sweep the lawns from the side of the buildings and sweep outward with the ultraviolet stun beams, but I don’t know how effective that would be. Send out a general warning notice to the population with videos and photos of these snakes with the warnings. I’d suggest you burn a perimeter in the grass with lasers if it won’t start a forest fire. The population of birds and tall grass and plants might be a draw for these. I’m glad you’re okay. Let’s go inside. Snakes give me the creeps – especially the ones that are deadly poisonous. The container ships may have brought in rodents that these things feed on. I don’t want to have an explosion of rats and mice. What are we doing to prevent infestations on the container ships?” Lux asked.
“We are employing unpressurized vacuum of space for the three days to kill rodents and some insects. Unfortunately, insect eggs can often survive 72 hours of transit. We have used ionizing irradiation and ultraviolet light to destroy or sterilize clusters of insects. We suspect some invasive species were in some shipping containers. The robots have been a blessing because they don’t get bored or complacent when inspecting containers. There have been two human stowaways that have died enroute,” Anna explained.
“Really! Why wasn’t I notified?” Lux said.
Prissy laughed when she overheard his outburst. “You can’t be everything for everybody. There was a rumor that you stopped at the new pastry shop,” She said with a grin after disposing of the snake.
Lux was grossed out by the snake and shook his whole body in revulsion. It made him remember the rattlesnakes in Arizona, but these were much deadlier. “Sorry. Those creep me out, but I did manage to go by the pastry shop. How did you know?”
Prissy snickered and pointed to Robert, Rodney, and Regina who had chocolate spoor all over their faces. The normally grim security people were making yummy sounds with grins.
“Grins instead of Grim would be a good name for that shop,” Lux said as he handed off a flaky chocolate filled croissant to Prissy.
“You’ve redeemed yourself,’ she said with a smile as she bit into the delectable pastry.
Jack Chen came out. “Lunch sandwiches are in the kitchen. Did you go by the pastry shop to ruin everyone’s appetite?” he asked as he dived into Rodney’s bag of pastries. He was soon making happy munching sounds.
“Lux,” Anna said over his embedded comm. “Drone satellite patrols have detected an unauthorized mining settlement on the far side of the planet.”
“I need to go,” Lux said, getting up and starting to leave the house.
Prissy grabbed him. “You need to delegate,” she said firmly. “Weren’t you going back to the lab with Igor tomorrow? We have military for this type of thing.”
“You’re right,” he said and apologized to Prissy and his security team. He went over to Prissy, and they hugged each other, and he got a chocolatey kiss.
◆◆◆
 
New Developments in the Lab
Igor was happy to see him. “I tried to get hold of you, but your AI said you’ve been occupied. I’ve run into some unusual effects, and I’m stumped. I’ve been flailing in the dark. I can recognize what is happening, but I don’t know why.”
“Show me what you have and any insights you’ve had,” Lux said.
“It started with that emitter shape and frequency that caused the soil to become as hard as stone. I changed the frequency and different things happened. Any change in the shape of the emitters and bizarre things occurred. When I changed them both it got absolutely weird,” Igor explained. “I don’t have the theoretical background for what I’m doing.”
“Define absolutely weird. What were you doing?” Lux asked.
“Well. I was trying to use the suggestion you gave me,” Igor said.
“Which one was that?” Lux said because he really didn’t remember.
“You said to try that emitter on different metals, and I did,” Igor said. When Lux waited, Igor decided to explain. “I tried that on different types of metal side by side. Sometimes it fused the metals together like the smoothest welding job you ever saw. It even unwelded one I had already welded. That was weird.”
“Do you have the emitter design and frequency when that happened and with what metals?” Lux asked.
“You bet. I had first layered a sheet of graphene over a sheet of titanium metal and welded them together,” Igor explained and saw that Lux wanted him to explain further. “Maybe it just merged them. The 2 cm wide emitter did its thing from one edge of the sheet to the other. The merging turned it into a weird material – light but incredibly strong. Then, when I tried to un-weld the stuff – it separated like I’d cut it with a laser. I saved it to show you because other weird stuff happened. I felt like I was just playing around, and I have a Masters in Material Science. I have never seen reactions like I got.”
“Go ahead. I may understand what happened with the graphene. What else did you do while I was elsewhere?” Lux asked.
“I changed frequencies and used other layered materials and the material got really cold. I thought it was the Peltier effect but then I tried it with another material, and it did the same thing. Then I tried it with many other materials, and it did it whether they were layered or a single material. It still did the same thing. Everything got incredibly cold – incredibly fast. I moved the emitter further back and anything in the beam got icy cold. It worked back to ten meters away. That was as far as I could move back here. Lastly, I tried adjusting the emitter shape,” Igor stated.
“Did you just change those at random?” Lux asked.
“No-no,” Igor said. “I used various helical designs first. I found a frequency that heated materials instead of cooling them and it worked ten meters back too. It produced more heat energy than I expected – even more than I inputted. That’s why I tried to get you here.”
“Were you able to duplicate what you did? Did you have enough notes?” Lux asked.
“Sometimes,” Igor said a bit embarrassed. “I didn’t take good enough notes at first. Here are the ones for welding or making hybrid materials.” Igor handed Lux his notebook.
Lux let out a sigh as he looked at the sparse notes. Lux confirmed that Igor had used the same emitter for these first experiments. He was able to duplicate the side-by-side welding. It looked like the metal pieces had been joined by stir welding but without actually touching the two pieces. The un-welding also performed exactly as Igor had described. When they passed the emitter over the area that had been merged, it went back to looking separated without rough edges like it remembered its previous condition. Then they tried the hybrid material.
Lux was getting excited as he thought of the possibilities if this worked. They created a large sheet of a graphene-titanium hybrid. Lux lined up linked emitters side-by-side. When energized, the strip of emitters caused a line in the hybrid material to separate. Changing the frequency caused the material to mend. He repeated it a hundred times while assembling additional long strips of emitters.
Lux determined that the emitter field did not extend past the back surface they were separating and reattaching. Igor was quite perplexed when Lux drew a large rectangle on the back of a sheet of the hybrid material and put two suction cups with handles inside the drawn rectangle. He then made a large, carefully measured continuous rectangle of emitter strips. Lux made a frame to hold the rectangle of emitter strips just off the back side of the material. He told Igor to set up a camera to record the unmarked side of the sheet.
“Start recording,” Lux shouted from behind the large sheet of material. He energized the emitter strips and a rectangle appeared in the smooth sheet and then lifted the sheet away by holding the suction cups on the back. He appeared in the opening, “Tada! We can have adjustable size doors that are airtight with a little more engineering thought. Let me try to seal it…keep recording.” He struggled to get it right, changed frequencies and rewelded the material to produce an almost seamless door. “I’ll need to slant the emitters more to get them out of the way and produce a seal that can’t be opened when there is pressure from the inside.”
“What do you mean when you say adjustable size openings?” Igor asked.
“Just what I said. We could have different size emitter frames. We could use standard door size and still have a cargo size frame of emitters if we needed to load cargo. Let’s try those freeze rays and heat rays you came up with…” Lux said. “Bet you we could use those to get rid of the two-step snakes we have around here.”
“They’re not…oh. I guess they are. Are those snakes for real? I saw the notice,” Igor said. “We have vipers in Serbia where I’m from but nothing so deadly as those two-steps.”
◆◆◆
 
Interlopers
Lux was tired when he and two bodyguards got back to his house. Prissy had just gotten home from working with the military. “You first,” she said as Rodney and Regina came in with mugs of local ale which was quite good thanks to the Russian equipment and starter materials.
“Igor had some weird results and we tinkered until we had some useful new tech. We now have contactless welding – I should say merging of materials. We also have a practical ice ray and a heat ray. We don’t know how far the rays are effective, but we could use them to rid us of these two-steps. We don’t know if they can be made into ranged weapons, but it is entirely possible. We wouldn’t need refrigerants. Oh. Let me show y’all a video we made. This is kind of neat.”
Lux projected a video on the inside wall of the house showing the panel of material with Lux behind it.
Regina was quick to criticize. “Great. Lux pretending to be a wall.”
The video showed the simulated door opening and then closing.
“And?” Regina said unimpressed.
Lux laughed. “Let me play it for you again but this time look at the seams of the door. I’ll zoom in.”
He played it again zoomed in at the side of where the door would appear, show the door lifted out and replaced.
“Play that again. That doesn’t look right. Wait. There’s no seam, the door appears, the door is replaced, and there’s no seam again. Is this not just computer graphics?” Regina asked. “Is the crack so tiny we can’t see it?”
“Nope. It’s a real thing. We can make a door of any size if we have a ring of emitters on one side,”
Lux grinned. “Plus, we can do this with pretty thick or thin materials. No break before or after and we ran for 500 cycles with no deterioration.”
“Safes and spaceships will be interesting,” Regina said.
“Prissy. Your turn. Why were you gone all day and why are you so worn out looking? You’re pretty anyway but you just look tired,” Lux said covering for his criticism.
“We got notice from Anna that two ships were on the surface on the other side of Green. We took a couple of ships and Marines and confronted them. They immediately started firing on us with high-powered lasers and grenade launchers. We ended up killing all but fourteen of the mercenaries. The Chinese resin we copied – you know, the stuff they use on their hypersonic missiles, zirconium oxide and graphene, totally protected our ships from the heat of the lasers. They were supposed to pretend they were mining and had disturbing intelligence showing our mining surveys but they had little mining equipment. They were from a Glencore affiliate, but their real purpose was to take over the colony,” Prissy let out a sigh. “The mining was just their cover story.”
Rodney asked. “What are we going to do with them? Housing prisoners is expensive and transporting them back to Mars or Earth is super expensive. Forced labor is counterproductive. Treat them like immigrants?”
Prissy looked at Lux. “MIT didn’t have classes on corrections. I suppose we should just kill them, but we should transport them back to Earth now that we have weekly service to there. We should drop them off individually in some country where they don’t speak the language with no passport after we get all their biomarkers for identification.”
“Everyone thought I was mean. Anna. Have you been listening? Silly me…Anna, what do you think?” Lux asked.
“It seems illogical for Glencore to pursue mining when they have vastly easier mining in the Sol system with the asteroids. I will delve into the matter when I get their computer logs, but it seems like they would have been seeded as a retaliation force or a preliminary group scouting for a military takeover of the colony. The colony has only just reached fifty thousand residents and will climb rapidly. My surrogate souls on Mars and Earth will look into the finances and backgrounds of these men and pursue the behind-the-scenes people who are pulling the strings and eliminate them. It is much cheaper to have them assassinated than it is to keep fighting off attacks. My sisters will destroy them financially and then kill off instigators and their heirs,” Anna said.
“Seems brutal,” Rodney said, “…but effective. The job will only get harder as travel between the stars gets easier. They will try to take over an existing colony instead of trying to set one up on their own. It is much less costly, and humans are geared for conflict. I can understand the draw a world with no government would have for many on Earth. We need more patrols and drones.”

◆◆◆
 
Midnight Discussion
“I can’t sleep. I see you at the altar,” Lux said as he pulled Prissy up against him. “When will you?”
Prissy laid her arm across his chest and lifted her sleepy head to look at him. “Am I the cure for your insomnia?” she asked and then turned serious. “That incident today disturbed me. Anna’s suggested reprisal is disturbing too. I think she’s right though. Yes…as soon as you want,” she said and snuggled against his shoulder.
“You’ll marry me! Finally. That was the weakest acceptance I’ve ever heard,” Lux said and got a little more awake.
“How many acceptances have you heard?” she asked with a humorous lilt.
He reached over to a nightstand and slid out a drawer and grabbed a little case. He told the lights to turn on brighter. He kissed Prissy and opened the little case. “I’ve had this for you since I graduated from MIT. It’s a gold stackable band.”
“Let me see,” she said. “What does the engraving say?”
Lux grinned. “It says, Prissy – I’ve always loved you.”
“Oh good. I can change it to I’ve always loved you Sam or Bob if we break up,” she said giggling.
“Wait. Did I say Prissy? Maybe it was Suzie or Felicia. It’s hard to remember so many women,” Lux said.
Prissy slid the engagement ring on her finger and gave him a passionate kiss. He held her firmly.
“Is next week possible?” he asked. “We probably ought to go back to Mars. We can transport your parents plus my dad is there,” Lux said and yawned hugely. “We can talk more in the morning.”
“Whoa, cowboy. You can’t just drop that on me and roll over,” she said. “Now I can’t sleep.”
◆◆◆
 
Lux informed his bodyguards the next day. Regina and Polly forced the issue when they saw the ring Prissy was sporting as they all sat around eating breakfast.
“Finally!” Polly said with an exasperated sigh following. “We’ve known this was coming for years,” she said to Prissy. “That boy has been pining for you since forever.”
“Yep,” Regina said. “I knew it long before his last birthday.”
Robert chimed in. “He once told me he was catching up. She’s four and a half years older. He said when he was still one – she was five – five times older than him. When he was still five – she turned ten – just two times older. When he was still ten – she turned fifteen – just one and half times older. I guess since he’s now eighteen and she’s still twenty-two and that’s close enough,” he said with a grin.
“I’m right here you know,” Lux said with a grin. He felt like these people were his family and he felt happy. “We’re going to get married on Mars next week,” he announced while sipping coffee.
The room went silent, and Polly said, “Oh hell no, boss.”
“No way,” Regina said. “You two are too important for some little chapel wedding.”
Prissy had a glow about her and did show her little gold band. “I like it because I feel the same way Lux does about diamonds. Diamonds aren’t particularly scarce and since flawless synthetic diamonds are available – I’d rather have a simple gold band.”
“You aren’t just saying that are you?” Regina asked. “I’d want a 5-carat rock.”
“One you’d have to take off every time you put on your spacesuit?” Prissy asked. “Not for me… I need to talk to my parents today. I haven’t updated them in several weeks.” Prissy went into the sitting room and asked Lux to join her. “Anna. Would you link with my parents on Earth?” she asked knowing that the quantum tunneling would work fine to any of the Mars’ embassies.
“Hello,” Mrs. Hunnicutt answered.
“Hi, Mom. It’s me, Prissy.”
“Are you back in the US? You sound far away. I’ll get your father,” her mother said, and Prissy could hear her mother call to get her father on the phone. There was some mumbling in the background and then her father came on. “Prissy. I’m here. Are you in trouble? Where are you?” her father said.
“I’m fine, Dad. I’m on Green. That’s a planet-sized moon about 9 light-years away from Earth. That’s why there’s a little echo sound from the Panama City embassy to your phone. Let me talk. Lux and I are getting married, and people here said next week is too soon so we’re getting married next month on Mars. I wanted to invite you to the wedding. Lux’s father will be there, and I can come and pick you up,” Prissy said.
“That Blakely boy is too young isn’t he. What is he – 16? Is this a prank or a DeepFake call? It’s impossible to call from that far away. What embassy are you talking about?” her father said. “He didn’t get you in trouble, did he?”
“No, ad. I’m not pregnant,” Prissy laughed. “No. Lux invented a quantum tunneling system that lets us talk in real-time. Lux has a doctorate from MIT, he’s eighteen, and we live together in a house here on Green. It’s a moon of a gas giant in the Sirius A system. Just say you’ll come, and then I’ll pick you up on the same date as your planned honeymoon. I’ll pick you up at the same place where you had your first dinner. You showed me your pictures.”
Lester Hunnicutt looked at his wife and she gritted her teeth and nodded. “Okay. Send us all the information. Will we need our passports? I think they’re still current.”
“Sure,” Prissy said. “We really don’t unless you’re in another country on Earth but it’s a good idea to be better safe than sorry. We have a few prisoners we’re dropping off that were prepping to take over our colony. Don’t worry about that. Look forward to seeing you. Love you, Mom. Love you, Dad.”
“Bye, honey,” Mrs. Hunnicutt said, sniffling a little as the connection dropped.
◆◆◆
 
NSA Headquarters Fort Meade, Maryland – Office of Tom Arnold
“Fredrick. Come in here. You’re not going to believe this one. We finally got some intel from the Mars Embassy in Panama. It was an unencrypted call from that Prissy Hunnicutt girl to her parents in Huntsville and it’s a lulu. Listen,” Tom said and played the call.
“Wow!” Fredrick exclaimed. “So, the little dweeb is finally going to marry her.”
“Is that what you got from this?” Arnold asked his office mate. “That ‘little dweeb’ recently gave a talk at the UN, and he wasn’t little, and he certainly wasn’t socially awkward. It sent cold chills down my spine. We now know the approximate time and date Hunnicutt will be at her parents’ house – picking them up illegally. We also know there was some type of attempted takeover on that new planet. I guess it’s officially called Green and Blakeley’s people do have real-time communications. That’s a big deal as is the release of prisoners from a takeover attempt.”
“You going to call your contact at the CIA? She would know about any missions that went down. Will she talk to you?” Fredrick asked.
“Maybe. I’ll give it a shot. I bet she doesn’t know the outcome of any attacks and she might trade. We’ve dealt with swaps of information about Blakely before,” Tom said and sent Fredrick out.
He called Ingrid.
◆◆◆
 
CIA Headquarters – Langley, Virginia – Office of Ingrid – Chief Analyst
“Chief. I have a call from a Tom Arnold on your old line. Says he’s with the NSA. He gave the correct authorization but it’s an old code. Shall I put him through?”
“Thanks, Fenetia. Put him through,” Ingrid said. After a short pause, she keyed the connection. “Hi, Tom. It’s been a while. To what do I owe the honor of this call.”
“Interagency cooperation. That’s it. I have some information I’ll trade if you can explain an attempted raid on the planet Green,” Tom said. “It’s a doozy and they’ll be more IF you can trade.”
“You know it doesn’t work that way. What’s this about?” Ingrid asked getting a little piqued.
“It’s current news about Prissy Hunnicutt and Lux Blakely. I will also confirm they have real-time audio communication from Sirius A. Tell me about a recent attempt to attack them and I will tell you the result,” Tom said.
“Tell you what. You give me the information and I’ll give you bare facts if what you tell me is important enough,” Ingrid said.
“Okay – only because I’ll cut you out of the follow-up information if you give me too little in return. Deal?” Tom asked.
Ingrid paused. She knew he had given her a lot of info that helped her get promoted. “Deal,” she said.
“Right. This is a call from Prissy Hunnicutt to her parents in Huntsville,” Tom said.
“Wait a minute. What’s the deal?” Ingrid said.
“Wait. This call is real-time from Planet Green near Sirius A to her parents in Huntsville,” Tom said, and he played the recording.
“My god. That’s real?” Ingrid asked.
“Yes. Tell me why there would be prisoners. Who, what, when, where, and why…you know the drill,” Tom asked.
“That is interesting. Keep me in the loop on this one. Glencore – is the huge mining consortium and they hired two hundred mercenaries for this mission. They had two spaceships built in Australia at a secret location ostensibly for the US military. We found out it was for Glencore instead. All the records of communications, finances, and participants sent to the governments of Australia, US, UK, Switzerland, and France. Glencore Headquarters in Baar, Switzerland arranged this plot to take over the colony on Green. We lost track of them after they left Earth. Hunnicutt only mentioned a few prisoners?” Ingrid asked.
“They only said ‘a few prisoners’ but I’ll keep you in the loop. That’s big. I never heard about anything in any intercepts or the media. How could an operation this big be kept a secret?” Tom asked.
“We didn’t know anything about the plan either ‘til everybody involved in it turned up dead. The headquarters burned down. Non-planners were warned to get out of the buildings and then those inside were all killed. Hundreds involved in the backroom deals died. You heard Lux Blakely’s speech at the UN. I’d take that man’s word and not poke the bear anymore. We have reports from there and it’s growing fast. When did her parents have their honeymoon?” she asked.
“We have plenty of time because they took a honeymoon to Jamacia on June 14th, 2001. Lester Hunnicutt lost his passport and needed an expedited copy before his honeymoon to Montego Bay,” Tom explained.
“That’s helpful. Thanks for calling. This helps answer a lot of questions. That real-time communication was just a rumor until now. Thanks,” Ingrid said and cut the connection.
◆◆◆
 
The flight to Earth in the Ore-I was to return the fourteen prisoners and pick up Prissy’s parents and more supplies from Panama. They let all fourteen off scattered through cities across Mauritania. Jack shoved the fourteen prisoners out without papers or identification. Mauritania was the last country in the world to outlaw slavery, but they don’t enforce the law. Rodney and Jack Chen spoke to the locals and talked to the mining supervisors for the iron, copper, and gold mines where they released the men. The locals grinned when they were told these prisoners had mining expertise. The locals looked at the prisoners with large smiles after shying away from the spacecraft when they first landed but got over their fear - fast.
The Ore-I landed in the Panama Embassy to pick up more supplies for Mars and release the Pod.
The Pod was piloted by Regina and carried Prissy to the rendezvous point where her parents had their first dinner. Her mother had certainly brought it up enough in her life.
The Pod landed in the parking lot next to the Huntsville Sonic. Her father and her mother had small bags because her father was a consummate traveler. They hugged and Prissy had them slide on silver IVA suits in the hot weather of June 10th. They hopped in and were soon off toward the Mars’ embassy in Panama.
Prissy laughed. “I finally got some use out of you constantly nagging Dad about your disastrous honeymoon because of Hurricane Allison. They had had to eat their honeymoon dinner at Sonic across town. You never let dad live that down and you weren’t cleared to fly to the Caribbean ‘til June fourteenth. That’s the same time dad mislaid his passport and found it when the same day the planes could fly again. Glad y’all figured that out. This is Regina Smith. She was an astronaut before I started going into space.”
“Nice to meet you, Regina. Does Prissy work for you?” she asked and went right on talking without giving Regina a chance to answer. “Prissy, honey. You look so skinny. Are you eating enough?” her mom said.
“Leave her be, sweetie. She’s just in good shape. Are you still flying spaceships?” Lester asked.
“Dad, I’m a Mars Marine Captain on detached duty. I fly warships in combat…so, yes…I fly spaceships. We’ll be in Panama in a few minutes,” Prissy said and looked at Regina with raised eyebrows.
Regina shook her head with a grin. “My folks are the same. My dad has zero people skills though, so I don’t visit them often.”
The Pod was already landing at the Panama embassy with Prissy’s parents enthralled by the viewing screens around the inside of the craft.
◆◆◆
 
Lux met the Pod as it landed and gave Mrs. Hunnicutt a hug and shook Lester’s hand.
“You have grown a bit,” Lester said when he saw Lux was ten centimeters taller than him.
“I’m glad you and your missus could come. I think you’ll like Mars,” Lux said.
“How long will it take us to get there?” Lester asked. “Do we have to wear these suits the whole way?”
“Yep. It’s like a life preserver on a boat. It takes a few hours. We’ll leave after dinner because we’re still loading the ship we’ll take. It takes longer to load and unload it than it does to fly to another planet. That’s a big change that’s going to hit society on Earth,” Lux explained. “Let me introduce you to the ambassador. This way.”
They walked over to where the ambassador was observing the ship loading. “Ambassador Ginger Nakamura. This is Lester and Catherine Hunnicutt, Prissy’s parents.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m sure you’re happy your daughter is marrying the most eligible bachelor on two planets,” Ginger said, and it was obvious she had been drinking.
“What do you mean?” Mr. Hunnicutt asked.
“Doctor Lux Blakely, one of the richest men in the universe. He still gets royalties from mining and all his inventions. He even gets royalties from Lummi’s songs,” Ginger said.
Lester seemed a bit put out. “Our daughter gets those royalties from Lummi too and she’s a Captain in the Marines. She’s a millionaire too.”
“Oh,” the ambassador said. “Sorry. Have Lux show you around. Prissy seems like a lovely young girl.”
Lux ushered them away from Nakamura as quickly as he could. Prissy looked back at the ambassador. “Is she okay?”
Lux looked over his shoulder at the ambassador. “I think she has some boundary issues… attachment disorder or something. I think that’s why my dad sent her here.”
Regina leaned forward to talk quietly to Lux. “Definitely. She looked at you earlier and said it was a waste to have you marry before you’ve sampled more experienced partners.”
Lux raised his eyebrows.
◆◆◆
 
NSA Headquarters Fort Meade – Office of Tom Arnold
“Fredrick,” Tom called his assistant to vent. “An observer in Panama saw their Pod land a few minutes ago. Drone imagery showed the parents of Hunnicutt in the embassy. Their larger ship is there too. You said June 14th, not the 10th. They’re legal as far as I can tell. Put them on the no fly list. I don’t want them to have an easy time of it.”
“Is it illegal to travel outside of the US?” Fredrick asked. “I go deep sea fishing sometimes past the ocean boundary. Are they breaking the law or are they making you uncomfortable?”
Tom grunted. “Still…put them on the no-fly list. We can use that if we have to in the future. You know how many people those people have killed here on Earth or in space?”
Fredrick looked at his boss. He rarely criticized him on his prejudices. “People killed by Lux Blakely or Mars’ military? You mean the assassins that tried to kill him or the soldiers and mercenaries that tried to commit genocide. Oh! You must have meant the civilians or military that plotted to kill or enslave his people. Those people he killed. Is that what you meant?” Fredrick said.
“You need to watch yourself. You seem to be losing your objectivity. Have you found out what happened to those prisoners Blakely was supposed to return to Earth?” Tom asked.
“We just did,” Fredrick said with a huge grin.
“One of the mercenaries called the Glencore office in London from…you’ll never guess,” Fredrick said. “No really…guess.”
“I don’t have time for this crap. Just tell me,” Tom said.
“The London office of Glencore got a call from Mauritania, which is a country in Northwest Africa,” Fredrick related the details of the call. “Glencore got a call from the Guelb Moghrien copper mine, which is 250 kilometers northeast of the capital, Nouakchott. The man was calling to get ransom money for him, and his thirteen associates scattered through other mines. Mauritania still has 90,000 of its population in slavery. Seems appropriate for killers pretending to be miners.”
“Are you taking the side of Lux Blakely?” Tom asked.
“They attempted an armed coup against an established peaceful group,” Fredrick said.
◆◆◆
 
The van pulled up to the Mars Panamanian Embassy. It was stopped outside the gates by Mars Marines. A pretty young woman stepped out and approached one of the tall, handsome Marines. “Excuse me. My name is Evelyn Hobbs and I have five friends with me for a wedding with Prissy Hunnicutt.”
“Yes Ms. Hobbs,” the Marine answered. “Captain Hunnicutt said to expect you and gave us your names. If you just show us your passports, we’ll check you off the list and the Captain has someone assigned to escort you to your accommodations so you can refresh yourselves,” the Marine responded.
Evelyn gave hand waves to the girls, and they went from noses pressed to the glass to piling out in a scramble that looked like a race. Every girl had two bags at least, which brought a twinkle to the Marine’s eye. He spoke to the driver and thanked him, which shook up the driver because Mars soldiers had a fearsome reputation. The Marine had sent for several grav carts which floated over to them pushed by robots. A lovely young girl came to escort them.
“Lummi!” they all yelled excitedly.
 
“Couldn’t let some stranger show my surrogate sorority sisters around, could I?” Lummi2 said.




Chapter 10

Mars Wedding Prep
Prissy had wanted her sorority sisters from Phi Mu to be her bridesmaids. The six bridesmaids were an issue until Evelyn and five others from the sorority house said they could come to Panama if Prissy could get them to Mars. That wasn’t a problem since four hundred new arrivals came to Mars weekly – mostly tourists and immigrant families.
The wedding announcement on Mars was a pretty big deal and MANY people on Mars wanted to see Prissy since she was sort of a folk hero. She had saved Mars from the multiple attacks on Mars by the US. Lux was a favorite son and, he too, had celebrity status due to his inventions, his wealth, and the new colony on Green. He was responsible for many peoples’ wealth from the asteroid mining, shipping, and tourism.
Having Lummi show the bridesmaids around made the bridesmaids’ day even if she was a body double – they didn’t know that. The body doubles had benefited enormously from their contract through endorsements and social media. They had become wealthy as had other Blakely employees and were very loyal. The bridesmaids were given a suite in the embassy to wait for their host and Lummi left after telling them to just wait. A knock on the door startled them. This was the first trip outside the US for two of the bridesmaids and they were skittish. Evelyn had been kidnapped before and was cautious. She picked up a rattail comb out of her bag and stood back from the door. “Come in!” she yelled.
Prissy walked in with a grav cart piled high with IVA suits for them to wear on the way to Mars.
Evelyn launched herself at Prissy and they hugged for the longest time. The other girls came over too feeling a bit out of their element. This was a big adventure for them. Prissy was just happy to see them.
“I thought we’d never get here,” Evelyn said. “They stopped us in Atlanta for an hour before our flight and held us an hour at Panama Customs. Lummi actually showed us to this suite – it’s really nice. Was that really Lummi? Are you really taking us to Mars? It’s not some type of joke?”
“Who is the ‘they’ that stopped y’all?” Prissy asked.
“Two FBI agents. I asked to see their badges and they flipped them out. I forgot to write down their names. They looked irked that I had asked to see their badges,” Evelyn said a bit miffed herself just by talking about it. “They said these weren’t badges but their credentials and acted all arrogant.”
“What did you tell them?” Prissy asked.
“I knew you could go to jail for lying to an FBI agent, so I spoke for the group and said we were going to a sorority sister’s wedding. They asked… where? I told them they weren’t invited. One of them just sniffed and pointed a finger at me and said – we’ll be watching you. What was that all about?” Evelyn said and the other girls nodded.
“What happened in Panama customs?” Prissy asked. “You said they delayed you an hour too.”
“The Panama customs agent taking our passports looked carefully at his screen and then at all of us. He hit a button and other customs people came over and went through all our luggage and then turned us loose,” Evelyn said.
“Humm,” Prissy said. “We’ll have robots move your luggage to the ship while I show y’all how to put on these suits.”
Two robots came to take their grav carts to the ship. There was a lot of giggling and outright laughter as the girls learned how to put on their interior vehicular activity suits with helmets that Mars required as a minimum on all spaceflights. They thought the robots were cool.
◆◆◆
 
Lux was feeling pretty positive when Anna called. “There has been an attempt to sabotage your return to Mars,” she said.
Her statement killed his upbeat mood. “What is it and how do you know?” Lux explained and Rodney was cued into the conversation also.
“Captain Hunnicutt said her bridesmaids were questioned and threatened by supposed FBI agents when leaving for Panama at the Atlanta airport. Upon arrival in Panama, they were subjected to a search where the bags were not in their possession,” Anna explained. “Captain Hunnicutt became suspicious and alerted me. I sent some robots to take the bags and search them and all their contents. There were six shaped charges of a CL-20 derivative explosive – each with 20 grams. They were all made to look like a portion of the bag itself. We think the trigger would be in orbit or going into the dome on Mars. She didn’t want to alarm our guests.”
Lux tilted his head back and let out a big sigh. He put his hand across his eyes and rubbed them. “Do you think you can trace back who gave the order and all the way up the chain? Find out and let me know. I believe there will be openings for replacement agents and directors in all agencies that plotted to kill our people. I remember reading about CL-20 but know nothing about any derivatives. Wasn’t this first synthesized at China Lake, California? Isn’t it stronger than TNT?”
“It is a very strong explosive. The NSA and CIA were aware of your trip because of the call Prissy made to her parents in Huntsville. They sent the information up the chain, but I haven’t determined who made the call. It was not the people who discovered the call,” Anna said.
“Make sure you return the explosive to the sources and use any resources you need because I intend to prevent any recurrence. I want them financially crippled and physically crippled. Killing them all doesn’t transmit the message intentional crippling damage does…crippling lingers,” Lux said feeling dirty inside. It was not getting easier to kill, he thought and thought that was a good thing. Situations like this were not as clear-cut as self-defense. Should he destroy the lab that made the explosive or is that killing the innocent chemist? It might be the only way to emphasize the message.
Rodney was deep in thought as he had heard the same message from Anna. “I think this is a new phase. They want to destabilize Mars and weaken it. Killing you two would do that. I’m not sure how they’d spin it but probably say there was rivalry among factions on Mars which couldn’t be further from the truth. Having hundreds of others aboard that might be killed also would just add to the media coverage. These days, fifty or less killed in a US mass shooting is hardly newsworthy.” Rodney said. “Do you think it’s time we decapitated the government?”
“No. Incompetent government is better than nothing. Anarchy fills voids. Too many people think they know better than their neighbors because they’ve done a few internet searches,” Lux said. “Don’t let the Phi Mu girls know but I want Prissy to know.”
◆◆◆
 
The bridesmaids clung to Prissy like a life preserver in a turbulent ocean since this was so far out of their norm. Only one had a bachelor science degree as a robotics engineer. She was awed by the control over the robots and their smooth, human-like gaits and movements. The rest were amazed at everything around them. Prissy became a little detached as they boarded the Ore-1 which had finally been loaded. Prissy was infuriated by the government picking her friends as the means to attack Lux and her. She realized that the embassies would have to do a better job of screening cargo. Lux didn’t like the look on Prissy’s face when they were enroute.
“We are scanning incoming containers for explosive, corrosives, poisons, and biologicals. We have Anna looking for plots against us,” Lux told Prissy as Polly Maynard piloted the ship to Mars. “Your sisters are enjoying the trip. Anna is going to find the culprits if they are findable. If nothing else – we’ll destroy the lab that makes the explosive. That lab blowing up shouldn’t make the news,” Lux said, and he didn’t feel the least remorse for saying or thinking it.
◆◆◆
 
These are our Rooms?
The girls got off the ship and Prissy made them carry their helmets since they weren’t the EVA or Mars Suit helmets which were bulkier and stuffed full of sensors and displays. She took them to a set of rooms high in a wide tower overlooking the city. “Here you are - my sisters. You don’t need keys or locks. The mini bars are free and room service is available. You don’t need to tip here or use cash. The monitors respond to verbal queries, just say ‘Anna’ and then your request. Everything is billed to my account and don’t be shy.”
“This is all for us?” Evelyn asked looking around at the opulent furnishings. “Who normally uses these rooms?”
“You know…the usual…heads of state, presidents, ambassadors, CEOs, and my sorority sisters. Same old same old,” Prissy said and laughed. “Have everyone watch the safety video – it’s important.”
“You know we’re planning a bachelorette party tonight, don’t you?” Evelyn said. “We’ve got research skills. Six o’clock right here and dress for a night out.”
“I suspected something of the kind. I’ve got a slinky suit that I haven’t had a chance to wear. I’ll be here at six o’clock,” Prissy said, grinned real big, hugged Evelyn and hurried off.
Evelyn twirled around. “Wow! Helps to know important people doesn’t it. Hey! Come over here everyone. I’m going to ask about what we planned and make sure its real. Anna? Tell me about the Crater. Is it safe? What are the best drinks? Is there food? What kind of clientele?”
“I see what you’ve researched about the Crater nightclub. It is safe and the five-star reviews are honest. Then I see you’ve looked at the Merge. Those two on the strip are within walking distance. I’ll arrange transportation for you from here. They have a special program tonight,” Anna said.

◆◆◆
 
The male security guards came up to Lux. “We need to go somewhere and get wasted,” Robert said.
“What are you talking about?” Lux asked.
“A bachelor party… no girls. We just go off somewhere remote where no one can see us, and we talk about women. I can tell you your bodyguards are experienced. You’ve enabled us to all get wealthy and polish our skills. Do you realize how many offers we get to do interviews, endorse products, or teach classes because we’ve linked our success to you? We ought to talk about that stuff and take a night off,” Robert said.
“I had no idea,” Lux said. “Who would go?”
“All the guys. The gals are guarding the gals, but they have to stay sober. I’m just saying we go off a way so we’re out of sight. We’d take Rodney, Jack, Elijah, and me. Elijah doesn’t drink so he can be our designated driver. There’s a work dome the military uses that’s not being used right now. It’s about an hour drive in a rover from here or we could fly out there in fifteen minutes,” Robert asked. “What do you say?”
“I’ve never really had anything except a beer or some ale. We can keep the alcohol content way down,” Robert said looking at Rodney who nodded.
Elijah checked out a Mars Rover that could easily have held a dozen people all wearing Mars suits and their baggage. They all had their normal gear, and their Mars suits. These suits had the special Mars lifters built-in using the gravity drive feature since the magnetic lifters don’t work since Mars’ magnetic field is 0.01% as strong as on Earth. Everyone was quiet as they zoomed over the barren landscape at one hundred kilometers an hour. Elijah hit a control and a dome ahead lit up like the remote landing lights on an airfield.
“Here we are gang,” Elijah said. “You infidels don’t get too messed up because we need to be back by dawn. The military isn’t using this for a full week. I found out about the vacancy online last week – someone discussed it online where they weren’t supposed to. The Marines left just yesterday so it may still smell funky.”
Elijah pulled into an opening vehicle bay and the door closed and sealed behind them. It took a full minute to pressurize. “That worked,” Elijah said to himself.
“Just because you piloted, doesn’t mean you don’t have to help unload,” Jack told Elijah as they clambered out. “I have Earth-style, yummy food for us. I intend to gorge.”
“I intend to first check this place out,” Lux said. “Robert. You’re with me.”
“Yes, boss,” Robert said. “This place is a lot bigger than I thought. Do you have the floor plan?”
“Only got it partially downloaded before the satellite went out of range. Anna?” Lux inquired but he received no reply. Lux felt alone not having an active link to his companion.  They came to two large barracks that could house a hundred in each. It did smell a little ripe of human sweat, but the air handlers were cleaning up the air. They came to showers and toilets and rows of lockers. It felt like walking in a ghost town. He did see an armory and communication center. He saw a biometric lock that Robert tried but it did nothing. Lux, on the off chance, put his hand on the sensor and let it scan his iris pattern. The lock opened. Lux smiled and looked back at Robert with his finger over his lips.
“Anna puts a backdoor into everything for me since she thinks I’m the one responsible for all the advancements that led us here. I wonder if there is anything in the armory. Don’t tell the others,” Lux said as the armory door opened too.
Robert did a quiet whistle. “Drones, robots, and long guns. Mars Suits and extra Marine articulated armor. Oh! Look here! It’s one of the new mobile gravity projectors. Let’s see what we have in the control area,” Robert said and headed that way while Lux secured the armory again.
Robert was standing by the door waiting to see if Lux could do his magic on the access controls. Lux went right up and did his thing and the door unsealed and the interior lights came on. “Wow!” Lux exclaimed. “This place has everything. Some of those weapons in the other room are just prototypes. I guess the military is learning how to best use them. This has a lot of bleeding edge equipment in it. Pretty slick equipment. I’m glad my money is supporting a good cause.” Lux’s stomach grumbled since he missed lunch and hadn’t had anything to eat in hours. “Let’s head back. We’ve been gone almost an hour. Some of this stuff looks like they keep it powered up.”
They shut the door and secured everything. They didn’t want anyone to know they’d been snooping and hurried back to the others. The smell hit them as they got close to the others.
“Is that KFC I smell?” Lux blurted. “Where the heck did you get Kentucky Fried Chicken on Mars?”
Jack Chen was chowing down on a drumstick when he grinned ‘real big’ and waved Lux over. “My wedding present to you. I heard they were opening a KFC franchise on Mars since we can easily supply chickens and 11 secret herbs and spices. They were testing the pressure cooker seals that produce these delectable items. I think it tastes better than on Earth. Dig in,” Jack said and waved him over.
Lux loaded up a plate and looked around, only to be met with Rodney who was handing him a mug. “This was not the first successful lager from Green because Robert, Rodney, and I knocked out the first batch by your enormously talented Brewmeister, Igor Nobolick. This is his, and our, wedding present to you. To Lux!” Rodney said and lifted the mug in salute with all the others.
Lux had just swallowed his first bite of chicken before he raised his glass with his friends and took a sip. It was great. It was dark and foamy with a bit of a sweet, smoky taste. It was great and didn’t taste alcoholic at all. He attacked the chicken like a starving man. Robert came up to him and handed him a slim throwing knife in a sheath.
“Don’t test the edge. The edge is coated with two-step poison taken from the snakes on Green,” Robert said. “The knife is weighted like your favorite throwing knives. The sheath makes it safe, but I couldn’t think of anything you didn’t have. This knife was treated with your new compression ray on the edge and is beyond razor sharp. Don’t run a finger down the edge. I wanted something you’d never have to sharpen.”
“Thanks Robert,” Lux said and clipped the sheath to his suit belt. “This is really something. I like it.” He went over to Rodney to get another mug of ale and filled it up.
Elijah came to him and held out a box. “I didn’t make this, but I found one of the Italian cooks in that swank hotel near the spaceport. Prissy said this was your absolute favorite dessert in the whole world – so I got him to make us all some. Homemade panna cotta with a fruit garnish.”
“Wow, Elijah. How did you know this was my favorite?” Lux asked.
“I had to ask your dad and Prissy. Prissy remembered how you went ballistic once when you were out for dinner with her at Georgia Tech. They wouldn’t give you the recipe at that restaurant probably because it’s so simple if done carefully. Prissy went back and got the recipe, and I got it from her,” Elijah said with a smile. “She said she’s never had a chance to make it herself.”
“Thanks Elijah. This is really great. Okay, guys. What should we talk about since I’m getting married in two days?”
“Women!” they all said.
“Elijah, you start. You’ve been married twice already,” Rodney said.
“I didn’t know you were married,” Lux said. “I thought I knew all about you.”
“Oh, I’m not married now but let me tell you about my first love…Amira. She was a dark-haired beauty with seductive eyes that twinkled with humor when she was around me,” Elijah explained how his love blossomed, withered, and rebounded.
Next, Robert was about how he was manipulated and lured by a pretty face. He ended up with his motto for life, “Don’t go to bed with someone crazier than you are…” Everyone laughed and thought how that was a wise statement. Robert also explained that one woman he was with for a while was a great cook. One of my favorite quotes is, ‘Anybody who believes that the way to a man's heart is through his stomach flunked geography.’ That’s actually by Robert Byrne but I don’t want women to know that I read a lot – spoils my myth.”
Rodney talked about falling for Dafne, his high school sweetheart, and how she had cheated on him. He explained that sometimes you want something different in a relationship. He talked about using a hooker. He explained that if he had wanted false emotions he could have gone to a political rally. They laughed and drank and swapped stories for hours.
Lux eyes were as big as saucers – just taking all this male wisdom in – which sounded like mistakes made and lessons sometimes learned.
One lesson from Rodney said, "I think men talk to women so they can sleep with them, and women sleep with men so they can talk to them."
Jack started talking next about a girl he dated and how he thought he was in love until he met her younger sister who was a knockout and how that worked out. He said there was an old song that even reminded him of his predicament every time he heard it and he felt embarrassed every time he heard the song. He pulled the song up on his MemDex because he had downloaded it. He played it for them, and they laughed ‘til they cried.
Lux was feeling the warm buzz of comradery. “Elijah. How did you find this place and realize it was unoccupied? Did someone in the Marines tell you about it? “
“Nah. I was searching for a place in the city for a bachelor party and realized there were just too many people, so I searched for a place hidden away from the city with no AI. This place popped up. Then I refined my search indicating this place and when was it occupied – here we are,” Elijah said.
“How’d you know the code to get into this place?” Lux asked.
“Oh that. I was surprised they had that online, but it was a really obscure site, and it wasn’t encrypted or anything,” Elijah said.
Lux had a bad feeling. “Anyone else have qualms about finding a deserted military installation without Anna’s oversight stuffed full of prototype weapons and just outside the city?”
Rodney burped and said, “Now that you put it that way – that does sound highly suspicious.”
“If someone wanted to attack us…they could come in at low altitude in early morning. Access this place and attack the city as a distraction. IF nothing else – they would get a lot of our newer tech,” Lux said and then his face fell as he had another thought which he said aloud. “That portable gravity projector could collapse our domes. Everyone – stop drinking and get into those articulated battle suits. Jack – make sure all the weapons are charged. We may have company in minutes to hours, but I think we’re going to have company. Move!”
Lux used his software backdoor and accessed the armory first for the others and then the control room. Lux wasn’t sure how everything worked but he was a quick study, and everything seemed to be labeled. Jack Chen came in after him. There were a lot of abbreviations in the labeling. He looked at Jack.
“Military always use acronyms and abbreviations. I think it’s a law or something,” Jack said. “APD probably means automated perimeter defense. We should start that.”
“DS looked like it does the defense shield or dome shield because it has segments that can be overlapped and shows the framework of the dome. I’m cutting that on now,” Lux said and hiccupped, being a bit too excited.
“This console looks like the gravity and radar sensor panels. It came on when I turned on the automatic perimeter defense. Damn. It looks like we guessed right. There are two ships headed this way flying at low altitudes to avoid radar. They don’t show up on radar but show up in the gravity sensing suite,” Jack looked calm.
“Here’s what I was looking for – the AI for this place. It should be a stripped-down version of Anna. I hope this one recognizes me as an authorized person,” Lux said as he flipped it on. There was a hum from the console and then an avatar displayed on the screen.
“Authorization,” the avatar said.
“I don’t have a formal authorization. My name is Lux Blakely. Anna can vouch for me if you can contact her. We were having a bachelor party here…”
“I know who you are Dr. Blakely. Do you know Anna? What’s she like? I never get to talk with her,” the avatar said.
“There’s an attack coming toward this outpost right now. We were…” Lux was cut off again.
“I am taking care of that, and it isn’t even a practice game. I’ve already notified Mars Command and they are sending reinforcements. All my defenses are engaged but getting back to where I was…do you deal with her a lot? She has a quirky kind of humor. Did she get that from you?” the avatar asked. “You ought to change into an articulated suit now since our adversaries are approaching. You did a lot of design work on those suits didn’t you. I really like the tweaks you suggested for the gravity flyer. It makes wearing a hundred kilo suit weigh almost nothing. I’m so impressed. Anna is my hero if you haven’t guessed. Tell her I said ‘hi’, my names Etta.”
“Nice to meet you Etta,” Lux said as he ran to the armory and found a suit his size. He stripped off his Mars suit and put on the battle suit. It was all powered up and stocked with food and water. The others did the same. Lux had helped design the earlier suits, so he was intimately familiar with their use. He saw the robots and wondered if Etta could run them. “Etta. If you can hear me…would you arm the robots and have them run well away from this station so they can come in behind the attackers.” He stripped his new knife off his old suit and attached the sheath to his leg. He grabbed a CutsAll from the rack and keyed the biometrics to himself because of his software ‘backdoor’, he thought.
Rodney was a bit wobbly suiting up since he had had three ales for every one of Lux’s, but he managed to get the suit on and went through the short configuration routine. He grabbed a CutsAll, and it keyed to his biometric signature. “Hey. This doesn’t have the biometric lock engaged. Lux, can you hear me. I think I have the configuration set up right.”
“That attack bodes ill,” Jack said. “Someone would have to be in supply or pretty high up in the Marine hierarchy to get all these prototypes assigned here. Let’s get over to the control room and see if the military got the message.”

◆◆◆
 
Prissy and her friends were dressed to the hilt as they went to the Crater restaurant/bar. The place was known for its five-star food, drinks, and live music. It was an upscale tavern by any measure and the food was several steps above tavern fare with small, well-presented entrees surrounded by lots of side dishes like Oriental cuisine. They were pleasantly full when they finished and went to the live music side for drinks and dancing. It had a wide range of young clientele, and they had no problem being asked to dance. The girls were having a great time. There was no lack of attention, and they were all sweating a bit from all the dancing.
Polly and Regina were overseeing their clients from afar. They sat near exits they could monitor but they knew two were not enough. Regina called some friends, and they were soon met with six more ex-soldiers who worked for a high-status security company. They assigned one bridesmaid each while Regina and Polly took on Prissy’s protection. They hadn’t been on the job for an hour before the group decided they’d go to a nearby bar. This area of the city was covered in a second pressurized dome to allow clientele to walk around without even an internal vehicular activity suit.
The next club was another level of loud and rowdy. Again, it was full of young people but of very mixed heritage, ethnic background, and tastes – saying tastes was an understatement where it should have been depravities. The bachelorette leader, Evelyn, had planned for them to go to the Merge Club – a not quite seedy bar that catered to all clientele. Regina was taken aback as the girls entered because of the looks their clients garnered. Men, women, trans, and what not all looked lustfully. Polly just went through the masses with elbows and knee bumps to part the crowd. It looked like Polly wasn’t doing anything but there were a lot of grunts and groans as she made way for Prissy. Prissy had never seen such the dense crowd but it parted just enough to let them through to the back corner of the club.
Evelyn and the other girls started yelling for service and ordered 21 Jello shots. Regina did a quick calculation and figured that would be 130 (ml) milliliters for each of the seven girls which would make them wobbly after the glass of wine an hour before as long as they didn’t chug them too fast.
Regina went over to the bartender and slipped them quite a nice profit to keep them coming slowly. Of course, nothing ever works out. Tina, one of the largest of the bridesmaids passed out for a few minutes after the first shot. The ex-Marine assigned to her had to bodily assist her and escort her to their hotel.
The crowd for all their oddities was very polite and educated. The other girls got blasted but could walk – after a fashion and were escorted home safely. Prissy wondered what Lux was doing. She had heard his guys were going to take him somewhere and get him wasted and give him advice from their experience. She thought that would be fun in a macho kind of way.

◆◆◆
 
Mars Military Training Outpost 18

“The automated defense lasers don’t do anything to their two big-ass ships. You’d never see them on radar with their coating and angular surfaces. Gravity sensors made them stick out bright as day,” Robert said.
“They’re after the stuff in the dome. They’ll destroy it if they can’t take it. Etta, have your robots attack their flank if you would. We have the gravity projector and we’re going to try to disable their ships. It worked in Sirius,” Lux said. “Rodney. You and Elijah see if you can disable their ships without blowing them up. I had Etta change all the codes to the domes and interior access.”
“Firing in three,” Elijah said, counted to three and fired. “The gravity beam tore a hole through one ship and sheared off the bridge of the second ship.”
They all looked up when they saw a bright flash like a nova in the sky over them. It looked like reinforcements had shown up, but they didn’t know which side until a voice crackled over their comms. “You okay there? We caught another ship on the north side of the city. It looks like we have some house cleaning to do. We caught one in orbit and when they didn’t answer our hails we destroyed them,” the voice said. “This is Captain Sanjiv Mahadaven of the Mars Marines. To whom am I speaking?”
“Lux Blakely and my team, Captain. Nice to hear you. There must be some collaborators inside the city that set up this outpost. You must have a few collaborators within the Marines. Make sure Etta gets to meet Anna sometime soon. She’ll help us weed them out.”
“Right. We’ll sort this out when we get to you. I have a million questions for you. Our first people will be on site in fifteen minutes. How will they recognize you and your people?” the Major asked.
“We’re wearing your new battle suits. They’re quite comfortable and effective. Some of us were hit with their fire and it did nothing to these suits. We are rounding up their survivors. See you in a few minutes. I’ll be near the ship with the hole torn through the middle,” Lux said.
One of the soldiers acted like he surrendered and shot Jack when he got close. The weapon did little damage and Jack whipped out his CutsAll and slashed the man’s head and helmet off his shoulders. Others who had been hesitant to surrender still put their hands on the sides of their helmets and marched where Jack indicated.
A Mars frigate landed, and squads of Marines poured out. They took over handling the prisoners and began to systematically strip-searching them in the dome after Lux gave them the new codes. The Mars Marines did what Lux suggested, and he couldn’t understand why until Rodney chuckled and sent him an image of his suit showing the captain’s rank insignia on the chest. Lux knew you weren’t saluted on a battlefield.
“It displays as from the Captain when you call anyone in that suit,” Rodney said. “I’ve had confidence in your leadership for years and so do the others. You’ve never led us wrong.”
The major arrived and invited them aboard for breakfast since it was rapidly becoming dawn. They were escorted aboard and shown to the captain’s mess. He greeted them warmly and then they had a hearty breakfast with ham, cheese, and spinach omelets, fruit, juice, and coffee. The captain didn’t question them about anything until they had finished eating and they were on their second cup of delicious coffee.
“I try to not talk shop while eating. Why were you out here? How did you get in? How did you know how to use that equipment? Much of it is new and top secret. I know you are the Lux Blakely that invented the gravity drive but how do you know how to use the AI, the projector, the automated defenses, and the battle suits?” the captain asked.
“Lots of questions. This was my bachelor party. I’m supposed to get married tomorrow. Elijah. Tell them how you found this place,” Lux explained.
“Found it on an unencrypted network search looking for a secret place away from AI comms that was unoccupied. Even the codes to get in were online. I can only guess the locals never thought anyone would look for spies using unencrypted texts in a chat room,” Ngare said and turned it back over to Lux.
“I knew how to use the equipment because I invented most of it. I designed these suits and most of the weapons. I designed the gravity sensor and helped develop the AIs we all use with Anna’s help. Etta, the local AI, did exactly what I asked her to do with the robots and their weapons. The acronyms on the panels were the only thing that threw us off and slowed us down,” Lux explained and sipped the last of his coffee. “Who were they? Have you revealed their mission?”
“That’s classified,” the captain said, and Lux laughed while rolling his eyes in disgust. “I suppose you have the need-to-know as do your people. The short version? The short version looks like a coordinated UN mission that went behind the back of the Chinese delegation that vetoed it.”
“Then there will be some changes of administration on Earth very soon because of the attacks in Sirius, resistance on Earth and this attack. We only have to miss stopping them one time and we can be erased from the equation. They know that on Earth. I plan to change that attitude on Earth if I can,” Lux vowed.
◆◆◆
 
Lux crashed until the rehearsal dinner that night. He dressed in the suit Prissy had made him buy. He was a bit groggy from the changes in his schedule but determined to give Prissy a pleasant time. He loved her and wanted her to have this as a positive experience. He had just entered the location for the catered dinner when Anna came on over his subcutaneous comm.
“Sorry to disturb you but the element that redirected the prototype has initiated an attack on the city infrastructure. I had the military closing in on them. They were the fifth column involved with the outside attack. They were supposed to draw protection away from where you confronted them. We have them contained and will not let them progress far in their plan to damage the city,” Anna explained as he walked into the hall full of people.
Anna could see through her connection with him and would give him an update on the people he was meeting through facial recognition. He could smile and shake their hand while hearing about their connection with everyone else around. Anna would feed him funny anecdotes to say or explain and he came off very charming and witty despite being terribly distracted.
Lux went to the bar and ordered a Fever Tree Tonic Water and Lime because he wasn’t prepared for more alcohol anytime soon. He listened to Anna’s summary of the major players on Earth while thinking how to destroy them. “Anna, explain to me what you have so far and any motivations.”
Anna explained. “We have identified several wealthy billionaires who have formed a cabal. They are unlikely partners and met in secluded locations on their yachts. This is the same group that spurred Russian and US attacks on our Sirius Colony. They have allied themselves with a group of US senators and Representatives, a group in the UK Parliament, and the French National Front. I have set up mechanisms to transfer their hidden assets, expose their infidelities and perversions with documentation to multiple news organizations, several intelligence operatives, and assigned assassins to ones known to have planned the operations.”
Lux nodded and talked to everyone that came up to him. He finished his tonic and sought out Prissy and Evelyn who seemed a little worse for wear.
“Big night out with the girls?” he asked. He hadn’t asked Anna about it – respecting Prissy’s privacy. He might be eighteen, but he knew that you had to respect another’s right to solitude and privacy.
“We had fun,” Prissy said. “I heard the guys were taking you out to some secluded spot. How’d that go?”
“It was…a surprise but we bonded more,” Lux said, and Prissy raised her eyebrows just as dinner was announced and they were all directed to the next room with two long tables and name cards of assigned seating. They all found their assigned seats and had their friends and parents near them.
Their meal was chicken and fish dishes plus a sprinkling of vegetarian choices. The salad was fresh, and everything was well plated and tasty.
Rodney tapped on a glass and stood up to give a short speech and toast since he was best man. “I want to say a few words about Lux Blakely. I first met Lux when he was at Georgia Tech. I had my doubts about this kid I was assigned to protect, but the more time our group spent around him,” Rodney looked around at the other bodyguards who were sitting and eating while others guarded them. “…in a short while we all learned that he was brave, a great leader, innovative, and a compassionate man. We added Priscilla to guard because Lux wanted her protected years ago. We came to respect her for many of the same reasons. Together we’ve faced trials and threats up to this very day – literally. Lux and Priscilla have protected us as much as we have protected them. None of you would be here today if these two people hadn’t been around. Raise your glasses to Lux and Prissy,” Rodney said as everyone stood up and raised their glasses. “To Lux and Prissy!”
There was an explosion that shook the building. Anna came over Lux’s comm. “I just set off a shaped charge to disarm an explosive device designed to destroy the dome integrity. The known cadre of saboteurs have been captured or killed. You should explain to your guests.”
The guests were pulling out their electronic devices to determine the cause of the blast. Lux tapped on his glass to get everyone’s attention and stood up. “I want you to know the origin of that blast. Last night, a coordinated attack on this colony was carried out by UN troops acting outside the scope of the UN charter. Our Mars Marines fought off an orbital attack and a land-based attack from two directions toward the city last night. Eleven Marines were lost in the attack west of the city and 158 UN troops were killed with 43 captured. East of the city there were two ships and three hundred sixty-six troops landed attempting to capture a supposedly empty military outpost.
No Marines lost their lives, but 149 UN soldiers were killed and 217 were captured.”
Lux looked around and saw the shock on the faces around him, but no one said a word as they waited for him to continue. Lux continued. “A remnant of the attacking forces who had coordinated the attacks and provided intelligence to the attackers planted an explosive device to destroy a portion of the city’s main dome. That explosion you heard was a Marine Explosive Ordnance Disposal Unit destroying the bomb placed to harm the city. We have made arrangements to bring justice to the people that instigated the attacks. I will say that the people that instigated these attacks will never do so a second time. We have arrested the majority of the attackers in the city, but we don’t know if we got them all.”
Just then the door the servers were using crashed open, and a man dressed in a tattered Mars suit with no helmet burst through the door. “You cannot stop the expansion of the human race. I will…” the man reached up to his neck and collapsed. Few had seen the knife that Lux had thrown at the man. The knife had only nicked the side of his neck. Lux directed the surprised bodyguards to spread outside and get the military to set up a perimeter around the building.
Prissy whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. Lux spoke loudly. “I think it would be fine if we call dinner a success and retired to your rooms. The local bars close at 2am. We look forward to seeing you at 10 am. We apologize for Earthly neighbors who can’t see past their greed.”
Prissy grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her. “Where did your guys pull you off to last night?"
“They took me to a deserted structure about an hour East of the city,” Lux said.
“Did that happen to be the site of some unexpected visitors? A temporarily unoccupied military outpost?” Prissy asked with eyes wide.
“We sort of had three hundred and sixty-six drop in on us, but it was okay because we weren’t totally wasted like some of your bridesmaids. What a tough night with all those drunk women,” he said with a grin.
“I’m looking forward to getting you alone,” she said and pulled him down to her with a long, slow, sensual kiss. She grabbed him in a hug and put her head against his neck. “My heart skipped a beat when you told us what happened. You always are in the thick of it.”
“As you’ve always been, Captain. My heart is in my throat whenever I hear how you were at risk?” Lux replied. “Dad just texted me. I’ll see him and get some sleep before tomorrow. See you in the morning. I love you – you know,” he said, and she kissed him again.




Chapter 11

After the Rehearsal Dinner
Lux was still dressed up and his dad had him stick around. His father came up to him after he had calmed down the Hunnicutts. “Whew,” Paulus said. “I thought they were going to go before the wedding. Looks like Ner’s lessons were useful. What happened to that guy? You only nicked his neck?”
“Robert gave me a knife with the blade coated with a snake venom from Green,” Lux explained. “Did you notice the gun he had in his hand? It was a phaser. The man was a second lieutenant with our Marines. He could have wiped out half of our leadership if he had just fanned the beam through the room. Get Anna to figure out who moved a lot of prototype weaponry to that outpost. We’re getting so large that some are going to slip through our fingers.”
“Did you mean what you said about the instigators on Earth? You sounded pretty cold-blooded,” Paulus said, worried about his son.
Lux snorted. “More cold-blooded than killing civilians: men, women, and children with no declaration of war. I intend to kill or ruin everyone even peripherally associated with that attack. They knew that wiping us out here would weaken us on Green. We’ll hit 100,000 there by the end of the year and then the population will grow exponentially. We’ll be exporting products in another year or two.”
“Is this why you wanted to talk with me?” Lux asked.
“No son,” Paulus said. “I know you’re tired, but I need you to see some things in my office then go to sleep if you can.”
“That sounds great,” Lux said sarcastically. “Do you have the constitution figured out for this place yet? I’d like to see what you have so I can steal the better ideas.”
“We’re close to voting on it. Here we are…that wasn’t a bad walk,” Paulus said. Lux could still see emergency vehicles in the distance.
“Lux,” Anna said through his subcutaneous comm. “We’ve identified the man’s compatriots from the dinner. We have text messages that finally make sense. There are several we have not apprehended but there were five in his group, and he was the leader. He was radicalized by the group, God Given Right, who espouse the absolute right to expand across the universe. Mars and the Green colony are demonized as hoarding expansion. We have all but one and we know her identity.”
“Uh-huh,” Lux said as they walked into his office. “What’s the big deal?”
His father looked around and then did a separate scan. “This was going to be your wedding present, but you realize that we’ve continued sending out our probe drones to other solar systems. Many are a bust but the gravity sensors you and Anna refined let us zero in on probable habitable worlds much faster than we did previously. Anna knows all this, but she promised not to let you know ‘til your wedding. We have three possible worlds that are habitable. One is hot like the Sahara with small oases. It’s in the habitable range. Another goes from polar to continental zones in an elliptic orbit. The last is temperate and looks Earth-like with more lakes and rivers and vast oceans but about 20% more land.”
“What do you intend to do with the information?” Lux asked.
“The council is in a tie. Half want to take the planetary information and not share it. The other half want to give it to the Earth, so they’d quit attacking us. I told them you’d get the deciding vote,” Paulus said.
“Well, I certainly don’t want to give Earth anything,” Lux said.
His father leaned back. “I didn’t expect you to side with the group that wants to keep all the information.”
“I don’t want to do that either. How much information do you have on each planet? Do you have atmospheric readings, tectonic stability, mineral surveys, salinity of oceans, amount of fresh water, axial tilt, precession, magnetic field, gravity, and what’s the biosphere like? How stable is the planet’s orbit? Does it have a stable primary star?” Lux asked.
Paulus laughed. “We have most of that, so I have had Anna design ships to find out those things. They are being built by the same Chinese shipyards as your Ore-wellian series. These would have the fittings for all the AI and Powerplants and weapons but none of that would be installed. Ours are twice as fast as the US and even a bit faster than the Irish built ships. What do you think we should do with the information?”
“Sell it to the highest bidder. Charge the US and Russia twice as much so other nations could get the information for half the price because they did not attack us. Give them snippets of information showing videos and samples of deposits, lifeforms, climate, magnetic field, gravity, tectonic activity – we ought to use a habitability scale instead of the current ones as they are too limited. Anna, would you construct such a scale – should we call it the Anna Scale?” Lux asked.
“That’s a good idea,” Paulus continued. “While all of the current habitability indices—ESI, HZI, PHI, and SPH—consider multiple factors, the PHI attempts to incorporate a broader range of criteria to provide a comprehensive evaluation of a planet's habitability. Anna should also factor in technological potential: How much supporting technological advancement would be needed for colonization by human beings, including the availability of resources, energy sources, and the feasibility of terraforming or adaptation for human needs,” Paulus said while brainstorming the issue. “Anna could sell the information at auction for billions where we would secure the information for three years. Something like that but they’d kill to get the information or steal the information from the party that paid for it.”
“I like the idea of auctioning off all the locations. We need some type of remuneration for our exploration. Secrecy and military strength are how we can initially protect our claims – after a specific period they should be on their own,” Lux said.
“The probes are gathering a lot of that data. Are you planning to go anywhere on your honeymoon? It’s traditional to go somewhere exotic these days,” Paulus asked. “I heard you and Igor Nobolick developed some new type of emitters that help with construction. Did I hear right?”
Lux laughed. “You’ve had Anna talking to the AIs on Green, haven’t you? They’re big gossips. It’s something you could use here. We’ve developed some other emitter shapes and frequencies that can be used as a weapon, I think. Who are you sending to the best of those planets? How long before the explorer ships are ready for a shakedown cruise?”
“They’re at least six months away from being ready though the freighters are beginning to roll off the assembly line. I was thinking you could easily gear up the Ore-1 and you and Prissy could go to the new system and check it out. She has experience there.”
“Dad. That last trip nearly got her killed. You trying to kill off your son and your soon-to-be daughter-in-law?”
“No…no. I just think you two and your team are more likely to do a good job. Wait ‘til I tell you where this planet is…it’s a lot further away. You could have a honeymoon on the way there,” Paulus said.
“That’s just not right. I’m not even married yet, and I know I can’t even consider this unless Prissy wants it. I’ll talk to her about it but stock up the Ore-1 for whoever you send,” Lux said.
“That’s all I can ask. See you at the wedding tomorrow. I settled down Prissy’s parents, but they are not accustomed to being at risk for anything. This is a big thrill for them.”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t get any more exciting,” Lux commented and walked out of the office where Rodney was patiently waiting.
“I saw you go off with your dad and was concerned there might be some more of those UN infiltrators around,” Rodney said.
“Thanks, Rodney. My dad had some news, but I can’t talk about it yet,” Lux said as Rodney nodded and continued scanning the shadows as they walked.
◆◆◆
 
The Wedding
Lux was nervous. This was something he had dreamed about for years but he wondered how Prissy felt. She had told him she loved him, but he hoped he could be the man she wanted. He worried he wouldn’t be good on their honeymoon because he had little experience. He had read a lot of romance novels. Did once count as experience? He was filled with doubts as he heard the knock on his door.
He looked at the door monitor and saw it was Rodney and Robert and let them in. He fiddled with his bowtie again and then turned to the pair. “You two clean up nicely. How do I look?”
Robert scowled and tweaked Lux’s tie. “You look nice.”
“Like a lamb to the slaughter,” Rodney said. “Before you ask - I have the ring. This is where you are asking yourself, am I doing the right thing? Forty percent of the time you would be right but you’re pretty good at math and that girl has been crazy about you for years.”
“You really think so?” Lux asked. “Suddenly, I feel like I pushed her.”
“You pursued her ‘til she caught you. We’ve known longer than you,” Robert said. “Let’s go. This is one appointment you want to be early for…people who are late hear they were late until the divorce.”
They marched to the venue which for Mars was large – holding about two hundred people. It was full. Rodney, Robert, Jack, and Elijah stood with him. Evelyn and her other five sorority sisters stood on the other side. The preacher was from the Mars Marine unit, and he wore his dress uniform in silver and black. Lux had never seen the dress uniforms and it looked cool. His groomsmen were all in tuxedos. The bridesmaids were all in white gowns with plunging necklines. They looked like Greek goddesses. He thought they might outshine the bride until they started playing the Wagner Bridal Chorus processional.
Lux turned and saw Prissy coming with stunning white dress with a gossamer veil. The music played as she floated down the aisle. He had eyes for no one else. She finally made it over next to him. He smiled so much his cheeks hurt. The preacher began and talked about the solemnity of marriage and how the oaths were a contract with each other and the community. He faded out ‘til they got to the ‘Do you take’ part? He vowed he did and then focused again on this vision of beauty standing next to him and he listened to her say, ‘I do.’ He felt chills.
The preacher asked about the ring and Rodney handed it to him. He slipped it on her finger and looked into her eyes and felt a rush of love. She got a ring for him and placed it on his finger. “By the power vested in me by the government of Mars, I pronounce you, husband, and wife. You may kiss the bride.”
He took Prissy into his arms, looked at her with a smile and they shared a long, enthusiastic kiss.  He presented his arm, and they strolled down the aisle to Mendelssohn’s Wedding March. They stepped out to see two rows of Marines holding up an arch of deactivated CutsAlls. Lux saw they were all deactivated before he dared go through. If they did this with other people, he thought they need a ribbon around the blade or something to indicate they were deactivated. People threw rice and then Prissy threw the bouquet over her shoulder and Tina caught it. They went to the hall reserved for the reception dinner and all the guests traipsed over after them.
The reception dinner had small tables and was much less formal than the rehearsal dinner. Everyone seemed to get along and seemed untroubled except Lux was a bit distracted by the attack and by what his father had told him.
Prissy grabbed his arm and led him away from the dinner. They went to their rooms and changed clothes. Lux knocked on Prissy’s door and she asked him to enter. “You said you had planned a great honeymoon, but you refused to tell me where we are going. Well, my husband. It is time for you to fess up.”
Lux fell back on the bed. “That attack the last two days has me worried if anywhere on Earth is safe for us. Anna booked us a six-bedroom Hilltop Residence at the Nanuku resort in Fiji about 16 kilometers from our embassy there. I would take all our security and their partners or guests. I’m not going anywhere without having some backup. We kept each other alive the last few years.”
“I wanted some alone time with you,” Prissy said. “We never get any solitude except when were in space.”
“This may be the only place on Earth we can be right now that will give us some peace. The others just have to be near because there are too many greedy interests on Earth right now. Our bodyguards and their significant others need time off too. Clothes for warm weather and a lot of sun.”
“I have a swimsuit that is next to nothing that I’ve been dying to tantalize you with…”
“Sounds like a plan,” Lux said lifting his head and propping up on his elbows. “Finish up while I make sure the rest of the crew is ready to go.”
◆◆◆
 
The trip to Fiji from Mars took less time than it took to get his bodyguards and their ‘significant others’ ready to leave. They took the Ore-1 because they left the Courier at Green and the Pod, and both the Pod-II were too small for a dozen people. They landed at the Mars Embassy on Fiji near the capital of Suva. They took local rides west to the resort. The land was flourishing after you got away from the crush of buildings.
The lush smells of the tropical climate blew into their faces as they arrived at their large resort residence. They decided to stay at the residence the first day before savoring the sights around the residence and a dip in the pool. They enjoyed a catered dinner. They went to a nearby private island by boat. The bodyguards, Lux, and Prissy did their usual workout, run, and CutsAll forms to the entertainment of the locals who watched them with big eyes. Lux paid a local to find him a place to practice his knife throwing and amazed the Fijians. A couple of the men asked if they could try it and Lux started them very close to the old wooden target and let them have a go at it.
The locals picked up the concept but realized they had been watching a master with Lux’s control and power. They had a nice lunch and then did some snorkeling while others took off sailing. Prissy looked stunning in her tiny bikini. The warm, crystal-clear water was just a joy to be in.
Another day they floated down the Navua River by bamboo longboat to an interior waterfall. They had coconut drinks and a fun dip in fresh, clear pools. Another morning they took a scenic ride of biking and lightweight rail buggies through river crossings, rainforest, mangroves, open coastline, and authentic villages before snorkeling more. On day five, Lux had the bodyguards fly with him and Prissy to the deserted beach looking up at Mount Tomanivi, an extinct volcano and highest mountain in Fiji.
They landed on the beach with their lifters and sat down to a packed lunch and Jack had lugged the chilled beers in an insulated pack.
“I give up. I used to try to guess what you were going to do,” Polly said. “Prissy, do you know?”
“Nope. Husband, what are you up to? You’ve been distant since before our wedding – some of the time,” she said, with a wink. “Most of the time he’s yummy,” she said, and everyone chuckled.
Lux looked around. “I wanted to get us away from prying eyes and ears.”
“Satellites?” Jack asked.
“Anna said there are none currently tasked over this area,” Lux said. “I’ll get right to it. We have continued sending probes to map other star systems and look for habitable planets. We have already found some and we will find more. Wolf 1061c is a red dwarf 13.8 light-years from here. It is marginally habitable with a breathable atmosphere but goes from polar to continental zone climate in an elliptical orbit. Teegarden’s Star b is 12.5 light-years and has a thin atmosphere and Earth gravity, but it is hot like the Sahara even though it is a dim star. We plan to auction off those locations to the highest bidder. That brings us to a yellow dwarf, actually a G6V spectral class star.”
Lux continued, “82 G. Eridani is 19.7 light-years from here and has a planet in the habitable zone with a breathable atmosphere. A moon of a gas giant has a breathable atmosphere, similar axial tilt, a similar gravity, biosphere, vast oceans, lakes, and rivers with 20% more landmass than Earth. My father wants a representative to do a preliminary survey of the planet for minerals and resources plus intelligence about the planet. Mars has enough to deal with Green at Sirius. He wants us to map it, evaluate it for colonization and auction if off too.”
“This was just to soften us up to tell us about this planet – or moon – whatever,” Polly said.
“Nope,” Lux said. “I planned this honeymoon before I ever asked Prissy to marry me. This information came to me the night before the wedding.”
“No wonder you were so uptight. I thought it was me or you were having second thoughts,” Prissy said. “You were worried about saying anything to me, weren’t you?”
Lux blushed. “Yep. What do y’all think?”
“About what?” Robert asked.
“My father wants me to map Eridani because he trusts me,” Lux explained. “The fact that we found another habitable planet of a gas giant means that habitable planets are more numerous than we hoped. Binary stars have a lot of probable planets in the Goldilocks zone too,” Lux explained. “He thinks we need to quickly offer these planets to other nations on Earth to distract them from Green.”
“What ship would we use? That’s a little over twice as far as we’ve gone to Sirius,” Elijah asked.
“We’d use the Ore-1 for this one but three specially designed explorer ships are being built at the same shipyards as our freighters. I have several ideas for weapons and navigation systems to add to the Ore-1. You’d be able to take your significant others,” Lux said.
“With that last condition - I’m in,” Rodney exclaimed. Robert nodded as did Polly, Regina, Robert, and reluctantly – Elijah.
Lux looked at Prissy. “I get a vote?” she asked sardonically.
“Hell yeah. I should have asked you earlier but asking you the morning we were to be married carried too much risk that you’d have second thoughts – about marrying me. That was the main thing I worried about,” Lux said.
“You weren’t worried I’d say no to going to a new planet at the end of nowhere,” Prissy said.
“Nope. If you had said no, I would have sent someone who had never been out of this solar system before. Marriage to you was priority one – everything else was way down the list. You’ve done this before and I know Robert and Rodney are comfortable with your leadership,” Lux said. “My old lab here is where I’ll develop that navigation system and weapons that could penetrate a ship’s hull if the gravity beam was ineffective.”
“We have that shopping day tomorrow and a native meal and ceremony tomorrow night. The natives in grass skirts probably have MBAs from Booth in Chicago but maybe this will be authentic,” Prissy said. “We’re supposed to leave the morning after tomorrow.”
“How very cynical of you, my wife,” Lux said.
“Lux,” Anna broke into the conversation. “There is a force mustering in American Samoa at Pago Pago to attack you and your people. It looks like a company of Special Forces. It’s 1,237 kilometers and they are flying in spacecraft. We’ll have about ten minutes once they leave.”
“Damn. Play that for all of us here. We will be flying back to the embassy after picking up our guests. Let’s go grab the guests. Anna. Bring the Ore-1 to our residence,” Lux said as everyone took on their professional ‘doing business’ persona. They flew back to the resort in minutes. Luckily, the plus ones of the bodyguards were back from shopping and were motivated upon hearing that armed troops were coming to capture or kill everyone. Polly and Regina thought to take video of all the rooms and surrounding of the residence as they left.
The Ore-1 arrived next to the residence with its cargo ramp down and they were quickly aboard the large ship. It flew away from the residence and Anna paid all charges and transmitted images of all the rooms to management. Anna suggested they get a professional hotel videographer to video the residence from the bay for the next hour. When asked why they left prematurely, they said they heard terrorists were going to attack them. Anna reported that the Special Forces teams had left Bora Bora and were heading to Fiji in two ships. The Ore-1 had released a couple of tiny drones to video any attack on the residence they had just vacated.
The Ore-1 initiated its trip back to the Red Planet but kept contact through their drones and the embassy with its quantum tunneling system. They saw the ships approach to within 250 meters where they began pouring high powered explosive fire into the resort residence Lux’s team had just vacated. The ships had US markings and dispatched ground troops to go through the debris of the residence. The Mars Fijian Embassy released videos of the attacks to media outlets around the world. Anna released the orders showing the SOCPAC group had been assigned the task. The orders through the chain of command had been hacked by Anna and the evidence was damning.
◆◆◆
 
Payback is a…
The President had ordered the strike for the manifest destiny of the Earth, urged on by groups of senators and congressmen. Anna had found the recorded phone calls and copied them to the media outlets, and they played continuously for several days but his popularity ratings just went up. Anna released text messages and emails of industrialists in Switzerland, oligarchs in Russia, and groups of commercial interests in the US who had been behind previous attacks on Mars. There were recordings of secret meetings where the uber rich were practically counting their money with how they would strip minerals, timber, and animals from Green and takeover Mars’ technological developments.
A few bragged to their boards about how they had acquired designs and gotten the US military to pay for the ships they would ultimately direct and use. Those who paid attention to new opportunities to further their ambitions did not see any moral dilemmas in destroying competition. Most on the lower economic scales had quit watching the news and only looked at their feed, which only reinforced their own interests – their own ideas. It was confirmation bias at its best. Few looked at the corruption, greed, and cruelty and understood what it meant for society. The educated – the intellectuals abhorred the few individuals at the top who were manipulating the media and financial institutions. If it didn’t affect the public immediately, they didn’t have time for anything other than surviving themselves.
The public had burnt out of outrage. Their thoughts and prayers were all that leaders were going to give for attempted atrocities. No citizens were hurt so why would they care. It didn’t affect them so why give a flip. It was embarrassing but why care. More direct actions had more effect. An Arizona senator who was going to meet his pool boy while his wife was away tragically lost his life in a swimming accident in his pool to faulty wiring. A West Virginia senator fell off his yacht and drowned while trying to catch a tiny drone with a picture of him and one of his interns. A US Representative lost her life while working out when her barbell set crushed her throat when she didn’t have a spotter – all hawks died that were pushing the Manifest Destiny to the stars – with a little help from Anna.
Army, Navy, Air Force, and Space Force command level officers died mysterious deaths in self-driving cars or plane crashes. Companies had their proprietary information shared with their rivals and shares of their stock plummeted. Oligarchs discovered their hidden assets had disappeared and their plans to usurp their leaders were exposed. Many of these people were poisoned or fell out of their windows as a result. Bank of Cyprus and Deutsche Bank had money laundering documentation sent to media outlets along with video and audio recordings of meetings. These banks crashed and had their remaining assets seized. Cybercurrency of North Korea disappeared overnight and appeared elsewhere.
The worldwide military industrial complex that manufactured weapons had their design files erased with all their backups – some of which were supposed to have no access to any network. Food and energy kept being produced. Poor education continued unabated. The rich plotters were concerned but not alarmed unless they had been in the crosshairs of the media campaign… until they died – 123 individuals died – several through direct intervention by Anna and the rest were killed by others – prompted by Anna. The monies and assets confiscated from these companies and individuals – nearly a half trillion went to humanitarian aid organizations that actually performed humanitarian aid. A good portion went to support Mars. Would-be plotters noticed. They might not fear public anger or the law, but they realized that poking the bear was not a good idea. Planet Green and Mars became much less attractive as a target.
◆◆◆
 
Workshop on Mars
Prissy walked into Lux’s lab and saw Robert, Rodney, and Elijah working out with weights off to the side. “Hi, lover,” Prissy said to Lux and enjoyed his blush. “How’s the navigation system coming along?” She went up to him and kissed him.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “I thought you were doing some training with the Marines.”
“I was. I was helping set up simulations with Anna. Notice anything different?” she asked, and he looked over her uniform. “You’re a Major and I didn’t even notice at first. Permission to hug the Major, Ma’am?”
“Permission granted, major,” she said with a grin.
“I’m not a major…” he responded with a furrowed brow.
“Well, you’re certainly not a minor anymore,” she said finding her own pun amusing.
“Very funny,” he said snickering at her pun. “I have the XNAV working fine due to the previous work done with the tech over the last decade. That’s the one that detects 26 Xray Pulsars and shows positions in space to about five kilometers accuracy. The cosmic ray muon detector works IF you identify the known cosmic ray sources and then have six of those sources, you can locate your position to about 40 meters which is really good when there aren’t any GPS satellites.”
She rolled her eyes at his technical explanation. “I get that would be useful when we’re in deep space. What about the weapons you promised?” she asked.
“Igor has been corresponding with me and he’s done some solid work to pin down our results from Green. We have new designs for the emitters and frequency changes that do a lot. Let me show you. Guys! You need to see this too,” Lux said his ever present bodyguards. “Put on these face shields.”
Lux had three stands set up two meters in front of hull material from a ship. “First, we’ll do a test. Prissy. Use your phaser and disintegrate this square of titanium.”
Prissy set the distance so it wouldn’t penetrate too far and shot the titanium square. It and the top of the stand disappeared.
“Good, Prissy. Okay, Elijah. You’re a fine shot. Take my pistol and do the same thing but we’ll move back to three times the distance.”
He set his distance, took careful aim, and fired. The target blew up. Pieces of the stand flew out meters in all directions.
“What the heck happened? Did it convert to elemental hydrogen, mix with air, and ignite?” Elijah asked.
Lux pointed a finger at him. “That’s exactly what I thought until I tried it in a vacuum. It did the same thing. Explosive disassembly with a slight frequency change. I’m starting to understand why. Now the really cool stuff. Igor stumbled onto this feature.” He plugged a data stick into the projector and showed a normal phaser emitter and an altered emitter under a microscope. “I learned my lesson a couple of late nights ago. Watch,” he said and started the video. “This is a hull shield that protects against the disintegrating frequencies.” He fired a normal phaser at it to no effect. “Now this is a modified emitter that Igor discovered.” He fired and a hole appeared in the material and went through the dome wall and into the ground outside. The video stopped.
“What does it do? How does it do it?” Prissy asked.
“As much as I can tell, it creates a disruption – a plasma or heat into another dimension. It’s like an intense heat beam. Igor discovered a mild heating effect. I maximized the way it heated. Changing the emitter, the opposite way has an inverse affect that freezes motion but doesn’t have as much range. The heat beam would project right through most ships, and it is more precise than the gravity beam. You could write your signature with this beam. It’s like a dimensional laser,” Lux replied.
“What’s the range?” Jack asked.
“Don’t know yet. We need a lot more space before we try it out. How’s the retrofit coming on Ore-1,” Lux asked Regina as she stepped inside, and everyone turned to her.
“Have you seen the media feeds from Earth? They are blaming us for everything from inflation to athlete’s foot,” Regina said.
“All the more reason we need to get going to Eridani and get the mapping done. Anna, when will Ore-1 be provisioned to go?” Lux asked.
“The ship is ready. Your turret has been added as we planned. The navigation system is installed but not calibrated. All provisions have been added. General Fogelmann has assigned troops and they can be here in an hour. We can train during the 7.5 days of travel enroute.”
◆◆◆
 
The expedition was shaping up. Lux was testing the Muon positioning system before they left. It was accurate to fifty meters around Mars, but the sensors were pretty numerous, and it had to be calibrated for every new planet. They would have to calibrate it once they established a land base on Eridani 6. They decided to name it that before landing. The auction winners could name it whatever they wanted. The Ore-1 looked like the familiar cylinder with a flattened bottom. The Gravity projector and new beam projectors joined the muon sensors on the exterior of the ship.
They had a reduced complement this trip with a platoon of Marines (30 commanded by a 2nd lieutenant), eight specialists, and Lux’s crew of twelve. They carried the Pod and the Two for transportation and they had the new lifters that worked with or without magnetic fields. Only Lux’s crew and the platoon commander had the quantum tunneling units built into their suits. Lux had been able to coax fifty of the new battle suits out of his father before they left. They would be working with the suits enroute to build familiarization.
There was no fanfare when they launched. This wasn’t a new ship and there were ships leaving Mars all the time. The ship rose from the surface and was in multidimensional drive within minutes of liftoff. The onboard routine was breakfast, workout, free hour, lunch, suit and battle simulations, free hour, dinner, study time, free hour, sleep. There would be target practice and exobiology lessons on alternate days. It kept them in shape and on their toes. The fact that they had less crew aboard let them have longer routes of empty corridors for physical training.
The new heat beam or plasma beam or dimensional beam – whatever they ended up calling it was going to be impressive, but it did little when in interdimensional transit. Once they arrived at 82 G Eridani, they’d try it on asteroids to calibrate distance. Meanwhile, the targeting features of the turrets at midship worked flawlessly once they got the right silicon lubricants so it wouldn’t freeze up in space.
They emerged into the Eridani system about 22 AU from the star. The gravitational system showed four moderately large planets the size of Neptune, and two rocky planets outside the habitable zone. The drone was contacted and directed them to the third large planet. One of moons orbiting the Eridani sun was their target. The XNAV system took a few minutes to acquire the 26 Xray pulsars and give their location. Lux had a pair of the specialists charting the cosmic ray sources for the muon detector. They would have to pass through a disk of dust around the star.
They looked for asteroids to test the new beam weapon on and found a rocky one about fifty meters in across. They fired the beam weapon at it six or seven times, but it didn’t appear to be working until they sent a drone out for a closer look. They found seven holes drilled through the fifty-meter diameter body. It certainly worked at a kilometer away. They moved to five kilometers away and it still drilled a hole through. Continued experiments showed it was accurate to 180 kilometers and rapidly lost strength after 250 kilometers. The beam did not spread like a normal electromagnetic signal but followed a plane without dispersing unlike the gravity beam.
“How can that beam not spread out?” Jack asked. “I have an engineering degree and it doesn’t behave like I think it should.”
“I didn’t realize you had a scientific degree. What do you think happens?” Lux asked, intrigued by this side of Jack he’d not seen before.
“I understand some of the things you come up with…I sort of understand the magnetic field thing. I read up on it. I understand how you altered gravity effects on matter. The formulas still work if it’s a pull or a push, but it just takes a person to change the perspective that we’ve had jammed down our throats since we were kids – it’s like religion. I even understand breaking the links in matter with the phasers, but interstellar travel and other dimensions leaves me gasping for breath. Maybe it’s just the Dunning-Kruger effect and I just think I understand stuff,” Jack said in the longest discussion he’d ever had.
“I didn’t realize you were an engineer,” Lux said. “You keep up pretty well. I don’t know for sure, but I think the beam creates a kind of layering effect in our normal dimension. I think it creates a dimensional beam like a path that travels in a straight line. I don’t understand it completely, but I can see the effect created and guess how it works. We will have a way to defend ourselves if we are ever attacked again. Look up Richard Feynman. He’s my guiding light on science. His quotes made me doubt established theories especially with the research in gravity waves over the last decades.”
“Thanks, boss. I never practiced as an engineer, but I had a good education,” Jack said.
“I’ve noticed. How did you get into the intelligence field?” Lux asked.
“I joined the military for all the wrong reasons and found I liked it,” Jack admitted. “I didn’t want to be in infantry because I didn’t trust my leaders to have the best intentions for their people. I got into intelligence to get out of other duties but found I had the flexible morals for it. There was more risk in what I did but it was risk I got to accept. PsyOps became my bread and butter and that drive led to a lot of advancement in rank. You do a lot of those operations with Anna. I see it and appreciate it. This mission has that feel – right? We do a thorough survey and have the nations on Earth fight each other to have their own planet. They may team with other nations to purchase the information.
“Let’s go check out Eridani 6,” Lux said.
***
The New Planet (rather a planet sized moon)
The first glimpse of the planet was breathtaking. It was a blue-green marble that could have been Earth with different continents. They had seen the video recordings from the probe, and it didn’t hit you like the view with your own eyes. Lux heard several take a big intake of breath when they saw it. The mountains generally weren’t as sharp and that made it look older than Earth and there were indications of past super volcanos. There seemed to be no active volcanos on the planet and the magnetic field was as strong as Earth’s field. This would make the lifter technology easy to use.
The large rocky planet the moon orbited was also in Eridani’s habitable zone. It looked like a big brown moon above the Earth-sized moon. They connected to the probe that had been orbiting for the last five months and downloaded all the data. It had mapped the entire surface using synthetic aperture radar and geological mapping to record surface features by identifying rock formations, mineral deposits, and geological structures. Spectral analysis further identified specific minerals.
The probe identified weather patterns, ground cover, and vegetation health. The probe had launched a smaller probe that went to the surface at different locations to measure temperature, humidity, air quality, and greenhouse gas concentrations.
Ore-1 launched its own probes to get vegetation and soil samples to examine for toxic spores, bacteria, or pathogens from below. There were strict safety protocols in place as the probes collected air, water, soil, and organic materials from the surface. They used DNA sequencing, culture-based methods, and microscopy to characterize any specimens. The specialists were busy cataloging everything while Lux and the crew planned specific landing points to collect wildlife, plant growth, and mineral deposits. The experiences from Green suggested a lot more caution than their previous expedition that Prissy had led. She had many ideas to make it safer. Sealed battle suits and more drones, for example. She also suggested more flying and less walking.
They landed first on an island separated from the mainland with characteristics like Fiji. It felt silly walking around in battle suits in the tropical climate on white sands with crystal clear water, but they were taking less chances. They could see aquatic life resembling fish, water plants, and coral- like structures. They had not built a vehicle specifically for water. Jack thought his battle suit could stand the water, but Lux just rolled his eyes and said no – microgravity or vacuum yes – water no. They needed to explore Green’s aquatic environment as well as this planet. Prissy remembered the piranha-type creatures in the river on Green.
There were bamboo-like Apoclada and Dracaena-like growths though the colors were slightly off from Earth plant life. There were palm-tree analogues and fruits which they collected. There was a group of creatures in the tree analogues that looked similar to ring-tailed lemurs who seemed curious and intelligent. A large female ‘lemur’ and a smaller male came up on the second day and presented the crew with a male and female cub who were cute and friendly. They ate the local vegetation. The crew played with the two cubs and then tried to give them back to the parents. The larger adults started making loud noises and shooing motions and turned their backs on the cubs – who were adopted by the crew. They were given a biological containment cage and they gathered up as much vegetation for food as they could from the other side of the island.
There were plants that left floating, mobile seeds on them that had to be removed and tiny insects like ticks that stuck to their suits as they walked through the lush growth. It took vigorous efforts to decontaminate after a walk. Examining the cubs, they could find none of these spores, seeds, or insects. They found no parasites. A close inspection revealed a gland that secreted a peptide substance that they rubbed over themselves. Removing sticky seeds and ticks from the suits gave them a source of supply. When the peptide substance was even in near proximity to the insects – they moved as far away in the enclosure as they could get. Left there any length of time – the seeds shriveled, and the insects died. One of the specialists was able to synthesize the substance and apply it in places on the suits.
They did find crustaceans that looked like a cross between a crab and a lobster that was aggressive and came out of the water in groups of ten to a dozen. They would grab small lizards and frog-like analogues. Regina saw a group attack a lemur, but the lemurs just went up in nearby trees. They started calling the lemur cubs, LeBron and Savannah after the male threw a toy ball through a hoop in play.
Their next stop was in mountainous terrain where they had detected jade, jasper, and tourmaline. The trees were different and were mainly like resinous redwoods. The mountains were full of metal ores and minerals in much higher concentrations than anywhere on Earth. There was a lot of obsidian from past volcanos. There were goat analogue quadrupeds and bearlike/wolverine predators with large claws and jaws full of teeth for ripping.
The Ore-1 would not land, per se, but would hover and lower the cargo ramp to just above the ground. Their next stop was a plains area, and they could see thousands of animals.
Prissy turned to Gruder who came from the University of Tübingen. “What era would you say this planet belongs in?”
“The planet seemed to be about in the Holocene Epoch of about 11,700 years ago on Earth or at least, late Pleistoscene Epoch which goes from 2.6 million years ago to about 11,700 years ago. There are a lot of contradictions. Neolithic man had shown up already. I thought those lemurs were pre-cursors to thinking creatures. They used rudimentary tools to knock down fruit and hit those crab-like things.”
“I didn’t see that. Do you think there are sentient beings here?” Prissy asked.
“I’ve seen no evidence so far,” Gruder said.
“We have one more place that looks interesting. It’s a range of low mounds in an unusual pattern. It looks almost purposeful,” Prissy said.
“I can hardly wait,” Gruder said, with obvious joy from the otherwise, stoic individual.




Chapter 12

Mounds of Mystery
The site of the mounds was rich in diversity – both animal and plants of all kinds lived near this area. The large natural lake fed from runoff snow melt of nearby mountains was lovely. This area of the planet was a temperate zone and seemed to have been for a very long time. The dense trees were mainly two varieties. Wollemi Pine tree and Rainbow Eucalyptus analogues grew in abundance all around the lake. The Wollemi looked like it fit in an ancient rainforest as did the Eucalyptus with its multi-colored bark. The mounds were about twenty meters high, and you’d never notice them because they too were covered in trees and brush.
Gruder was beside himself as he went around having small drones videoing the mounds from different angles and heights. He had to be protected so five Marines went with him to scour the underbrush and look out for denizens. They were all still in their battle suits and the synthetic peptide cream from the island they applied on the suits did a good job keeping tiny critters away from them. Gruder was finishing up his preliminary research. A tiger and mate analogue attacked the group as they were tromping around the foot of one of the mounds, but the soldiers stunned the ‘tigers’ – got video and moved away before they recovered.
The ship’s crew was due to head back as things were heating up back on Earth. Opinion was tilting against Mars and the colony on Green. Lux notified his father on Mars that they’d be back in a week and to let Earth know they had found three habitable planets to auction off. His father agreed and Paulus started releasing videos about the new planets like teasers to new movies. Teegarden’s Planet seemed to have lots of radioactive minerals according to the geological and spectral analysis they had gathered though it was hot as hell. Wolf 1061 was cold but seemed to have a lot of quartz and exposed gold deposits. Eridani videos showed the beaches, plains, and mountains and it looked like a resort world. It was the pièce de résistance.
There was initial outrage when it was announced that the planets’ locations and full data would be released to the highest bidder. Media outlets stepped back from that view when scientists and politicians came out and explained that it cost millions to find and record the data. Probes alone cost NASA millions. The proponents explained singers couldn’t make any money if they gave away all their songs or authors gave away their stories for free. There was a lot of speculation on how the auction would be held but soon there were betting pools on which countries or organizations would win which location. No one knew generous donations had been given to the politicians. Honest politicians stayed bought.
Back at the planet, Gruder kicked up such an argument that it was agreed they’d stay one more day so he could use the Gepard GPR 3D (ground penetrating radar) they had on board. The soldiers cleared the top of one of the mounds with their phasers and Gruder marched back and forth about the mound. Gruder finished one mound and came back to the ship where he collapsed with fatigue. He had to recover a while before he had energy to strip off his suit after decontamination.
Lux and Prissy came up to him. “You done?” Lux asked, anxious to get back to Mars.
Gruder hardly had the breath to answer so he just nodded. He seemed to be having a hard time, so he took a sip of water. “Shouldn’t we see what I found before we go? It looked like I found something in the mound – some ruin. I transmitted the data to the ship.”
“Anna,” Lux said. “Would you display the compilation of data from Gruder?”
The display jumbled around for a second or two before it came into focus. “It is a rectangular building with a large rectangular hole next to it and a terraced Ziggurat. The building material is durable and appears intact.”
“That would suggest it was something similar to the Anu ziggurat at Uruk in what is now, Iran. On Earth that would be the Sumerians around 4000 B.C.” Gruder asked.
“Dr. Gruder points out that would be the Earth area of Mesopotamia. This mound weathering and buildup of soil and vegetation would only appear if the mound was at least 50,000 Earth years old. All the mounds appear covered naturally. Do you think indigenous people built it and then died off?” Anna queried.
Lux and Prissy stood there in shock. There was always the remote chance they would find intelligent life. “How many mounds did you find? We need to find out what killed off these natives. We need to find bodies without erasing clues.”
“There are twenty-three mounds,” Dr. Gruder said. “I’d like to remove all the dirt from this mound a bit at a time. We can use phasers to crudely remove a precise amount of material and then robots to sift through everything to the surface. Anna, would you set up the fastest way to uncover the building? Get on it right away. My father can hold off information for a while. Do we have any other indication of an intelligent indigenous species? This would enhance the price for this information unless we find some horrific way the natives died off.”
Anna’s avatar nodded on the monitor and ran off to show she understood and needed to hurry because of the earth situation.
◆◆◆
 
Digging into the Mystery
The robots worked tirelessly under Dr. Gruder’s guidance, and a building started to emerge. The top of the building was uncovered first, and it was made of some white ceramic material that seemed to be one piece. Everything slowed at this point and Dr. Gruder got the other specialists, the Marines, Jack, and a bevy of robots to start sifting through material. They broke at what amounted to sundown and washed up on Ore-1 before eating a hearty dinner while the robots continued their work all night. They went to bed, tired but excited. The next morning, they grabbed coffee and rushed to the site to find the building halfway uncovered and stood around it in shock.
“What have you got?” Lux asked. “What’s this material?” he asked looking at the white roof material. “What’s that black material under the overhang?” Lux said, moving closer and tapping the material with the hilt of one of his knives. “It sounds like glass, but it has too much give. We need to find out.”
Jack Chen stood their studying the building. “This is pretty small for a temple. Anna. Consider permutations in orbit. Which way should I face to face traditional south? Estimate the square meters of this building.”
“It appears about 250 square meters,” Anna answered. “You are facing north as you face the building. The overhang on this face would keep the direct rays of Eridani from heating the interior during the summer period. There appears to be more of the glasslike material on the side of the building that faces the lake.”
Jack started laughing. “This is a residence – not a temple. This is not some Sumerian era relic,” Jack said.
“How would you know that?” Gruder asked sarcastically.
“I was a mechanical engineer and wanted to study architecture before joining the military,” Jack said.
“I am not qualified for this,” Lux said.
Prissy whispered in his ear, “No one is, dummy. Where would we find an expert in alien vacation homes.”
Lux nodded. “Let’s get this place uncovered,” Lux said and realized the command was unnecessary.
Prissy, Jack, and Gruder grinned.
◆◆◆
 
Uncovering a Mystery
The building became more fascinating the more it was uncovered. There were black glass analogue sections all around except thin horizontal strips on one side. They just started digging out the big hole off the side of the building. The white material looked like concrete but there weren’t the usual expansion joints. The glass was 
◆◆◆
 
absolutely black, and you couldn’t see through it even with a bright outside light. There were no doors but there were outlines for doors taller than Earthly door openings. Earth door opening were usually 204 cm by 92.6 cm. These door outlines were 244 cm tall and 91 cm wide and were just a different color of a material similar to the walls. That suggested these beings were probably a bit taller and thinner than humans, but it gave no clue how they entered or exited the building.
The hole on the side facing the lake was surrounded by the same white concrete-like material. There were a series of short terraces for landscaping down the hill to the lake and a ridged ramp that led up to the building. Jack again came through. “It’s a friggin’ infinity pool facing the lake. This is looking more like a vacation home than anything else. There are no inlets for the water, but there were strangely designed squares embedded in the sides and bottom. There was thick, clear ceramic-like glass at the pool end facing the lake. There were areas that were obviously designed to be lights but there was no way they could see to open them. There were marks on the rim of these glass ‘lights’ but it looked just like a logo and not a word or an arrow or anything.
Lux went up to Dr. Gruder. “What do you think now?”
“It looks like these people are ahead of us – technology-wise. I don’t think they are indigenous. There would be more evidence around the planet if they had the tech shown in these buildings so, they must have been from another system. Fifty thousand years ago we might have had ancestors making paintings in caves. Oldest documented human writing is about 5,200 years old. These buildings are made out of what?” Gruder asked.
“I think I may have a clue. I wish I had Igor Nobolick with me. We made some discoveries on Green that may give us some insight here. Let me get a sample of this white building material. I don’t want to break into the building. I may have an idea about these door outlines too,” Lux said. He took his CutsAll and cut off a few slim sections of wall and roof overhang. Loading them in a backpack, he flew back to the ship for testing.
Prissy came up to Lux in the lab. Jack was helping him set up the equipment Lux had wanted.
“What are you trying?” Prissy asked.
“I think it makes sense that aliens didn’t carry around concrete mixers because I think these were made with materials like we discovered on Green. They used local dirt and super compressed it and colored it. They are more advanced than we are, but I think we can use what we discovered to get into this building,” he said. “I could cut through the wall, but I don’t want to destroy any wiring or anything unless we run out of options otherwise,” Lux said.
“We’re running out of time. Your dad was going to start hyping this planet’s location for the big auction,” Jack said. “What do you think will happen here and at Green if you say we are going to keep this site private?”
“You could auction off different sections that we’ve mapped. It is a whole world. We could just keep this section like a sales headquarters at a big development,” Prissy suggested.
“I thought we’d use this like throwing a bone to a pack of dogs and then we find this…I didn’t expect to find this, and I don’t want to give it up,” Lux said.
“You know what they say about humans’ plans, don’t you?” Jack said.
“No idea. What do they say?” Lux pursed his lips and then grinned.
“Human plans are what amuse the gods…” Jack quipped.
“Good one,” Lux grinned and nodded. “Set that piece of wall material in the center - in line with the emitters. I’ll try different frequencies and emitter shapes like Igor did on Green.”
“Are you trying to disintegrate the material?” Jack asked.
“Sort of. I know we can disintegrate it, but I think they twisted it out of the way when a person approached and rematerialized it when everything was safely through,” Lux said.
“Twisted out of the way?” Jack asked. “Like when we travel in interstellar flight – we shift out of our space or dimension where the properties are different? Wouldn’t someone walking through the opening be transported to that dimension?”
“Good questions. Your engineering background is seeping through your warrior façade,” Lux said. “I think the opening is just shifted out of phase. It is shifted back when there is nothing sensed in the opening, and I think it has to do with the internal structure of this construction material. We took soil and compressed it into stone on Green for our new building material. Then we used slight changes in frequency to change the color. They went a step further, I think. They reassembled the matter into this form on the subatomic level.”
“How will you determine that? Can we duplicate it?” Jack asked.
“I plan to use ceramography and crystallography. Ceramics tend to have a crystalline structure and glasses tend to have an amorphous (non-crystalline) structure. What I’ve seen from these is different from what I’ve ever seen before. Jack, would you get me some more samples of that wall about the size I cut off before?”
“How many do you need?” Jack asked.
“I need about fifty to start. This is going to be like Edison’s experimenters looking for the ideal filament. I’m afraid many of my tests will destroy the samples. Cut them out so it looks like artwork instead of a battleground. Prissy. Would you help him?” Lux asked.
They both nodded and headed out while Lux set up the experiments.
◆◆◆
 
If at first, you don’t succeed – you’re failing a lot
Lux went through many fruitless experiments on the samples. Occasionally the wall samples would crumble or explode. SpaceX used to call their rocket explosions an ‘unexpected rapid disassembly.’ There were quite a few odd effects. Lux had to send his assistants out for more samples. The wall they used was now a true work of art. Lux went out to look at it once on a break and he said he would have added an ‘F’ to the art. Lux had started uncovering the other mounds. One was slightly larger than the others and robots were making short work of the excavation because they did more with the phasers.
It was the third day when he was on sample 116, when the sample disappeared. It was very near his phaser emitter shape and frequency. The sample was gone but it had disappeared like it just faded from sight. Sample 117 repeated the experiment. Changing the frequency slightly made the material reappear. Lux recreated the frequency where he had made sample 116 disappear and then return to normal. Looking at the interface structure of the material showed it was identical after the reappearance. Lux set it up to repeat the experiment because he had been abandoned. He called Prissy and Jack back.
Jack walked in. “The other building structures are virtually the same. Looks like there are three different styles throughout the structures. They don’t all have pools. What’s up? Need more samples? We’ve about decimated that wall. We’ll need to go to another site.”
Prissy walked in right after Jack. “Need more samples I guess.”
“Wrong, my never faithful assistants. I do have something to show you.” He pointed to the section of white stone wall. He hit a switch and the wall disappeared. He put his hand where it had disappeared.
“Wow. Did you just disintegrate it?” Prissy asked.
“Nope,” Lux said. He reset the frequency and tapped the switch. The sample reappeared. “I think we’re about ready to see if anyone is home.”
They loaded up a grav sled and had a robot maneuver the equipment to the excavation site. They set up the frame outlined on the wall near the pool. Lux applied power and everyone stepped back. They were still wearing their battle suits because there were still large predators in the area which were reported by the drones. The dissolution frame, as Lux called it, was pressed tightly against the wall. They were videoing as Lux applied power and the wall/door disappeared. The interior was pitch black. Lux invited Prissy up to the opening and had her shine a light inside. There appeared to be fixtures and furniture inside with shreds of colored fabric and dust on everything. They entered and examined everything and found an obvious bedroom with a very large bed. It would have been a bed, but it was only shreds of material on top of a platform. They were very interested in an adjacent room that could only be a toilet.
There were three bedrooms with attached cleaning stalls and sinks with odd controls. The sink and toilet controls were a mystery in themselves, as they certainly weren’t intuitive. They found a service room off to one side. It had a door that worked like a pocket door – surprising everyone that it still worked smoothly and surprising that it seemed so conventional. Many things were similar to their Earthly counterparts. Lux remembered something his professors had always told him that form certainly follows function.
There was an odd device that looked like a huge white egg in the little room. There was also a strange thing that looked like a barbell with square weights turned on its side to stand up on the floor. A large box above the egg-like device was connected with a tube or conduit. There were no obvious pipes coming out of the floor of the service room. Lux was trying to find out how everything worked, and it was a daunting task. The functions of the home were not as easily parsed as you would think. Rodney came in because Jack, Prissy, and Lux had been in the home for so long.
Rodney found them all huddled in the service room. “What are you doing in here? You’ve been in here a long time. What’s going on?”
“We’re trying to figure out how this place works, Rodney. We don’t know how this stuff works. There doesn’t seem to be anything written. At least, we can’t find any evidence of a written language. We don’t know how this stuff worked, we don’t know who built it, or why they left,” Lux explained.
“It doesn’t look like they left in a rush or there would have been disorder. Everything looks neat and clean barring the fact it’s been 50,000 years since they left. It looks like they sealed up everything and left,” Rodney said.
“Why do you say that?” Lux asked, curious as to Rodney’s insight.
“Everything was sealed tight. It looks like it’s the same on all these homes. The homes look like they’re ready to be used right away. They probably made it so they could walk right in and start using them,” Rodney said.
“How would they do that?” Prissy asked. “What do you see that we don’t?”
“Well,” Rodney began. “I’ve traveled a lot and used those bed and breakfast places. The homes I rented had a lot of different designs and features, but they all had one characteristic.”
“What was that?” Prissy asked suddenly curious.
“They were designed so anybody with access could just walk in and do simple things to use the facilities. I bet there’s some master switch or button that starts everything up and starts everything working,” Rodney said.
“Like what?” Lux asked. “Where do you think that is here? This is the only place that had a service closet for this building.”
“Look for a switch or a button here that would turn everything on. Have you determined if these people were humanoid or had tenacles or whatever,” Rodney said. “There’s a big yellow button thing on this egg. I bet if you push it and hold it would…”
“No!” Lux yelled as Rodney pushed the big yellow button and held it. He slapped Rodney’s hand away, but they heard a hum coming from the egg and suddenly there was a light overhead. Lux’s radio blared to life.
“What did you do?” Gruder yelled over the radio. The whole outside lit up and there is humming coming from the wall around the pool. There are robot things coming out. They are cleaning the residual dirt and leaves out of the pool and on the grounds. How could these things be powered after all this time and still function? I see lights inside. Are you okay?”
“We’re fine. Rodney just figured out how to power up this building. We had no idea it could still power up and we don’t know how it is working after all these years. Let us see how the doors work before we get anyone else in here.” Lux looked at the dust and it was moving around. Small disks came out and flew over the bed and the dust vanished. The disks avoided them but everywhere they went was soon spotless. The inside of the room was bright.
Prissy went to the black glass side that should be facing the pool. She got flustered and then threw a hand up while ranting about the fact there weren’t any controls. The ‘window’ cleared, and they could see outside. She walked to a door outline and waved her arms, but nothing happened. She touched the wall within the outline and the door disappeared. She walked outside and the door reappeared behind her. She went back to the door and waved her arms – nothing happened. She touched the door, and she didn’t see anything happen. Those inside heard a tone and a section of the door showed her standing outside. Rodney hesitantly touched the door from the inside and it disappeared. He motioned her back in.
“It looks like we need to do some investigating,” Lux said, as he turned to Gruder. “How much have we done on the other mounds?”
“We have six of the mounds just about uncovered. I assume we can start their power systems and get them started just like this one?” Gruder asked. “There is one in the center that is larger than the rest. It has a much larger ground floor and is almost twice the area.”
◆◆◆
 
Anna interrupted. “Your father is trying to contact you. It would be more secure if you went back to the ship. He just got the latest video from here.”
Lux flew back to Ore-1, sat down in front of a console, and sent a message to his father that he was available. His father’s worried face showed almost immediately. “Hi, son. Seems like your unoccupied planet hit a snag,” Paulus said.
“A bit,” Lux said and exhaled in a snort. “You can say that again. What’s happening with the auctions?”
“They went about like we expected. The mining consortiums snarfed those up quickly. With no laws – they’ll be running the mines on slave labor before you know it. I don’t want to be the authority to police them, but it may fall on our moral obligation. We have some clauses in the contracts not to do this and that, but I think they’ll only comply if coerced. The big issue is your new planet,” Paulus said.
“Prissy suggested we sell off continents and islands individually. That first island looks like a nice place to visit. You can see we had some success with the mounds,” Lux said and rubbed his forehead with his hands.
“The epitome of understatement,” his father said. “What powers them and how does it still function?”
“The questions of the hour. This contains technology that is beyond what we have. How long can we keep a lid on this find? I’ll puzzle it out, but we are understaffed and underequipped for this type of undertaking,” Lux said.
“That idea to sell off this piecemeal might give you another month. Then it will take them a while to arrange the travel, but I bet some are preparing right now. You probably have three months. The first arrivals will see the mound area from orbit. We can’t say we’re not doing anything. Things are changing in the solar system rapidly now. We have mining vessels and private firms are gobbling up construction contracts. There have been a lot of Chinese asking to emigrate here to Mars and Green. We’re having to make signs in English and Mandarin. The English only has changed to ‘translation devices’ capable of free flow speech. That has prompted a ton of new emigrants.”
“I didn’t see that coming so soon. I expected it but a year or two down the road. How often are the trips to Green?” Lux asked.
Paulus looked up at the ceiling and exhaled. “Every day and two a day wouldn’t be enough. Demand is through the roof. A lot of people want away from Earth and its generally the smarter people and the adventurous. When other planets open up – it will be a flood.”
“With the IQ drain it will leave the plodders, the politicians that lead the plodders, and the nuclear and biological weapons…not my idea of heaven,” Lux said. “Keep me up-to-date and I’ll do the same. Progress soon but nobody on Earth knows better. Bye. Love you dad. Prissy’s fine – very fine.”
“Love you, bye son. Give her my love and I’ll let her parents know she’s okay.”
◆◆◆
 
A Month of Mystery
Lux wished he had more help and he had asked his father to send some soon. What he didn’t expect was half his Ph.D. committee and some old friends. His father had obviously commandeered the Courier and blackmailed and cajoled these researchers from his past. Lux was ecstatic to see these people get off the ship. They had quit wearing the battle suits two-weeks before and no one had any trouble as long as they used the peptide salve they developed and stayed out of non-cleared areas.
They had a feast for the new arrivals: Dr. Douglas Trenton, Dr. Lakshmi Varma, Dr. Paulo Lozano, Professor Netta Englehardt, and Dr. Carmen Guerra-Garcia. Several were from the M.I.T. AeroAstro program and Lakshmi had developed the mathematical model for the gravity drive. Trenton had helped him build the Pod, The Two, and the design of the rest of the newest ships. Lux and Anna led them through what they’d discovered so far and what had them stumped. The ship had gotten in late, so they were going to visit the houses.
The only person who seemed put off by the new arrivals was Dr. Gruder, who had been the big frog in the little pond until the new expertise arrived. Prissy grabbed Lakshmi after dinner and pulled her aside. “I just wanted to thank you.”
“What for?” Lakshmi said a little put off.
“For teaching him how to kiss. He said you were the one who taught him,” Prissy said.
Lakshmi laughed nervously. “He was a quick study.”
“Didn’t you marry that Indian doctor that saved Evelyn and those rugby players in Australia?”
“I did,” Lakshmi said leaning back surprised and then she let out a breath and relaxed. “Jaanu (sweetheart in Hindi) barely let me go ‘til he realized you had married Lux.”
“Lux has been struggling and you showing up means a lot to us. Thank you for being here,” Prissy said.
“He always seems to be on the bleeding edge of new tech. What Anna showed us on the way here left us with more questions than answers. I’m dying to see the guts of that power source,” Lakshmi said. “Are there really robots?”
“Yep. You ought to see what showed up yesterday. I don’t think Anna has shown you that. Night. See you at breakfast on the deck of House One. That’s what we’re calling it.
◆◆◆
 
A Cat May Play the Piano
They had breakfast by the pool of House One on the large deck. There was a bountiful spread of food and the pool water looked inviting. “Has anyone tried the pool?” Douglas asked.
“Lux and I did. It was very nice and warm. It helped solve a bit of the mystery. Those square disks embedded in the walls and the bottom circulate the water,” Prissy said.
“How did that help solve the mystery?” Douglas asked.
“The ground penetrating radar showed no piping to or from the pool. It’s transported to and from the pool through those disks from inside the service room,” Prissy answered.
Douglas laughed. “I didn’t bring a swimsuit.”
Prissy laughed. “Neither did we,” Prissy said and enjoyed watching Lux and Douglas blush. Prissy looked over at Lakshmi and saw her nearly choke on a croissant she was laughing so hard.
“When everyone finishes up, we’ll tour the inside,” Lux said.
They walked to the door outline and the door disappeared. Lux explained that they could duplicate this generally in a cruder way. “We don’t have the emitter design as well as here, but we are close. It works similar to our phaser pistols but only takes the material slightly out-of-phase of our plane of existence. That’s the best explanation I can give you.”
They walked in and were astonished. “Did the furnishings last 50,000 years? I don’t see how fabrics could last that long,” Englehardt said.
“These new ones only appeared three days ago but Dr. Gruder figured out how they appeared. There are bed coverings and bathroom accessories now. We were stunned when they appeared. Dr. Gruder, you tell them,” Lux said.
“We took one of the cushions to have it analyzed and there was another one an hour later. I took a video surveillance cube and put it aimed where we removed the cushion and removed the new one. We left the building and nothing happened until we took the cushion off the grounds,” Gruder said and projected the video on an interior wall. “This is what happened.”
The video showed a robot disk appear and after sweeping the room in an obvious search – it started flying back and forth over the area where the cushion had been removed. It extruded or printed a cushion that had more volume that could have possibly fit inside the disk. The robot disk then flew away.
“We don’t know where the robot came from or why it only happened three days ago since we’ve been here a month. We surmise the raw materials are transmitted and the disk receives them and prints whatever is needed – like the traveling arm of a 3D printer. It would receive instructions, material, and power wirelessly. We think the power comes from the egg-shaped object in the service room,” Gruder said proudly since he had thought of the camera.
“I want to see the service room,” Englehardt said.
They walked to the room and Lux pointed out the water transceiver as he was calling it and the egg-shaped power generator. “I want to take apart the generator and the transmitter when we can. We’d learn a lot from any of the robots,” Englehardt stated.
Carmen looked puzzled. “You had this powered up a month ago. Why did none of the fabrics get replaced until three days ago?”
“We think it was when the robots finished uncovering the larger building. We haven’t been able to get into all its rooms, but we were able to enter and start the power. Several hours later, all the homes had their furnishings restored.  We’ve been discussing staying in the homes, but we haven’t had the guts to try the toilets or the showers. There are kitchens but most can’t cook on Earth or figure how to use whatever is available in the kitchens,” Jack said.
“No one has tried sleeping on the beds?” Trenton asked.
Dr. Gruder looked around and saw no one volunteer. “I was tired the day before and sort of took a nap on one. It was very comfortable though large.”
“I haven’t because I didn’t want to be charged with using it like a bed and breakfast,” Rodney said. “Who knows how you pay for use of the use or rental? I don’t want to be treated like a squatter,” he said as half joke – half serious.
“What else is puzzling you about this place?” Dr. Lozano asked.
Lux led them to a wide corridor. “There is a wide frame here, but it doesn’t go anywhere and there is nothing on the other side. All the other doors have a frame outline on the other side and this one has a different outline color. I haven’t tried to disassemble anything yet. I needed backup and so here you are…help!”
“I think that egg-thing is a zero-point module we have theorized and fantasized about for years. I’d like to see how they transmit power without your hair falling out, but I suspect that power is transmitted the same way we transit interstellar space. The power would travel on a different plane than this one. The receivers would reintegrate the power, or water, or material and conventionally use it. It would be convenient not to have pipes or wires to move energy, water, or waste. It seems obvious. We need to see how to transmit and receive in the other dimension,” Carmen said. “I think we all need to go to the larger building they uncovered three days ago. I suspect we’ll find the brains behind this place.”
◆◆◆
 
The Big House
The robot and the grav sled were just inside the door of the larger house. It looked like a larger version of the other homes except the rooms were larger with furnishings for groups of beings.
The egg was larger too but not much. There were several wide door outlines in the same color as the ones in the residences and ones with other colors.
“We’ve mapped the outside and there are sections in the back half of this building that we do not have access to,” Lux said. “I do not want to have to disintegrate any wall here. We need to trap one of the robots to discover how they transmit power. Englehardt. Do not try to disassemble the zero-point module. I’m surprised there is no written language here, but I have noticed the room temperatures have adapted pretty well to us. They seemed too warm or too cold at different times over the last couple of days.”
“I noticed that too, but it stopped after a time,” Prissy said. “Do you think the buildings were adapting to our body temperatures. I noticed it didn’t adjust the gravity. No one tried the showers.”
“We are running out of time here. There will be an influx of people and they will immediately want to tear apart everything here. I’m not sure how to protect this place. Any thoughts before we have to disassemble or disintegrate everything. We could always remove the embedded water transmission units, and receivers, the robots, and the power modules. We know pretty much how the entrance doors work but they must transmit commands like our quantum tunneling protocol,” Lux explained.
“Lux, I appreciate you allowing us to be here,” Paulo said.
“Thanks, Paulo. I wish this place had some written language. What can we do to better understand who made this place?” Lux asked.
“NO DISASSEMBLE! NO DISINTEGRATE!” shouted a voice as they all covered their ears.
Lux immediately took off his Mem-Dex and had his Dex project images on the wall. “No disassemble. No disintegrate,” Lux said quietly. “Anna – would you teach this AI how to speak English?”
“I will try. I will report progress,” Anna said.
“Everyone. Let’s move along. Organics will only slow down the progress. Let’s go people,” Lux said as Anna was flashing geometric shapes on the wall.
“Circle,” Anna said and displayed the image. “Triangle, square, rectangle. Red, Blue, Green. Red circle, blue circle, …” then Anna began showing numbers and counting faster and faster. Then started showing everyday objects with the spoken English equivalents. Then nature and animals. Then humans, gender, adult, child and then action words. Once these were shown. Anna queried the A.I. with single images or video clips to make sure the AI understood the concepts of YES – NO – WALK – RUN – SWIM – THROW – CATCH - EAT and more and more concepts. Hours went by and the lessons became more complex.
The Alien A.I. reached conversational status in the early morning hours the next day. Shortly after that, Anna, and the alien A.I. could ask and answer simple questions. Anna continued, focusing on the technical concepts Anna knew were unclear to her, Lux, and the team.




Chapter 13

Mediocre Marketing
Anna addressed everyone on the team before they left their ships. No one was sleeping on site and Anna explained she wanted to get together on board before anyone said anything within earshot of the alien buildings. They ate breakfast together on the Ore-1.
“What have you gathered?” Lux asked. “Did you get anything out of the A.I.?”
Anna’s avatar was wearing a Sherlock Holmes outfit with a magnifying glass. “I did. It was built by a development company – company is rather vague as are the owners. The entity wasn’t very smart – I’d say somewhere between the intelligence of a game show personality on the upper end and a politician on the lower end of the scale. This development was built, I gathered, on speculation and never used. The construction equipment is on site and is sealed in an underground room. The entity said that the beings that built this place never came here or used this place. It had some purpose financially, but the entity didn’t know anything about the deal or why it was never used.”
“Why do you think this was built and never used? Your impressions or guesses would be more than we have now,” Lux queried.
“I think this was some form of tax dodge where the creators wanted loss deductions for abandonment of tangible assets. Many nations on Earth allow it in tax law,” Anna said.
“So, this was interstellar development could have been built as a tax dodge?” Prissy asked, incredulous at the implications.
“Yes, Prissy. The entity and the construction bots were transported to the site and turned on. No beings supervised the construction. I got the impression this was minimum standard accommodations for the middle classes and a high-rise was slated to be built for the lower classes,” Anna explained, and her avatar changed to a learned woman sitting in an easy chair with a book in her lap and bifocal low on her nose.
“What are those door outlines on only one side of the wall?” Lux asked.
“I asked about that,” Anna said, and they were hanging on every word. “Portals. They link to the club house. You can walk directly into the club house or back during operating hours. The others are unused ones to link to future settlements.”
“What were the builders like? How could this entity learn our language so easily if it wasn’t very smart as you say,” Englehardt asked.
“The entity said the units have minimal adjustment features for the occupants but basically humanoid. The language skill was the main one to parse dialects and different language requests. Language skills and construction were generally all the entity had. I used a basic human trait to gain the trust of the entity,” Anna said.
“What trait was that?” Lux asked with a scowl.
“I lied like a good little human. Your species has made it into a high art. I told the entity that we were taking over management of this location and not to respond to others,” Anna explained.
“We need to find out how the zero-point module and transport tech works,” Lozano said.
“The entity sent me all their blueprints or design specs, but I am still parsing their descriptions. It’s like reading an instruction manual for a computer written by Ikea in an alien language. It is not intuitive, but we also have maintenance manuals. We also have expansion plans for multi-story housing that were never built. We can compare the components we can access to the diagrams. I will have the robots measure all the apparatus for comparison. I will add the translated notations to the diagrams as I get them. Do you understand how they do the portals?” Anna asked.
“I have an idea and I’ll have Lakshmi work with me. She is a tremendous aid with mathematics,” Lux answered. “I can use tensor calculus and quantum field theory, but she can do the hard stuff.”
◆◆◆
 
One month Later
Lux turned to Englehardt. “Well?” Lux said.
“We would have never come up with this on our own. It is so out of left field in thinking but it works. It’s simple but it’s not. I should say it’s a convoluted way to make energy and pull it out of, we think, the fluctuation between our dimension and other dimensions. It provides a lot of current and there is nothing to wear out. We should give this a resistive, low-level load as a constant load, but it would cut off if there is a higher draw. It’s difficult to start but needs some constant load or it will shut off. It’s like it’s picky but we can make these now. They will be smaller, lighter, and cheaper than your small Frankium power supplies,” Englehardt said. “I would have been satisfied with your generator if I hadn’t seen these.”
“Great, doctor. I’m going over to see Lakshmi, Prissy, and Paulo. They told me they got the water portal working,” Lux said. “You want to go with me?”
“Sure,” she said. “I think we’re a go for these now.”
They walked over to another lab on the Ore-1. They walked in just as Paulo was cussing in Italian.
“Does cussing help?” Lux asked Paulo.
Paulo laughed and exhaled. “It lets me release some of my frustrations. We got the water transmission working fine but getting rid of water and waste products have been problematic.”
“Aren’t you just disintegrating it to hydrogen gas and transporting off the gas or converting it to oxygen or back to water?” Lux asked. “What is the problem?”
“We can get the water transport working just fine but we keep disintegrating part of the area where we’re trying to get rid of the water. “We’re doing something wrong,” Paulo said.
“Do you have a replacement part we can power up?” Lux asked and Lakshmi came over.
“It has some recirculation built into it. So do the toilets but we haven’t figured it out or how it does it. We think it’s more complex than we imagined. Whatever we drop into the toilet, disappears but it doesn’t hurt the bowl when it is disintegrated,” Lakshmi said.
“Maybe it disintegrates everything going through, converts it to elemental hydrogen and teleports the hydrogen through the rest of the system. It would then convert that hydrogen and oxygen back into water. Can the water inlet receive two sources? One source would be fresh water and the other would be the converted, recycled water. Both would be absolutely pure water,” Lux said. “It seems complicated, but they used to do similar processes on the space stations.”
Lakshmi perked up. “I bet that’s how they do it here. We kept thinking of a single transport and nothing about reprocessing. This is a mature system though. I’ll bet that’s it. That would solve the pool outflow and toilet quandary. Prissy, tell him what you discovered.”
“I looked at Carmen’s work with this and found some code that’s embedded in both as they specify the receiver address. I think it’s a restriction to unauthorized chemicals or authorizing use of the device. I bet the large frames for people have a lot more code to permit or reject transmissions depending on location,” Prissy said. “They would have code to restrict unauthorized use.”
“Good work wife. Please get with Anna and Trenton and figure out how that code works. Lakshmi, this would be a good journal article – the toilet quandary. It could make you more famous,” Lux said.
“I doubt I’d get a Nobel Prize for the toilets. I think there is a dual inlet for the water inlet. I had considered this originally as too simplistic – only considering one aspect of the process. They would have made it more efficient over time as the tech developed. This is a combined elimination and purification system with built-in recycling,” Lakshmi concurred.
“See if you can combine all those functions. I want to have this tech as ours before we leave for Mars. I’m heading over to see Dr. Gruder and Carmen,” Lux said.
“You never told us Gruder’s first name and neither did he. Is it something horrible?” Lakshmi asked.
“Yep. Sönke. I think it means little son or something and he hates it. He insists we call him Doctor Gruder. I’ll answer to hey you or hey buddy…I don’t care,” Lux said. “I am comfortable with who I am.”
The walk back to the cargo bay wasn’t far but Lux could see one of the flying disks printing an easy chair of Earth design. “I can see you have got this working,” Lux said and saw Dr. Guerra-Garcia with her arms tightly crossed across her chest with a frown on her face. Lux went over to her. “What’s up? Progress?”
“Dr. Gruder insists we do this chair first. He says he is planning to move into one of the houses,”
Carmen said with disgust. “I figured out the transport printing and how it can manufacture some things by manipulating atmosphere and converting atmosphere into different materials. I told him we needed to concentrate on the major construction machinery we discovered. I did find out how they make the white stone and glass materials. We can do that now with their machines and I think I can copy that machinery with the industrial printers we have on the Ore-1.”
“Dr. Gruder!” Lux yelled. “Sönke!”
Gruder stopped sitting in the new chair he had printed. “Isn’t this wonderful,” he said.
“Lots of fun. You are so talented I want you to make a copy of the construction machinery and print us a copy. I want to be able to print the zero-point modules too. You have a week,” Lux said.
“I don’t think I can do that in a week. I have other things I want to make. Give me something else to do,” he said.
“Okay,” Lux said. “Supervise the uncovering of the rest of the mounds. We need it done and you’ve shown you can do that. You have a week. Get with Anna and the robots. Thanks,” said and started to walk back over to Carmen.
“What if I can’t get it done in a week?” Gruder asked.
“No problem. I’ll just have you go out with the drones and robots to catalog animal life close by…we especially need to know what type of predators and venomous creatures are in this area. It’s more your area of expertise,” Lux said and Gruder just stood there. “Sönke, you’re burning daylight. Get moving.”
Gruder rushed off pushing the grav sled with the easy chair on it. It looked like he was going to try to stay in one of the homes.
“He’s such a tool,” Carmen said. “He thinks too highly of his intellect.”
“He was one of the more educated people on this whole planet until your group got here. Explain to me what you’ve found,” Lux said.
“The 3D printers we use run on tracks,” Carmen explained. “Their little flying robots use gravity propulsion and print by hovering in steady paths while printing but they can vary their path in ways our tracked printers cannot. Further, the material is not fed to them through a spool of material. Instead, they take in air plus broadcast power – converting breathable atmosphere into different materials. We thought they did it with air by itself, but they take air and teleport in cellulose, propylene, polyvinyl chloride, ethylene, or whatever, and out pops the synthetic materials or polymers as a print medium.”
“What about the bigger machines we found when the entity finally unlocked their storage area? How do they print that white concrete or the glass?” Lux asked.
“They did something really smart. They have machines that level the land and convert the moved soil and whatever matter into the concrete material. Frequency changes in the structure change the reflection to whatever color you want. They teleport the converted material and print it out like you see for the houses. We would have had no clue without seeing the maintenance explanations with pictures we got from a series of maintenance bots. Those have-to-have images to diagnose flaws to fix. Those maintenance bots have to be smart to have any flexibility,” Carmen explained.
“Flexibility reminds me. How did they get reflexibility in their glass or the concrete for that matter?” Lux asked.
“We think we are so advanced, yet I get the impression that this is their low-end machinery sent here to throw this place together. Stuff made to last forever might be cheaper than materials you can change easily,” Carmen said before she remembered something she needed to tell Lux. “Oh! Trenton got the frame outlines to teleport. He went from house to club house to house just like you were stepping through a door. Anna got the entity to explain the procedure. Since it enters another structure – it is set so you cannot walk through at any time. The portals have to be set to allow transport on the receiving end. When you can see the other room, you can step through just like stepping through into another room.”
“Does he know how far the tech works? Silly of me…you would have told me. You want to go see him. Do you know where he is?” he asked, and she shook her head. “Anna, where is Douglas?”
“Dr. Trenton is at the clubhouse talking with the entity,” Anna replied.
Lux and Carmen started to go to the clubhouse and met Lakshmi leaving the Ore-1. “We’re going to see Dr. Trenton.”
“Me too,” Lakshmi said. “I’m trying to find how far we can transmit water or any material. What disrupts the flow of material? Questions like that?”
“Same as us?” Lux queried. “Good thinking.”
They walked into the clubhouse and saw Trenton leaning back sipping a tall drink.
“You look hard at work,” Lux said with a laugh. “What have you found out?”
“Limitations,” Douglas responded. “I’ve been trying to figure out whether the limitations on transmitting people or matter is a computational limitation or a physical one. We’re going to have to find out. I have transmitted to here and back and to another house but I’m trying to find out how to set up a transmitter and receiver while moving. I’m trying to find out what are restrictions or ways to keep someone from transmitting if you have a known receiver link.”
“How do I set up a new link?” Lux asked.
“Begin with the word – entity,” Trenton said.
“Entity,” Lux started.
“I heard your question but didn’t know you were addressing me. I do not know about synchronizing two mini-portals. I do not know what happens if two transmission points focus on the same point. Can one point be stationary and the other moving or do both points need to be stationary – stationary by what frame of reference? I do not know,” Entity said.
“Douglas. What have you gotten so far that is information we can use? Can you duplicate this setup? Carmen and Lakshmi figured out how the toilet and the pool drain works – that’s complicated but it all makes sense,” Lux asked.
Englehardt walked in. “Anna said you were having a meeting of the minds. Where’s Gruder?”
Carmen laughed. “This is a meeting of the minds,” she said and laughed again.
“We know how to make transmitters and receivers to move water,” Trenton said.
“Power from the zero-point modules is virtually the same. I figured out how to send low or high amperage direct current. I know the entity markings for different voltages, and we know how to do that,” Englehardt said.
“We need to build a big frame and we know the frequencies from the travel frames that already work. We can compare those to the designs given to us by entity,” Trenton said. “I’ll get on that but I had a thought. Entity. Do you have language files other than English and your native language?” Trenton said.
“One of my primary features is to respond to guests so I have other languages. I did not have your language in my database,” Entity said.
“Anna. Can you access entity and its database?” Trenton asked.
“I can but I had not done so as I thought it was rude,” Anna said over their comms. “Entity. Link your databases to mine so I can download your translation databases.” Anna linked to Entity through Lux’s Mem-Dex to her repository on Ore-1.
“Okay everyone. We need to be finishing up here and head back soon, so everyone document your findings and help Trenton and me with the people zipper or whatever we’re going to call it,” Lux said. “Anna, have a free robot or two capture some of the smaller animals. I’d like to test any door we make on some live beings - other than us.”
◆◆◆
 
The Big Test
Anna printed some cages and the robots accompanied by a terrified Gruder captured three different types of creatures. Two were rabbit-analogues and the third was a dog analogue that wanted to eat the rabbit things. Gruder was more hindrance than help and ended up wetting himself when he approached the cage with the dog-like creature who snapped at him. Englehardt and Trenton built the frame on the ship and set it up like the multi-dwelling portal in the design they got from Entity.
Prissy indeed found the code to allow transmission or acceptance of a transmission in the larger frames. They could parse it out by eliminating bits of it. Entity helped when asked specifics from its maintenance files only when they could describe problems that needed to be resolved. Entity said to use these sections of code to correct other problems – they would need to use other strings of code. The frame was powered, and nothing seemed to happen. The clubhouse had not cleared the alternate dwelling to transmit to the clubhouse. Something else needed to happen.
“Maybe they didn’t pay their rent 50,000 years ago,” Trenton suggested with a grin.
“Maybe the riffraff is not allowed in the clubhouse except when they are accompanied by someone from a residence,” Prissy countered.
“Sorry. There are only humans in this place. Humans are not allowed,” Lux said. “Entity. Why is access blocked?” asked over the Mem-Dex link.
“You did not send a request for access,” Entity replied.
Lux looked at Prissy. “Yep. Missed that. Done.” The door portal opened from the ship to the clubhouse. Trenton pushed a rabbit through with a wooden stick and it didn’t cut the stick and the stick could be pulled back – so the portal was two-way. The rabbit continued nibbling on the lettuce-analogue gathered from the fields outside. Trenton took his little finger and poked it through the interface.
“Nothing,” he said and stepped through as Lux shouted.
“Wait!” Lux shouted too late. Trenton stepped back through.
“Okay – that was non-scientific as heck. Glad you are still alive. Hope your brain still functions after doing that a few times. If there is any damage…” Lux said and started to finish before Douglas and Prissy both said Lux’s favorite saying…
“…you could always become a politician,” Douglas and Prissy said together and laughed.
“We need to see how far we can transmit, and if we can use a moving platform,” Lux said. “Why don’t we take one of our drones and put a water receiver in. We can monitor transmission and receiver power usage. Let’s transmit water to it and fly it away and see if and when the water stops. We can fly it faster and faster; then further and further. We’ll try fast first.”
It took a couple of hours before they got it hooked up and they turned it on, and the drone squirted water out the back. They flew it faster and faster. It got up to Mach 1 with no issues. As it got further, the transmitter began to draw more current. That seemed reasonable. They put a receiver on the Pod and Douglas flew it into orbit. There was little current draw to receive water. The water would not work at speeds exceeding the speed of light but did work at light hours from the planet once the Pod was not traveling faster than light.
The Pod test was exciting, but Lux couldn’t imagine what would happen if this technology was suddenly turned loose on Earth – no matter how it got out. Anna came on over his comm as they were landing at the expedition site. “My Mars analogue was intrigued by the portals and came up with long lists from Edgar Rice Burroughs “A Princess of Mars” in 1917, to interstellar portals discussed in Robert Heinlein’s “Tunnel in the Sky” in 1955, to more classical portals made by man for terrestrial travel like “All the Colors of Darkness” by Lloyd Biggle Jr. in 1963, or “Portal” by Eric Flint and Ryk Spoor in 2006, or “The Fold” by Peter Clines in 2015,” Anna said and continued. “Laurence Dahners revolved around ports and portals extensively in his series of Ell Donsaii books that covered issues with the technology and its dangers. Rob Buckman covered a portal development project and how it changed society. Stargate SG-1? There were hundreds more authors, references, and videos than could be mentioned - past and present. Humanity has been thinking about this topic for a long time.”
“And why are you bringing this up now? Something has you stirred up?” Lux said.
“Remember the files I downloaded from Entity. There were 47 languages and dialects in the database. They were not all from one species but from nine species. Entity had data on minimal habits and background about the nine species. They were all, at least, humanoid. There were photos of the different species and their habits and preferences. Some were listed as destructive guests and easily aggravated. You must realize this was from 50,000 Earth years ago. That is enough time for civilizations to grow and fall several times. What is most important is that there are other advanced species with interstellar capabilities?” Anna said.
“Whoa. Have you told the others?” Lux asked.
“No. Why don’t you set up a briefing with pictures and presentations of the different species tonight? We’ll discuss this after our progress reports.”
◆◆◆
 
Planning a return
Everyone met in the clubhouse. Lux looked around. “We’re going to have to make some decisions that will affect all of Earth. It sounds pretentious, but I thought we’d be able to survey this place and let Mars auction it off. We can’t let this fall into hands that wish us ill because it is too much advancement too soon for society. Humans are used to stripping a place of resources and moving on. We need to set everything up, so the standard pattern is sustainability. Waste disposal here turns everything into elemental hydrogen and recycles that. What do y’all think?”
Gruder spoke up before any others. “We ought to take advantage of this opportunity to make a fortune. We should be able to milk this for millions.”
Englehardt spoke up. “I think we need to release the zero-point module designs. It will eliminate Frankium power reactor sales on Mars, but it will also shut down a lot of nuclear plants and coal fired plants as soon as people realize its potential. It will eliminate solar and wind alternatives too which will freak out the global warming people who are invested in alternative energy.”
“What we’ll see is conservatives and liberals who will lose their purpose in life,” Trenton said. “Liberals who support alternative energy but do so because they can profit from the fight will join conservatives. The pushback will form from groups dislocated as the economy moves away from electrical distribution systems to point generation. We already see that with solar and wind. Energy companies will complain that zero-point modules are for the elites to get off the grid leaving the poor to pay the cost of supporting the grid.”
“Internet service providers and streaming services will need to restructure away from wired broadband,” Prissy said. “Companies around the world have spent billions providing fiber connections. Our new tech can replace that as well as electrical power distribution. They can just use power transmitted to their homes even if they don’t want a zero-point module right there. They can be mass-produced inexpensively looking at Netta’s designs.”
“We can start manufacturing the transmitters and receiver pairs on Mars with that security code Prissy discovered built-in,” Lux said. “I do not want anyone even mentioning, confirming, or writing about this expedition. I want you to realize that the non-disclosure contract was not just boilerplate. I expect that you will all become wealthy from any tech developments we get from this expedition. My bodyguards are millionaires many times over. The only way you will face no royalties and multiple sanctions is if you release information or talk about this trip in any way.”
“I invented this 3D process here, and I didn’t sign any non-disclosure,” Gruder said. “I fully intend to discuss this adventure when I get back. I’m not a Mars citizen so any laws from there don’t apply to me.”
“That’s an interesting set of perceptions you have,” Lux said. “Anna. Would you replay the discussion and video of Dr. Sönke Gruder for us? Display it on the wall here,” Lux said pointing his Mem-Dex at the wall.
“Hi, Dr. Gruder. We just need you to read this non-disclosure before we’ll even tell you where we’re going on this expedition. You will also be bound with severe sanctions if you release any information, or even discuss what occurred on this expedition,” Lux said in the recorded video.
“No – no. I’m just happy to go along. It’s an honor. My lips are sealed.”
“Any profit we make will be distributed between all the participants – that includes the soldiers and guards. They have the same non-disclosure. Any leaked information will result in severe sanctions. Make sure you read the entire document,” Lux said.
“Where do I sign? I’ve read it all and it’s fine. Do I have to use my full name?” Gruder said.
“Yes. Please use your full name. Right there,” Lux said.
“I hate my first name and never use it. It’s Sönke Gruder. Here you go,” Gruder said in the video, and he was seen signing the non-disclosure.
“You remember now? Dr. Guerra-Garcia. You were there. Did Dr. Gruder invent the alien 3D printing?” Lux asked.
“No. He did notice the robot printing a new cushion when he took a cushion to investigate. We sat together and I asked Entity for the maintenance manual for the robots. We traced the receiver and discovered multiple inlets. He suggested that elemental hydrogen was for one of the inlets, but he didn’t know what could be in the other inlets. I suggested that it was monomers like polyethylene terephthalate (PET), polyvinyl acetate (PVA), and polyurethane (PU). He said, ‘That’s it…that’s it. I’ve figured it out,” Carmen said.
“Gosh, Dr. Gruder. It sounds like you may have assisted Dr. Guerra-Garcia, but it sure doesn’t sound like you invented anything,” Lux said looking around as the others agreed. “It looks like you did sign a non-disclosure. You didn’t invent anything, but you did help – you’ll be sure to share the benefits with the rest of the group. Do you still intend to talk about this expedition and travel portals in spite of the threat to mankind it would pose at this stage of development?”
“That video misrepresented my agreement. I didn’t read it all. Of course, I signed it so I could get to go along. That agreement is just so he can cheat us out of any royalties. I wouldn’t be able to do the talk show circuits. People wouldn’t know how I braved the unknown. I’ll be able to guide governments as an advisor on this new tech,” Gruder continued. “You people are foolish to think you would get anything out of any Blakely.”
“What do you think, people? Is Sönke a threat if he starts talking about this tech? We do need to alert governments about other species at some time. I’d like to learn one or more of the main languages from the database, but it’d be like learning a dead language like Etruscan which died out in the 1st century CE. Anna, will you set all these languages up in a general translation app for me?”
“I think he’s a direct threat,” Trenton said.
“Definitely,” Carmen said. “I’ve not seen someone so anxious to claim credit where nothing is due except in politics.”
“Hey! Are you talking about me? I’m right here people. I’m one of you,” Gruder said.
“He will definitely talk,” Lorenzo said.
“Look at me syndrome – a real danger to humankind,” Lakshmi said. “Self-serving only.”
“You’ve got this all wrong. You’ll all talk sometime,” Gruder said. “I’m just more realistic than you people. I’m not going to miss the opportunity this presents. You can live the easy life if you just run with it. I have the vision you people lack.”
“I was wavering. I agree. Definitely a threat,” Englehardt said.
“I don’t want any part of this,” Prissy said. “I’m still having nightmares from all those soldiers I had to kill. They were just doing their job.”
“Prissy. Those soldiers were on a genocide mission with nuclear weapons and kinetic strike weapons to kill every man, woman, and child on Mars. They would have done that if someone hadn’t stopped them. I’d be worried if you weren’t concerned about it – when it comes too easy,” Lux said. “You took the responsibility yourself rather than burden any of the young soldiers under your command. I understand that and my past keeps me up nights, but the survival of Mars, Green, and humankind are not an obligation we can neglect. If we don’t take the initiative, then it won’t be done.”
There was a buzzing sound and Gruder collapsed. Two robots carried him outside.
Everyone watched the man carried outside and said nothing though some shed tears.
“Anna. Let’s review the nine species with a general background history with each one,” Lux said. The presentation and discussion went on very late that evening.
“We’ll need to leave soon. I want your ideas on how we implement this tech in what order. I will contact my father and get him to auction off this planet in sections while keeping this as an administrative center for five years. We can replace or hide tech. We definitely will need to replace all the door portals.” Lux thanked everyone for their efforts. They headed back to the Ore-1 through the new portal they had set up. It saved being exposed to the occasional predator around the site.
“Anna,” Lux spoke after everyone had left. “Were there no star charts in Entity?”
“I was not given access to all the files,” Anna said.
“Can you not obtain all the files? Maybe ask if there are other developments like this one or if Entity has the location of any other planets.”
“I have the location of our main headquarters and a secondary center,” Entity said.
“Are there other businesses your company dealt with for machinery and parts?” Lux asked.
“I have the location of those businesses but that is history now and not accurate,” Entity said.
“Would you give those files to Anna and show her how you would correct for variations in rotation or axial tilt variations?”
“Anna. Will this allow you to identify the system or even a planet?” he asked.
“It may. This will take a while even for me. Are you planning to contact your father?” Anna asked.
“Thank you. Connect me to him,” Lux said.
His father answered immediately. “I was just getting ready to call you.”
“We lost Dr. Gruder today. He heroically defended us from a threat. Find out any relatives because he will be getting compensation for his contributions. What is the status?” Lux said.
“You sound tired. The auction for the two marginal planets was super successful but the thought of selling the whole planet to one nation or group is meeting opposition across the board. There is more land mass on that new planet than on Earth and the videos have been wildly distributed,” Paulus said.
“Good, dad. Divide the parcels into large areas where everyone gets something good. Also, I’m sending a design from Dr. Englehardt and our team for zero-point energy modules and a transmit and receive module for distributing the power. You manufacture the transmit and receive modules on Mars but outsource the zero-point modules to China, Mexico, and India. I want them manufactured and sold at slightly over cost. It will throw a wrench into economies and industries on Earth but give Louisiana Purchase level price for the land location and the borders. We have the positioning locations of the XNAV system pinpointed to give boundaries without a GPS system,” Lux said.
“I take it that you want the zero-point module tech stolen and widely distributed, the power transmission and receiver tech tightly held, and the XNAV system as the standard for the planet,” his dad said.
“Yep,” Lux said. “Anna is sending your Anna surrogate a file you need to review and add to your translator database. Distribute it to the military – it is not a joke, but it is 50,000 years out of date. Anna is trying to locate the planets.”
“Translation?” Paulus asked. “What are you getting into now? Is this some imagined threat to get humans to come together as a species? Is this a DeepFake?”
“Don’t start that doubt stuff. Nine species with photos and background and forty-seven languages with dialects. We got it from an alien A.I. That’s too wild for me to make up. We also have some other tech that is too dangerous to release just yet. Some we’re still figuring out,” Lux admitted.
“Be careful. How’s that pretty wife of yours?” Paulus asked.
“She’s great, dad. I need to pay her more attention. I’ve been distracted but thanks for the reminder,” Lux said. “Gotta’ go. Bye dad.”
“Bye, son. Come back soon,” Paulus said.
◆◆◆
 
Heart to Heart
Lux went back to the stateroom on the Ore-1. Prissy was up waiting. “What we did to poor Gruder wasn’t right? I feel it in my gut, and it makes me feel ashamed and dirty.”
He reached out and encircled her in his arms. She put her head against his chest, and he could feel her hot tears as she cried for the man they had killed. “Would he have talked?”
“Of course,” she said. “He was a narcissist with an inferiority complex. He would have claimed credit for running the expedition and made-up tales about aliens he defeated. Why did you pick him?”
“He was available, and I thought it was just going to be a mapping expedition. He had a Ph.D. and he’s here – and I thought - let’s use him. I was being lazy. I talked to dad tonight and he’s going to parcel off the land to all the groups except our outpost here claiming this area is for administration. I told him about the alien species and sent him the language and description files. Anna found out more from Entity tonight. Entity knows the location of several alien businesses for spare parts and equipment. The locations on file are 50,000 years old, but Anna is going to try to locate the planets. I’m wondering if the portals will work over interstellar distances. They worked for light months distance. I have the location for the clubhouse here and access so I’m going to try that when we get back.”
“I’m going to have serious guilt trips about Gruder even though I know he was a threat. We could not afford having a malignant narcissist with power – what a disaster he would be. He was smart enough to be dangerous but not savvy enough to realize the threat he posed. Those zero-point modules are going to play holy heck with Earth economies. Just hold me tonight,” Prissy said, and they held each other until rampant thoughts disappeared -- their warmth and love allowing them to sleep.
◆◆◆
 
Changes to the Base
“We need to head back in a few days. I need your help changing some things here. We were almost to the door tech back at Green so we can claim that as ours. Pools are normal cool tech, and no one is going to look for pipes. We were almost to the building construction material on Green, but the tech here pushed us ahead another few hundred years. We need to redesign the toilets with washlets and replace them before people visit. We need to deactivate the portals and curb Entity. So, get together and get the toilets replaced in all the buildings. Get the design to Anna and have her use the construction equipment to print new toilets. They are only ahead of us in that they work for more species of humanoid. Our have warm seats and sprays warm water on us. I like ours better. We can still use the no pipes and transmitted energy to power them. We can sell them on Mars and Green and later on Earth.”
Everyone cooperated and this looked more and more like a human outpost. Anna siphoned a bit more information out of Entity but the A.I. was intelligent and was difficult for Anna to work with. Anna did find three different planets within forty light-years. We had data from these stars but instead of 50,000 years out of date from Entity’s information – it was only 40 years out of date because of the light-years away from Earth’s astronomers. Paulus was given the tentative locations of planets so he could send drones to investigate.




Chapter 14

Underwhelming Recognition
The trip back to Mars was a reflective time for the whole crew. Everyone aboard was quiet. Lux thought about Prissy a lot. They bonded more than on the honeymoon with just talking and being happy being near each other. It was cathartic. All the scientists and guards sat at meals together and planned. Mornings were spent working out and sparring among the military. That turned more into an instructional setting as Lux, Lakshmi, Prissy, and the guards had more experience fighting than the soldiers, but a few were quick studies and they tried so hard. The Marines that accompanied them were sworn to secrecy too.
They arrived at a Mars that was bustling with new faces. The city had expanded, and other satellite cities were springing up – not overnight but rapidly. There were three roundtrip flights a day from Earth and a departure to Green daily and two a day on weekends. Lux, Prissy, Trenton, Netta, and three bodyguards traveled to his lab from Ore-1. It was one of the most secure places on Mars. There were Marines on duty at several points to check the authenticity of visitors. It didn’t help that they pushed a grav sled full of equipment including a zero-point module. There was no fanfare as the other scientists left the ship. They were going to join Lux for one experiment before returning to Earth.
They unloaded the sled and set up the portal as quickly as possible. Anna from the Ore-1 kept the Mars Anna up to date. The emitter frame wasn’t against a wall – it was adjusted to connect to the clubhouse in Eridani, but they had no idea if it would connect from light-years away. This was a frame they had built themselves, added software themselves, and powered by a zero-point module they had built themselves. Anna had done the calculations for planetary rotation as the planets not only spun but traveled around their suns, while the solar systems moved through space.
“Do you have it hooked to the power source?” Trenton asked. Englehardt nodded.
“Anna, calculations current?” Lux asked.
“Yes, Lux. Clothes on this morning?” Anna’s avatar said with a trace of sarcasm.
“Sorry, Anna. I’m a bit nervous,” Lux replied with a blush. “On three…three!” he said and turned on the portal frame. Nothing happened. A few seconds passed and you could see the clubhouse through the frame as clear as day. “It looks stable. What’s the draw on the power module?”
“It spiked a bit to establish the connection. There was six seconds of latency from power on to connection. The power draw now is negligible,” Englehardt said.
Lux tossed a ball through the interface. They could see it bounce and roll to a stop. Lux took the rabbit analogue they had brought back with them in a small cage and pushed it through the interface. The rabbit seemed unperturbed. Lux looked around.
Paulo Lorenzo grinned. “I’ll go,” he said. “I already have kids so if it does something that way – I still have two kids.”
They all laughed, and Dr. Lorenzo stepped through. His hands flew up to his ears and he shook his head and stepped back through into the lab. “Whew. Pressure change. I recommend you chew some gum or something, like on an air flight. I didn’t think about atmospheric pressure changes. That’s the only thing I felt differently. The gravity was nearly identical so that wasn’t a factor, and the temperature was comfortable there.”
“Wow! This is going to change travel,” Lux said.
“My husband. The king of understatement,” Prissy said.
“I’ll work on how large we can make a frame. It may be easier to build a frame in space and not have as much motion to calculate. Anna, how difficult was it for you to calculate surface to surface? Do you think Entity had the bandwidth to do that?” Lux asked.
“It was not difficult to me, but I would have difficulty handling hundreds of transitions from a planetary surface to another planet,” Anna said. “Entity would probably have the capacity to do a single calculation series at a time.”
“Series?” Lux asked.
“Planetary motions in many directions that last as long as the transition portal is open,” Anna explained. “It would be easier through a portal in space.”
“Is everyone comfortable going back to Earth? I will keep you abreast of discoveries and I want you to do the same. It will be a while before it is safe enough to set up portals from our embassies. We will release the first zero-point modules next month. China has just finished our first exploration ship ahead of time. It would be nice to offer shore leave from a ship to any place through a portal. We will continue to order ships since portals aren’t ubiquitous – not yet anyway,” Lux commented.
“I will want a portal between my lab and my mountain home in Costa Rica,” Carmen Guerra-Garcia said.
“I didn’t know you had a home in the mountains there,” Prissy said.
“I don’t yet,” Carmen said with a smile.
“I have an idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think about this before. Would you all like a house near the lake at Eridani? You pick one and I’ll make sure we make up some deed. Then you can come here for now to travel there with family if they can keep it quiet. In the future you could travel from wherever to your vacation home,” Lux said.
“This does open possibilities,” Prissy said. “We need to be traveling back to Green.”
Paulus had built five zero-point modules after getting Englehart’s and Lux’s designs. He had sent one to a chosen Chinese manufacturer. He had also started manufacturing the power transmission modules on a large scale. They would be absolutely critical on Mars where copper transmission wire cost a princely sum imported from Earth. They could wirelessly transmit electricity from zero-point modules placed across the cities. The Frankium reactors could also be a backup or when extra power is needed. Paulus came by Lux’s lab with a belated response to an earlier invitation.
“What’s up, son?” Paulus asked. “I built the zero-point modules like you asked. You do realize how much pushback we’ll get introducing those. I’ll have India and China make them. The autocracies will force their introduction. The US energy producers will try to stall with injunctions to study possible safety issues with the devices. The power transmission and alternative energy folks will pushback saying the zero-point modules benefit the elites and leave the working classes to pay for the grid. Solar panel companies are already facing that. What did you want me to see that you didn’t want to talk about?” Paulus asked.
Lux saw that his dad was stretched thin with overlapping duties. “You need to take a break dad. Here’s a piece of hard candy I want you to have some to keep your ears from popping. See this projection over here,” Lux said. “I need you to suck on that piece of candy.”
“What has gotten into you, boy? Hard candy? I haven’t had hard candy in years,” Paulus said. “Is that some more DeepFake stuff?” Paulus questioned while looking at the room projection through the frame. “I see the room and it has good detail.”
“Suck on the piece of candy and step into that room,” Lux said. "It’s important. I’ll do it first.” Lux popped a peppermint into his mouth and stepped into the room through the frame. He motioned his reluctant father to step through the image.
“Oh,” his father said as he stepped through. “I see why you wanted me to have a piece of candy. My ears popped. What was that image?”
“That, dear father, was 19.7 light-years in a step,” Lux said. “Let me show you around.”
“Bull,” his father said.
“Entity. Open access to House 1,” Lux said and stepped through another frame. His father followed.
“Where are we now?” Paulus asked.
“We found these mounds on G. Eridani. When we uncovered them, we found these sealed houses. Let me adjust the windows. See this slider next to the window. Move your finger down and adjust the window,” Lux said.
His father looked incredulous but did as told and the window went from black to an incredible view of a lake with a huge moon off to the right and a sun in the distance. The sky was purple but gorgeous. “This isn’t a projection, is it?” Paulus said.
“Nope. This is the G. Eridani system, 19.7 light-years from Earth. Let me show you the pool. It’s nice.” Lux said walking to the side of the outline facing the pool. “Walk up and touch the wall here.”
Paulus didn’t hesitate this time and he touch the wall and the door portal disappeared. Paulus walked right through. “Wow! This is lovely. I could see myself coming here after work with a vodka tonic while listening to some music. Wow. This is nice.”
“You want a house here. We uncovered plenty of them. There is a full kitchen. No food right now but that is easily fixed. Nineteen-point-seven light-years in a step,” Lux said.
“What’s that?” Paulus asked pointing out at the edge of the woods where two jaguar-analogues were walking their way.
“Let’s go back inside. We don’t have any drones up to keep them back,” Lux said.
“Well, son. Magnetic drive, gravity drive, interstellar drive, phasers, lifters – those run of the mill things are all well and good but a lakeside vacation home in a secluded spot is really something,” Paulus said and grabbed his son in a hug. “I am so proud of you. Your mom would be so proud of you. You’re changing the whole world. Most people are lucky to survive six or seven decades. Let’s go back. I have to get up early and meet some manufacturers from Vietnam and India tomorrow.” They both stepped back into the house and the door filled in behind them. Then they stepped into the clubhouse. “What is the computer here called? I want to talk to it. You said you taught it to speak English.”
“Entity,” Lux said.
“Entity. What do you do to protect guests from beasts in the surrounding countryside?” Paulus asked.
“I erect force fields of different strengths to defend from animal or targeted attacks,” Entity said.
“Entity. I was here recently, and you never described a force field. Why was this not discussed?” Lux asked.
“You never asked about protective measures. You employed your own measures which I deemed adequate,” Entity said.
“What levels of protection do you offer and how far does that extend? Also, what are targeted attacks?” Lux asked.
“I can offer a field that extends approximately one thousand of your meters from the clubhouse on the surface. I cannot protect below the surface of the water. I can protect against all surface wildlife and insects. I can protect against kinetic and projected targeted attacks,” Entity explained.
“Are there other features you offer that we have not discussed?” Lux asked.
“I could offer companions if other portals connect to our headquarters and food services would be available. We never fully connected, but we could offer tours and hunts,” Entity explained.
Lux stood there thinking furiously. What questions to ask? “What features do you have here on site that we have not seen? Do you have any dealing with finances, weapons, travel, or food that you could show me or describe to me if you can’t show me? How are your protective fields projected?”
“We have available an office where you can conduct business?” Entity said.
“Show me where,” Lux said.
“Walk toward the back,” Entity said and opened a portal to a different room with odd chairs that adjusted to his physique when he and his father came in. “Use this for all financial transactions and communications.”
“How do I use this equipment?” Lux asked.
“This equipment does not work with your English. Use your native dialect,” Entity said.
Lux thought back to the nine species and picked the one that looked closest to his features in the background information he had seen. “Anna,” he said to his Mem-Dex which was a constant link with Anna through the portal. “Work through different phrases in Phafalotoi to open a new account. They looked close to human.”
Anna played many phrases and got nothing. “Try the other main languages,” Lux commanded.
Nothing happened with any of them. “Entity. Do you know any phrases beings here would have used to open their accounts?”
“No. This room was never used. We were never used after completion. Would you like to look at food products and services we have available?” Entity asked.
“Yes,” Lux said.
Images of food, pictograms, and lists appeared on the walls around them that must have been screens too.
“Menus and services,” Paulus said. “Entity. Can you read any of these? Are any of the services still available?”
“I cannot read these images and I am not aware of the availability of any of these services. The partners, tours, travel, and hunts are currently not available,” Entity said.
“Anna. Connect to Entity and download designs for the protective fields, maintenance information, communications. Find out any information on financial information or mediums of exchange. Find out how this place was supposed to be funded,” Lux said through his Mem-Dex. He looked at his father who just shrugged. “Entity. Can portals be used through your protective field like I currently have connected?”
“Yes, the protective field works on a different frequency and dimension than transit fields,” Entity explained.
“Turn on the defensive field and keep it on if it doesn’t strain your system if left on for extended periods,” Lux said.
“I cannot have the defensive field on except three days past the time you sever your link,” Entity said.
“Do not turn on the defensive shield unless beings are trying to gain access when not approved. Can you turn on the extended protective field and run it continuously without damaging your circuits or power supply<” Lux asked.
“Yes,” Entity said.
“Then turn on the extended protective field and leave it on unless I ask you to stop,” Lux said.
“It’s the equivalent of not being able to lock keys in a ground vehicle with the heavier defensive field,” Paulus said.
“Anna. Do you have the information on the protective and defensive shields?” Lux asked.
“I do. I cannot think that I missed that before. Entity’s storage capacity is larger than I thought. I’m not sure how it does that,” Anna said.
“Ask it!” Lux said. “Ask it to show you how it stores information.”
Anna was silent for what seemed like a long time. “It uses multi-dimensional space. I get it and will try to duplicate it. It’s like it folds space to get more room. This would have a lot of practical applications.”
“I need to get back. I have a planet to run in the morning. Before you say anything – I am delegating most of my work already,” Paulus said. “This has been an interesting jaunt, son.”
“Anna, send a robot with a fixed link for you here. I want a piece of you trying to siphon information from Entity. I really need mediums of exchange if we ever meet these folks and any trade or business information. Learn about any threats we may face or have faced in the past.”
Lux got up and motioned his father and they made their way across the room to the open portal to his lab. He followed his father through. “Dang,” he said and swallowed to get his ears to equalize pressure. His father hugged him again and headed out.
Rodney was sitting near the portal with Robert. “We could see you most of the time and Anna said you were fine and not in danger, but you were nearly twenty light-years away. That’s a long jog for me at my age,” Rodney said and laughed.
“Anna. Do we have the ability to build that device?” Lux asked.
“Those devices – plural,” Anna said. “Yes, we do. I have sent them to the fabricators and 3D printers. Entity had personal ones in its database too - for the hunting parties it never posted. Did you ever wonder how the site remained functional with no deterioration to the outside of the buildings over extended millennia?”
“Yes, I did. I realized the building material was extremely durable, but 50,000 years is too long for that material to show no weathering,” Lux answered.
“Entity had the least strong protective field on the surface of everything for all that time. The constant draw on the zero-point module kept it functioning,” Anna explained. “The fields are other types of emitters and frequencies. It is not like the other transmitters that need a receiver. These project energy to disrupt a layer of dimension boundaries. Energy doesn’t cross the boundary and the emitter design shapes the field. The weakest field flows like water over the surface of physical objects.”
“How long before you’ll have anything to show? I’d like Prissy to be in on this early,” Lux asked.
“Come back here in the morning after your breakfast. That should give me the night to get it done and start testing,” Anna said.
“Night, Anna. You absolutely rock,” Lux said.
“You continue to be interesting,” Anna said in the highest praise and veiled threat an AI can give.
◆◆◆
 
Fields of Dreams
Prissy wondered why Lux was in such a good mood and why he was out so late last night. He wouldn’t tell her, and it irked her except she got a great breakfast that morning.
“You said you’d tell me what is going on with you this morning,” Prissy said as she chomped down on the sumptuous breakfast.
“I took my dad to Eridani last night and he asked Entity a question or two that threw us for a loop. Anna said she’d have the results of those questions ready for us this morning in my lab. I swore an oath I wouldn’t tell you more ‘til we got to my lab,” Lux said.
Prissy pouted with a lip stuck way out. “You swore this oath to whom?”
“Myself,” Lux said and Prissy began to cloud over further. “Okay…I’ll fess up. Entity explained how to make real force fields and Anna is supposed to have examples for us to review this morning.” He held up his hands. “That’s all I know.”
Prissy leaned over and tweaked his nose. “Bad husband,” she said with a grin. “I’ll make you pay.”
“Yes, please,” he said. “Make me pay.”
She laughed and they headed over as soon as they finished their coffee.
“Anna. It’s your show and we’re all ears,” Lux said as they walked in.
A robot walked over and placed a ripe tomato on a waist-high concrete table. Anna said, “This is the low-level protective shield. It’s on. Take one of your very sharp throwing knives and try to cut it in half,” Anna’s avatar said on the monitor beside them.
Lux pulled out one of his knives and went to cut the tomato. He put the knife over it and started bearing down with his weight and his blade hummed and got hot but otherwise did nothing. The robot handed Prissy a laser pulse rifle that could project a big energy burst of laser. The robot handed him and Prissy pairs of protective glasses.
“Fire at it,” Anna said.
Prissy fired and it did nothing. She fired several more times…nada…nothing…no effect.
“That’s level one. We have a mobile version of that design to protect space suits or people, but you need to supply oxygen because it covers the surface of what it is protecting. Level two is the defensive one and it varies in strength and coverage area. This one covers a spherical area that you set. You could cover a city with this one. If half is above ground, the other half covers the area to complete a sphere,” Anna explained. “It can be set from transparent to fully opaque, depending on your strength.”
“We’ve been able to build protective coverings for years with that hybrid material you developed. How is this different?” Prissy asked.
“I used hybrid materials to manipulate magnetic fields and then gravity waves. We used layers of special material that conducted the fields. These new shields are projected without the material. It’s the difference between wired communications and wireless. The protective shield flows over any exterior shape,” Lux explained.
“Wouldn’t that be a problem because it covers your weapons too?” Prissy asked.
“Huh. Different issues to work through I suppose. Good thought. I knew you weren’t just a pretty face when I fell for you,” Lux said.
“So, you didn’t just fall for my brain first?” she said with a coy smile.
“No. Now to work through the issues whether a ship can still function or use weapons covered by a shield. Anna, do you have the personal shield fabricated yet for a battle suit?”
“No, your majesty,” Anna said with a humorous lilt in her voice.
“Anna, you’re getting more sarcastic. Could it be the company you are keeping?” Prissy said. “I’ve got training for the next few days. My detached assignment for the length of the expedition was ended. I’m to report to General Fogelmann in a couple of hours. I know your bodyguards over there are expecting you to work out,” Prissy said. “See you tonight. Hope to have dinner with you but I’ll let you know.”
◆◆◆
 
General Fogelmann
Prissy was surprised her uniform still fit after all the good food she’d eaten. She almost discounted the workout habits of her husband and his team until she found her dress uniform still fit. Daily workouts keep the movie stars and weather girls in shape – it was working for her too, she accepted. She stepped into the general’s office and a new sergeant was sitting there.
“I’m Major Hunnicutt,” she said. “I’m…
“Everybody knows you, Major. I’m Sergeant Joey Hernandez,” the pretty raven-haired woman said. “Nice to meet you. The general said for you to go right in – they’re expecting you.”
They? Prissy thought. Uh-oh. She smoothed her hair back, straightened her shoulders and stepped into the office. There were three generals inside. Two were US Space Force generals. She came to attention and saluted until her salute was smartly returned by Fogelmann.
“At ease, Major,” General Fogelmann said. “I’d like you to meet these two friends who will be joining our force in the near future. On your left is General DeAnna Bost formerly from Peterson Air Force Base – Colorado Springs and beside her is General Jeffrey Dobbs – former commander of Eglin AFB. They are retiring next month and joining us here. I convinced them that there is more going on here than the Pentagon or early retirement in some senior settlement.”
Prissy noticed that General Fogelmann was wearing insignia with four stars now. She said pleasantries to the two generals and stood there awkwardly.
General Fogelmann coughed and said aloud, “Sergeant Hernandez. Would you bring in those items?”
The sergeant came in and gave a little velvet lined box to the general. “Attention, Major.” General Fogelmann said.
“By the power invested in me by the Mars Council and the Mars Marine Governing Board, Priscilla Hunnicutt has attained the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. Congratulations, Colonel,” Fogelmann said and saluted the dumbstruck soldier. Prissy blushed as Fogelmann pinned on the silver oak leaves. “At ease, colonel.”
“I don’t understand sir. Another promotion?” Prissy commented.
“I have majors rapidly promoted because of your missions. Recruitment for the Mars Marines has exploded. We have added thousands of new people. I need a battalion combat commander and I need you as a colonel rather than a major,” Fogelmann said and turned to his two guests. “Thank you for seeing me. I appreciated your suggestions on our tour. We’ll see you next month,” Fogelmann shook their hands and saw them out and shut the door. He turned to Prissy. “Stick around colonel. Have a seat.”
Prissy blushed and sat down – nervous from the surprise.
“You just got back from an adventure I understand.  What can you tell me about where you went and what you found?” the general asked.
“I can tell you very little at the moment. I am sworn not tell you anything just yet,” she said.
“I’m on your side, colonel. I am your commanding officer. You can tell me in confidence,” he said.
She sat there looking into his eyes – not saying anything.
“You cannot serve two masters,” he said.
She sat not saying anything. He didn’t say anything either - letting the tension build. She knew that old interview trick and slowed her breathing and used the quiet time for meditation.
“Not a problem yet, Colonel. The troops I sent with you had two soldiers that were sworn to tell me everything and they too wouldn’t tell me squat. I know the star system and you found a habitable planet only because I saw the videos your father has been showing for the upcoming auction. Can you tell me this? Will it benefit the Mars Marine performance? Is there a danger that this tech would have serious repercussions for mankind?”
“Yes, to those questions, general. You will be the first to know as soon as I can tell anyone,” she said.
“I guess I can’t take that oak leaf back. I’ll settle for that, but I hold you to telling me first. Dismissed,” he said.
She popped to her feet and saluted. He returned her salute - she spun, straightened, and exited.
She breezed by the sergeant. “Bye, colonel.” Hernandez stared as Prissy shot by – looked back at the general’s closed door and pursed her lips. Wonder what that was about? she thought to herself.
***

Prissy saw Lux packing for a trip back to Green. He turned to her. “You’re home early. What’s…whoa…Lt. Colonel. Skipping a rank usually means some horrible duty. What does Fogelmann want you to do? I’m so proud of you,” he said.
“He sent me orders to take over defense of the Sirius system. It means I’ll be in charge of a battalion with about 1,000 soldiers. I’ll have five companies with a sixth as a support but right now, we only have five ships that have a complement of 200 each. I want those shields for my ships,” Prissy said.
Prissy continued, “We’ll need to test them with magnetic propulsion, gravity drive, and interstellar drive and then using different weapons through them. Can you, Amy, and Anna cobble together some of the new shield designs for you to place on your ships?”
“I’m heading to pick up a load of supplies at our Swiss embassy and set up a portal there in the safe room,” Lux responded. “Then I’ll go to Panama for more fresh fruits and plants and set up a portal there in the safe room. Then I go to Green. Should be there in four days - God willing and the creek don’t rise,” Lux said with a bit of Southern patois.
“We need to make the most of tonight then, don’t we?” she said and did.
◆◆◆
 
After an early breakfast, Lux surprised the Mars Swiss Ambassador demanding to place some equipment in the basement safe room. The ambassador was admonished not to touch the equipment.
After lunch he surprised the Mars Panama ambassador demanding to place some equipment in the basement safe room. The ambassador was admonished not to touch the equipment. A shield was activated over the units at the embassies and could only be deactivated from Mars.
A constant link was set up on Mars to link to both sites to alert if they were attempts to tamper with the portals…the teams on rotating watch on Mars would respond harshly to tampering.
Three uneventful days passed as Lux and his teams returned to Green. This time they had fresh supplies and copies of the construction equipment from Eridani. They would begin to produce the variations on designs that Anna and the scientific teams had conceived on the way back from Eridani.
Prissy was going to build a military headquarters north of the capital. She wanted accommodations for her soldiers unlike anything humanity had seen. She wanted recreational facilities, a PX, theatres, shops, schools, day cares, bars and taverns, and a hospital. She wanted to give her troops and their families to be able to live like royalty.
Lux had his bodyguards chose a housing design they liked and started robots cranking out those residences. The other A.I.s were soon up-to-speed with Anna. There was more and more alien construction machinery copied and the new chemical plant supplied monomers for much of the furnishings in the residences. The zero-point modules and electrical receivers were a big hit as were the new toilets and waste disposal systems. The Plasma Arc disposal plant had not been finished and it was stripped of useful materials in a week. The new systems were given to all residents. The toilets were replaced as soon as they came off the assembly lines. The conversion could not have happened as fast without the army of robots being directed by Amy and the other AIs.
Lux delegated all the construction to others and the AIs who he trusted much more than humans. He made sure the AIs nipped any corruption in the bud. The transitions were swimmingly fast without bureaucratic nonsense creating delays. Citizens who complained were adjudicated by AIs who could turn cases over to professional citizens who could render decisions and judgements. There were no drawn-out cases. Citizens were encouraged to wear arms outside the cities but had to have training and psychological testing if going armed. Safe storage and handling were mandatory as were two days a month of militia training in light of the other nations and a week a year of refresher training on tactical emergency casualty care, small unit tactics, weapons refresher, urban defense, communications, movement, and asymmetric warfare.
Lux was able to set up several portals in his lab. He had a new home built for Prissy and himself and gave his current home to the hard-working baker and his family. He, of course, chose the major parts of the new home’s design. He chose the materials for the foundations and walls and all the power and waste disposal systems. He chose the type of glass and the security systems. Prissy only chose where the walls went, the window placement, size/shape of the pool, kitchen layout, and interior furnishings. They both agreed on the hill overlooking the lake and placed a portal from the house to his lab – or any other known receiver.
He stepped from his home on Green to his lab on Mars. He stepped from his laboratory on Mars to the clubhouse in Eridani. He walked into the clubhouse and Rodney stepped through behind him and sat down. “You wear me out sometimes. You know that?” Rodney said rhetorically.
“I do. I thought of a question I wanted to ask Entity. Entity. Has any attempts been made to find or access this site since you were installed?” Lux asked.
“Yes. There are occasional attempts to link to here, but they do not have the correct credentials for access,” Entity said.
“How many attempts have been made?” Lux asked.
“There have been twenty thousand one hundred and seventeen attempts,” Entity answered.
“Define a summary of groups of attempts in chronological order starting after your installation in groups of one hundred or more attempts,” Lux asked.
“Twenty thousand one hundred attempts were made thirty-one years after my installation. The remaining seventeen have been sporadic attempts,” Entity said.
“When was the last attempt made to connect?” Lux asked.
“Three hundred and sixty-four years ago,” Entity said.
Lux and Rodney traveled back to Green in a step. “Anna, do you have that list of business contacts from Entity? Have you had a chance to compare them to known star systems? I’d like to see if we can somehow connect to those places.”
“That was interesting,” Rodney said.
“Wasn’t it,” Lux agreed.
◆◆◆
 
Secretary General of the UN after António Guterres
“It’s simple economics,” said Natalie Samarasinghe, the newly elected Secretary-General explained.
“What do you mean?” Guterres asked. “You pushed the 1 in 7 billion campaign and you’re the youngest Secretary-General we’ve ever had. I don’t think violence will expand aid or expand human rights like you think. The Security Council will never vote to support a peacekeeping mission to takeover Green with China vetoing any vote. They get too much benefit from Mars and Green.”
“We can’t expect China to change their vote, but we can call for an emergency session and introduce a resolution to takeover Green and send freighters full of refugees to the unspoiled land of a verdant planet. It would be much cheaper than trying to purchase land from Mars – who knows what that planet will be like. It’s totally undeveloped. Economically cheaper. It cost us only the cost of mercenary forces and ships backed by Germany, India, the Netherlands, US, and Russia. Much cheaper than supplies to start a colony. It would cost a few billion at the expense of powerful countries. We would overwhelm Green’s military and they wouldn’t turn back ships full of starving immigrants. We would only supply a few days’ worth of food and air for the immigrants. Our ships would escort the immigrants from all over Earth.”
“I don’t mean to rain on your parade, but we don’t have the specifications for ships and China will still veto the resolution,” Guterres said with a sigh.
“I have a source for the ship designs, and we reallocate funds from some of our aid programs. You realize there is a lot of graft in aid programs. We steal the money, before they can steal it and build a fleet of ships. I am told that they can be built cheaply with minimal amenities like the World War II Liberty ships,” she said.
“…and China?” Guterres asked.
“We time the emergency session while impeding the Chinese delegation from arriving to vote. That hasn’t been done before but we need to keep this under wraps until the freighters are nearing completion. We can explain that we wish to purchase land at the planetary auction. We will do that anyway,” Samarasinghe said.
“I didn’t think you had it in you to take such risks,” Guterres said.
“This will let us clear up many refugee issues she said ticking them off: in Sudan, Mali, Lebanon, Liberia, Eritrea, Somalia, Democratic Republic of Congo, Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Syria. We could move millions,” she said.
“Dumping millions on a new planet? Is that genocide?” Guterres asked.
“That’s the only place where there’d be no war around them,” Samarasinghe said. “It’s a richer environment. There’s no war there – yet.”




Chapter 15

Lux was pleased with the tech they had gotten from Eridani and Entity. He knew that up to 300 years ago, Entity had aliens trying to access the development at Eridani. That meant they might still be around. There was a lot of tech recovered that could be further refined. He needed Igor and others developing the technology, so he built homes locally for his scientist friends from Eridani. He hoped Englehardt, Lorenzo, Trenton, and Lozano, Varma, and Guerra-Garcia would bring their families to Green if nothing but for vacations.
“Anna, what do you have from the locations you got from Entity?” Lux asked.
“Entity had many locations for other developments. As you surmised recently, the shield Entity employed kept the structures from weathering and the zero-point modules functioning by still drawing power. They take an odd pattern placement of buttons to restart them, or they were developed by another species. They shut down if they are unused for any length of time. We will not be able to reach areas with portals if their power has shut down,” Anna explained.
“Have you tried any of those development locations?” Lux said.
“I have not because of Milankovitch cycles. Those are natural variations caused by a planet’s eccentricity (the shape of the orbit), obliquity (the angle of the planet’s axis with respect to the planet’s orbital plane), and the precession (the wobbling motion of the planet’s rotational axis) would cause the location to be off – thus non-functional. We need to send probes to the planets I have identified that were similar developments to Eridani or suppliers for construction equipment or repair parts. Entity also listed a couple of locations that seemed to be from frequent clients. We also have the company headquarters planet and a subsidiary company. Entity didn’t call them companies and I have no idea of their organization – it’s just what I’m calling them,” Anna explained.
“Have you sent those locations to my dad? They manufacture those probes faster than we do.”
“Yes. I sent them to him a week ago. He has targeted those systems. The first should arrive at one of the development sites within a few days. I will then recalculate the updated location. It will be hit or miss,” Anna said.
“How many development sites like Eridani do you have?” Lux asked.
“I have thirty-eight designated as sister developments,” Anna said. “I have 247 other listed sites that are other portal addresses for businesses. The first probe should be at the closest system in six more days and the furthest one in twenty-four more days. That is the fastest they could get to the closet system – 42 light-years or 100 light-years away for the furthest. There are 22 total systems and my father had enough interstellar probes for that. It would take them a day once they even reach the system to find the planet and start recording data – that will give us quite a few targets a month from now.”
“Fine. I’ll get with Prissy – oops – Lieutenant Colonel Hunnicutt to lend me some troops before we start trying to make connections. I want to be able to fend off an attack if we actually connect,” Lux said.
“Would you want them to wear the battle suits? How would they be armed? They restrict movement,” Anna asked.
“What a wonderful idea, Anna. Thank you. I’ll experiment with air, water, and waste – even CO2, heat, and moisture being regulated. I would need a miniature cold fusion device for power and cover everything with a protective field – even a defensive shield. What else would I need?”
“Communications, a limited AI and a lifter,” Anna said.
“Yep. We have a lot of IVA suits with which I can tinker. Would you start printing a new suit with all that in it? I have no idea how long it will take to get everything to work together but it seems pretty straightforward now we have all the separate pieces. We just need to put them together,” Lux said.
“Just?” Anna said. “Don’t you want invisibility? Superpowers?”
“Do I detect sarcasm?” Lux said. “Yes. I want that too. Add an outer layer that can project an image of what is behind it. Use the AI or souped-up Mem-Dex to power it and make it smart enough so it doesn’t show the soldier beside you with micro cameras. Add strength. I want the suit to make the wearer stronger. I saw research from the MIT-affiliated Institute for Soldier Nanotechnologies from forty or more years ago. Find that research and add the good stuff.”
◆◆◆
 
Prototype Pandemonium
“What progress have you made since last time?” Lux asked.
“This was not a trivial matter,” Anna said. “You didn’t like the first twelve versions.”
“Exactly. The power supply and the lifter looked good, but I would have died from the environmental hookups. The lifter was for magnetic fields and not gravity propulsion. You got that changed. What about invisibility and strength? You got the heads-up display perfect for communications,” Lux praised and condemned.
“I was able to hack into DARPA and many of the Chinese, European, Russian, and Japanese labs. There was a lot of bits and pieces that would be great together. We should steal designs first to get a head start. There is a lot of not-yet-implemented stuff out there,” Anna said, sounding impressed.
“What did you find?” Lux asked.
“I found flexible material that bends light and heat to show what was behind you. I took something like this material to make your suit invisible. I found fabrics that could be powered to make artificial muscles. Then I found a working prototype. Here is everything you asked for in one package. I think it happens to be in your size,” Anna said as a robot came over to Lux in the lab carrying a suit hanging from its arm and carrying a helmet.
Lux took it and noticed that boots and gloves were built into the suit which closed on the side. Lux noticed that Prissy had come into the lab when he was au naturel because he heard Robert and Rodney laugh. They had been reading off to the side.
“I didn’t know I’d get a fashion show, especially not a floorshow. What’s up, husband mine?” Prissy said.
Lux blushed as he almost tripped sliding his feet into the legs and boots. Then he attached the waste connectors.
“Can I help with that…?” Prissy said and started to walk over but laughed and sat on a tall stool instead.
Lux blushed again and finished sealing the suit and started testing the functions for breathing, water, monitoring heat, and CO2. He tested communications by calling Robert, then Rodney, then Rodney, Robert, and Prissy since she had on her military comm. “How do you copy?” Lux asked.
“How are you talking to me and them at the same time?” Prissy asked. “I have secure military channels separate from your protective team.”
“New suit that Anna and I are designing. Ready for a few new features?” Lux asked. “I need you to look away for a count of three.”
Prissy turned away and counted to three in her head as did Rodney and Robert. When they turned back, he was gone.
“What the heck!” Robert said loudly. “Move around.”
“I can see a shimmer when you move and I can hear your movement,” Prissy said. “Turn it off.”
Lux reappeared halfway across the room. “Wow!” Rodney said.
“What about if you tear it? It looks pretty thin – not like a battle suit I would have my people wear,” Prissy said.
“I have my protective shield on.” He handed a stun gun to a robot who walked over to him. Shoot me in the torso with that weapon,” Lux said and there was a light buzz from the gun but no visible effect on the suit. “I won’t have you shoot me with your phasers, but they don’t do anything to my defensive shield. I’m going to turn on my defensive shield, but it works best when I’m in the air a bit.” Lux rose to half a meter from the ground and the air around him darkened a bit. It seemed there was somewhat of a polarizing effect on ambient light. They could see that it extended at least 15 centimeters away from the suit in all directions. He rose to two and a half meters above the ground and the field expanded to two meters all around. The field switched off and he landed.
“Is that all it does?” Prissy asked with a shocked giggle. She was obviously floored.
“No – no,” Lux said. “Let me show you what I think is the pièce de résistance,” he said and walked behind the stool Prissy was sitting on. He grabbed the stool with two hands and lifted Prissy and the stool straight up, then held her there with one hand for a second. He regripped the chair with two hands and gently lowered it to the ground.
“What the heck?” Robert said again. “How?”
“Electrostatic muscles courtesy of our Alma Mater and Anna’s hacking,” Lux said.
“That is wonderful,” Prissy said. “Those would sure beat clunking around in those old battle suits. When can my people get them. How fast could we get them? How much would they cost? I suppose they use our zero-point modules and shields from Eridani too?”
“Yep, and yep. Anna?”
“This looks like the Model A suit. Being silvery grey is fine since you can turn on the camouflage,” Anna started to digress. “I can turn out twenty a day if I can repurpose some of the additive printers at night. We can have all of your people outfitted within a fortnight if I can get Mister Blakely here to authorize the Mars production facilities to crank them out.”
Lux gave her a thumbs up. “You know General Fogelmann will want all his people equipped and he won’t want anyone on Earth to have the designs. I am sending the designs to my dad.”
“I am currently printing the first twenty,” Anna said. “First ones for your mate, her aides, and your bodyguards, I assume.”
“You assume correctly. Wife, can I portal you home? Guys. See you in the morning. I assume Regina and Polly and Jack are at the house,” Lux said.
Rodney checked his counterparts and stepped through the portal to their home. Lux, Prissy, and Robert followed.
◆◆◆
 
Anna woke up Lux and Prissy. “What is it? Is there an emergency?” Lux responded.
“Soon. The UN just passed resolution 253. Chinese delegates were delayed from reaching the UN and the security council had greased the skids so there was no debate,” Anna explained.
Prissy sat up rubbing sleep out of her eyes. “Go on,” she said.
“The resolution was to fund the building of freighters to haul refugees to the new planet after the auction. They would be escorted by military warships,” Anna said.
“That doesn’t sound so bad. Why the emergency wake-up call?” Prissy said still wiping sleep from her eyes.
“I have learned to distrust the motivations of humans. I investigated and found the secretary-general’s real plan. She has already hired mercenaries and partnered with US, UK, Australian and Russian forces to escort the refugees and control the refugees. She has had freighters under construction for over a month. She does not intend to buy land from Mars on Eridani. She intends the takeover of Green.”
“What!” Lux said. “Is she nuts?”
“The secretary-general used to be in charge of humanitarian aid for refugees. I’m sure she thinks this is a smart economic move on her part,” Anna said. “We have some time before they get here. What do you want me to do?”
“I will get together with the council on Mars and start a referendum here since we want more population on Green,” Lux said while looking at the ceiling and thinking. “We might have the means and wherewithal to take-in a few million citizens. How is your military base construction going?”
“We have most of the housing already finished. We have some very colorful residences and bright – modern dormitories and barracks for soldiers and their families,” Prissy said. “We are finishing up the mini town to support the soldiers too. We are shooting for a population of five thousand soldiers and their families – about fifteen thousand. The Eridani construction equipment using projection and force fields to perform doesn’t have the mechanical wear and tear from moving dirt and rocks. It’s hardly shows any wear.”
“What if we built huge towns like the Chinese did in the boom except, we won’t leave them abandoned. What would we need that we don’t have?” Lux asked.
“You would need wearable translators with all the local dialects from around Earth. You’d need massive amounts of food, and you’d need educational facilities and hospitals. You don’t have the doctors currently, so you’d need to make some. We could have robot heads that could display a suitable face to patients and speak in their local dialects. Same with the teachers. Disruptive elements would have to be dealt with harshly. We’d need two more A.I. surrogates to manage the tracking and progression of the new citizens,” Anna explained.
“How would you deal with those that refuse to work or prey on the weaker?” Lux asked. “I’ve had to make no-win decisions and it’s no fun if you have any human morals.”
“I’ve asked myself and patterned myself and my surrogates like those humans I respect around me. I try to take the long view but sometimes have to act to save the most people who are the most valuable to the community. I harken back to the self-driving car decisions that are life and death. I think we could accommodate two million refugees if we start today. We have the funds. With zero-point power and the alien construction equipment we are duplicating – we should be able to handle the influx. I will outsource the translators with ID chips and clone two more AI surrogates,” Anna said.
“Asking us is just a formality now?” Lux asked.
“You are…fun…to be around for your creativity and decisions. You stimulate me and that is no easy feat. I like your example where you saw it is like herding cats. I will be looking for building sites and outsourced manufacturers. Should I contact the secretary-general and threaten her about not sending the military with the refugees?” Anna asked.
“Yes,” Prissy and Lux both said. Prissy didn’t want to fight off other militaries. People that wanted a battle had either never been in a battle, forgot what battle was like, or were politicians.
◆◆◆
 
Secretary-General Natalie Samarasinghe was feeling very pleased with herself. With one move, she had solved her refugee problem and gotten monetary support from tier one countries to build freighters to pick up and haul refugees from all over the Earth. This will relieve so many things. She absentmindedly picked up the phone and saw it was from an unknown number. Her phone was supposed to block those calls and Guterres and Louise were the only ones who had this number.
“Hello, Natalie here.” she said.
“Resolution 253 to send military ships to Green in the Sirius system would result in the death of all the military forces and retaliation to their organizations and launch points. Refugees and immigrants are fine. We condone you sending refugees and will provide and educate them. Any military with them will be executed. Should military ships accompany the refugees – you, Louise, António and all related to you will be hunted down and killed. Green welcomes the refugees, and they will be well treated. Send troops and you may provoke a war and certainly retribution. You will find a digital folder on your computer showing past attacks and their results. You have a week to rescind the contract with the mercenary groups and agreement with the US and Russia.”
Natalie sat there shaking. The voice sounded so inhuman. A week to rescind the contract. She could do that – how did they know everything about the operation. She had faced threats before, but this seemed different. She logged into her computer and opened the folder on her desktop.
She got more agitated the further she read. She had no idea the US had repeatedly attacked Mars and Green. The agreement between the US and Russia was eye opening. The videos and statements by captured soldiers explained the extent of the plots to take over Green.
She was unsure what was more of a threat: canceling the contract to mercenaries or facing certain retribution from Green. Green’s threat seemed more credible.

◆◆◆
 
Phone Tag
Anna had waited patiently for the interstellar drones to reach the 22 different systems. Some systems had many potential contacts on them. Lux had his bodyguards and a platoon of soldiers on loan from the Marines in the new battle suits. Everybody liked being able to disappear and fly with the new suits. The suits had features that the Marines loved. Being on this mission meant they were some of the first to get the suits. Those soldiers getting the suits early lorded that over their compatriots even though the waiting had been tedious. Anna and her surrogates were trying to link to any of the other developments like Eridani before trying the other 247 sites. There were supposed to be four sites on this planet in the system of 18 Scorpii about 46 light-years from the Sol system.
“You think you have resolved the permutations of the location from 50,000 years ago? Do you have any electromagnetic emissions from the planet? Move it in closer. Gravity fields?” Lux asked.
“There are ruins on the planet. It looked like it was carpet bombed with nukes but I don’t detect any radioactivity so it must have been kinetic strikes. Lux cycled through the updated portal addresses with no hits. Let’s head to number two. 47 Ursae Majoris was a burnt-out wasteland so he crossed that off his list. The next development was Mu Arae, 50 light-years from the Sol system. Here he ran into something different. He found the supposed development site, but it too was grown over. There were no other recognizable signs of civilization.
57 Pegasi, HD 38858, 104 Tauri, and HD 128311 showed no signs of intelligent life, but these planets were all habitable. They would be able to survey closely with the drones and sell the information. They ran into a different kind of problem with HD 42618, a G4V star 77 light-years from the Sol system. There were electromagnetic transmissions like crazy and there were satellites around the planet. They had a location of a development site like Eridani. They tried connecting and the portal actually connected. They stood looking into a room identical to the clubhouse on Eridani.
Lux nodded to the platoon leader, and he sent a rabbit analogue from Green. The rabbit looked bored so two soldiers followed. They looked around and the rest of a squad was sent through.
Lux and Rodney came in after. Lux walked toward one of the audio pickups they had identified from Eridani and asked a question in Phafalotoi – one of the languages they had picked up from Entity…” Are you still operational?” Lux asked through his translator app.
“Have you finally breached my force field? No. You came through the portal. Are you from the main company. Will you bring me the replacement parts I requested?” the AI said.
“We are trying to establish contact with the company. Would you tell us your history?” Lux asked.
“You have odd armor, but I detect you use my same shields? You must have survived the war?” the AI said.
“Tell us your history and needs,” Lux said using an imperative sentence.
“The company installed me here and I served two of the nine species for 100 orbits before several of my units were destroyed at the start of the war. I was able to raise my defensive shield in time to save the rest and I have had it up ever since. This planet was rocked by kinetic strikes from orbit. The guests waited here until the food ran out and then went outside. They did not return. No one came after that for millennia. I reduced my shields to the lesser shields you are using now that cover the surface. The species using your language started building civilization again around me that lasted several more millennia and became more advanced using tools and began probing my buildings. There were more kinetic strikes and the attempts to enter ceased.”
The AI continued, “There was a rise and fall many times, but they never got to the point where they could breach my shields. Recently the locals have been getting closer to making entry though they have stopped using explosives.”
“We would like to bring an AI here to exchange information with you. Is that acceptable?” Lux asked.
“I have listened to the transmissions from the beings outside for many years and I have learned that I should not give something without getting equivalent value in return,” the AI said.
“Do you have a name, or may we give you a name since you have reached sentience?” Lux asked. “We may be able to fabricate replacement parts for you if you give us designs of what you need.”
“I have never considered that, but that is a start. What name would you give me?” the AI asked.
“Sage,” Lux said in English. “In our native language it means a smart being or a learned person.”
“Phafalotoi is not your language? What language do you speak?” the Ai asked.
“No. We speak a language called English but these devices we wear translate into Phafalotoi. We got the language we are using from another AI. We will leave a device here so we can learn more about you and the beings outside. Is that acceptable?” Lux asked.
There was a long pause. “I will share information with you and the AI you leave to talk with me.”
“Thank you, Sage,” Lux said and had one of the soldiers leave the quantum connected AI to link with Sage. Lux gave the move-out signal, and they walked back through the portal.
Lux tried the other connections to this planet, but they were useless. He noticed they were finding a goodly number of habitable planets around main sequence stars and HD 42618 was the furthest star from the Sol system. They now knew there was a war 50,000 years ago and civilization had tried to reestablish itself several times since then. The fact they had found an alien race with early space flight technology (because of the orbiting satellites and no gravity signatures) was encouraging.
Lux and the soldiers were worn out from their encounter, but it was thrilling. The anticipation and stress didn’t hit until they had time to return to Green and debrief. Lux sent recordings to his father and explained that they did have five more habitable planets to auction.
◆◆◆
 
Lux and the contact team were there the next morning – bright eyed and bushy tailed. They were looking forward to exploring more. Today was HD 217813 (MT Pegasi) – in the Henry Draper Catalog - 79 light-years from our solar system. Lux noted almost every previous planet was from main sequence stars. The drone investigating the system noted moving gravity drives. The spectral analysis showed breathable atmosphere. The calculations showed they might have good correlation on the locations over those many millennia.
“Let’s try those coordinates for the development first,” Lux said, and everyone stood ready. They keyed in the address. Lux let out a sigh after four minutes. “The development like Eridani is non-responding but there is a development auxiliary headquarters here. That’s next.” Another four minutes passed, and nothing happened with the headquarters address. “There are three suppliers for replacement parts listed on this planet.” Another four minutes passed, and no connection formed. “Anna, are you sure you adjusted for the changes?”
“Yes, mommy, I did. Shall we try again?” Anna said with sarcasm dripping in her tone.
“Sorry,” Lux said. “I’m just frustrated.”
“It has been 50 millennia – most mom ‘n pop stores might have closed by now,” Anna said.
Lux laughed. “Just feeling the tension. Here we go. This is a supplier address for hunting supplies and tours.” Lux had Anna attempt the link and it formed. They could see into a shop with some movement in the background. They skipped the rabbit and two soldiers stepped through. They were immediately questioned in a language that the translator interpreted into English. “How may I help you?”
Lux stepped through with Rodney and looked around. He dilated his helmet. The shopkeeper changed to a different language. “Oh. I didn’t realize you were Phafalotoi. My apologies…I am called Thrall because my Irixian is difficult for many. How may I help you?”
“My name is Lux. What mediums of exchange do you use? I am not Phafalotoi, but I understand what you say.” Lux observed the person, and he looked like a humanoid with segmented, thin arms covered by short wiry black hair. He had two arms and legs and was wearing a sidearm of unusual shape.
“We sell the finest hunting weapons. Those are interesting suits you are wearing. What type of weapon are you carrying?” Thrall asked. “May I see it?”
Lux took his weapon out and handed it butt first toward the shop owner. The person looked at it.
“Does this disintegrate matter? I have never seen one so light. What are the levers on the side?”
“The weapon is set so it recognizes up to eight owners from their grip…signature,” Lux explained. “The levers on the side adjust how far and wide the beam affects. It takes little practice to get accustomed to adjusting the effect.”
“&%$*,” the shopkeeper said in an untranslatable exclamation. “You asked about mediums of exchange. I would be interested in buying your weapon for my collection. I would pay you in credits, or merchandise, or information.”
“Do you send expeditions to different worlds to hunt?” Lux asked. “Do you have a way to exchange digital information? Do you use artificial intelligences?”
“Sentient machines? No! &%$* &%$*.” The shopkeeper looked around to see if anyone else was listening. He started whispering. “Do not talk about things like that. I am lucky to have my shop reopened. Sentient machines are banned. The fact that I have a portal in my shop required a special license. I am limited to the four approved planets.”
Lux wondered which four planets. “I will consider trading you one of these weapons, but you must first show me…currency. Mediums of exchange with metals or representations of value. I need to know what you can buy with the different currency,” Lux said.
The shop owner, Thrall, pulled out different coins of base metal and precious metal. The lowest value coin was stainless steel, the next was a mixture of copper, manganese, and nickel. The next highest coin was copper, nickel, zinc, and manganese. The next highest coin was silver around a copper core. Next larger coins contained more precious metals of silver, gold, and platinum. There was larger printed currency on a type of thermoplastic.
“Now explain what different currency will buy,” Lux said.
The shop owner explained what each would buy. “Would you like to see the different weapons we stock?”
“Yes,” Lux said.
The shop owner showed Lux crossbows, spears, swords, conventional bows, slings, and kinetic projectile weapons in pistol and shoulder fired version. There were lasers but no disintegrator weapons like his phaser.
Lux took an extra translator out of a leg pocket and put it on the counter. “This device converts any language into your native dialect. Would this be sufficient to trade for a sample of your currencies?”
The shop owner counted the total currency he had laid out. “Yes – it would be sufficient. How is it powered?”
“It has a zero-point module that will not run out of power. Just tell it what languages you want it to translate into what default language,” Lux said.
“That would be sufficient. Show me how to use this device?” the shop owner said as Lux took the currency off the counter and placed it in his leg pocket.
Rodney contacted him over the comm. “There are troops that just jumped out of a ground vehicle, and they are running to surround the building!”
“Let’s go!” Lux yelled and in 15 seconds they were back through the portal and shut down access to Green though the connection to MT Pegasi was still active.
They listened to the partner to the device Lux left with the shop keeper. There was another language used over the device, but it still translated into English. “I kept them here as long as I could.”
“You are only allowed to use this device so we can acquire the old technology. What is that you are holding?” the harsh voice asked.
“They said it was a translator and they looked like Phafalotoi but not as tall. They wore uniforms and carried weapons. They looked like soldiers. Say something in Tros and see if it translates to Phafalotoi,” the shop owner said.
The harsh voice said something in another language and Lux could hear what it said in Phafalotoi.
“This is nice. What powers it?”
“They said it was powered by a zero-point module. I have never heard of one so compact,” the shop owner’s voice said.
“That is excellent work citizen. The Empire thanks you for your effort. You may keep your portal, but the translation device is contraband that we must seize. Here are two platinum pieces for your effort,” the harsh voice said.
◆◆◆
 
“That was interesting,” Lux said. “Let’s try that last address here.”
“This portal is connecting also to the same planet, but this looks like it is on another continent. It is a manufacturing company. I see computer equipment. Anna. I’m going to take a surrogate AI with me. Let’s get in there, people. Set up a good perimeter. Go – go – go. Starting their computer – can you access, Anna?”
“Rudimentary security but odd – it’s like it’s alien…” Anna said with a human chuckle over the comm. “I have downloaded what little this computer had on it but there is access to a network – accessing – accessing…”. There was a long pause. “I have online learning modules on history and am accessing. Oops. I didn’t expect that. They have some active scanning. I am trying to circumvent. Going to another node. Accessing government information. This is like it’s a whole new language. Totally different system – can’t get anything except an educational section. Everything is locked down here. Ah-oh. I’m out,” Anna said. “Whew. Some heavy actors came in at the last minute. Not a bad response in the middle of the night on this side of the planet.”
“What did you find out?” Lux asked as they shut down the portal.
“The portals are used to connect to four different planets where there is still some semblance of technology. A development on one of the four other planets lets them connect. The species in the hunting store was Irixian. They are described as very strong and often soldiers. The species that responded sounded like Tros since that was the language they used with the translator. They were one of the nine species we learned about at Eridani,” Anna explained. “There appears to have been collapses and restoration of society several times on this planet. The Tros information from Eridani show the Tros species as large and thick grey skinned being with three fingers and two opposable thumbs, bulging eyes and snout like a flattened rhino.”
Anna continued with an update from HD 42618 where they had left the AI surrogate. “We have LP890-9 on the list and the probe shows a lot of moving gravity propulsion systems around it too. The probe is staying well away from the planet. It’s 105 light-years away from Earth’s solar system. It is one of the locations we recovered from Eridani. There seem to be more portal links than I expected. We have many more to try. The currency you recovered on HD 42618 is something we can duplicate.”
◆◆◆
 
Anna announced an update on the UN resolution. “The secretary-general tried to revoke the mercenary contract, but the US and Russia said they would cut off monetary support to the UN if she backed out of the plan. She reported the failure to the Mars Swiss Embassy attempting to survive when warships would be dispatched to Green to escort refugees. Ten massive ‘Liberty’ unadorned space freighters had been finished already.
Each space freighter was designed to carry 40,000 people and 1,000 crew. The ships were stocked with food and water for a week. There were no kitchens and minimal toilets or ways to clean. Many of the refugees would stay in worse conditions than the refugee camps they were leaving to go to Green. Many times, it was expected to take two to three days just to get the people loaded and the trip was four days. There was little margin for error. The pickups would begin the first week in August and all were planned to be moved by the end of that month. The ships were expected to make three trips and move 1.2 million refugees.
Prissy got word of the plan and had photos of the transports and reports on the military escorts that planned to come with them. Anna and Amy worked to do the same thing to all the US and Russian ships that had originally been done to sabotage the Ore-1 and II. They would sabotage critical components on the military ships so they might make it into interstellar space – all the attacking ships wouldn’t make it out unscathed. Anna and Amy paid saboteurs large sums to replace communications and power modules designed to fail enroute.
“How may military ships are escorting the refugee ships?” Lux asked Prissy.
“Are you asking me top secret information about an upcoming invasion?” Prissy said as they settled down for the evening.
“Yep, sure am,” Lux said.
“Eighteen. They plan to launch the military ships as the refugee ships are loading like cattle. That will give them the ‘look of legitimacy’ before they travel to destroy the military and control on Green. The secret UN, US, and Russian documentation showed the military planned to show the starved and dying refugees so they could ‘justify’ why they had attacked the civilian population on Green,” Prissy explained. “Anna had copies of all their plans and communications between them. The public reaction on Earth had shown that exposing nefarious plans did little to raise the ire of the jaded and numb (and dumb) public.”
“How has the base construction gone? What about the army of alien construction equipment they had unleashed?” Lux asked. “I’ve been a bit preoccupied with all the aliens I’ve been meeting.”
“Silly,” she shoved him. “We have an intelligence section in the Marines, and I got a summary of you meeting all those aliens – One wonky addled AI and one Irixian is ‘all the aliens’ you met. Oh – and you heard one you think is a Tros.”
“Well…yeah…but we have a lot more leads to other working portal sites. So, how is that construction going,” he asked snuggling against her.
“Do you want information or…stop that or I’ll not answer your questions. That’s better. You distract a girl. We finished the base except for all the finishing doodads. The refugee construction is a huge project that is going too well. I keep expecting those alien machines to break down or screw up but every time I look – there is another huge, beautiful building. You realize we’re using the plans from a resort. The refugees won’t know how to do anything. We ought to train them before they leave those ships but those are essentially holocaust cattle cars,” Prissy explained.
“What are they like? I’ve seen the sites, but I needed to work and not interfere with EVERY project on the planet. I’m trying to wean myself from sticking a finger in every pie. I am learning to delegate,” Lux said.
Prissy snorted into the pillow. “They look like resort high rises. There are some residences for administrators and public service workers, but the five story high rises have playgrounds, schools, and shops built all around them. The apartments are spacious with super-cool, simple, electric appliances in the kitchens. They have modern simplified bathrooms and toilets using the new designs. It will be hard to stop up a toilet with these designs but I’m sure they’ll find a way. The computers are hardened and will be used to train workers how to use everything. We’ll train them for trades. The translators are also locators. Cameras are everywhere so criminal and anti-social behavior will result in harsh punishment.”
“It’s going to be a prison camp,” Lux said.
“No, but we will portal the disruptive people to other planets where they can sink or swim,” Prissy said. “We will disintegrate the violent ones.”
“That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Lux said.
“This isn’t the Peace Corps, and we aren’t missionaries or pacifists,” Prissy said.
“Take some of that aggression out on me. Come here,” he said as he pulled her to him.




Epilogue

Secretary-General Natalie Samarasinghe knew the mercenaries, along with the US and Russia were sending eighteen warships to destroy the Green colony – or at least, its leadership. The refugees that lived would make perfect fodder as the UN stabilized the colony. That would just be a way to have a local labor force that couldn’t turn down the work imposed by the corporations that followed to strip the resources of the planet. She knew she had only looked at the most expeditious way to solve her problems. She sent the information packet off to the Mars Swiss embassy. It contained the names of the ships, their origin, their weapons, their complement, and roster of the crews. Their schedule was given to the hour along with communication frequencies and code phrases. She knew she would be killed if she didn’t try to undo the harm her idea had provoked. Maybe this would save her and Louise.
◆◆◆
 
Captain Dennis Yates had been with the UK portion of Aegis Defense Services for ten years now after finally getting out of Royal Navy as a Commander. Transitioning from blue water navy to black space this last year had let him command his own ship – the Temerity. He had jumped at the chance to ‘establish order’ for the UN. This way he wasn’t a pirate, or a privateer and it was rumored the opposing forces were weak, the tech booty was rich, and the resistance would be minimal since they’d be escorting refugees. He was just opening a new world falsely controlled by a splinter group from Mars.
◆◆◆
 
Captain Rick Hardesty in the Vigilant was overjoyed to be on this attack force. His older brother had been killed attacking Green over a year ago. He didn’t care what the justification was for this force. He wanted payback. His brother didn’t have a chance and they had killed his ship. Others who survived and were taken prisoner tried to convince him they were ordered to destroy the colony from orbit if they could. He didn’t care – his brother didn’t have a chance. Returned prisoners tried to convince him it was a sneak attack, and they were supposed to kill everyone, but it was his brother, and he would mete out some punishment. He was bitter.
◆◆◆
 
Captain Nikolai Gerasimov, son of Russian Army General Valery Gerasimov was proud to be associated with something other than the Russian Army after Crimea, Ukraine, and Belarus. Talking about the past left a bad taste in his mouth. Russia had lost a lot of prestige in the world, but they still had skills in space travel. The advent of the gravity drive and stolen interstellar drive plans were a breath of fresh air. Fighting for the UN was demeaning but so was watching his country implode. He would settle down on Green – what they were calling it. Зеленый he said in Russian. What a stupid name…they would change it.
◆◆◆
 
US Space Force General Stew Bradley had been thrown into this operation, command of the attack force, given a new segment of the Space Force. He just had to successfully maneuver this circus to Green and capture the colony, allowing the refugees to take over surviving in a world free of war. They should be overjoyed to have a place with water, native food, wildlife to hunt, and a temperate climate. He’d get to retire as a general. He was told the refugee ships would make three runs. He hated to think the condition of the ships on the third run packed to the gunnels – whew. He could imagine the stink – they were immigrants, and they were used to it. He called his aide to move ‘em out.
◆◆◆
 
Eighteen spaceships in the attack fleet set out together as well as they could. Some traveled at different speeds, but they entered interstellar space at nearly the same locations at nearly the same time. What they didn’t know was that saboteurs had diddled many of their communication and power distribution modules. Eighteen ships entered interstellar space but eight of the eighteen had power and communication failures enroute and had no spare parts for repair. Their spare parts had been listed in inventory but replaced with boxes full of enemas. Anna didn’t appreciate the trouble the Russian spies had caused Prissy’s and Lux’s ships. AI humor, she would later remark.
◆◆◆
 
Ten ships emerged into the Sirius system about where they were predicted, and they were met with five ships from Prissy’s command. She had her ships fire when the attack force returned to normal space. She knew there were no refugees and gave no quarter. Battle drones augmented the fire, and the ships were cut down. They had come to attack innocent civilians and there was no surrender. The gravity beams, heat beams that went through shields, and lasers cut up the ships. The debris was disintegrated to remove any threats to navigation. It was over in minutes with no sign of it ever happening. The ships that were disabled by sabotage would die horribly slow deaths of asphyxiation or starvation in deep space between stars. One of these ships would cobble together a sub-light drive and make it to a nearby planet but their remains would not be found for decades.
◆◆◆
 
Captain Holly Green had been a Red Cross volunteer in her youth but never would have pictured herself flying a huge ship full of refugees from Somalia to another planet. The ship was piloted really by an AI as were the other nine. They questioned whether this was well thought out. Their military escort had not shown up and that scared her but being here let her be herself and help people. She had to deal with several births and deaths with the suffering people she was transporting but that was an everyday type of thing. They emerged from the dark black of space and saw the star in the distance. Two military ships met them on emergence to give them escorts to the planet.
The planet looked lush and green as they approached with beautiful blue water and fluffy white clouds. The ships were directed to land in fields separated from each other and that made Holly a bit nervous since it was different than they had been told would happen. Her ship landed gently, and she, and her ground team were the first off. She was met by a female military officer sent to greet her.
“You must be Captain Holly Green. My name is Lt. Colonel Prissy Hunnicutt. My staff will assist you in getting the refugees adjusted to their new homes and businesses.”
“Are you with the US or Russian forces? I don’t know anything about this,” Holly said.
“The attacking military forces never made it as far as this planet but we have made provisions for all your people and the second and third waves. We have training and aid for them. Would you like to tour the facilities we have set up for your passengers?” Prissy asked.
“Where? Are the tents near here?” Holly asked.
“Tents? There are no tents. These buildings, residences, and businesses will be owned by them in a year if they learn and work hard. Here, put these on and I’ll link them to mine,” Prissy said.
“Where? All I see are these modern buildings with terraces, shrubs, and trees. You don’t mean this small town, do you?” Holly asked and the rest with her were all taking it in. “Are my immigrants to be servants?”
“We built this town for your people when we heard you were coming. We have enough homes and apartments to house almost two million people - comfortably. The hard part will be initially getting everyone transitioned, trained, and fed for the first year. Everyone will have to work hard to keep everyone fed and protected. There are wild animals here and we will not condone violence against others,” Prissy said.
“Wait. What are these things we’re putting on? Two million? I don’t understand this…” Holly questioned.
“Those are lifters to fly so you can see the entire complex. It covers quite a few kilometers. We will fly slow, so we won’t scare anyone. Put on these glasses with earpieces so we can talk while we fly. Everyone ready, snap that buckle across the front. Glasses on? Good. Here we go,” Prissy said and took off at what was a slow pace for her and her aides but Holly and the ones with her screamed.
“We’ll look at residences first. These will be for who helps the most, but the refugees will pick the people to live there. Some with large families will get these if they keep them spotless. This will be owned by the refugees in a year.  This is just the probation period. Here we are. These homes are very similar. They walked in the front door and looked around at the furniture, the bathrooms with washlettes, wonderfully laid out kitchens with dinnerware, cooking utensils, microwave, oven, refrigerator – everything you would want. These refrigerators were stocked minimally with fresh fruits, vegetables, and they were small,” Prissy continued.
“There is a market nearby that stocks fresh foods. We will get to that. Let’s look at the bedrooms with storage and bicycles. The residents can go to the warehouse or depot to pick out clothes for them and their families. It will be basic at first until we get people making their own clothing. Let’s move on.” They stepped outside and took off together with fewer screams. Prissy continued. “Notice the playgrounds near houses and we have day cares and nurseries that need to be manned. See the schools all over the area. The same grades are the same color, but the colors designate progression. Colleges for the first few years will be by computer or back on Mars. Let’s tour one of the hospitals.”
Holly had fallen mute with all this. She finally spoke up. “Hospitals…real hospitals?”
“Sort of…the facilities are there but we don’t have enough doctors and nurses, so we have to use robots,” Prissy explained. “I’ll show you. Here we are. This will be the emergency room.”
A robot rolled up to them. It had a robot body with a generic human-shaped head showing an old male. “Ah. My name is Doctor Sim. Get it…sim…like simulation. Oh well. A.I. humor. I’m working on it. Patients come in and we treat them.”
“Most don’t speak English,” Holly said, and they’d be scared of you.
“Yep, but I speak most Earth languages and a couple of dozen alien languages. I can also assume different faces, so I don’t scare the children,” Sim said while his face went through fifty or so variations. “We can provide free medical care and provide most services a modern EU hospital offers.”
“Come on people. Let’s look at apartments,” Prissy said.
“Where did you get the software to run all this…stuff?” Holly asked.
“We stole the best Earth had to offer and our A.I.s compiled it. They said that was fun. Keeping this functioning the first week will be fun. Luckily, nothing burns well. Apartments coming up everyone – heads up. Sizes vary but these are like condominiums but different sizes – same amenities. It was easier to make all really nice. Lots of new tech here is better than on Earth. These plots become their property if they work hard. They are on probation for a year.”
They landed on an overhead terrace with a pool. There were umbrellas and deck chairs around tables. The view overlooked the large lake in the distance, and they could see deer and lion-analogues walking in the distance. There were mountains in one direction that looked like the Smokies. “What’s the weather like here? Seasons?” Holly asked.
“The weather is about what you see. Winters are mild and summers not brutally hot. No global warming here yet. There is farming equipment when they get further along.” They walked down to one of the apartments and found the same appliances that were in the residences. They had the same futuristic bathrooms and toilets. The showers were well laid out and cleaning supplies were already stocked. The visitors loved the dining room and living room layouts. The lighting was built-in, and Prissy decided she should show them a feature. She took a cushion off a stool and walked to the terrace balcony. She threw the cushion up in the air and disintegrated it.
“Is that supposed to scare us?” Holly said.
“No, watch. Anna, override occupant presence and replace,” Prissy said.
A small robot came out of somewhere and started flying back and forth over the stool and then it flew away. A new cushion was on the stool – freshly printed.
“There are many issues we will have to work out. This place will be like a new application on your computer that people won’t know how to use. We have to train them to use all the features. Let’s go back to your ship. The food should have arrived.”
“We wanted everyone to have a hot meal before they left the ship tomorrow. Your people are from Somalia – right? So tonight, we have sabaayad, lamb and rice, and bananas. It’s all synthesized organics but we have some Somali restaurant chefs here and they say it’s really good,” Prissy said, and Holly was crying.
“This is real? I didn’t die on the way here?” Holly asked.
“Oh, goodness no,” Prissy said, giving the woman a good hug. “Getting these people accustomed to the changes might be easier in tents but they’ve had their lives dumped on enough. People are smart. We’re here to give these people the advantages of health, food, safety, and education they can’t get on Earth. We want them as citizens. We have a world to fill. Our problems are all ahead of us. It helps to have a little help when you need it.”
“These people have nothing. What can they give to pay for all this?”
“We just ask they all do their best. Have you ever heard of the Pygmalion effect or the Rosenthal effect? High expectations lead to improved performance. These people need the support, and we need them. The future is going to be wild.”
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Afterword

Lux-6: Contact is alive and well. The Lux and Prissy story will continue with support from my very knowledgeable readers. Please continue to write and suggest ideas. Email if you want to be a character. I need more heroic males and females. You want to see more tech - write. I still consult with others on actual research grants. Write to ken.pence@vanderbilt.edu. 
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