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FOREWORD
 
The Technician was able to decipher the power supply but only after radiation burns from an intensely radioactive fission reactor. No one could believe the directed signal strength of the unit was as strong as it was and no amount of fine chipping could unravel the gray and tan blocks of ceramic-like material. One suddenly faced with microprocessors in epoxy blocks was not likely to understand much more by chipping them into bits.
One must understand that many planets near the galaxy's core obtained fusion power and inertia-reduction fields before there was any spaceflight. They certainly didn't start the move to space by using chemical reaction principles. Therefore, they were never concerned about how much something weighed or how little space a device would take so it could fit into a nosecone of a rocket. The Exploration Service had computers but nothing approaching the memory density, speed, or ability of any Earth computer. A common Mem-Dex was faster and had more memory storage than any computer on board the E. S. ship.
The officers and crew of the E. S. ship could not comprehend how Earth microelectronics worked, but they were willing to appreciate it for the advance in technology it was. A being may not understand how a piece of intricate jewelry is made but that doesn't lessen the fact that the being values the beauty of it.
 
 



 
RETT SAVED BY THE ALIEN - ANDREW
Odd to die this way, Rett thought. It is interesting to know exactly how and why my bodily functions will cease...Ironic that my passing will not be noted by my colleagues...Those who knew of my trip would think the cause of my demise quite strange...Then again...most thought I would not return anyway... Few of those who aided me in building my ship could conceive of the need for constructing a vehicle for personal use…ships had always been built by groups…powerful groups…not by an individualist who wanted affiliation with no being.
 
It was a very pleasant day for a hike. With the sun beaming down on his broad shoulders, Andrew set a brisk pace through the rocky hills north of Tucson, Arizona, treading firmly on the weather worn path. Andrew always tried to get out of his dormitory and into the desert hills when he was troubled. The peaceful, near barren surroundings and his steady gait had always refreshed him but today was different. As he walked, he ran his hand through his shock of unruly black hair with a sense of frustration.
As the leader of his design group, Andrew was relegated with the job of naming their synthesist project. He had run a feasibility and resources program on the two projects he contemplated. The university synthesist committee had named both projects radical and beyond the capability of the group's financial allotment. With only this weekend left to decide the group project, Andrew had chosen solitude instead of companionship to aid his creativity.
Andrew was ready to start back to the University when he saw the body. From the hill, even at this distance, Andrew knew the person was in trouble, for its positioning was unnatural.
 
Rett struggled to upright himself again to no avail. Rett reflected on the cause of his predicament. He swiveled his eyes down the control module of his stressed space field belt. Again, he attempted to rip the belt from his middle, but he was unsuccessful.
When the control module had cracked, full power was thrown to the 'stressed space' field. This field forced him into a faster subjective time than his surroundings and nearly eliminated the effects of inertia on objects entering the field around his body. Oxygen would still slowly diffuse through the field though not fast enough to do me much good. Soon the carbon dioxide levels would rise too high for consciousness. Any objects or material dropped, thrown, or thrust quickly into the field would slow or stop. Objects could be slowly pushed through the field if one was patient however. 
Now this protective field is to be my killer, Rett thought. Not only has this full strength field eliminated friction between me, and my surroundings. It is making me endure a slow death of exhaustion and asphyxiation. I cannot even walk back to my vehicle. Now I'm lying with my head lower than my feet. Friction is vital, Rett considered, when you want to stand and walk back to your ship.
After many abortive attempts at constructive movement, it is plain that I am doomed, Rett thought. It is similar to trying to climb out of a vertical hole with feet and hands unable to touch the walls. I can think of no way to turn off my unit and the power supply will long outlast me. I built this belt well in that respect at least.
For one of this planet's rotations on its axis, I will relatively spend two rotations. My body energy will be spent well before this world turns far on that axis. It is anticlimactic to face a death where I will die relatively of asphyxiation, Rett noted.
With time passing very tediously for Rett, he thought of his trip and his race, the Tros.
Only a short time ago I was enjoying my solitude and my work with occasional colleagues who would drop by for mating or assistance with my research. Only a short time ago I was enjoying the thick, blowing atmosphere and the warmth of my home planet. Only a short time ago I developed this mobile stressed space field generator; now I only have a short time left because of it. It is a pity to die without the comforts of my own habitat.
We, the Tros, had gone into space early in our technological development, thus proving our superiority. With the discovery of the 'stressed space' field, we could reduce inertial effects (gravity) and alter the nature of space. Through we didn't understand the field’s operational parameters at first since we had obtained it from the inferior race that had first visited our planet openly, we could produce and control such a field. When aliens from the galactic confederation also introduced cold fusion for a power source and the stressed space field, we were able to leave the bounds of our home planet without delay. That other race had acted like they understood that power generation and had said they had had it for many years, they were short lived and most were inferior in intellect to the Tros. As we adapted this new technology and allowed it spread throughout our culture, splinter groups that disagreed with the government would simply take into space.
Taking to space instead of facing problems on the surface was not as bad as it seems. Many of the amateur attempts failed, but that only purified the race by eliminating the incompetent. The professional or wealthy splinter groups could then go into space. Solitude and long periods in confinement did not bother the Tros like it did other inferior races…we thrive on sacrifice so we may concentrate. That is the crux of it. We thrive on achieving perfection and other inferior races just do something and then never improve it. We want to put our own stomp on procedures and devices to make them more Tros friendly. We need no labels. If a being doesn’t recognize what a device is and how it is used we would not want that being touching our equipment. Other inferior races tend to label their devices…how crude and ignorant.
Now with almost unlimited power and the elimination of inertial effects (gravity) it was possible to build crude, airtight ships that could travel between stars. The stressed space fields protected us from radiation that some found out about early in testing…a self-correcting error…I am such a wit. Stuck here and I can still make humor. Rett continued his reflection. When you weren't concerned about power, you could almost aim where you pleased with visual line-of-sight directional equipment. Celestial navigation came natural to Tros. Inferior races used complicated calculations and unbelievable redundancy in equipment and calculations. We would travel to a new star in the time it took inferiors to ‘calculate the parameters’ of a journey. These inferior races tried to stock their ships with unending varieties of sustenance to ‘keep it interesting’ while traveling… I just found out about this neurotic trait. Stick some food on board and get going… if you don’t have enough you will never do it again… that is the Tros philosophy.
There were many voyages before my ancestors landed on the planet I now call home, Rett thought. This trip may have been foolish for me though… Foolish to risk all on a trip outside all regular trade and passenger routes, simply to test a portable version of a stressed space-field generator. No Tros had ever designed and built a device so compact and efficient as mine, Rett thought with pride. It must have been faulty materials that caused my control unit to break. Now I lie under an alien sky and watch the sun and stars pass over me. I feel as if I am dead already because I am so tired and alone.
Rett smelled the native approaching well before he could swivel his eyes into focus. Even with this planet's thin atmosphere and allowing for the distortion caused by the field, smell was still Rett's best source of information. The atmosphere stung his eyes causing his protective eye membranes to slide over his eyes, further obscuring his vision...too much sulfite and oxygen he surmised. Now a native came to insult Rett by seeing his awkward death.


Andrew did not know that thirty minutes had passed for Rett in the fifteen minutes it took him to traverse the rocky slope down to the 'man'.
"Are you hurt? Can I help?" Andrew called as he approached within earshot. Obviously, the man was hurt or he couldn't talk since he made no attempt to respond.
The native is making primitive jabbering because I see the mouth moving, Rett thought. Even though sound was unrecognizable through the field, Rett could see the native raise and lower its arms. As the native moved closer, Rett could see the native opening and closing its mouth more as it made its ponderously slow way toward him. Rett felt uneasy at the uninvited approach of the native.
 
As soon as Andrew came within clear view of the man, he stopped dead in his tracks. What the hell? The man was shorter than an average male with arms and legs almost as thick as Andrew's waist. The skin that was visible was gray and wrinkled like that of a rhinoceros. The man's face was what stopped his mission of mercy in its infancy. What a face! It had bulging eyes set almost on the sides of the head. Both eyes swiveled to look at Andrew and there was a long black scar over the right one. The ears were cup like and mobile too because they twitched and swiveled back and forth incessantly.
The being, Andrew noticed, had no protruding nose, just horny slits and a large mouth. Thank you for the fact I can't see your teeth, rhino face, Andrew thought. It had no hair. The being had a rounded chin and almost no neck. He was wearing (Andrew guessed it was a he) a one-piece grayish-brown jumpsuit, which blended well with the surrounding rock. The clothing did look remarkably like a jumpsuit, or flight suit with boots (more like slippers) sewn or molded to the rest. Its hands were exposed and showed four digits but they were thicker and stubbier than human with no fingernails. Two opposable sets of digits!
 Andrew braced himself and finally worked up courage to walk toward the steadily gazing alien. Andrew walked with hands palm-outward in what he hoped was a symbol of peaceful intent.
"It's okay. I won't hurt you." Andrew said with his voice slightly quaking. I just hope you won't hurt me, Andrew thought.
It was a shock for Rett to have his death thoughts interrupted. It was also startling to see the native reaching very slowly with both of its hands to grab his head even though he knew it couldn't reach him.
Andrew reached forward to upright the man so his head would be above his feet. As his hands got within a hand spread of the man, Andrew encountered a physical resistance like reaching into a vat of syrup. Suddenly Andrew's fingers began to tingle as if they were asleep. Even as he jerked away from the man, his fingers began to show signs of bruising and began to throb.
 
Rett wondered what the uncivilized being would do now that it appeared to have injured it by shoving its hands into his stressed space field. Any child would know better, Rett mused. Now the native will probably attempt to kill me or go get others. Perhaps it will worship me like a god. No, it just stands there looking at its injured hands. It couldn't be very intelligent, Rett thought.
 
Andrew indeed looked stupidly at his hands but began to think in terms that were far from stupid. This man is not from this planet even though he appears humanoid. He appeared to be an oxygen breather since his rather flattened nostrils flare very rapidly. His chest rises and falls in tempo with that. Why was he here like this? Was he injured? His breathing is pretty rapid...maybe he, it, is in shock.
Andrew walked around the man but no tear or other obvious injury or reason for the man's dilemma was visible. Andrew extended one of his less damaged fingers, very slowly and cautiously toward the prostrate alien. As soon as any resistance or tingling was felt, Andrew would jerk his finger away. Andrew did this at various points over the alien's body as the gray skinned one swiveled its eyes up at him dispassionately.
 
It probably wants to find out how tender I am before trying to feed me to its young, Rett thought. At least, this native has learned a healthy respect for the field it cannot see and knows it surrounds my entire body. Well, maybe this being is somewhat intelligent because it seems to have noticed my stressed space field belt.
Andrew saw no symbols, artifacts, or pockets in the alien's clothing but then he noticed a thick, wide gray belt built into the jumpsuit. The belt appeared to be slick with a shiny texture with two slight oval projections near the front center. As he looked closer, he noticed a distortion of one of the wide oval projections. The oval had a vertical crack across its center. Andrew could see sections of fine metal strands, several of them were broken at the crack in the material which appeared to be like ceramic but the inside components were not embedded in the ceramic, just were inside a ceramic case.
This must be the problem, since everything appears symmetrical... except this situation, Andrew mused. That crack near a control might mean that the on-off switch or adjustment is broken. If I could short circuit that field, I'm sure that the alien would be released. Since it isn't wearing a head covering, our atmosphere must be tolerable so the cut-off of that field wouldn't kill it and it can breathe through the field. The alien must be paralyzed or something by that field; it probably is some type of defensive device that malfunctioned.
Andrew slowly pulled out his hunting knife that he had always carried on his weekly hikes. The alien saw what he was doing and began to thresh in front of him.
 
Rett saw the primitive bringing out a sharpened implement after it had squatted motionless for a long time next to him. Rett's one concern of a preemptive passing was that some native would get a hard, sharp object and force it slowly through his stressed space field into an exposed part of his body. Rett couldn't retreat. Maybe this native was intelligent and had malevolent intentions. As the native brought the implement closer, Rett flung his arms about and finally decided to cover his exposed face.
 
Andrew held the knife out by the blade for the alien to see but by this time, the alien had put both arms across its face. Andrew shrugged and carefully grasped the knife so its blade could be used to short the exposed wires in the alien's belt. Holding the knife by the back of the non-metallic hilt so his hand would not enter the field, he edged the tip toward the exposed crack. As the blade got near the belt, it entered the field and had to be forcefully pushed forward. Andrew let out a yelp and dropped the knife off to the side.
This really isn't my day. Damn. Now I've burned my fingers too, Andrew thought.
Andrew caressed his throbbing hands and the alien appeared to calm down somewhat, and dropped his arms. Andrew thought, Boy that knife got hot fast. The metal must have set up eddy currents that heated the blade. That field must have affected circulation in my fingers when my hand got too close. Now, how am I going to short out that belt device and eliminate that field? Hell. What produces that much energy?
As Andrew sat down near the alien, Rett decided he would attempt to get up once more.
Andrew had no sooner sat down than the alien began thrashing around in an obvious attempt to get upright. It appeared to Andrew as if the being was intoxicated because of the seemingly uncoordinated movements. Then as the alien began hitting and straining to remove his belt, Andrew fully realized that not only was the belt control the problem, the belt device was causing a complete lack of friction.
Andrew took a drink of water from his canteen absentmindedly, looked at his canteen as if it were alien too, and jumped to his feet. Andrew's body had given him the solution to the problem. Taking the plastic liter-sized canteen in his hands, Andrew gulped down the last of the water – about third of the contents. Facing away from the alien, Andrew urinated into the canteen. Then holding the canteen, Andrew knelt next to the alien. Pouring the slightly salty solution carefully, Andrew attempted to pour into the broken control on the alien's belt.
 
Rett realized what Andrew had done when he turned away only when Andrew began pouring. Rett was shocked. Why should this native defile my body with his fluid wastes? To make matters worse, the fluid was just now getting to Rett's body but did not flow linearly through the field but tended to flatten from the first point of contact with the field and spread equally to cover the surface of the field. Hum…it extends a good 6cm away from his body…and it was running all over Rett's clothing rather than the belt. Oops.
 
Probably the native is performing some powerful tribal rite, Rett thought as he resigned himself to death far from his colleagues and his home soil. How horrible to die while some primitive chants religious rites over me, Rett thought with disgust.
 
With alarm, Andrew watched the fluid spread and wondered what this glaring alien thought of him now. Probably not thinking any kind thoughts, Andrew wagered. I doubt I’d be thrilled if someone poured piss all over me.
Rett lay still and gazed up at the tall pink creature above him. It may be attempting to help me in its own primitive manner, Rett thought, but it can only conjure up native rituals. A Tros would have already released the field, killed the interloper and added booty to his collection.
Andrew grasped the canteen by the base with his least injured hand and placed a wadded piece of paper he had found in his pocket into the canteen mouth. He then inverted the canteen carefully and noticed the slow dripping. Andrew then slowly pushed the canteen down through the field so the canteen neck was directly over the crack in the belt control on the alien's waist. No sooner had several drops of fluid dripped or spread into the crack in the belt control then the field surged. The shock made Andrew rigid and he was unconscious before his body realized it had slammed into the ground.
 



 
ANDREW LEARNS TRADE
Between moments of blackness, Andrew realized the alien was carrying him like a child might carry a rag doll under one of its arms.
This native may actually be quite intelligent yet somewhat backward technologically, thought Rett. My associates would be fascinated by how the native used its body's saline solution to make the water conductive. My examination should prove interesting.
Rett proceeded to critically examine Andrew's still unconscious form as he laid him on a long table in Rett's ship. Rett noted:
1) The native, though not familiar with a stressed space field, quickly deduced the cause of the problem and then tried to deal with it.
2) The native showed little fear of my body structure though it was radically different from its own.
3) The native correctly reasoned that ferrous materials get hot when placed in a stressed space field, though it should have realized it immediately…inferior, like other races were typically.
4) The native's liquid in the artificial container was too pure to be a good conductor to flow-magnetism. The native knew this and also knew how to make the container's fluid more conductive by adding its own body's saline waste fluid.
Rett began to painstakingly examine Andrew's clothing. Rett started at the shoes on Andrew's feet.
Soft, synthetic bottoms with simulated animal skin upper parts. Woven fibrous sheaths over the feet under the coverings... Curious... Must be to protect the native's unusually soft skin... Then using synthetic, long fasteners to hold the coverings to the feet...
This native seems to have vestigial manipulative digits under the coverings. It's amazing that such a puny creature could have any knowledge of flow-magnetism. Hair on its head and underarms...ahh...friction reduction and cooling by evaporation or scent distribution...
I chose this planet because it was remote and was not listed on any survey charts. There was neither, likelihood, I would come in contact with an intelligent race nor any Exploration Service ship that could claim the discovery. No rules when no one knows. Knowledge is for the ablest species, he thought in the tried and true mantras of the Tros. These natives are so thin and weak. Even the clothing they wear serves little purpose in this asrid climate. Porous (non-seamed?) covering for its lower body half with a thin section or loop of animal skin at the top to hold the bottom covering to the body…Quite an interesting fastening under the bottom covering. Here the native wore a blue, absorbent covering under the bottom covering with a stretchy band at the top. That stretchy stuff is interesting, probably some weird plant material native to this environment.
...hair between its legs too...these must be the reproductive organs, Rett noted...definitely the fur served for friction reduction since the legs would rug against each other and these reproductive organs…Strange that they are so exposed and outside of the body. It probably wouldn't be worth the effort to dissect this native since I'm not specialized in off-world biology, Rett thought...not worth cleaning up afterward. It wears thin, porous upper body coverings that extend over the arms almost to the five manipulative digits. Its hands are exceedingly fine and supple, probably capable of great detail.
It seems to have a short layer of facial hair. It has a thin and long neck. The eyes, blue colored, are disturbingly close together. The eyes…fixed in the front of the head…the head would have to be mobile to change viewing angle...inefficient design...these eyes can change direction and the head stem turns. The nose appears too long for preheating air in this area of the planet. A broader, flatter nose is dictated for this area's climate. That must mean these natives are or were migratory.
A heavy growth of black hair growing on the top, back, and sides of the head…Ears are small and stationary…Teeth are frightening; omnivorous by the looks of them…Manipulative digits have vestigial claws; odd that I didn't notice that before, Rett thought...omnivore…possibly some survival adaptation. Body structure is taller and thinner than mine. Weak, but well adapted to this planet's light gravity.
Too bad I can't take this native back with me, Rett considered. He'd probably die and spoil and I would have to stop and repressurize after a jettison…not worth the trouble. 
Now I should continue with my examination. This container of synthetic material is used to carry water. The sharpened implement found near the native's body fits into a simulated animal skin carrier attached to the waist strap. The sharp implement has a non-corrosive, ceramic handle, amazingly hard, sharp edge. The handle seems rather awkward, Rett thought, it seems to be made of some type of ceramic material…at least they have some rudimentary knowledge of ceramics. I shall not return without some trophies to present to my associates, Rett mused while examining Andrew's knife.
Well, I might as well get rid of this interloper, Rett decided.
"What is this?" Rett spoke to himself unwittingly in his language as he pondered the device on the native's thin arm. It was uncharacteristic of a Tros to make verbal utterances when surprised. It appeared to be a device though it seemed to be almost molded to the native's arm and it was the same color as the skin. The device appeared synthetic; the width of the arm and almost three times that long with a dark, rectangular discoloration on top, covering the entire face. The device was about as thick as one of the native's manipulative digits. As Rett picked up and turned Andrew's arm, he inadvertently touched the discoloration part and a small “colored,” illuminated square which activated the world financial section.
In one of the odd-colored rectangles of the device, queer symbols began to flash. The symbols changed constantly until Rett hastily lowered the arm.
This must be similar to the new electric timers I've heard about. This device looks large compared to what I've heard. The casing looks well worn with many small, fine scratches on its slick surface but the little pictures light up well. Must be some light source in the back that shines through glass…clever.
In further examination of the wrist unit, Rett touched one of the discolored rectangles at the top of the unit...
"Pulse rate sixty - Respiration twelve," said the device on Andrew's wrist in a crisp, distinct voice.
Rett jerked his finger back but forgetting the light gravity on Earth, jumped backward a meter from Andrew's prostrate form.
This was Rett's first experience with a solid-state, ionization effect speaker. Even though the device's speech was unintelligible in content to Rett, he knew that the device had spoken. Rett saw that the native had not moved its mouth when he heard the voice in a language foreign to him. Not having any experience with speaking memory banks, Rett erroneously assumed that this device was a radio. The alien assumed it was a receiver, similar but smaller than any device, he had known.
Maybe this race isn't so backward technologically as I originally thought, Rett surmised. This race can boast this compact receiver! Rett was now confident that he had correctly puzzled out the device's function. He asked himself, what button should I touch next? These natives are clever to make these switches so pressure sensitive. These other discolored dots probably signify other preset frequencies.
Rett took the native's knife and touched the dot just to the side of the spot he had touched before. The device did nothing. He touched another with the knife…nothing happened. He used his ‘strenking’ finger and the device responded.
"Temperature-thirty three degrees Celsius.
Winds are fifteen kilometers per hour from the northwest...
Barometric pressure-seventy six point five centimeters of mercury and steady," said the device in English. “Login to services.”
Rett felt satisfied that this was simply a radio receiver. Being so confident, he pressed the larger, bright red spot on the receiver.
"LOGIN," said the device.
Silence from Rett.
"State logon authorization and the information required," said the device.
Silence from Rett, who was amused by this...radio... listening to the device, Rett thought how odd this method of transmission sounded. It sounded like a personal conversation.
"Are you drunk?" asked the device after another long silence.
"Repeat the following digital sequence - (pause) seven-four-three-two-ten-six-six.
Silence from Rett who was not aware his sobriety was even being tested.
"Shutdown - alternate sequence in one hour," said the device.
Though Rett tried, he could now only get a visible readout of the queer symbols (time probably). Nothing Rett did evoked any additional response from the device...probably about out of power since it was too small to have a fusion power source. Even my new small one wouldn’t fit inside this device…all that lighting and sound had probably used up its power source…clever but extremely limited usefulness.
Obviously, this device is more than a simple receiver and merits my attention even though it must have run out of power now. It could even be almost as advanced as the mobile stressed space-field unit that I constructed. How silly that thought was…clever in new ways but weak in function like the natives and the gravity. Since I have no desire to stay on this planet with its light gravity and thin atmosphere, I must not dispose of this native now. I'll learn how to operate its device first; this native is intelligent enough to know how it operates…probably… Rett thought.
I suppose I shall need to teach the native the basic language so I may question him, Rett thought. I hope the strain of learning Trade does not drive it insane like other races do when they are placed in a restrain field and force-learned Trade. It could probably learn to understand Tros instead of Trade since Tros was a more developed language even if it couldn't speak it well. Rett proceeded to adjust the field that kept Andrew unconscious and then began to feed several of the long memory cylinders through the learning machine attached to Andrew's head.
Rett thought, this is like the pioneers of my planet, who went out by themselves and contacted other races. Rett did not consider the captured technological 'discoveries' that had enabled his race to make a preemptive leap into space millennia ago. Nor did Rett consider the advance granted by the development of recorded speed-learning/teaching equipment that the Tros had used for the past five generations after learning that usage from another of those inferior races.
Rett futilely attempted to repair his stressed space-field control unit between cylinder changes on the learning machine. Rett finally decided he did not have the correct equipment to do the fine repair on the control device that had been damaged. Rett put his belt unit off to the side with a snort. He then proceeded to do what the Tros used for sleep, standing with eyes closed and ear twitching.
Shortly after the learning machine switched off, Rett adjusted the restrain field so Andrew would regain consciousness.
As the room swam into view, Andrew blinked his vision into focus and became aware of the cool metal under him. The lighting was orange tinted and oddly subdued…used to different sunlight he guessed. Andrew turned his head to look around but from the shoulders down, his body felt like a lump of wood. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement and suddenly a face came into view.
The face belonged to the man; the being that Andrew had helped earlier. That shock I received must have damaged me more than temporarily and this being is trying to help me, Andrew thought.
"How bad am I hurt?" Andrew wheezed, barely able to force any sound out of his throat. It was hard to control his lungs enough to talk.
When there wasn't any response Andrew tried again. "Hey, where am I?"
Rett spoke, "What is the unit's purpose that you wear on your arm?"
Andrew was shocked because though he understood what the being had said, he had not spoken an Earth language. Andrew knew several languages, but this was similar to none he had ever heard.
"If you try, you can now reply in my language," Rett stated.
"I'm paralyzed, do you know what is wrong?" Andrew gasped hardly able to breathe and was startled to find that he answered in the same language.
The alien, for it was obvious to Andrew that this being was alien to Earth and not just a deformed human; left his view and suddenly he had control of his body.
"Hey! I can move. What did you do?" Andrew asked while attempting to sit up.
"I released the restrain field. What is the purpose of the unit that you wear on your arm?"
"That’s just a Mem-dex. Where am I? Why'd you bring me here?" Andrew asked in English as he sat on the edge of a long metal bench and scanned the wall of instruments on one side of the otherwise small, bare room.
Andrew was too stunned to attempt to leave and his curiosity was piqued.
"Speak in Trade. What is the purpose of the Mem-dex and how does it function?" Rett asked with emphasis. "How is it powered? I did not see a power source." 
"It just uses the differential between body heat and room temperature and serves as a calculator and artificial memory index file when not hooked to wireless services." Andrew visualized an odd electric-mechanical calculator as he thought of the word calculator and services in the alien language but wireless didn’t translate well. Thinking about wireless showed that the natives did understand radio frequency at different frequencies but the ‘side-thoughts’ of equipment designs dated back to the 30’s or ‘40s…1930s and 1940s…certainly not 2070.
"How does it function?" Rett asked again.
Andrew paused to consider his surroundings and this line of questioning and decided it was wiser to answer.
"It tells the time, receives weather and emergency broadcasts, reminds me of important dates and appointments, and helps me in laboratory work with its index of research data and formulas in several branches of science and engineering. It links me through the Net at the University, pays my expense like meals or supplies I need for school. Sometimes I even talk with it but most of the time, it's pretty predictable," Andrew said.
"Then it is a receiver that connects you to a library, computation center. You contact the center through this device and it receives their replies," Rett stated feeling more confident. "It is very compact, where is the speaker? So you are still in training?” The statement seemed derogatory.
Andrew put his chin in his hand while he pondered this revelation. If this guy is an alien, then he used some pretty advanced technology to get here. How advanced do we want to appear to be to this dude?
Andrew considered Earth’s' many tries at planetary exploration in the Solar system and thought how poorly they compared to interstellar travel.
This guy also has an interesting teaching method. Thinking of food and water after that teaching machine only produced visions of nauseating foods and drinks...funny, how thinking of food only makes me thirsty and then nauseated by visions of atrocious food dishes and aliens eating. It's pretty fast, much faster than our training machines; maybe that's why I have a headache.
"How does it make sound?" Rett insisted.
Andrew was shaken out of his reverie and realized he'd been daydreaming even in this bizarre setting.
Though Andrew couldn't detect anger in this language yet, he could understand volume and realized this being was disturbed. Andrew replied on impulse. "It uses a ‘Rimloff f-effect solid-state ionization’ speaker. None of the technical jargon brought up phrases or pictures in the native’s language except ionization…curious. By the way, my name's Andrew." The "Andrew" sounded odd while speaking this strange language. Maybe this Me Tarzan,
You Jane routine will distract him from the fact that molecular electronics may be something these fellows don't have.
"What is your name?" Andrew asked the alien.
Rett was horrified. Certainly this... ...this beast wasn't asking him his name. How disgusting to ask another your name when you meet, and there was no question other than that is what this being meant. Rett was revolted even though he knew intellectually that customs varied even in his own culture.
"Solid-state means all the parts are encased and don't move around," Andrew improvised. "What's your name?" Andrew queried again.
Only Rett's self-control and superiority over this native kept him from rending the native limb-from-limb at this point.
Andrew noticed that the alien had stiffened but wondered at the lack of response to his question. Maybe he didn't have a name but had a number. No, name was very clear in its meaning in this language now that I think about it. Maybe I ought to see about getting away from here.
Rett was thinking... since this device is just a more compact receiver than our devices, it is of no real advance to me. This native is becoming a burden…especially with its disgusting habits. Imagine when I gave it some water; it drank it right while I was watching. I did have a perverse curiosity about its habits though. Now I shall determine its level of progress. At least, it is acting sane.
"Do you know what a stressed space-field is?" Rett asked.
Andrew was preparing to say no when the flood of associative data and pictures flooded into his mind. Apparently, thinking of a word or concept would bring pictures of equipment or fairly complex explanations of that concept into his head. Realizing what the teaching machine had given him, Andrew now wished only to get back to the university.
"No, I do not," Andrew stated.
"Has your planet had any travel in space and how much?" Rett asked.
Andrew paused before replying. "We have sent manned probes to our moon and to some of this system’s planets and their moons. We have sent unmanned probes past all planets in our system and have sent two interstellar probes to a nearby star." Andrew didn't know how much this alien knew about Earth culture and thought it best to keep pretty close to historical fact. Andrew wasn't about to tell him that there had been no expeditions or probes for nearly forty years now, at least not since the last Mars mission in the early 30’s.
"What method did these space vehicles use for movement?" Rett queried.
"Most used chemical propulsion... but the two interstellar probes used some type of nuclear-ionic propulsion using Xenon accelerated by a strong electrical field." Andrew visualized strange visions of chemical propulsion and though the nuclear part seemed almost recognizable, the ionic method visualized with odd side thoughts at all and had to be referred to in my home language, not this garbage this alien was making me use but Xenon was clear as to what he actually called it…it translated to “a rare gas that does not mix well with other chemicals and releases a bluish-white light when flow magnetism is passed through it at low pressure.”
How primitive, chemical, this "nuclear-ionic" was probably some odd variation not worth my time, Rett thought. These people did pretty good to travel to any of their planets using chemical means. Rett thought about how his people had leaped into space in their early industrial age because of power supplies and field generators given by visitors to his planet. His people had traveled in space for many hundreds of years. How terrible it must be to live so close to each other as he had seem indications of large groups of buildings in some areas of the planet before landing. How could one live with the ideas and opinions of others unless forced to by being planet bound with the thin air and weak gravity of this planet.
"How long is your average life?" Rett asked, abruptly changing the subject.
This fellow gets to the heart of our nature, Andrew thought as he prepared his answer; "About ninety revolutions of this planet around the sun," he answered stretching a bit since it was that only in the States and a few other countries.
So brief, Rett thought, no wonder they quickly reached their level of technology. At least this means that they are better prepared to face death having so short a lifespan. Better to dispose of it now than to have it report my presence to its associates with some of the knowledge it has obtained through my language machine.
Andrew became very uncomfortable after answering because the alien just stood there dully looking straight ahead and not saying anything. What is it thinking about? Maybe I ought to try the Me Tarzan, You Jane thing again. At least, it gave him a start last time.
"My name is Andrew. What is your name?" Andrew asked trying to break the silence.
Again, this implied intimacy, Rett thought and his outrage and indignation caused him to hasten his timetable for disposal of the native. Rett leaped forward and grabbed one of the native's arms while preparing to grab the other so he could render the soft-skinned, sickening sweet smelling native into small pieces.
Damn, what did I say? Andrew thought as the alien jumped at him and grabbed him above his left elbow. The pain shot through him as he felt his left arm being crushed. Reflex came to his aid where calm rational thought had deserted him and cupping his right hand, he popped it over the alien's left ear hoping to rupture the eardrum. The alien let out an ear shattering bellow and clutched his damaged ear with its free hand but it tightened the grip on Andrew's arm.
As the pain washed through him, Andrew hit with his fist to the alien's general throat area but only hurt his hand on the tough skin. The alien then slung him around the room bellowing and holding its ear with one hand while holding onto Andrew's arm with the other and smashing him from one side of the room to the other. In desperation, with the room passing back and forth from wall to wall, Andrew jabbed his fingers of his right hand into one of the alien's eyes.
The alien began to bellow louder and smashed Andrew down onto the table but let go and started threshing around the room alternately trying to grab Andrew and its head at the same time.
Andrew jumped past the alien and made for something that looked like an exit to the room and came to a short closed corridor almost immediately. It was a door, but was it an exit? Andrew could hear the whimper and scream of the alien and this added impetus to his desire to escape this place. The door had a grip mechanism that took all of Andrew's strength with both hands to squeeze it, the pain from his left arm numbing his strength. Andrew put one foot against the wall and arched his back with the pull since the door appeared to open inward somehow. The door suddenly swung straight in and then slid to the right almost parallel to the right wall. Andrew thanked his luck and jumped down to the dirt only a couple of meters below the doorway. In the dim night air, Andrew stumbled and ran from the 'ship' without looking back. After running until his chest was burning, Andrew collapsed gulping for air. So much for interstellar diplomacy, Andrew thought as he passed out.
REVERSE ENGINEERING – NEW POWER
When Andrew came to, it was dawn and quite chilly. Every part of his body ached. His left arm was bruised deeply and quite swollen. Andrew could hardly swallow…his mouth was so dry.
This had better be a bad dream because I'm ready to wake up. The discomfort and outright pain seem real enough thought Andrew. Guess I’d better see about getting back to the university before dark.
I'd wager that my friends haven't even missed me yet. I wasn't supposed to meet anyone until Monday, before our group meeting.
It was early enough in the morning to see which direction the sun had risen from and there were still tracks on the ground showing the direction he had run from last night.
Damn. Now, I have to go back the way I came to get back to the vicinity of the university. There isn’t much of anything out in the direction I was headed except more of this desert. Too bad I didn't get a direction from the stars last night, so I'd, at least, have been heading right but I didn’t have time for a star sighting I guess. Andrew doggedly plodded along his tracks.
It wasn't tough going, but when you are totally exhausted, hungry, and thirsty, even a straight walk becomes a trial. It was a tribute to Andrew's physical conditioning that it only took the better part of an hour to stumble back to the area of the alien's ship.
Andrew lay in the dirt and rocks on a slight hill overlooking the ship. What a design. The damn thing wasn't nearly as big as I imagined. It was only about five meters in diameter. An upright gray cylinder about five or six meters high resting on a curved, gimbaled disc about seven meters in diameter with a large, round, mesh-like umbrella dish about the top of the cylinder. Tiny ship… compared to even the old, Russian or Chinese shuttles… even if anyone flew shuttles anymore…which they didn’t. There hadn’t been any manned flights that he knew about, in years. Hell. No one will believe anything about this…this incident…and space stories aren’t vogue…at all. People still don’t travel as much as they used to before the sickness years.
The door or hatch was open and was within reach of the ground, but there wasn't any ladder. Well, I know that I'm at least a day's walk away from the university, but that means walking without any water and hoping I end up near the car on my first try. I could be close to ten klicks to the car. That trip is going to be pretty rough with only scrub bushes and absolutely no survival tools. If he made it through this little ordeal, I’m never going to be caught flatfooted again with no plastic sheet to make a little solar survival still, no knife, and no fire starter kit. Quit bitchin’ he thought. I wonder why the ship’s still here. And not even an energy bar struck in pocket. Is it damaged? Well…I wouldn’t get anything done sitting here pondering will I? No time like the present to scope it out, he thought and he got up into a half crouched position.
As Andrew was edging back from the hill, he noticed some tracks in the dirt off to his left. Following them over the rise with his eyes in one direction, he traced them back to the ship! There was just one set of distinct tracks. There were other tracks -- earlier tracks already partially filled in from the steady winds in the area, but just he one set of new ones. That changes my statistics, Andrew thought, since the alien has left and hasn't returned yet.
Sprinting from the cover of the hill, Andrew crossed the open space quickly until he got to the edge of the cylinder below the hatch. He noticed how deep the tracks were below the hatch and finally realized how heavy the alien really was. Andrew marveled at his escape of the night before.
Andrew looked into the distance and then straining to hear any indication of another being, moved under the hatch. He had to jump to get his hands to reach the bottom of the opening and when his full weight was on his arms, he let out a whimper of pain. His arms seemed to be on fire as he struggled and got his chest over the bottom of the opening. He lay there panting; hanging half in and half out of the hatch. When he recovered sufficiently he got in and stood up; and trying not to touch any instruments, began to move toward the larger central room of the ship where he had been before.
It was only after he had gone a few steps that he had any thought as to automatic protective devices.
Well, I just hope that there aren't any. There are no labels on any of the instruments or on any cabinets, of course. I don't even know if that language training covered written language or if that language would even be the one I learned. I have to get some water and food.
When he thought of the word water and food, his mind provided many pictures from the language training. Maybe this could be useful, he thought as he realized a section of the room, which dealt with food and water.
He found a set of cabinets and alternately opening doors found a whole shelf of quasi-elastic balls with a nipple like opening. When he pulled one off the shelf, he noticed it had been attached to a detachable tube sticking out of the bottom of the cabinet. Shaking the ball produced a satisfying sloshing noise. After smelling the nipple, part of the container to make sure it wasn't some chemical cleaner or something similar, he put it to his lips and then jerked it back away.
I've gotta’ be crazy to be here and if I really am where I think I am. It's against all training to drink something because you think it may be water. I'm desperate; he thought as he eased the ball to his cracked, dry lips and sipped. The liquid seems to soak right into the lining of his mouth. Good, it is so good. All restraint gone, Andrew gulped half of the container before he realized drinking like this would just make him sick so he forced the glorious warm, flat water-ball from his lips. He took two more balls from the cabinet and stuck them inside his shirt.
Gingerly sipping from the first ball, he looked for food but gave up the search after he undoubtedly found it. He found a cabinet next to the water cabinet full of five different types of small wrapped rectangles of food. Even opening the cabinet released a smell that would cause the staunchest stomach to lurch.
Better stay sharp and be happy I found the water. Seeing his Mem-dex on the examination table, he slapped it on his wrist. Something familiar in these surroundings helped take the bite of fear out of the air somewhat. He saw the broken belt on a small workbench with a strong light pointed toward it. Two units on the belt were exactly split to show the interior parts in their complex array.
Andrew leaned over to see the belt with its heavy buckle fastening and as he did, he heard something from the entrance. Jerking the belt up and testing the heft of the belt for a possible weapon, he ran to the side of the entrance hatch.
He saw and heard the alien approaching about the same time Rett noticed him crouched in the entrance. Rett jerked a stubby cylinder, with a handle somewhere inside it, from his waist and pointed it at Andrew. Rett seemed to think better of shooting and lowered the obvious weapon.
The alien had no sooner lowered his arm until he bounded toward the entrance and leaped easily into the entrance. Andrew could see that the alien was off balance and he used this opportunity to attack.
Andrew took the borrowed belt and swung it toward the weapon hand that was rising toward his middle. No sooner than the heavy belt clanged into the weapon did Andrew notice the fist-size hole appear in the decking near his foot. With a backhand motion, Andrew swung the belt to the alien's head and heard the dull thunk as the alien staggered out of the way, to the side of the hatchway. Andrew squirmed past, jumped down and ran around the ship and toward the hopeful direction of his car and then to the university.
Rett replaced the weapon in his holder and adjusted the covering on his already healing ear. Annoying but not incapacitating injuries, Rett thought moodily. Rescued, assaulted, and victim of a native…thoughtless to dissolve part of my own ship due to a native. It will be many years before I will tell any of my colleagues about this trip in its entirety. I will simply tell them that the solo interstellar craft I built was successful. At least, I still retain the primitive's knife and water container. These are odd enough artifacts to convince even my colleagues of my far travels.
Rett shut the hatch and then stood by the controls to prepare to leave the planet. Rett made quick mental calculations and checked the ship's clock.
Rett realized that his colleagues were right, at least in part. The Exploration Service would not like solo personal trips. Interstellar experimentation was best left to explorers. Established trips to civilized worlds with full indoctrination were the safest way to travel. Homemade or even the best solo traveling gear was stimulating but not conducive to long life.
Rett also knew the prohibition about unregulated contact with an intelligent race but rationalized that no damage had been done and no one would find out about this out-of-the-way trip to the spiral arm. His intent had been to avoid the authorities who would otherwise have to approve new devices or improvements in older devices. Rett relaxed after setting the automatic directional device and activated the main drive field. He settled into the relaxed traveling state and thusly thought no more on the subject as his eyes closed and breathing became deeper as the ship sped to his home world.
 
Andrew heard a loud hum behind him and stopped his run in time to see the craft become a translucent sphere. The craft appeared to wobble slightly, like a leaf in the wind, and then shot up out of sight so fast that it would even have been correct to say it disappeared. Explanations of the phenomenon could not be concise unless someone had experienced it for himself. Andrew looked at the slight depression in the dirt where the device (vehicle) had rested.
No one will believe this. I don't believe this myself, Andrew thought with little actual conviction.
Andrew then felt the water containers in his shirt and looked down at the alien's belt dangling from his strong hand. He then began the slow, plodding trek back to the university. His fingers, his hands, hurt like hell but there wasn't much he could do about it.
He came to a roadway with signs that showed he was very close to the car. Andrew continued his walk 'til he found his old Ford. It started easily but never met any vehicles on the roadway, since it was early in the morning. As he drove closer to the grounds, he noticed how the buildings still appeared the same. The few students that were up at this hour looked so young and innocent…nothing had really changed but everything seemed different.
I'm the only thing that has changed, Andrew thought exhaustedly as he parked and walked toward his quarters. Heading to his room like a homing pigeon, only half conscious, he opened the door, took a luncheon packet from his shelf and downed the contents after gulping water for a minute. He had to refresh himself instead of immediately going to sleep and then went gratefully back to bed. There he took off his shoes and climbed on top of the sheets, still fully clothed. He trembled with teeth chattering for a minute or two as the adrenaline wore off and the fatigue and stress bore in and then fell deeply asleep.
"Andy. Andy. Wake up. What's the matter with you? Come on. Wake up!"
"Huh. What? What do you want? Leave me alone. Let me sleep, will you?" Andrew said as he forced open one eye to see, who the hell, was shaking him.
"Good grief, Susan, leave me alone. I just want to sleep," Andrew said, even though he was now awake enough to feel the pressure of nature and probably couldn't have gone back to sleep easily anyway.
"Why weren't you at the seminar yesterday? I called and still you didn't answer so I came on by your room. You know how important yesterday was; we were supposed to narrow down our synthesist proposal. Everyone's angry and worried. How are we going to get our Synthesist degrees if you don't help co-ordinate our project?" Susan went on, "What's the matter with you anyway? You look terrible. What happened to your poor hands?"
All Andrew's ordeals came flooding back to him and he sat up in the bed as if struck. He bolted up to a sitting position.
"My God…Andy. What's the matter with you? Are you sick? Do you need me to take you to the infirmary? All the color just drained out of your face," Susan said anxiously.
"No. No, I'm OK. I'm just a little shaken up." Andrew really looked at this girl closely for the first time as a person. She was tall and slim with short brown hair and flashing green eyes. Not very pretty, but so alive and energetic that she had a stronger presence than he noticed before when she had worked with him briefly this year as a materials science specialist.
Andrew reflected, "Look, stick around 'cause I want to tell you something you won't believe. Let me go take a shower and clean up and then you can treat me to breakfast. OK."
"All right," Susan said slowly, "but it will have to be lunch because you slept through breakfast."
"Better yet. I'll meet you down in the cafeteria in a half hour after I'm presentable again," Andrew said and couldn't help smiling when he saw the concern written on Susan's face.
"OK. I'll also call off our group hunt for you. We thought you had panicked because you hadn't found the group proposal topics yet for our synthesist degrees. This had better be good," Susan emphasized. "You sure you're okay?"
She looked once more over her shoulder, he nodded, and she went out.
Andrew began to feel alive again only with the refreshing sting of the shower against his skin. Removing his facial hair and clean clothes helped wash away most signs of his ordeal. He would have thought he imagined the whole affair if it wasn't for the severely bruised left arm and sore fingers. The arm was quite sore but still slightly mobile. Andrew rolled up his sleeve, and rubbed an athletic balm on the bruised area and then headed out to meet Susan.
When he got to the door, he noticed the belt and one of the remaining water balls on the floor near his hiking boots. Well, at least, I didn't imagine these. He picked up a water ball after deciding that the belt might be too conspicuous, tossed it up and caught it as he carefully shut the door to his room and his MemDex had it locked before they had stepped away. He was actually whistling on his way to the cafeteria though he was deep in thought.
They'll just send me to psychiatric examination if I take this tale to the authorities. Andrew knew the mood of the world had turned inward after the influenza nightmare. Ironic that one quarters of the world's population had died from a wimpy, adaptive virus and not the nuclear holocaust everyone had anticipated. Populations became paranoid of people from a country or region where there was an outbreak and soon travel between many countries was blocked or severely curtailed. When deaths started occurring in the Western world the health care system in the U.S. and Europe was compromised for years. Travel and tourism suffered, and people, in general, became more insular. Later, when trade became restricted after the height of the influenza deaths, the World Government was formed as an offshoot of the World Bank. Nation states became local governments.
Two thirds of the free nations joined and the rest became the “unaligned nations.” It had been the goal of the World Bank to make third world nations dependent on the Bank for loan service -- thus controllable. The reality turned out to be a bit different as there was little “control” yet many inherited problems. The World Government was inefficient, as most governments are inefficient, but the bit of oversight it provided was enough to add some competency where there had been none before. The reality of a distant, weak, slightly incompetent government actually worked. It didn’t work everywhere because culture and corruption were so endemic but that was the reality.
With all the world's problems, people looked to restoring their own areas and their own homes. Technology was hardly affected but it stopped progress in its tracks for a few decades. History tapes of the last decades were almost incomprehensible in their violence and contradictions.
No, this story, of mine had better stay with a select few. Maybe we can use the power source of this belt for our group proposal because the project I had planned was too expensive – too mundane for others at the college. That field had to be produced with a ridiculously powerful power supply. Any power supply would be revolutionary plus that field kept the gray ghastly from touching anything – affecting mass and gravity like that ship would rewrite physics. Funny, how lack of motivation should prompt me to take a hike off my regular schedule. Look, where it got me, he chuckled to himself. Nobody is going to believe me, he thought.
He had only met Susan a year ago when the materials science specialist of their group had been forced out because his grating personality had eroded their efficiency. Susan had come in after an entire group she had been working with had dissolved. Now it seemed like she had been made for the group even in the few times they had worked together. Andrew hoped she'd, at least, accept his story better than any in the group. He was obliquely attracted to her. Of course, any super competent people are good to have around. He saw her waiting for him on one of the benches outside the cafeteria.
"Hi, Andy. You sure look better," she beamed with the transgression of his missed seminar seemingly forgotten.
"Hi. Let's eat first, I'm starved."
They went into the cafeteria and Susan eyed the water ball he carried. "May I ask what that is?" she inquired.
"No, you may not... yet!" he replied.
She was politely silent as they passed through the line and didn't even say anything about the voluminous amount of food he heaped onto his tray. She only raised an amused eyebrow when she saw the credit amount for the food he had to spend. He had relented and paid for the meal as he authorized his MemDex before Susan. He didn’t know she had no intention of paying for his meal but was preparing to pay for her own.
They sat down at a small table and before she could ask anything, Andrew had started into his food.
Picking at her food, she was silent as her amusement changed to amazement at the volume of food and drink that Andrew was inhaling. He ate so fast! Susan barely touched her food as she became absorbed in watching Andrew. It wasn't until Andrew had polished off every morsel of food from his plates that she broke the silence.
"Well… Out with it… Why did you miss the seminar? Do you have a workable group proposal for us? Why are you grinning at me like that?" Susan said, with all her frustration rushing out. She hoped he was going to live up to his reputation. She hadn’t seen too much special out of him since joining the team. Maybe that was changing, she thought.
"Here. Look at this," he said as he tossed the ball to her unexpectedly. "What do you make of this?" he asked as he got up and started toward the door without looking back.
"Hey, wait a minute, you!" she blurted; torn between close examination of the object in her hands and the retreating figure. "What is it?" She called as she jumped up after him, "What is this supposed to be? Is this the big secret?"
"'That," he said as she ran up beside him, "is part of our group proposal."
"But it's just an odd shaped container made out of ordinary... “Her voice trailed off as she held the ball for closer examination. After scratching at it with a little knife she had pulled from her pocket, she said, "OK. I'll shut up, you talk."
He led her to an empty bench in the shade of a tree nearby and after getting comfortable he began describing his trials and tribulations of the weekend. She drew him out with questions but otherwise didn't say anything.
When he finished, he asked her, "Well, do you believe me?"
After a pause she answered, "I'm reserving judgment 'til I see that belt you got. Let me see your arm. Realize that your arm doesn't prove anything. There is more to this that you're not telling me isn't there?"
"Some, but not much," he answered slightly embarrassed, but pleased that she was as astute as he rolled up his sleeve and winced. "I'll tell you everything when we can get the group together again.
"Ooo...bad bruise," she said as she spread her fingers trying to match the weird, wide pattern of bruising on the arm and realized that it wasn't from any hand she had seen.
 He had left out the function of the belt in his story other than as an escape weapon. "How about calling a meeting for our usual time this evening?"
"You want me to call. That's your job," she stated.
"I'm going back to bed for a while," he said and left her staring at his receding back. “I’m crushed right now I’m so tired. Guess I’m out of adrenaline.”
"Okay. I guess," she said to herself as he was out of earshot anyway and she looked down at the ball in her hands. This had better be good. She realized Andrew was supposed to be a pretty sharp candidate for synthesist manager but so far he hadn't produced much...though he was kind of cute. She wasn't sure if he went off the deep end or not. She'd reserve judgment.
"What little puzzle are you here?" she said quietly as she looked at the sphere. "You aren't going to be a total mystery to me by the meeting tonight are you?" she said just as another student happened past, looking at her as if she were crazy. She walked briskly off to her lab.
Andrew had no sooner gotten back to his room and briefly reexamined the alien belt when he got a call.
"Hello," Andrew answered as he tapped the display to accept.
"Hey. Andrew. I heard you were back and wanted to meet tonight. Where have you been? Susan was really cryptic when I tried to pump her for information."
"Steve?" Nobody else would be so inconsiderate. "Look, I'm tired, I'll tell you everything at the meeting tonight," Andrew answered wearily.
"Can't you give me a little hint?" Steve asked.
"I'll tell you tonight. Goodbye," Andrew said.
"Okay. But just..."
Andrew cut him off in mid-sentence and headed toward the bed. He undressed, and slid under the sheets with the sunlight all but shut off in the window. He was fast asleep in minutes.
When Andrew got to the seminar room he noticed everyone was already there, waiting for him. He looked around and made a second mental note of all attending, as was his duty as synthesist.
Susan, the materials science specialist… Pretty when she smiled with a fit body and tons of smarts. Probably the best well rounded of the group, save me…A whiz at everything…Fun to be around…Cute…Cute.
Steve, the computer specialist… Little smart ass, Andrew thought as he looked over the little dark haired dweb...but there wasn't anyone better in the field…crackerjack at anything electronic…dresses like a ‘dweb’ too. 
John, the chemical specialist… drab looking guy. Mister Invisible. You'd never know he was there until you needed something profound reasoned out… Witty guy… Always comes out with one-liners that get you smiling ten minutes later after you thought about what he had said.
Ling, the biologist and psychologist…fine, chiseled oriental features with an Occidental mouth that slipped in from somewhere in her family tree. No figure and her taste in clothes exhibited 20th century refugee prints but she knew her field.
Fran, the environmental specialist…little bit on the dumpy side but she could make orchards grow out of rock and knew environmental systems. She would help us be sought after by all the big industrials when she finished her schooling. She knew everything about “going Green.”
Tod, the physicist…looks like a football player but deep…Pretty good in a machine shop too…Probably the smartest of the group…sharper than me but then I only decide which way to drive.
Desiree, the mathematician and linguist…God…What a looker! Andrew sighed deeply. Grew up with a silver spoon in her mouth, as they say; but didn't seem to be spoiled by her rich upbringing. She had looks and brains.
Joel, the mechanical specialist…could make chicken salad out of proverbial ...well, anyway...he could turn an idea into reality…Knows his engineering but looks like a wrestler -- except one with deft, strong hands.
All these people had various overlapping or complimentary specialties, but each had been chosen to fit into an integrated group with a synthesist manager in charge. If the defense of their group proposals were accepted, then all members of the group would get a synthesist degree, similar and equivalent to PhDs but universities were different than years ago. Now universities provided the equipment, experience, and atmosphere for experimentation and, of course, each university was known for the reputation of the experts the student groups could consult. A breakthrough from the military in the early decades of the century had revolutionized the learning process.
Direct stimulation learning programs were now used in preparatory, middle and high schools and provided the information foundation for college. This technique for learning was a combination of direct simulation and high power drugs provided early basic skills in math and science. Levels of sophistication varied by price and the privileged and the talented were able to access the best information sources. Quantifiable formulas and scientific theories were more easily taught but were history and literature. Anything that required memorization was a candidate for canned learning. Students tested as well or better than conventional “schooling” in long-term memory recall though many debated the quality of memorization through this method. Programmed learning had replaced almost all learning by rote for the upper quartile students. Teachers helped students integrate their implanted knowledge. 
Legacy cycle learning, where students solved problems based on scenarios, was the teaching method du jour. Scenarios would be expanded to draw students into considering real world issues or points to research so they could discover their own answers and then apply them to other situations. Students had already acquired the basic knowledge base in their fields of interest before being accepted into college. Students a century past spent their secondary schooling and undergraduate years learning facts and methods by rote and then trying to apply the theories only after they entered graduate school. University groups, now, were picked to work productively as units such as the one Andrew was about to address. The University of Arizona, here, had become renown for turning out producers...real problem solvers...creative brains for hire…with a synthesist degree and minors in their specialty.
All this flashed through Andrew's consciousness as he looked at the anxious faces around him.
"I want you to take a chance on me, on us, for a team topic defense. Success will mean more success than you can imagine. We had come up with several avenues to explore but this is unlike any of those. I'm asking you to scrap all the ideas we had discussed and, instead, head in an entirely new direction," Andrew stated somberly. "We have a chance to use what this facility has given us to make our futures -- to make the world a better place” -- everybody winced at that trite sounding phrase but he continued,” at least, to add some excitement to this place." Andrew wished he hadn’t seen so much skepticism on some of the faces.
"First, I want Susan to make a preliminary report on the assignment I asked her to do earlier this afternoon," Andrew said turning to Susan.
Her head snapped toward him. "You didn't say anything about an assignment... ...you..." I guess he understood me better than I thought. It was a kind of assignment. She grinned. You sneak.
"What have you two been cooking up?" Steve asked looking from Susan to Andrew. Is she the reason you missed the seminar? He wondered.
"Well... John, “she looked at him. ”I'm sorry. I used some of your equipment," Susan said demurely, a little of her enthusiasm spilling out.
"I have here a water container close to twelve (12) centimeters in diameter. It does have water in it but the water has trace amounts of sodium chloride, iodine, and several insoluble organic compounds in it. The container is a type of thin metal, though I thought it was a plastic at first. First, it's not like any metal I've known. It doesn't oxidize with anything but the strongest agents and its hardness is similar to titanium, though I can't find any trace of titanium. The crystalline structure is different from anything I've ever seen. You look at it Tod, before I say any more," Susan said as she tossed it to Tod.
Tod said, "Well, it's a rather crude manufactured product. Probably was injection molded like plastic, but I'd need to know the powdered metal properties before I could say for sure." He held it up in the light to see it better.
"Is this our project? Did you get us together so we can design new canteens? I'll really be useful in designing water containers," Steve said in an exasperated tone.
"No, I've got something for everyone here," Andrew said as he took the alien belt out of a box he had brought with him and placed it on the conference table before them all.
"What is that supposed to be? We are starting a repair service for music players for fat joggers?" Steve cried looking at the length of the belt. If this project doesn't pan out we'll all be lucky to get jobs skimming algae at a solar farm somewhere, he thought.
Andrew knew he had their attention now, even during their protestations. The belt was unusual in an odd way that they couldn't quite pin down. Andrew waited very quietly, "This is the key to a new type of power source...maybe even unlimited power supplies." Andrew let his statement hit them and the silence was absolute about him.
"It can be all of that and more if we can unravel it without killing ourselves in the process. I pretty well know the state of the art in most of those areas, since that's my job and I think we're about as well equipped as anyone else to tackle it. Think this is a good enough for our proposal defense?" Andrew asked.
"Where did you come by these little advances in science?" John asked quietly.
"I can only say that this will be a good test as to how competent we are and I will explain further when I can," Andrew explained as he saw their dubious expressions. "No person will miss these." 
There was a brief period of silence while everyone looked around to see if they were sane and really there and then, the tumult of questions really began the serious discussion for the night.
 
***Rett in deep space***
 
Rett snapped to full consciousness to the clamor of the proximity alarm.
What is this? He thought as he shut off the alarm. His vehicle gave a lurch and he became dizzy at the same moment. Looking out the port he saw the hazy end of a great ship. Yes, it was an Exploration Service ship ...but what was it doing here? Why have they stopped my ship? How did they dare? He was a Tros. He was moving toward the communicator when the floor gave another lurch and the gravity orientation changed and he was tumbled to the deck.
Rett heard the clang of metal before he realized that the bright light now coming through the portal was artificial and he was now inside the great ship. As he stood there absorbing this revelation, he heard a loud pounding coming from the entranceway.
It took all his discipline to calmly open the entranceway. A group was awaiting him when he opened the hatch. All were bipeds but only two were Tros.
Addressing the Tros, he said in Trade, "By what authority did you stop my vessel?"
The leader of the group, obviously not a Tros, answered abruptly, "You are in an area under control of the Exploration Service. Our ship is stronger and we need no other reason. You are in an area that is interdicted in a vessel of unauthorized design."
"But I've done nothing and you interrupted my journey. Why did you stop my vessel?"
"What was your purpose in this area?" The leader asked.
"Why did you stop my vessel?" Rett asked equally defiant.
"What was your purpose in this area?" The leader asked flatly.
When Rett did not reply, one of the others in the group walked up and touched a control rod to Rett's shoulder and he was immediately shocked senseless and carried out the entrance and into a room aboard the Exploration Service ship.
Rett regained full consciousness to find himself strapped down to a table with wires attached to his head, arms, chest, and legs. Swiveling one eye to the side he saw another non-Tros seated before a complicated instrument display. Even in the position he was in, he felt relieved to see a fellow-being and not just some lowly other race. Only when he heard the question did he realize that the humanoid-leader of the group was beside him also and asking him a question.
"Why were you in this area?" The leader asked.
When Rett did not answer, the questioner nodded to the Tros behind the console and Rett was wracked with indescribable agony. As he lay gasping, he heard the question again.
"Why were you in this area?"
When Rett paused to answer, a mild jolt shuddered through him again and he answered, "I was just trying out a solo craft my colleagues and I built."
"Why did you go to this particular system?"
"It was just a convenient point," Rett said, barely getting the answer out before a jolt hit him.
"Why, this particular system?"
Anticipating another jolt, Rett's voice was shaky as he answered, "I was told that this system was very interesting since it had so many electromagnetic emanations coming from it. I was not aware it was under control of the Service." Rett fully expected another jolt after his answer but it didn't come.
"Did you meet any of the natives?" the being asked.
"No," Rett replied and was hit by the strongest jolt yet. When he returned to full consciousness, he was prepared for another jolt which didn't come. How did this being know, he was lying? The artifacts! Of course, he knew. Rett anticipated the reply and said, "Yes, I had contact with one native."
Rett was pounded with another small series of jolts.
"Only one native?"
"Yes," Rett answered and was jolted again.
"How many natives?"
"Just one," he answered and tensed for the next jolt which didn't come.
"Did you give the native any artifacts?"
Rett decided that since Trade training didn't count and the belt had been taken, he could answer a negative. "No, I didn't," he answered and again came the mind-searing jolt.
"What did you give the native?"
"Nothing," he said and again came the jolt.
"Well, how is his story so far?" the questioner asked the Tros at the console.
"Relatively truthful on all counts, but with indications of information withheld."
"Let us continue then," stated the questioner.
Rett's story was enlarged bit by bit but many of the details were omitted. The questioners seemed to be just going through a routine and had no real interest in his answers.
The service personnel knew nothing of his mobile stressed space field belt and Rett didn't feel inclined to mention it since he knew the penalty for culture contamination through technology transfer.
A small delegation, led by a Tros this time, came to his craft as he was readied to leave the service ship.
"You will be destroyed if you attempt to enter this section of the spiral arm again. Also, if upon subsequent investigation, we find that you have misrepresented yourself or your intentions on the planet where you landed; the nearest ship will be sent to eradicate you and all your associates. This ship is now recorded as being warned from this area," the Tros said and without waiting for an answer spun around and walked away.
Rett began to make plans for his moving from his planet even before his craft sped out into the brilliantly speckled void.
 
Susan and Tod had finally figured out how the belt had been assembled. It slid together like a puzzle box with no adhesives or extraneous screws or connectors. After careful diagrams and notes had been gathered, they consulted with Steve, John and Joel to assist them in disassembling the component parts. It was a relatively safe procedure with Steve's electronic background, Joel’s mechanical aptitude, and Tod's background in physics, particle physics in this case.
Only after it had been safely disassembled did Susan, as materials specialist, and John, the chemist; begin to figure out of what it was made and why it had fractured in the first place.
It became Steve, Tod, and Joel's job to figure out how the belt had been powered and to duplicate the power source. Then they’d have to figure out the stressed space field after they got a power supply working.
Ling, Desiree, and Fran were given a separate task of preliminary work, whose purpose Andrew wouldn't even reveal to the rest of the members in the group. When asked he would just say he would tell them soon. All members were ordered not to ask the three about their activities until allowed and this hurt the harmony of the group. Andrew had explained that early answers would prejudice their investigations. Nobody liked it. They were supposed to work together, they muttered.
At a called meeting, Andrew prepared to tell all members of the team his purpose. He also knew that the three men had made a great breakthrough on the belt power supply. The tension was palpable.
As the members settled into their places, Andrew spoke, "We should get right down to business. I'm sure you're all interested in the results of our sub-group on the power supply. Our women's sub-group has been doing some preliminary work that we shall discuss later.” The women frowned at this potentially sexist remark. “First; Tod, why don't you do this, since this part is really your baby?"
Tod got up and walked over to the display board. He was grinning from ear to ear and looked more like an imbecilic football player than a physicist.
"About a week after we started on the project, Joel figured out the mechanics of the power production and Steve figured out
how power generation might be controlled but they both really didn't understand the process of the power generation. What we had, but we didn't know it, was a fusion generator that weighed about three kilograms."
"Wait a minute," Fran interrupted, "I thought a fusion reaction took millions of degrees of heat and needed a tremendous amount of energy to start it. The first successful experiment with cold fusion wasn’t cold fusion at all but an unusual chemical reaction."
"Well, you're right and wrong," Tod answered patiently. "What this belt has is cold fusion. It takes a highly sophisticated apparatus to produce the catalyst but once you know what the catalyst is, and we know now, you can use deuterium and produce power in tremendous amounts by varying tiny amounts of deuterium, and I mean minute amounts. It was the fact that it was a sealed system that threw us. It was like having a cathode with no anode or one side of an electrical circuit. It didn’t make sense until we threw out some of our old preconceptions. How can you have something producing tremendous energy and no heat? It was contrary to everything we thought we knew. Of course a hundred years ago they laughed at people who suggested there were regions of the earth that moved – tectonic plates.”
“Susan, I'm going to need your help if we're going to make a copy of this; the casing is giving us a fit. To make things ultra simple, this catalyst allows the deuterium to fuse to produce helium with energy released as a directed field of energy, or in this case, a circulating cool plasma. It produces no heat. No. Before you ask…we don’t know why. We use this released energy to produce electricity with the damnedest, miniature closed, magnetohydrodynamic widget you ever saw. This thing is a combination of the slickest principles combined with the crudest control methods. We're gonna’ be able to fix the crude control methods with some of our own. The controls for the energy production prohibit us using electronic switching and limiting functions so we are going to use nano-fluidic controls with electronic controls further away," Tod said still beaming.
"What good does all this do us if we have to produce some complicated, expensive catalyst?" Fran asked.
"Good point," Tod said, now really grinning. "It so happens an old professor of mine works at the plasma physics research center here and a by-product of some of the older experiments can be easily gathered from existing equipment or current reactors now that we know this by-product (the catalyst) is of use."
"I see that your discovery will mean jobs for all of us and fame for you," Ling said sardonically, "but what are we doing our work for. I don't see how our work ties in with your power supply," she said, turning her attention from Tod back to Andrew.
Andrew decided that now was the time to bare his idea to the group.
"What have you been doing these last few weeks?" Susan asked. "You have been flitting from lab to lab and then you've disappeared for the entire last week. What have you been working on? I have a sneaking suspicion, but I want to hear it from your mouth before I'll believe it."
Andrew felt justified in his faith of Susan at that moment and decided to make her number two in charge of the project. She was forceful and did have a gift for administration.
"I have been working with several of the university staff to work out technical problems but when we get that power supply completed; my work can really begin. I've made most of the preliminary calculations for what we found in the other portion of the belt. I've figured out how the belt could produce the intense fields so we might negate or regulate inertia and gravity. I'm able to negate neutrino oscillation, at least experimentally. The neutrinos change states and I can lock them into any of three stressed states. I'm not sure what it will mean but it may pull us closer to realization of what all Unified Field theory concepts tried to do, explain and predict the interaction of matter and energy. Except in our case, we might just be able to put a lot of it into practice and it’s going to kick lynchpins out of string theory and eleven dimensions. It indicates how gravity may be an entropic force – a property of matter. At the very least it will verify and disprove many standard model propositions and theories."
"Spinoffs from this can give us gravity neutralization, force fields, and faster than light travel," he said emphasizing the last. "We are going to design and build Earth's first interstellar craft and, Susan; you're going to be in charge of what it's made of and everything in it."
Bedlam broke loose in the group and they all started yelling comments at once. Most were angry or thought he was crazy or thought, at the very least, their chances of getting a synthesist degree had gone down the tubes.
Steve shouted over the rest, “Hold it Ace.” He then spoke in a more natural volume. “We’re not going to let you say something like that without you explaining about these ‘calculations and crap about nuking string theory…you’re no physicist. Where do you get off with making these wild claims? ...And that bit about space travel. No one talks about that stuff anymore. I can go for a new power source that may or may not prove viable but a space ship? I know it a big leap to go from power supplies to a space ship. Come on. I want to get a degree in my lifetime. I don’t want to be known as some space nut case.”
Andrew looked at Tod and nodded. Tod made sure his wireless connections were secure – then connected to the large display with his MemDex. 
Andrew led them through the prepared presentation. “Thought I’d have to explain a bit… Seems that a lot of what we “knew” about general particle theory -- electrons, charm/strange/up/down/bottom and top quarks -- and neutrino states were wrong. Not wrong –- wrong – just misinterpreted. Here’s a current representation. Neutrons are in three states and have a certain predicted mass. Used to be we thought they had no mass and now we know differently …but it isn’t mass like we think it is. We have electron, muon and tau neutrino states but theory kept finding conflicting reasons for the numbers of different neutrinos and why they changed states when they did. Quantum theory wasn’t up to it really. You have been out and got caught in a strong whirlwind, right?” he asked the group.
Several in the group tilted their heads as the rest waited.
“Well; imagine you are in space and are hit with an electromagnetic wave. You might not feel it but instruments could detect it,” Andrew continued. “Quantum theory says you can’t have entanglement or particle spin until you measure it. Quantum theory came up with entanglement and then we could demonstrate photon entanglement. What we thought we knew appears to have been misinterpreted. It is not really particles but rotating fields at a Planck scale of 10-35 meters. That is the background energy for all matter – for everything. That’s why string theory keeps trying to come up with eleven dimensions. It’s simpler and more elegant than we thought. You smash up some of these ‘particles’ as we’ve come to call them and they leave different curved trails. From these misinterpreted photos we base our conclusions of ‘current’ physics. They aren’t really particles, per se, but the force of the rotating fields acts like masses of particles. The force acts like mass so it must be particle. At least that is what we’ve thought for about a hundred years. Think of background radiation at Planck frequencies and some is in motion linearly, some rotating and that is what acts as the basis of matter in the universe. We now have some calculations and have shown we can affect matter, at least in some experiments, that tends to go a long way at confirming what we now think…or should I say…disproving some of the older quantum and string theory interpretations.” Andrew could see everyone was trying to get a handle on the concepts.
“Look,” Steve said. “Are you trying to say you can affect matter with some sort of field experiment? Effect matter how? Are you saying all the old theories are wrong?”
“No. I’m not saying they are all wrong but there have been a lot of theories that have been around a long time…long enough to be accepted as fact because of some obscure experiment that was misinterpreted fifty years ago. Any theory that can’t be confirmed by multiple experiments is no more than theology. We can change the nature of space around us and can alter gravity. Affect that and you can do all sorts of things but you have to have an inkling of the right concepts first and I think we do. I’ve been working with Tod when he wasn’t on the power supply because I am no physicist – he is.” Andrew waited for the questions and prepared to demonstrate some experiments. He nodded to Tod and they displayed the dated videos of some of the experiments.
The first video was dated two weeks previously and showed a jury-rigged apparatus on a metal table that arced and burned out the power in the room and the video went dark. Another video immediately followed showing the same apparatus over a polymer table and a ceramic block floated between two curved, small disk-like antenna. The third video dated early the same morning showed a large block of metal; floating and marked “60 kilos.” It was floating between the two antennas and then as one adjustment was verbally noted in the background the block disappeared and a loud crack and crash was heard. The camera continued the display as Andrew came into the view and the camera swung toward a hole in the laboratory roof and the lighting was swung to cover the smashed roof.
“Glad that was late at night. I had to patch that myself. At least I had Tod to hold the ladder.” Andrew looked at Steve. “Yes. We can suspend gravity around any mass and by adjusting the background at different portions of the field – we can produce motion if the field is strong enough. We have a few more if you’re interested.”
Minutes later several mumbled to their peers that he was crazy but they did admit among themselves that he had produced results but they couldn't see how he wanted to jump from power supplies, no matter how innovative, to interstellar travel. Andrew explained he had reasons and he would reveal them shortly. They were all interested and hooked by the work on the prospects the research was showing. 
"Tod, I want you and Joel, and whoever else you need, to begin work on a supply of deuterium and catalyst. I'll give you some specs and probable workarounds later tonight and I want you to try to design within these general guidelines. I'll also want to be able to generate a particular range of voltage and amperage but we'll talk of that later. The university has only been told the barest of facts about the power supply and will loan us support staff for the millwork and large manufacturing details. They realize that there is a potential for mega profits from patents on our power supply research and want their piece of the pie. I am not telling anyone about the stressed field research. No one speaks of this Steve," Andrew looked directly at Steve and he nodded once.
Andrew turned to the women of the group. "I've had your group designing a self-contained habitat. Now I want you to begin working with the others to design and build the working hardware for a small-mobile environment. You three women have done wonders but I want you to build the system you came up with on paper and make it less susceptible to environmental shock. We’ll probably have radiation protection from the field but we’ll need room for a good size crew. I expect you to steal as many good ideas from deep space documentaries, prototype suits and food and recreation facilities. I’ll want a small sickbay with minor surgery equipment and staffing."
"Here are the general requirements and specifications I need for the ecosystem. Fran, you are in charge of this part. I'm not sure how much oxygen and food we can produce organically so you will figure that out and how much we’ll be required to store. We will only have a limited amount of water and we will have to recycle the waste recycled as much as possible. We can use electrolysis to produce oxygen and hydrogen. The new power source will produce H2 as a minor byproduct – we can use that in the MHD for power initiation. Essentially our fuel will be water but I'm not sure about the excess hydrogen if we can't turn that into deuterium...I don't want to burn anything. I'm concerned about storage and balance with water stored several places...probably some in every section of the Wildcat since the power supplies are so small. I want every major piece of equipment with its own power supply with a tie to the main power supply."
Steve got up and started yelling, "Look. This power supply thing is all well and good and I can see the usefulness of that. I can see that control of gravity would have HUGE effects on the whole planet if it worked...but," he got calmer and quieter. "Why us? Why do you think we can...no...Why SHOULD we do this? It's really neat and all but shouldn't we just turn this over to the World Government or the University?" he sat down, the group got very quiet and turned back to Andrew, some in obvious assent and others in amusement at the situation Andrew was now in.
Andrew looked around to each of them and didn't seem upset by the questions at all. "My first thoughts too, but what would the World Government do with this? Don't you think I thought of that? The university would just turn it over to the World Government. You know what they'd do. Tod?"
Tod nodded with his mouth pursed. "They'd jerk it out of our hands in a heartbeat. It would be studied in private and trickled out as they saw fit, if ever. We'd be sequestered somewhere not as comfortable as here."
"There would never be spaceflight with it," John said and the group turned toward him, surprised that he had spoken up. "It would squander precious resources from the needs at hand," he added to clarify his previous statement in a parody of news broadcasts. "The government really doesn't want any projects like this. All manned flights were canceled decades ago. Why are you so interested in spaceflight Andrew? Where did you get these huge leaps in technology? Everyone has been debating it but it's time to fess up." 
Andrew sighed and Susan gave him a quiet thumb up from the sidelines. He took a breath and started his tale. There was dead silence at the end. Andrew figured they were trying to decide if he was kidding or not. Tod was the first to recover.
"Deep down I knew it must be something like this but didn't want to question too much for fear that I wouldn't get to work on it any more. Fill us in on the details," Tod said and asked a few dozen questions more. Everyone else had a go at him too but he fielded the questions as best he could.
"A pact!" Desiree said and put her hand out. 
Ling grinned and put her hand on top of Desiree's as she nudged Steve with her elbow in his ribs.
They all put their left hands in a stack with Andrew next to last with Susan's hand on top. 
"All right. I swear to tell no one about this until permitted to with the full consensus of the group." Desiree looked around when no one spoke up. "Shit. Swear it or I'll kick your butt out into the desert myself."
They all grinned and swore their Musketeer oath enjoying the childish excitement of it. Susan looked Andrew square in the eyes and gave his hand a long squeeze, with her other hand firmly holding the back of his upper arm.
Andrew smiled deeply and turned back to the rest as he gave out specs and further assignments. They were busily discussing plans and designs for several minutes when Susan interrupted the discussion.
Steve chimed in, "How do you plan to fund all these other little undertakings?"
"Well, right now the university thinks we're working on an independent power system for isolated communities. They think we've designed a system to make sections of the Earth habitable that are now arid. Realize there is a lack of people and funding to maintain the aging electrical grids with the freak weather we’ve had the past decade. No region wants to pay for the infrastructure upkeep. That’s why our power supplies are coming at the right moment in time. The university thinks this will be a little piece of the energy production like ethanol or wave power. Our power supplies are easily scaled up, the catalyst is readily available and the deuterium can be easily supplied. No one will want fossil fuel powered energy. When companies find out they can get energy whenever they want without being held hostage to a fixed, unreliable infrastructure, they will move and slash connections to the grid as soon as they find out it is cheaper and more reliable. The university thinks we will produce small, reliable prototypes and that’s all they think.
We are going to keep them thinking that line until I've completed the field projector and most the bugs are worked out," Andrew stated. "They don't have any idea the power generators can be tiny with huge output and we'll keep them thinking small prototypes...for a while. The university administration doesn’t know they will have control taken away from them when this disruptive technology hits the commercial market. They'll still make money and get prestige no matter what we do with half of what we are developing. It's a fair trade."
"But how will that get the project funded? They'll cut you off the minute you even look toward the stars, much less talk of going to them," Steve continued. "Hell. Half us think you're nuts." He saw the frowns around him on several faces. "Yeah, yeah. It is fun." He paused, "Yeah Desiree. I remember our oath though I don't think I'd mind if you kicked my butt and talked dirty to me. Oh come on. I'm just saying what most of you are thinking."
Andrew didn't let it get out of hand. "You're right Steve, if we were simply asking the University for funding and assistance. Once the power supply design is completed, we will have the bargaining power. Then we'll reveal our plans for the ship and refuse to release any of the power supply plans 'til they have given us a written guarantee of funding and support. We will turn over majority production rights to the power supply to the university at the completion of the project. That had us sign some boilerplate legal that says just like that but the money from the project is set up to mostly fund what we want to do. There is money for travel and food and miscellaneous. They weren’t stingy so we’re pretty well funded."
"I'm not sure about this...I see tons of obstacles," Steve said. 
 "Do you think for one minute that they would let us develop anything if they knew what we had? We'd be replaced with a think tank, muckety muck firm in a nanosecond. Hell. We wouldn't even be able to see what the others were working on. Everything would be classified ten times. Steve. I don't need problem identifiers. The whole planet has those up the ass. I need problem solvers. That's what we're supposed to be."
"Well...What if they turn us down and try to steal the plans," Steve queried.
"We'll simply be prepared to offer the same package to other neighboring universities. We can FTP encrypted plans to secure servers all over the dataNet. I don't want to do that unless we have to since we run up against some old technology export laws. These plans will make whoever has them very successful until the technology disseminates across the world. We won't release the other information until we're ready to leave," Andrew admitted.
Joel asked, "How do we plan to make something as complicated as an interstellar craft? There are too many details; think of the calculations alone."
"The craft I saw was crude. I'm amazed at how crude it was. Being such a small craft, helped show many design features that would be hidden on a larger craft. I saw no features for armament and there was only a rudimentary electric calculating system. I didn’t see anything electronic like we think of things. It was pretty big and clunky. It was mostly air tanks, power source and field projectors."
"You're kidding," Steve exclaimed, "Surely no civilized race would be without computers. How could they navigate?"
"I know it's shocking, but the alien couldn't even figure out a wrist Mem-Dex. What would they think of Dense Memory-Mobile Series computers? I think they must have gotten their power generation system early in their industrial period. Then they got the field generation system and it let them carry any weight into space if they could surround it with a field. Earth had to worry about ever gram it took into orbit. They never had to develop microelectronics. This is one of our advantages. If we combine our electronics and communications technology with the ‘borrowed’ knowledge, we can be prepared for anything that race could throw at us. At least, we'd have a chance against hostiles and I prefer to bargain from a position of strength," Andrew answered, the excitement easily noted in his voice. "The whole world will have access to the power supply technology. If we immediately turn over everything else -- we'll be drowned. We're going to ride the crest of the wave or be buried. We have nothing to prove my experience was real except what we make of these ourselves. The government will not look to protect us from others in space if there is no manned presence in space. We're going to make them sit up and take notice."
There was some general discussion but they generally agreed with him. Andrew pulled Ling aside and prepared stage two of his program as the meeting finally broke up.
Steve got up close to Susan's ear when they were leaving. "Hey. Your boyfriend isn't backed up all the way to the loading dock, you know."
Her ears turned red. "He isn't my boyfriend," she said without real conviction.
Dean Drucker, meanwhile, called an old, school alumnus that had been very prolific in support to the school over the years. The Dean had allowed him to cherry-pick from the synthesist graduates when they appeared to be producing innovative research and what he had been presented certainly fit that category. He even had a direct contact number. “Bradley. This is Simon Drucker over at UA. I’ve got some candidates for you.”
“More outstanding synthesists Simon. I’m fresh out of places to put them. They’re all outstanding,” Brad Philips said, annoyed by another call from the Dean. I should have never given him my number he thought. I’ll have to change it. On that thought, he decided he’d be polite, “Sorry. It’s been a long morning. What do you have?” 
 “Well. I’ve got a group that appear to have produced a cold fusion process,” the Dean said with pride.
“Everyone has about given up on that branch of research. Too much money -- too little results… Besides… All the info I’ve seen showed that there wasn’t much output from experiments that could be turned into useful energy. Tell me where I’m wrong,” Philips stated.
“No. No. No. They really did it. They are going to put on a demo…a prototype unit that could almost power a house from what I’m told. A house! They say they’re going to be looking into the environmental impacts and reliability but; they say, these things might be made fairly easily. They really didn’t want much in development cost so the university technology transfer group decided they would internally fund the development. I’m not asking you for money this time but this looks like these kids may really have something.”
“Okay. Okay. When and where for this demo?” Philips asked neutrally. Drucker told him and he replied, “I’ll try to be there.” Damned right I’ll be there. If he could cut into the low-sulfur coal and petro cartels, he would be rich or dead. Rich was the better sort. He’d see about backing these kids privately to get into their other ideas.
 
Across the city at the University, Tod and Joel had had some problem getting the kinks worked out of deuterium flow for their fusion plant but now work was going apace and their prototype was almost ready. The bitchin’ part of the alien belt power mechanism was figuring where all the wiring went though parts were huge compared to modern components. It was fairly straightforward after it was diagrammed and Tod had puzzled out a theory about WHY it worked.
It diagrammed easily but it took some skull sweat before they figured how the power supply could be adjusted to produce different current and voltage. Power output of the old belt seemed naively constructed, limited by a shortsighted design. Slight modification and a magnetohydrodynamic design using neodymium, iron, boron magnets with strong Halbach arrays seemed capable of producing tremendous amounts of DC current. The new power supply should be small and would produce huge amounts of electricity. But the power supply was not the portion of the alien belt that produced the stressed space field. That portion was going to be separate reverse engineering nightmare.
John was working with Susan on the material make-up of the power supply housing in the side of the warehouse the university had turned over to the students as a place to work on their 'power supply' project. John was a quiet kid who was the brunt of a lot of the group's jokes 'cause he was so serious. Several members of the team had even mentioned their loathing for chemical engineering though they did have to accede to the heady mathematics it took to do anything progressive in the field. John took it all in stride and would take all their crap and lie in wait mentally. He'd be at the edge of a group that was discussing this or that and would very quietly interject him into the discussion with a question or comment that would simply stun them or crack them up. He got the nickname, 'one liner'. John was a sought after commodity at discussions of late since he would often bring up ideas that hadn't occurred to other members of the team.
Susan was describing the problem of having a power housing inside a hull. The hull would be surrounded by intense magnetic fields that would be generated. "John. I can't figure ought any way we can build a hull without costing b-zillions. It's not like this stuff is just lying around."
"Is that a rhetorical question?" John asked with an amused eyebrow raised.
"You know I'm serious. I have to figure out how to get a ship built with table scraps. Andrew is full of it if he thinks..."
"Fuel storage tanks," John said cutting off her tirade.
"What? No, no John. I'm talking about a ship hull and how to make it compatible with the power supply we're building...not fuel tanks. It can’t be metallic."
"Fiber-ply fuel storage tanks," John said quietly for effect.
Susan started to give him some grief when her eyes got wide. "Humongous, non-metallic, tough as hell, lasts forever, never used because of regulations...fuel storage tanks...like the ones right next to the campus that they have been trying to get rid of since...forever. Why didn't I think of that?" Susan said and gave John a very thorough hug. "You're a genius."
He breathed in Susan's sweet smell and sighed, "Yep..."
 
It didn't take the team long to check out the huge cylinders. They were charcoal black cylinders ten (10) meters in diameter and twenty-five (25) meters long. They had been made for above ground chemical storage but new safety regulations had banned their use after a terrorist incident at a storage facility in Texas. These had been slated for installation but got 'stored' when the legislation was passed. Desiree tracked down the owner and after some judicious bargaining; bought the tanks for pocket change. The one codicil was that they had to take all ten (10) off the site before the end of the month -- ten more days.
Desiree's dad got the tanks moved. He owned several construction companies and his daughter could talk him, or about any man, into any bit of mischief. The university officials were outraged about putting the tanks anywhere on the sprawling campus until Desiree's dad came through again and reminded them of the generous, generous endowments he had given the university over the last ten years...some lean years. The team realized where Desiree had gotten her bargaining skills. Andrew placated the Synthesist School with promises of their low cost, non-polluting power plant. Andrew failed to mention that the small units he planned would enable people to be independent of utility companies... a scary idea for many if they had known. 
Susan and Joel, the mechanical gurus came up with a cool design for the "Wildcat" as they came to call it after the school team. Four cylinders would be in a square, with the fifth cylinder in the middle like the five dots on dice. Five additional cylinders would be attached end on end with the first five. They would be assembled and launched horizontally as there would be no ‘down’ when the field was active. The difficult part was alignment during assembly. They were easily attached together with special carbon fiber-aramid ply-board and bonding agents. Tod said it was like gluing model airplanes...only bigger.
Joel had made a detailed computer model of the hull and the team could then pull up and manipulate any detail before they lifted a finger on the actual cylinders. The biggest problem was cutting the stuff. The team would be covered with black residue from the hydra-jet and thermo-lance they used to cut the portals and poke holes for wiring. The strips of fiber-ply to hold the tanks together were carbon fiber, rigid strips covered with an aramid based laminate. It only took a week to rough out the basic hull. When they had finished the rough-in, the team started the wiring and layout designs to fit what the laid out. It was like building a house. The outside shell went up fast and the basic wiring, ventilation and plumbing went in next. Many internal arrangements had to redone because the computer model didn’t work out well in actuality. Kind of an 'ass backward' way of doing it but the computer models did give them the working basis for all their calculations of volume and structure. 
The project started to attract some other teams and onlookers since the project had taken on a rather grand proportion. Andrew had a working meeting because the questions and faculty attention was beginning to erode the manic efficiency of the team.
"Suggestions?" Andrew addressed the group.
John raised a palm, "Need to schedule a demo with a power plant. We can block off the view of the hull with an opaque fence." 
"We need a fence anyway. I've had tons of folks coming over when Joel and I were working on this sucker," Steve said.
Susan looked concerned so Andrew nodded to her, “Something the matter with that?"
Susan hesitated, "I talked with Drucker, the Dean of the Synthesist School, yesterday. He's hedging about continued support and wonders why these power supplies have to be so big. I don't know how much longer we can keep up the fiction of the 'Wildcat' being a small independent power plant. I told Drucker that the power plant was smaller, much smaller but we were putting it in a low-cost, sealed test structure to monitor environmental impact these power plants will make. I told them we have to look for any volatile organics or carbon emissions or radiation or heat pollution. We have to make sure we don’t get blindsided by an environmental issue didn’t we? He agreed with me and thought we were being very through. He thinks that it will cost most of our development budget to build one plant...and he thinks that's reasonable."
John quipped, “Wait 'til he finds out that these power plants are probably going to be inexpensive to make or what we intend to do with some of them. He'll have a duck."
Andrew worked on this part of the project, while the others were busy doing their work. It wasn't long before Tod came to Andrew and announced that he and Joel were ready for a private demonstration.
As Andrew was standing in the lab awaiting the results, Tod strolled up to him and said, "It was embarrassing in its simplicity. If you had the catalyst, anybody could have built it. Hell, the maintenance man could have made a copy. Well...probably not James Watt. There is some heavy skull work in producing the design, but if you've got that, it's a cinch to actually build."
"Well, fire it up and we'll see what it'll do," Andrew said physically drained from his work.
As Tod and Joel started the power plant, there was a slight hum that could be heard and as the power was gradually increased, the load indicators showed the output. They were not far from the lowest settings when Tod shut it off.
"Why did you stop?" Andrew asked. "We were just getting started."
"We were already at the limit that our recording equipment could stand,” Joel answered. "We ran the unit at higher output for an entire three days last week with a heavy load to test continuous use."
"What kind of load could you put on this if it is that powerful."
Joel acted sheepish.
"Well?" Andrew asked getting suspicious.
"We tapped into the engineering substation and dumped power back into the Rural Galino grid. We put out so much power that the aerospace and engineering schools are going to have a negative utility charge for a few days," Joel said.
"Great, three days surplus energy is great. This is super," Andrew exclaimed.
"You don't understand," Joel said blushing. "Not three days." John gritted his teeth. "A year’s worth of power for those schools was dumped back into the grid."
"A year!" You pumped a year's worth of electricity back into the grid in three days!"
"Yep...but it burnt out a couple of transformers and couplings." There was a long pause. "We didn't have anywhere to dump all that amperage. None of the loads we had would have done zip. We didn't even have it at full output. It worked real well."
"Whoa Joel. This is really good timing for us. Drucker has been hounding me for a demo for the school since Fiscal has been hounding him about all the expense. What do you think?"
"We can knock it out -- no problem," Tod said. Joel nodded assent.
"Can we tailor the demo to show something that puts out about ten kilowatts at 20 amps? I want it to almost power a modern house in the US. They will jerk it out of our hands for sure if I show it could power a town on a regular basis and not just for a short-term emergency. They think it will be some clunky, little prototype."
Joel looked at Tod. "Yep. I can rig the output to show the lowest range of power production and pin the fuel flow, like a governor on an engine. When do we need it?"
"You tell me...the sooner the better," Andrew grinned big time.
Joel looked back at Tod. "Thursday morning ought to give us plenty of time working out any bugs. We'll run the demo a few times to see if we can get it working."
"I'll call Drucker and tell him to bring the other weenies. Nine o'clock at the engineering lab next to the student union on Thursday... okay?" 
"Fine," Tod said. "We'll even clean up."
Andrew slapped them both on the on the shoulders and hurried out to meet with the rest of the Team. He told them about the demo and they cheered, clapped and whistled. He cut short the celebration with more assignments. They transferred the assignments through their Mem-dex DSSS connection.
"Look it over and be prepared to give me the PERT updates in the morning. Dress is professional...Steve...professional." Andrew caught Steve's look of disdain. "Clean pullover then. Keep this info to yourselves but if any of you have any utility stocks...dump 'em. Keep off the Net. Get some sleep... if you have time..."
Everybody laughed and held up their Mem-Dexs and looked at each other. "Right..." they said in unison and laughed again.
 
The workshop near the mechanical engineering lab was set up for the demo. They had gotten an old refrigerator, a 5 HP electric motor, Steve's screen, a portable heater and some lights to power for the demo.
The team had trickled in pretty early. Steve was still bitching about his screen being appropriated. 
"Whose idea was it to bring my screen?" Steve asked.
John rolled his head to the side and grinned at him.
Susan walked over to Andrew and squeezed his arm with a smile of reassurance. Andrew appreciated it and smiled back. Desiree looked stunning and Tod sidled over to her like a bee to a flower. Fran and Ling stayed a little back and Joel rushed around checking all the connections as the invited members from the university strolled in like regal lords.
Drucker made the introductions of the students and got several names of the students correct, mainly Desiree, Andrew, and Tod. He botched the rest and Andrew took over and explained the specialty of each of his team. Then Drucker turned to introduce the four visitors he had brought with him.
"This is Frank Weston from Fiscal Affairs, Linnette Thompson from Legal, Leman Fredericks you know from the Synthesist School and Brad Philips. I know my students will bedazzle you with their prowess. We are proud of their accomplishments here," Drucker said.
"Nice to meet you all. I know most of you but who do you represent Mister Philips? I'm not sure but you look very familiar," Andrew said.
Philips looked at Drucker and then straight into Andrew's gaze. "I'm an old alumnus and I have an interest in ideas that might aid utilities."
The word 'utilities' rang a bell with Andrew. "PGE. I knew I knew you from somewhere. You were the guy who pulled PGE out of the red." Andrew turned to Drucker who looked a little squeamish. "I explained that there would be no outsiders."
"I assure you that Mister Philips is tight lipped and vital to the continued funding of this project. He will stay if you plan to keep this project running."
"I don't like surprises, Mister Drucker, but I came prepared. Susan..."
Susan handed Andrew a stack of papers, which he then passed over to Drucker.
"What's this Williams? We already have a contract with you through the University," Drucker said obviously affronted.
"Non-disclosure agreement for Mister Phillips," Andrew responded. "Sorry...but we feel it's necessary."
"He doesn’t have to sign anything," Drucker said and looked at Linnette, who took the papers and began to scan them.
"No sign...no demo," Andrew said and the team looked scared because they knew there would be hell to pay. Susan thought that they might be kicked out of school but Andrew had persevered.
Drucker was furious and started to sputter but Linnette Thompson pulled him back before he said something in anger and the visitors had a little heated, huddle discussion for a minute or two. The team couldn't tell what they were saying but Linnette Thompson, the lawyer, was obviously a voice of reason trying to calm Drucker. Philips kind of’ sat back with an amused smirk. The huddle suddenly got quiet. All the heads turned toward Philips, who cocked his head and did a shrug and he began signing the agreement.
Andrew let out a long sigh and Susan covertly reached up and gave his upper arm a quick squeeze.
Drucker turned around after taking the signed copy from Phillips and shoved the papers at Andrew. "This better be good... Williams."
Andrew turned it over to Tod who started lying his ass off. He started talking about the failings in quantum mechanics and electron valence and about a new process similar to the older fuel cells to produce electricity. Thompson's and Weston's eyes glazed over pretty quickly when he started into particle theory but Philips looked like he was listening. Drucker still looked pissed and Andrew knew he had an enemy for the near term. Leman Fredericks acted puzzled at first but began to get an incredulous look. He didn't look like he was falling for this bullshit so Andrew stepped in.
"Let's go ahead and show you what this does and go into the more technical details later. Joel?" Andrew motioned to Joel and the visitors eyes refocused. They leaned a little closer as Joel flipped the switch and the motor, the refrigerator, the heater, and the lights came on. Andrew nodded to Steve, who held up his Mem-Dex, cleared his hand from the DSSS port, and turned the viewscreen to a local news channel.
"Please feel free to look this over but please don't touch anything on the power supply."
Philips and Fredericks came over to examine the power supply and the heavy leads coming out of the unit. Joel handed them an amp meter, which they held near the output cables.
"Twenty amps," Fredericks said. "What's the maximum output this unit will do? No noise? May I touch the casing? Why such heavy output cables?" 
"I'm not sure about max output yet," Tod said honestly for once. “Sure. Go ahead and touch it but stay away from the output leads. We used that cable because it was laying around in a lab.”
Fredericks touched the outer casing and sucked in breath through his teeth. “Room temp. How do you do that little trick?”
"What does it use for fuel?" Philips asked. "You got in a little over my head with the technical stuff."
Tod looked at Andrew who nodded. Tod turned back to Philips. "It uses deuterium."
"Why, that's cheap. What process does it use? How many moving parts? How long will these units last?" Philips blurted. “How much does this unit weigh? Kilowatt peak output? How long will the deuterium supply last?”
Andrew coughed and shook his head, no. "The deuterium is inexpensive. I can't tell you other than it is very involved process. The only moving parts are the control switches and we'll replace them with solid state soon. We don't know how long it will last. This one weighs about 27 kilos and puts out at least 10 kilowatts."
Philips turned around with an absolute gleam in his eyes and shook Tod's, Andrew's, and Joel's hands and waved to the rest of the team who were edging a little closer themselves. Most of them hadn't seen it work either. "You kids have done a wonderful job. Drucker! I've seen enough. This is wonderful stuff. Have to go now. Keep it up. Wonderful stuff," he said and gathered up the university people and headed out the door. 
Fredericks lingered around and went straight to Andrew. "Cold fusion! You really did it! Why didn't you tell me? How did you figure it out? What the hell, are those fuel tanks for? You've been hosing Drucker but I've just fired those requisitions through anyway."
Andrew held up both hands in front of him. "We'll tell you when we're a little further along." Andrew turned to Joel. "Joel. Would you mind turning that off?"
Fran spoke out, "I'll do it Joel," she said as she reached down toward the top of the unit. 
John froze in horror, "Not that!" he cried. "Don't touch that!" but she had already committed to freeing the pinned switch. John jumped and shoved her harshly away but it only served to free the pinned output control. There was an explosion and flash as the output cables vaporized. A split second later, the fuel supply fail-safes kicked in and shut down the unit.
Fredericks had shielded Andrew so all he got was a momentary flash blindness but others weren't so lucky. Fredericks was down and writhing on his stomach. The back of his right leg was pretty fried. Andrew turned around to find Susan while he tried to wipe his watering eyes. John who had been almost directly over the output cables had shielded Fran, Joel and Tod. Ling had rushed in and was trying to minister to John's severe burns while Steve just dug his fingers in his ears and paced back and forth.
Philips and Drucker came running in. Philips had a comm out and was telling the paramedics where to go. Andrew felt like he could hug that man right then. John was unconscious with severe burns on the front of his lower body and crotch. Fran was pale...stunned...stumbling.
Drucker started yelling some crazy shit...it was hard to remember all he said at the moment. Philips took off his jacket and spread it over Fredericks, trying to keep him from going into shock.
The paramedics were there in a couple of minutes and had whisked Fredericks and John away. A second squad had come in and checked out the others while Drucker ranted and raved about kids and things they didn't have any business messing with.
Drucker yelled, "I'm going to have you expelled and this dangerous project shut down at once. I'm going to..." 
Philips slapped him across the face...hard. "You're not going to do anything of the sort," he said in a low, deadly tone. "I will jerk the financial supports out from under this school if you interfere with them in any way." He turned to Andrew. "I'll make sure...what's his name?"
"John Brattor," Andrew said.
"I'll make sure John gets the best treatment. You have my word on it." Philips stated.
Andrew was numb. He nodded and wondered why Philips was such a rabid supporter now. He hadn't seen Philips scoop up the old, burnt out piece output cable. Sections of the heavy 4/0 cable output cable for that tiny power plant had been vaporized.
 All their work took on a somber note and Andrew, hit hardest of all, simply plunged deeper into his work. Fredericks would be okay after a couple of weeks lying on his stomach. He wasn't angry and wrote a sweet note to Fran and the team to encourage them to keep working and finish what no one had been able to do before. John was in pretty bad shape though – having to undergo skin grafts plus a long series of operations. They doubted he'd be able to have kids do to the burn damage in his crotch. He was going to be a loss to the group in more ways than his expertise.
Steve showed up the next day with a black eye and wouldn't talk about it. Susan finally got it out of Ling and told Andrew about it. Seems that Steve was pissed that his screen had been fried and Ling had decked him when he mentioned it. He smiled at the thought of petite little Ling, smacking Steve. What a dweb. Ling helped in other ways too. She got Fran through the guilt of the accident and tended the others to get the group running again. Ling even got Andrew fired up again when he was feeling sorry for himself. He liked her a lot more as he learned more about her.
Andrew had another project that was showing promise right about then also. He was working long hours with Desiree trying to draw every bit of technology he could out of the language/picture teaching he had received at the hands of the alien. He would read word by word from a technical dictionary and record the alien images it would make him recall in the alien language. Andrew was also taking the rules of grammar, diction, and pronunciation and with Desiree's help, was making a language program for the alien's language. It was far from an ideal way to do it but the assisting computers never forgot and greatly aided the work. Andrew soon convened the team.
Without any emotion other than weariness showing, Andrew said, "I want you to build the others according to my specs as soon as possible. I'm going to present our entire plan to the university now." He detailed what he intended to do and then had everyone leave.
 
Susan was interrupted from her shower by a knock on her door. Wrapping a towel around her, she checked through the peephole and seeing Andrew, she hurriedly opened the door.
"What in the world is the matter?" Susan pleaded, "You look awful."
"We finished the large, shipboard power supplies," he said as he collapsed on the couch.
"But that's great! So soon, but what's the problem?” She said as she sat down next to him.
"The university totally rejected our offer. They said the space flight was out of the question but, of course, the power supply was their property since it was built on university property with university funding. The other universities I contacted wouldn't even touch the plan for space flight," he said with total defeat in his voice.
Gingerly she reached out to stroke his face to help sooth some of his hurts. "They're wrong about the custody of the power system, because I've already checked the university charter on synthesist projects. We have total control on any device or discovery during a group synthesist project. We can have it out with them tomorrow. They do get a percentage of any profits from patent sales but we retain control. Immediate proceeds reimburse any expenses for the project. When the first money is received as a result of research funded by the university it goes first to the university to pay off any expenses incurred by the university. Plus they also charge indirect costs for administrative support and the researcher gets one-half of what’s left. We’ll still make a fortune on those power supplies."
"That must be why they said they would not fund anything  but the power supply... no ship... get rid of the tanks... one serious injury is enough... they plan to turn over our project to experts."
"Tonight, let's just think about something else," she said as she leaned over and tenderly kissed his lips.
Andrew surrendered his problems to her scent and her caresses as he looked down into her sparkling green eyes.
 
Susan was awakened by the phone early in the morning and rolled out of bed to answer it.
"What? Hello. Tod, what are you calling me this early for? They tried what! Yeah. OK. I'll get him over there," Susan said as she looked at Andrew's still sleeping, boyish countenance.
"Andrew. Andrew! Wake up. There has been an attempted break in at the lab where we had the first prototype of the power supply," Susan said.
"Huh, did they get anything?" Andrew asked sleepily.
"No. But there was a fight. Tod said for us to come over. I'll come over as soon as I've contacted the others," Susan said with controlled concern.
Andrew was dressed and heading out the door when he turned back to Susan.
"Thanks. I needed you."
"I needed you as much. Now hurry."
When Andrew got to the lab, he saw Desiree straightening equipment but nothing looked out of place. As he got further inside he saw two seedy looking men tied with electrical cords to two chairs. Tod came walking in from the restroom nursing a new bruise he was sporting under his ear.
"So. I see you had a little fight. I'm glad you are all right. What happened and who are these fellows?" Andrew asked.
"Well. Desiree was over here...helping me with some calculations; when these two guys came in as bold as you please and saw us. I guess they were coming to steal the prototype. One slapped Desiree and the other hit me behind the ear with something. When I woke up; this is how they were," Tod said.
"Desiree? ...maybe you can fill in the details," Andrew said turning to the lithe woman.
"I was here working with Tod," she said and turned to grin at Tod, "When these two thugs came in. One slapped me."
Desiree took a step toward one of the men and he cringed visibly.
"Anyway, they ignored me after that and I had this short pipe; so to speak."
Andrew looked from Desiree to the two things with growing astonishment.
"I fight dirty and four years of Karate helped," she said.
Andrew walked over to the two tied men and then turned to the others and said, "We had better turn these folks over to the police. I wish we could get them to talk first though," he said looking down at the men who were glaring up at him.
"They already told me all they know," Desiree stated.
Andrew jerked around, incredulous at this side of Desiree he had never seen before. He knew Tod and Desiree had been serious for some time but he had seen her as delicate and passive.
"You don't think I just used those electrical cords just to tie them up, do you?" She said, obviously amused at Andrew's shock.
The police came fairly promptly which was unusual these days and questioned the two men who wouldn’t give them the time of day. Tod and Desiree were asked to go downtown and swear out warrants but they refused knowing how many wasted hours of their time would be used on the repeated continuances conjured up by defense attorneys in the criminal justice system. Heck, Tod thought, they’d be more likely to arrest us for our ‘innovative’ questioning techniques than they would keep the two for aggravated assault and attempted burglary. When the police had finished their non-productive questioning and removed the two after charging them with criminal trespassing. No witnesses had to go downtown for that charge since these two were definitely not students and campuses had enacted some pretty stiff trespassing laws with so many ‘incidents’ at universities over the years. The police carted them off and the rest of the team had drifted in by then.
Andrew began the discussion with the now assembled group. He told them of the rejection by the different universities and of the subsequent attack. Desiree related the information she had obtained adding that the university knew of their plans and the information had leaked. Someone, Andrew guessed Philips, had sent these two to obtain the prototype for though the university desperately wanted the fusion generator; they would have nothing to do with an ‘outer space suicide’ as they termed it. They appeared to be as fanatical at getting the prototype generator ,as they were adamant about sabotaging any space flight plans.
Andrew suggested that they ask for round-the-clock lookouts from the team to be placed in the lab and they should all continue with their research and development until he could get the final funding and support. 
Susan suggested that he return to her apartment, where they revived through their mutual tenderness and love. It was two sleepless days of frustrating silence later that Andrew received a personal message on his MemDex.
Will arrive Tuesday with offer and possible assistance. Please accept no other offer until then. Bradford R. Kyger, W.D.A.
"What the hell does this mean? How did he get my filtered address? What's the W.D.A.? I've never heard of it, have you?" he said turning to Susan. They found no mention of Bradford Kyger on the Net and there were several thousand acronyms using WDA. Too much undefined information was the same as no information.
"No, probably some commercial interest monopoly. We really don't have much choice, do we? Maybe he'll have an offer we can use."
 
The Exploration Service interrogator had felt uneasy with the departure of the solo Tros named Rett. The whole interview had left something out. This Rett didn't seem to be a smuggler or exploiter and a homemade solo ship was extraordinary, in itself. His ship had been tiny and it was an unusual design but pretty fast. Why had he felt as if the Tros was not telling the truth, even under interrogation?
Trying to protect the innocents of this spiral arm was not his chore. His duty was to see that no advanced race interfered with trade or disrupted trade with a planet before his service was ready for that sanctioned trade to begin. So many worlds; it was impossible to visit all these backwaters.
At least we have all the home world information on this Rett. If any problems arise, I shall just dispatch the closest ship for eradication. Maybe I should head closer to that section of the spiral arm. No rush; careful acts are not hasty acts, the interrogator thought to himself.
 
Andrew was working on a field generator to hook to the fusion power supply when the enunciator chimed to indicate a visitor to his lab. Since Andrew was more cautious of late, he looked through the viewer and saw a neat man in his thirties with a briefcase.
"Who are you and what do you want?" Andrew said through the door speaker.
"My name is Brad Kyger. I sent you a message. Are you Williams? I was told he was here," the man said.
"Yes, that's me. Come on in," Andrew said warily though the door.
The man was a little short of two meters tall with short black hair and as the man walked in Andrew noted how erect and confident his stride seemed.
"What do you know about our project and why have you come? Andrew asked.
"I'll get right to the point. The World Government wants your assistance in the design of further power systems. Individual power systems like you propose will destabilize the world economy and threaten the peace of the world. I was sent here to negotiate a deal with you," the man stated and sat down and opened his briefcase.
"You want to suppress the fusion power supply system then," Andrew said sarcastically.
"Not at all. We, the world government, wish to mass produce your power supply at little more than cost. We would educate the population in its use and set up distribution to lessen the impact of sporadic production and distribution. Half the countries of the world don't have anything to power even if they had the generators. The other half would be destabilized; utility companies, airlines, automobile manufacturers. The participation of the World Government would give the credibility they need right now. I have seen your contract with the university and we have precedents that we can use to pay them off and still give them a small percentage."
"Temporarily destabilized, but increased energy abundance would also mean many new jobs -- new inventions. What do you know about our project? I will not help you unless I have a written guarantee for funding and assistance on this project,” Andrew stated. “Plus we have some other projects we want to finish also.”
"Well," the man continued, "I have a contract with me that shows clear cut guarantees and I'm empowered to make necessary deletions or additions."
As Andrew looked at the copy and began reading the contract, he was amazed at the depth of knowledge the World Government had concerning their spacecraft. How could they have gotten this information? The university must have been so panicked by his offer that they turned all of the information over to the World Government plus some information gathered on their own.
"Why is the World Government so anxious to help us when everyone else has an aversion to the thought of going into space?" Andrew asked, looking up from the contract.
Lieutenant Colonel Kyger didn't hesitate and said, "The World Government is in its infancy. A destabilizing influence like your power supply could set up the warring nations' syndrome again. We need a distraction and a positive focus. Right now, we want to aid in setting up a strong government and your fusion generators could be that factor. We are interested in how your team has managed all these technological advances in this backwater university. Your project could help us do focus the attention of the world, it seems. How did you come up with the designs?"
Andrew was affronted by the term backwater but figured it was essentially true for the University in the Arizona. "We keep control of our project. No exceptions," Andrew stated flatly, ignoring the implication the designs weren't their own work.
"I know you need a chemist. I am also a linguist of sorts. We don't want control of your project but we do require free access to all information gathered from it. This project isn't going to get far as it is set up now. We can give you the logistical support the university isn't willing to commit. We already have a verbal commitment from them to release you from their contract. You'll get credit for patents and ten per cent of the profits on any devices or techniques you come up with after expenses. The university gets some bragging rights. The power supplies alone ought to make your group wealthy, the university will be VERY well off too. For that reason, a condition for acceptance by the World Government is that they send someone along with your group if you are successful. It's in the contract; you just haven't read that far yet. That person, me, will also help to coordinate protection for you from hostile factions," the man said.
Andrew couldn't help liking this man with the infectious grin, but the contract was the best part. It looked legitimate. Everybody must know about this help. He knew that if this guy knew this much...the government leaks would simply get worse and worse until it was totally out of their hands. This contract might save the project if the team went for it.
"How many months will it take before you can complete another working model of your generator?" the man asked.
Well he doesn't know everything, thought Andrew. "We've already built one and are finishing installations on our ship."
Lieutenant Colonel Kyger looked shocked at this news but said nothing.
"What do your friends call you?" Andrew asked.
"Call me Brad," he said as they shook hands.
Andrew took Brad and the contract to meet the rest of the group. All seemed to accept him but they were still hurt by John's injury and Brad just reminded them of John's absence. They couldn't be too enthusiastic. Andrew related his concerns about Philips but Brad said he was aware of the problem.
Everything ran smoothly with the assistance of the World Government, using the university as a staging area. The components of the ship began to take shape under Andrew's guidance. Steve was in charge of assembling the ship's computer network and getting it running.
Brad had two separate incidents with intruders but dealt with them, and as was his way, never mentioned them to the group. Fran once heard him directing the dispatch of an interloper with a suppressed weapon firing from some unseen location. The assailant had been armed but never had a chance to use his weapon. Fran kept his secret and was drawn closer to Brad.
Susan figured out a material to bond the ship's outside and interior partitions. The material had been used previously to make boats and was a meld between a ceramic with an embedded carbon fiber. A simple framework was built and the material was sprayed on. It then cured rapidly. It was easy to work until it had completely cured. It gave the ungainly craft a more finished appearance.
The ship began to take on its finished shape as the outside shell was sprayed on and smoothed. The environmental systems had already been installed and the power supplies were being hooked in but Andrew still hadn't finished his field apparatus. Tod and Desiree had made headway with the field theory however.
Andrew finally made a device to produce a controlled field and was overcome with how simple it was. It's amazing, Andrew thought, how simple something seems after it was made. Hindsight comes easier than insight.
The team was able to produce full-scale fields, only weeks after their success with the control mechanisms. All they needed to do was install field generators on the ship for the ship to be flight worthy...well...theoretically flight worthy. The ship was prepared for its dry dock tests at the same time several manufacturing plants owned by the World Government began production of the fusion generators.
Up to this point, the ship had been relatively obscure, mentioned rarely or briefly on news programs. Now, as the World Government was pressing for introduction of its fusion generators, the ship became a focal point for publicity. Word dynamicists prepared press releases for emotional and psychological impact so the world's population would come to accept these achievements as their own. The safety, simplicity, and economy of the new fusion generators were demonstrated again, and again. Utility stocks plummeted and everyone scrambled to shift their energy sources to take cold fusion generators into account. Electric car manufacturers found that they could dump their heavy battery packs in favor of the new fusion generators. Factories churned out the generators and production couldn't come close to demand. 
The ship and any expeditions it might make were portrayed as mankind's hope and determination for the future. The government was using the ship, whether it worked or not, as a rallying point to catch the imagination of a world that had turned inward after the decimation from the Viral B years before. The government wished to gain support while increasing the standard of living even in remote areas of the Earth. There were no idealistic motives; the government was served and the population benefited. The ship and all scientific advances related to it were simply timely and dramatic at this point in history. Some other focal point would have been used if the generator and the field mechanism had never been produced.
Only understanding the people at the time could explain how rapidly the generators and the ship could have been so widely accepted. People soon thought of the Wildcat as Their
Ship and pressed for its completion. The turmoil caused by the sudden cheap power source was portrayed as being the result from oil and transportation moguls and they were fairly accurate. Those corporations that had based their investments and power base on control of energy sources were devastated and floundering for balance. They had tried to stabilize their control by diversifying in all alternate energy production and research. They never guessed an alternative to all the known energy production methods would become available. The introduction of the new technology was so rapid that countries, corporations and individuals who were heavily invested in fossil fuels and large energy grids were still reeling.
The project, as one might think, was not plagued by as many gawkers and sightseers; due to its location at the desert university, but the motels and trailer parks began to fill up west of town. This aided security but hindered construction, since many of the building materials were delayed in transit from the heavy traffic.
Andrew paced back and forth, as he fumed because of a recent notification of two weeks delay in several needed components. Noting the reason for Andrew's state from Susan, Brad entered the lab and plopped down on a stool to watch Andrew continue his pacing.
"Hello," Brad said, "I can remember a time when you used to be cordial and say 'hello' back."
Andrew stopped and tossed his head back he ran his fingers through his hair and let out a piteous sigh.
"Hi Brad," Andrew said turning to Brad. "Don't try to cheer me up;
I'm past hope. Every time I bury myself in research, I feel I lose control of the project. When I come up for air, someone else is trying to run the show. I'm going nuts. My blood pressure has gone to 160 over 90 with every indication of going higher. Now that I've come to a resting point, I can't get all the materials for my other sections."
"Easy does it," Brad said, "All work and no play made Jack a pain to be around and all that. Those people who were managing the construction for you -- while you were doing research -- were assigned by me."
"By you! Where do you get off assigning anybody? . . Even that woman I had to run off?" Andrew asked incredulously.
"Yes, by me. Those were professional project managers who are constantly briefed on current problems here and the government sent them to us to keep this project on schedule."
"But that woman and those two guys acted like they owned the whole show."
"Especially the woman," Brad said. "They are the best in the field. They were sent to complete this project. This project, especially this particular project, has to be kept on or ahead of schedule to satisfy the demand of the public. Tell me; did they botch any of your plans? What irritated you the most and I'll order them to change it?"
"Well, I couldn't find anything they had done wrong. We are right on schedule in spite of all the problems. We'll even begin dry dock tests a week ahead of schedule in spite of this component delay."
"You're just pigheaded. It hurt your vanity to have someone else in the driver's seat even if you had gone to sleep at the wheel, now didn't it?"
"I guess so. I won't have them run this project though, it's our concern."
Brad looked bemused. "Don't you realize how much support you've actually had? Did you realize why there were never any visitors you didn't wish to see? Did you wonder how all the finances and paperwork just zipped through? Weren’t you trying to get a synthesist degree? If it hadn't been for Susan and a whole support and security staff I assigned her, you would still be trying to get out of the blueprint stage; if someone hadn't stolen those first and killed all of your people."
"Maybe I've been kind of foolish. Maybe I'll look up a friend and take a night off," Andrew said.
"Maybe you should. That's the best idea you've come up with in a while. You're already thinking clearer. We can handle it even if you take a week off, but don't take me literally on that," Brad said grinning. "When you get back I've got a little side gift designed just for you."
"I'm afraid to ask, knowing you these six months now. Anyway, I'll see you."
 
REVIEWING RETT’S INTERROGATION
As Andrew relaxed with Susan on Earth, an officer in the Exploration Service began perusing Rett’s interrogation summary in deep space. As the ES officer read, she became very concerned at the lackadaisical manner the report had been written. Sending for the interrogation officer, she found he had shipped back to his home planet shortly after this interrogation. She immediately sent for the interrogator's replacement. When he arrived, she was shocked by how young he looked. If she were only a few decades younger, she would ask him home. If he was as energetic as he looked, they might even share names. Enough of fantasy, she thought; I have my duty.
"Do you remember a report about a Tros, who visited a planet in this spiral arm recently?" she indicated the chart.
"Yes, I acted as facilitator in the case," answered the young officer.
Hiding her shock and disgust at finding this being was one of those who tortured others, she ordered, "You will go to the planet this Tros visited and investigate for culture contamination. Your future rests on the successful completion of this case. This may be the last patrol in that entire area."
Until the last statements, he was going to tell her that he never had gotten the exact co-ordinates of the planet because it hadn't seemed very important at the time. Anyway, how could one homemade, solo ship contaminate much of a culture. The most advanced races in this spiral arm were mainly gobbling savages if there was any life at all. Everyone knew this duty was perfunctory and the E.S. weakened more as it expanded in coverage. There was usually little to trade for on those backward worlds anyway, the officer thought.
Noticing a long pause on the part of the young officer, she demanded, "Do you understand?'
"I understand," he said shocked by his own lack of discipline.
As he turned and walked away, he thought. I shall have to go and find this 'Rett.' At least, his whereabouts are definitely known. I'll get the co-ordinates from him.
He launched a ship shortly afterward and his handpicked crew sped to find Rett.
 
BRAD PROTECTS PROJECT
Brad sat down to a pile of reports. As he leaned back in his chair, he reviewed some of the older reports before placing them in memory storage.
Damned serious, Brad thought. First, there were attacks by lone agents. The first two we captured had provided a wealth of information. Funny... they were sent by separate unaligned nations. Before they were finally persuaded they had been reluctant to give any information - before they died those two talked freely enough. Too bad I had to kill that last one... and that one in front of Fran. She's got a cool head, that one. I can rely on her to keep quiet - even from the group. Plus. Those first ones sent by Philips crew...How long before the oil industry, sent their people in?
Pulling another stack of reports to him, his thoughts were grim. Now there's wide-scale sabotage at the firms we've contracted with for parts. Delays… always delays and I can't tell anyone why. At least we have alternate suppliers for all the vital components. Now that we've organized against this sabotage, we can cut down those delays.
Infiltration of the university work area - between the kooks, cults, and plants, it's hard to keep a reliable work crew. This place would grind to a halt, if I hadn't put my own operatives into the civilian work force here. Looking at the reports: sabotaged transformers and heavy equipment, damn.
The alert tone sounded on Brad's Mem-Dex startling out of his reverie.
"Sir. This is Chafee. Response Team Three is under heavy attack. I'm taking Team Five to reinforce Three. Looks like almost a company strength group of light infantry stumbled into Three's perimeter. Looks like the Border Patrol alert wasn't a dummy after all."
"Lieutenant. I want to know exactly what's going on over there. Call in one other team, Team Two, if you have to… Try to save any of their officers for interrogation."
"Yes sir. Out."
The time dragged by agonizingly until the lieutenant reported back.
"Colonel. We've stabilized the situation. We still have some scattered fire but two squads from Five, are eliminating stragglers."
"Casualties?"
"Twelve per cent (12%) in Three and Six per cent (6%) in Five.
"Any of their officers captured alive?"
"Sir. We have three with minor wounds. One of them is very inclined to talk."
"Well?"
"Seems they're mercenaries flown in from a rendezvous point in Old Mexico. They were more surprised than we were when they walked into Three's perimeter. Three activated their APM-E's. I guess it really upset the mercenaries to hit heavy resistance, fourteen kilometers from a supposedly lightly guarded objective. Finding that out in the middle of a minefield helped the numerical odds. We cut them up but they still fought like hell."
"Very well. I want detailed personnel and equipment loss reports. Tell the men they did a good job. Kyger out."
Brad leaned on the desk and ran his fingers through his hair. It's hard to act like nothing is wrong in front of the group, Brad thought. Orders... Duty... Duality, Brad thought and pulled open the drawer that held a bottle of Jack Daniels Black Label.
 



 
NEW WEAPONS
Andrew returned to Tod's lab only to see Brad swearing at a piece of equipment Steve, Tod, and Desiree were holding. Andrew came ambling over to see the show.
"What's this?" Andrew asked. "I don't remember this on any of our plans.
With several more invectives and banging of a torque wrench, Brad pulled his arm out of the mechanism and wiping the greasy arm across his face he said, "My arm was longest. Tod's arm was too big to fit or so he says. I told him chemists aren't mechanics but he told me how much fun it was.”
"I repeat," Andrew said, "What is it?"
"A death ray," Desiree said smirking.
Tod grinned, clapped Andrew around the shoulders, and gestured toward the mechanism with his free hand. "What she is kidding you about is this…it is a Focused Burst Fast-Neutron Projector. It was her idea in a way. She showed how the cold fusion reaction could be used in short bursts to produce tremendous amounts of energy. We channel this energy briefly into storage as a plasma field, just for milliseconds, and this rotating head, with the aid of a computer-aided system Steve worked out, directs a beam of fast neutrons to any point within line of sight."
"OK," Andrew said, "But what's it for? What would it do?"
"A death ray," Desiree chimed in.
Tod scowled at Desiree, "I… we figured we might need some protection if we actually go anywhere."
"I think this is an example of a synthesist project that has gotten entirely out of hand. Did you do this in two days?"
"No, it took a rethink of the incident with John. I was waiting on some components and Desiree came up with this idea. Even with this design, it's only good for a few shots before it uses up its deuterium. The technological construction details were there, it just needed a new energy source. We can also build some free electron lasers too if you want more protection now. We'd have variable frequency lasers for any occasion. They'd be stout."
"You know, that might not be such a bad idea," Andrew said thinking back on the learning machine in the alien craft and some of what he had remembered about the Tros, as he had come to learn of their name from the machine. He remembered the many names of weapons in that language. He realized they still hadn’t figured how the aliens could “dissolve” matter – or “disassociate” matter if that was the case. Andrew remembered the hand weapon the alien used that made part of the floor dissolve. Weapons were called for but how could they be used and what were there capabilities?
 
In the meantime, Rett, upon reaching his home planet, had regaled his associates with stories of great adventures with a tribe of savages he had brought under control. He told them that the savages had worshiped him as a god but he neglected to tell them of his rescue by a native who later bested him and stole his experimental belt. He also neglected to tell of his run-in with the Exploration Service. Soon he began to half believe his own tales - thus any preparation for leaving his world was forgotten.
 
At the next group conference, Ling asked about the particle projector and lasers, "How good does it work through the driving field? Does it distort your aim?"
"I don't know; I didn't think about that." Andrew said looking to Tod and Joel.
"Don't look at me," Joel said, "I just designed pods in the ship's hull where the guns are mounted. That wasn't a piece of cake. Ask Tod."
Tod looked sheepish. "Well, I'll get right on it."
"You mean," Andrew said, "that we've got armament mounted that we don't know will work. I'd hate to have to shut off our field to take a shot at something. Let's dump a 'b-zillion' gigawatts of energy inside our own field. Good design. Really top of the line thinking."
"They'll work all right. We proved that," Tod stated relating some target practice Andrew knew nothing about. "I'll test through a moderate field in the morning. We'll work out a solution."
"If you will give us a brief progress report, Susan, we will all go get some sleep," Andrew said.
"The ship is practically complete. Environmental, power, armament,” she said the last with a questioning inflection in her voice. “Field generators, computer and communications systems are all complete. Dry dock tests are complete, though Tod melted a few scaffold girders because the ship's field was quite a bit larger than we anticipated during our first test."
She continued, "We've got problems synchronizing the external field and the interior, secondary field that maintains normal inertia. Tod and Fran had a rough go at it until Tod could cut out
a control head that malfunctioned. Symptoms were vertigo, nausea, and a distortion of the time sense."
"Whoa," Andrew interrupted, "Did you say distortion of time?"
"Yes," Susan said, "When the interior field weakened, all persons outside the main field appeared to move slower."
"That may have been an actual time distortion and Fran and Tod's reactions could have been altered," Andrew said, better understanding the alien's problem when the belt had first malfunctioned. "The vertigo and nausea are probably not a result of being in a field but only are caused when a person is subjected to a field that fluctuates rapidly. I think you'll find out exactly with some tests. Ling, you work with Tod and let me know what you find out.” 
“See if you can't work out something using the time distortion that could produce algae faster for more food and air if it was needed. Let’s find out what will pass through the field at various power levels. The alien’s field allowed me to see clearly through it and the atmosphere passed through it sufficiently for it to breathe. I want to see if we can adjust the permeability of the field and what kind of frequencies of electromagnetic energy…anything that it will stop or anything it will allow to pass through."
"Tod, finish those weapons tests. We will have a maiden test flight as soon as you finish. Fran, how are the algae tanks doing?"
"Don't worry about them. Anything that will kill that stuff would have killed us long before. The data from the old manned Mars mission was useful."
"Let's go get some rest. We've got our work cut out for us tomorrow," Andrew said.
"Wait a minute, Andrew. Are you planning to pilot that thing?" Brad asked walking up to Andrew.
"Sure, the computers will handle the navigation," Andrew answered.
"You have to ask the right questions or those computers are going to give you gibberish. Remember, garbage in, administrative dysfunction out. How much do you know about astrogation?" Brad queried.
"Well, I know about the moon and planets rotation and orbits. I guess I can point out Polaris and a few of the major constellations. What are you getting at?"
"Remember that side project I mentioned a few days ago. The World Government has provided us with a very advanced memory transfer device. I've used one for the last eight years in my work. Don’t think it works like the one you described that the alien used but it’s pretty fancy."
"What's your real work?" Andrew asked looking at Brad's sinewy and hard form.
Brad carried on while completely ignoring Andrew's question. "You just lie down in an enclosure, take a special relaxant and start the program. They even made a tape especially for you to help you with this damn project."
"What would the World Government gain by me doing a good job on this?" Andrew asked.
"If you do carry this thing off, the government will have a show horse. If you do well, it reflects on their support and adds to their prestige. If you do poorly, because you lack a little training; that reflects on them and hurts the unification project to bring nations back together. Remember, this is Earth's first starship. Everyone wants this done well, except the cults, of course. You people are the first team. Anyone else is just chopped liver. You haven't watched the news or you'd know your life histories have been plastered all over the media. They want you and they will not accept a substitute."
"Are you sure you're not a preacher or a used car salesman?" Andrew asked. "When do you need me?"
"I need you to come to the chem lab about eight. It's easier to set up there. By the way, get up early and eat a good breakfast before you come."
They parted after a few more words and after a fitful night but a good breakfast, Andrew strolled into the chemistry lab.
Seeing what lay in store for him, Andrew stated, "It looks like a computerized coffin. I'm supposed to lay down in that?"
"Yep," Brad said with a trace of seriousness, "This thing packs a wallop. It will take a few hours -- so here, take this liquid," Brad said as he poured some brown fluid into a graduated glass. "The speed varies with the lesson but you just lie still if it finishes early because this really tires you fast. You wouldn't believe how much information they can cram into one of these disks. It's like absorbing a dozen Mem-Dex memory cores."
Brad popped the disk into the machine and Andrew, who was feeling drowsy laid down and tried to get comfortable -- in spite of the contacts close to his skin and displays over his eyes.
It was about four hours later that Andrew woke up feeling wonderful and marveled as he tested the knowledge he had been given. He did feel a bit drained however when he thought about it.
Everybody ought to have one of these. Wow, what a lot of stuff…everything from stellar charts to emergency communication beacons. I wonder where Brad is? What’s next? I guess I'll just start phase two for myself.
Andrew looked and found a second disk in a box made to hold two. It was marked Survival
Training and indicated the amount of liquid drug to take. Andrew took the first disk out, popped in the new one, and took the exact prescribed amount of the drug. Still feeling the glow from the first session, he laid down for another romp through library land. He first noted something was different when everything became gray around him and then it began to lighten. He woke up in a room, bare, except for a crude cot and toilet. He was living this dream.
Andrew felt the bed beneath him and smelled the stench of urine and decay that came from the room. His body got up, went to the corner, and began a systematic search.
My God. I'm just a puppet. I'm living this...this bizarre experience.
Willing his body to do anything was useless since it wouldn't respond and Andrew was only an unwilling passenger.
His body searched the entire room until it came to the cot. He realized he was also being tutored in what items would be helpful in a search. Coming to a spring steel piece in the cot, the piece was worked back and forth until it broke free. Wedging the short piece of steel into a crack in the bed, he bent the metal into an L-shape. Sticking this into the lock into the heavy wooden door so that the lever action tumblers in the antique lock could be felt, Andrew manipulated open the lock. He understood completely how the mechanism operated.
Andrew lifted it as it opened to lessen the creaking as he eased the door open. Walking slowly down the hallway outside, Andrew reflected that he would have crouched down and stayed close to a wall, at least. Hearing footsteps coming down the hall, Andrew tried to will this damn body to hide so he'd have some kind of chance to surprise the other.
A man turned down the corridor. Andrew could see the man's step falter and jaw drop as the man recognized that Andrew was not supposed to be walking around.
The man's surprise was final as Andrew's right arm shot out holding the stiff piece of spring steel; up into the man's neck between the windpipe and ear, missing the jaw and penetrating the base of the brain stem. The medulla oblongata, Andrew noted, or was forced to note calmly. After searching the body and finding nothing useful, Andrew put the body in a storage closet and locked the door. He then took the piece of spring steel and wedged it into the lock mechanism. He worked it back and forth until it broke off in the lock and put the rest back in his pocket, turned and continued down an adjoining corridor.
It seemed that there was only one corridor left after all the others had proved dead ends. The last corridor ended in a room where, from a partially opened door, came the muted sounds of talk and laughter. Striding through the door as if it were the normal thing to do, Andrew walked boldly into a room where three unkempt men sat eating and drinking.
This time there was little delay as the closest man stood up and leaped to tackle the intruder. Andrew stepped lightly to the left and with his right toe, kicked the man in the crotch and as the man's body was still going past Andrew's right shoulder, Andrew hit the man at the point below the skull at the rear of the neck. The crack of the man's head against the wall was very loud in the small room.
The other two men, looked at their comrade and then at Andrew. Drawing knives out of boot sheaths, they approached Andrew from different sides of the table. Andrew took a knife from the boot of the fallen man and grasped the hilt between his thumb and forefinger. Andrew stood with his strong foot ahead of the other, blade tip pointing to the closest man's face and the weak hand to the side with the palm open, (the John Styers guard position) Andrew noted.
As the closest man slashed toward Andrew's face, Andrew slashed the top of the man's right hand and followed up with a slash to the side of the man's throat. Immediately turning to the third man, Andrew realized he faced his deadliest opponent. This man produced no noise as he moved into a position closer to Andrew.
Andrew feinted low to the left and then slashed up toward the man's throat hoping the feint had drawn the man's guard lower. But this one was wary and experienced. He bent his forward leg and ducked under the thrust, extended and thrust with his knife hand. His thrust stuck the knife into Andrew's side. The pain was momentarily brief and felt like a burn more than anything else. With the knife still in him for that split second, Andrew thrust his blade deep toward the man's subclavian artery in his shoulder near the now exposed neck and ripped the hilt down.
The man had jerked the knife back out but was already unconscious. Now the pain began to come in waves. Andrew, or his body, slowed and deepened his breathing and began the process to help slow the blood loss and cut off the pain, another technique new to Andrew. Holding direct pressure on the wound, Andrew preceded to clean and dress the wound. After that, Andrew ate and drank his fill, made a knapsack out of one of the assailant's shirts for provisions, and taking the knives strode out the door.
Needless to say, this was but one of many similar yet achingly realistic incidents that Andrew was forced to endure. Leaky boats in rough seas; cold high mountains; and scorching deserts along with the many dangerous or tame animals, insects, and people that filled them. Each incident was only minutes long. All injuries were healed from one incident to another but broken bones, gunshots, insect stings, were all very unpleasant. How much of this Andrew endured before totally losing consciousness was a moot point. When he came to, Brad and several physicians were hovering over him.
"How do you feel?" Brad asked gravely.
"I feel like a piece of beef that has been made into hamburger and run through someone's digestive tract," Andrew said. "I've got to go to the bathroom. When I'm finished with that, someone bring me some water and then I'm going to eat a decent meal if I can get served, while you, Brad, explain to me what the hell happened.
When Andrew had eaten a tasteless meal contrary to what he threatened, he stopped and wiped his face. An attendant came in shortly and removed his tray. Brad, who had remained quiet the whole meal, finally spoke. "How do you feel?" he asked.
"I feel..." Andrew hesitated, "Weak as a kitten ... odd, ... almost like… like I control myself more. I think I could do anything but I'll weigh courses of action before I take them." (pause) "What was that I went through? What was it for?"
"Evidently you took a second, unscheduled disk. That disk was meant for me." Brad answered.
"Well, though I'm a little tired, nothing was harmed. Now besides all that information and training on stellar navigation; I've got a whole set of experiences I will hasten to forget," Andrew said.
"You really don't know, do you?" Brad said with a snap. "You nearly died. You were on the verge of death from exhaustion and dehydration for two days. You've been in this hospital for three days. No harm done, huh? 
"You idiot, where did you get the idea that you should take an advanced survival disk designed for me? If I hadn't come in when I did, you really would have been dead. You better not forget those lessons that disk gave you."
"I will remember my lessons well. I was simply taken aback by the way those lessons were delivered. Now, briefly explain how that device works and what your job truly is. I've taken you at face value for too long simply because I wanted to. My new training, healthy skepticism, suggests I look for deeper motivations in you and your aid with this whole project."
Kyger settled back in his chair by Andrew's bed with a look of growing amusement to Andrew's sudden understanding.
Brad started right in with his explanation. "The first disk was designed as an introduction to the machine which is still highly classified. Your first session transferred sight and sound memories from dozens of experts on dozens of subjects. Take astronomy for instance; a group of experts prepared several condensed courses on the subject. These you absorbed without the learning by rote method. This was impressed on your mind at an accelerated speed. The same was done with other subjects. It’s a more sophisticated version of what’s used, prior to, moving up grades in school. It just added the physical skills with nerve induction."
"What about my second session and my little spell of fatigue afterwards?" Andrew said sarcastically.
"Your second disk was quite a bit different. Where the first session only tired you, like a long session of reading, the second session actually electrically stimulated the correct muscles to coincide with the movements in your mind's view of the situations. When you need to use something you have learned, you already have keyed responses to draw on. A trained person reacts faster because they have keyed responses to draw on and can recognize dangers sooner than an untrained person who must originate responses to some danger. Since the second session involved both mental and physical conditioning, designed for me at great expense I might add, it was terribly demanding. When you had a second session without rest, you nearly killed yourself. That second disk was rough on me when I took it two days ago. I can imagine what it must have been like for you."
"Which brings me back to my original question. What is your real job and why have we had so much aid in this project?" Andrew asked with a low, serious voice.
"I do believe that last disk you used may have been very beneficial to the project in more ways than you know. I do represent the World Government. My title is Lieutenant Colonel Brad Kyger of the World Defense Intelligence Department. You might say I'm a troubleshooter," Brad said.
"What's your job here?" Andrew said, still serious.
"I am assigned to fill in the place of your friend, John, the chemist who was injured. My primary job, however, is to coordinate security and defense of this project. I am in charge of the military units that guard this university and transport supplies."
"Wait a minute," Andrew said, "I haven't seen any military guarding this place or delivering anything."
"If they do as I direct, you never will, but let me fill you in on the situation a little better. Not everyone wishes your project to succeed. You know those delays in some parts? There has been scattered sabotage at many of the plants where parts are manufactured." There has even been an attack by a company strength band of mercenary commandos that we intercepted not twenty kilometers from here, Brad thought without saying anything about the incident.
"But why? This project hurts no one," Andrew said.
"Wrong. Those power supplies are wrecking havoc with the world economy. There are a lota’ people who don't want you to succeed. They, at least, want control -- a bigger piece of the pie. The World Government's Council realized that any show of military assistance would be seen as a trend toward expansionism to many of the still unaligned nations. The idea behind this project and the technology that it is generating are seen as a threat and a powerful tool. The centralized governments of the world are in for a shock when they realize the implications of abundant, mobile power supplies. Many of these governments will fail without the direction of the World Government. Many important people are afraid that with this power the World Government would become a worldwide tyranny, hence the attacks. Look at the weapons you have developed for your ship. The concepts behind the weapons are about a century old but with the aid of some planted information, Tod was able to rig up some mighty heavy armament in faster than record time," Brad stated and paused to sit back and forced himself to relax.
"What you are telling me, I'll accept at face value since it fits in with a few facts I've been too busy to really consider. What does the rest of the group know about this? Should I tell them anything?" Andrew asked.
"You're still in charge of this menagerie and you can tell them as much or as little as you want, though Susan has most of it figured out and Fran might have an inkling of an idea. By the way, Susan has been in here more than she has been working," Brad said with his amused grin coming back to his face.
"Look, how are those disks made? Could I make a language disk with one of them? I have a hunch that we need every aid we can get. If it works, we will have some point in common with beings we could meet," Andrew said with a worried seriousness.
I'll have to set up the recording set but you need only a simple preliminary session, then you take a drug that is similar to the old truth serums yet it allows limited conscious thought. Transducers near the skin use an ultrasonic scanning technique to record impulses to the speech centers and optic nerves and record and interpret the brains impulses so all information gathering can be enormously speeded up. When the cartridge is replayed, the receiver never gets all the information because some information is garbled and stray thoughts can sometimes dice up a dull session. I remember after one session on mathematics, I had an overpowering urge to go eat some type of red-hot, fishy cabbage dish," Brad mused.
"Set up for a session," Andrew demanded, cutting through Brad's humor. "How far will the World Government go to aid us?"
"They'll do about anything you ask," Brad said stunned.
"I'll need the following things then," Andrew said and then began to rattle off a list of items and needs.
"Whoa! Let me talk down some notes," he said as he tapped his Mem-Dex. "Why do you need new suits? We already received surplus pressure suits from the old manned missions. OK. I said they'd get what you needed," Brad said with bewilderment at the growing list of special suits, Mem-Dexs, miniaturized power packs and field generators.
"I'll get the schematics to those items that you don't have and I want to know the assortment of topics you already have on those disks. I want all members of the group to take the language course I'm going to make and let them absorb as many of the others that interest them," Andrew commanded.
"Yes sir," Brad answered a bit sarcastically, turned and walked out a badly shaken man. He wondered what had been awakened in Andrew's mild personality. Sir? Andrew wasn’t military and I’m still the guy who’s supposed to be running this show from behind the scenes. Maybe I’m losing it because his response hadn’t been really sarcastic at all.
 



 
ES PATROL RECAPTURES RETT
The Exploration Service officer was young but he had no doubts as to what he was going to do with this Tros, Rett, when he found him. As the ship entered orbit he showed the desired coordinates to the pilot and prepared the troops for landing.
Rett, who had to set aside his control section for the new stressed space field belt he was building, got up and went to the viewscreen to see who was interrupting him this time. Seeing a squad of heavily armed soldiers by his front gates did not upset him as it would other races, but the interruption to his work again was maddening. Rett simply turned on the stressed space field unit he and his colleagues had designed that was almost as strong as a battle cruiser-class Exploration Service ship. He then settled back to work on a new belt.
The Service officer fumed outside the gates to Rett's estate and ordered his troops back to the ship when he realized what he was faced with.
Bringing the ship down next to Rett's estate, the officer tried various types of the Service weapons against the field. When the ordinary weapons failed to penetrate and the ship's field was too weak to nullify Rett's defensive shield, the officer sat back in the control room chair and decided on a singly dangerous course of action. He ordered the field technicians to coordinate the phasing of the defensive field with the ship's own field. If the Tros stayed in character and did not suddenly change the field pattern, they could merge, ship and defensive field, and slowly pass through. If the Tros noticed them and changed the field pattern when they were part in and out of the field; they would be torn in two.
The ship's officers ordered his now cowering but obedient technicians to follow his commands. Only the extensive knowledge of the Tros allowed him to pursue this course depending on the Tros' belief in their superiority. Arrogance as a weapon, the officer mused. If I fail to enter and die it will be quicker than if I fall to find the coordinates from this Tros.
The ship drifted through the field and was only out-of-phase enough to cause momentary dizziness from the crew. Rett, true to form, was absorbed in his work.
The officer and a squad of troops found Rett still working. Sluggish in this heavier gravity, the officer placed Rett in restraints, and under guard, marched him back to the ship and placed him in detention. Still plenty of time to find the coordinates, the officer thought as he razed the estate Rett had controlled and set the ship on course to the place where Rett had first encountered the ES ship. Since the distance is great, I will have plenty of time to obtain the coordinates of the planet that this being, Rett, may have contaminated. It will save time to interrogate him on my ship rather than wait until he breaks at his home planet and then go to the coordinates.
Rett knew that his life would be forfeited if he were to give them all the details of his voyage; therefore, he was determined to remain silent as long as possible. What is the matter with a little culture contamination anyway? There wasn't any commerce in that area and the natives had nothing worth the travel to the primitive planet to trade anyway.
 



 
TEACHING TRADE
Andrew made a detailed language disk of Trade he had learned from the alien. Each of the group members went through the session with it and marveled at many of the new concepts. Many of the ideas were totally incomprehensible to the group. The novelty of the teaching aid wore off as members of the group absorbed more and more of the disks that Brad had made available from the World Government. Andrew absorbed more than any single member and the sobering effect on him was marked.
The strain was telling on Brad also since the nearer they approached to the flight trials, the more attacks on the project. A fear or xenophobia spread through the populations as word leaked out that many of the technological developments were alien in origin. Many thought that the ship should never leave the Earth. These people equated travel with death; as it had been when the virus had raged across the Earth with every planeload or boatload of refugees moved from country to country.
Brad became much more snappish as he completed the list of assignments Andrew had given him.
"Brad, I have another request," Andrew said quietly.
"What do you want now?" Brad said angrily.
"You sound like my old Mem-Dex when I need some computations," Andrew said suddenly very weary.
Brad let out a sigh, "Sorry, what do you need?"
"I want those Mem-Dexs that were designed for each member of the crew and I want you to distribute those new sets of suits as soon as we are ready for flight trials. We've delayed and delayed and we have to do it sometime." Andrew punched in a request for a ship diagram and pointed at two bare rooms on the display. "I want a medical bay put in here that will take a lot of punishment and I need a military surgical team of three or four; however many are in a team, to be trained. We’ll need the latest medical equipment for them also since we may be away for a while and we should have medical care available."
Brad didn't even argue anymore; he just said, "Fine. I'll send the orders now and let them select equipment for themselves. The new suits use new principles and we should easily find volunteers from the military."
The day for the first test flight approached rapidly. The plan was to have a partial crew to monitor. Many of the sensors did not work through the field and many critical components could not be monitored remotely. Andrew insisted that Susan was not to be included but she had evidently had been soliciting support for a time because the others were ready for him and wore him down with arguments. The crew consisted of Andrew (and Susan) to pilot, Steve to monitor electronics and communications, plus Tod and Joel for navigation and repairing the unexpected. Brad was along as the rep for the World Government. They weren’t letting anything happen without him along.
Joel stared the power supplies on low output and engaged the stressed space field. It grew in strength rapidly and was invisible to the naked eye. As soon as the field reached a low threshold, he notified the Captain. “Captain. Power supplies are nominal and everything is green.”
Andrew leaned forward and adjusted a control. The deck generators produced a hum as the ship floated off the ground. The ship seemed to sway gently on the displays but no motion was felt on the ship. “Everyone ready. In for penny…in for pound.” They could not hear the cheers for the onlookers outside but could see their excitement when they panned the exterior. “How about ten thousand meters? We’d be just as dead if this thing falls 100 meters but we’d have some time to lose consciousness from pressure loss.”
“Go for it,” Tod said and Susan nodded. To the people on the ground, the ship just disappeared. Those on the ship saw the display rapidly change ‘til they were level at 10,000 meters.
“We’re in controlled airspace still but not on any flight routes. Wonder how we show up on military sensors? Wonder if we show up at all?” Brad said.
Tod spoke out. “Pressure is fine. The ship is living up to plans so far. Space now? We have approvals to 300 kilometers today.”
Andrew nodded and gently touched the controls. The ship shot out to 300 kilometers. The navigation system auto-corrected to allow the ship to stay directly above the University. It was not a conventional stationary orbit because the stressed space field did not produce the effects an unpowered, gravity bound vehicle would face. The ship behaved well on gross adjustments of position but did poorly on small-scale corrections. The ship would overfly target points and recovering often required extensive corrections. It was like trying to thread a needle with poor eyesight…almost impossible. “Enough for today. We’ve got our work cut out us to refine the navigation controls. Tod. Do you see a way to do it?”
“Should be able deploy some different arrangement of field projectors. A day or two on that and Steve should be able to tweak the software to fix that end.”
“Okay. Also, we have some blind spots that we have to cover. We need overlapping coverage and better view adjustments. I want to be able to see everywhere on all planes. Navigation sensors seem to be acceptable on microwave. Want some weapons tests in and out of atmosphere over the next week. We ought to be able to fly several times a day. Brad. Everyone squared away. Let’s head back,” Andrew said. The flight down was uneventful though getting, exactly lined up at the takeoff point took a frustratingly long time with the imprecise controls.
The onlookers cheered wildly when they landed. 
Philips cell MemDex vibrated. “Yes. It worked. Went how high and stayed. How fast was it clocked? Okay up to 100,000 kilometers per hour in one of the flights but that was almost breathing on the acceleration. They had trouble fine-tuning landings because they regularly overshoot. I imagine they’ll have that problems squared away by Friday. This group doesn’t let problems plague them for long.
Andrew later went to Susan's living quarters and when she opened the door to admit him he said, "Hi there sixty kilos of loveliness."
"That's about right, though I won't admit which way you're wrong," she said running her hand through her hair as she went and poured herself a drink.
"Are you rationing or can I have one too?" he inquired with a grin.
"Andy, I'm really tired. Why don't you come see me tomorrow," she said softly.
"I bring glad tidings and I want to share them with the woman I love," Andrew said as he reached and pulled her close to him. "I want you to be my first mate for the trip."
"Wait a second, I already am the second-in-command on this trip," Susan replied.
"I know that. I just asked you to marry me," Andrew admitted.
"Andy after years of visualizing a man on his knees to propose; I get a pun," she said as the weariness dropped off her face like a mask.
When they disentangled, Andrew said, "The medical team will be arriving tomorrow with an experimental surgical and treatment system that they were working on. By the way, I brought you an engagement present."
After a delightful frisk for the present, Andrew said, "It's outside the door on the left."
"You cad," she said as she went out the door with a grin and came in sliding a huge box in front of her. "What is in here, a small pony?" she inquired. 
 Andrew was silent as she tore into the tough bindings on the box.
"What in the world?" she said. "Oh, it's beautiful." She had picked up a silver Mem-Dex that was exquisite in its design. "What's the basic storage in it, so I can transfer memory cores?"
"Touch no cores in that one because it's ten times any Mem-Dex you ever had. It was designed especially for you. It's the culmination of all the research done on you up to last week. Any data you stored in your other Mem-Dex since last week you'll need to transfer, of course. It has everything from metallic and crystalline phases to phase diagrams and a small 3D display screen and projector," Andrew boasted. "And I've got one for everyone else in the group but I don't want to get engaged to them. They even serve as communicators and have telemetry sensors built in.”
"What else is in this huge box?" Susan said and dug into the box and came out with an odd golden helmet. It was light as a feather and seemed to be made of some type of plastic. It was like a flattened globe with the back third of the helmet opaque. As Susan examined it further she exclaimed, "I know what this stuff is and this helmet must have cost a fortune."
"Darling, just thank Brad. Make sure to thank Brad," Andrew grinned as she pulled out the white suit. It was supple as silk but was much thicker. The suit was also incredibly light. It came with built-in boots, but gloves attached to special plastic brackets at each wrist. The left wrist had a clear panel in it so each person could see their Mem-Dex screen.
"Can I use this in the suit?" Susan asked and held up her new Mem-Dex. "It looks like it should fit under this clear panel but I don't see how it will work. Will the Rimloff speaker work inside there?"
"You can hear quite well. The suit takes some practice to get used to but you won’t understand why ‘til you try it on," Andrew replied."
Susan took the contents of the box and strode into the adjacent room to try on everything.
After many grunts from the next room, Andrew said, "Need any help? You know the backpack unit temporarily generates oxygen so there aren't any bulky tanks to wear. The biggest design problem with these suits, believe it or not, was in getting rid of excess heat and moisture and better ways of controlling bodily wastes. Of course they’re much more supple than the old EVA suits."
"Oh, that's how it works. That's fine," came Susan's voice quietly from the adjacent room.
"If all else fails, read those instruction booklets that came with the box," Andrew yelled. Shortly thereafter, he heard the snap of the helmet's static attraction seal.
In walked a dream. It had the obviously healthy body of a female though it had a golden helmet where its head would be.
"Hey, this feels like I'm not wearing anything. Can you hear me all right? I thought I'd sound like I was talking in a cave but it doesn't at all. Ooh, this is kinda sexy," she said and twirled about on one slender white boot. "Why does this suit feel like it's not touching the skin except the top of the shoulders, plus my hands and feet?"
"It isn’t except at critical points all over the body. The suit is self-sealing to small punctures. Also,” Andrew stated in his best, used car salesman voice, “it has electro-dynamic cloth that is controlled by embedded nano-sensors that can amplify your strength so the suit will near-instantly react to you straining to lift something and will assist you.”
“I heard a report on something like these suits that the military was testing a part of the soldiers’ personal protective equipment. They had sensors that would react to muscular activity and send a tiny current through the cloth that would contract like muscles,” Susan replied. “But how does it stay off the skin? I understand the current activated cloth bit – that’s been around for decades and is just now coming into its own.”
“It has some new combination air-flow and static repulsion that has been waiting for a mission. It stays just a bit off the skin to allow airflow and conditions the interior to the right humidity and temperature. If you think it was expensive to fit two for each crewmember; you would not believe what Brad said it actually cost," Andrew emphasized. "You should also be able to lift about fifty kilos without straining at all and the energy cost on the suit isn’t very great either. Let's see about taking it off," he said with a leer.
STRESSED SPACE FIELD
Tod, Steve and Susan cornered Brad the following afternoon. 
“Well. We’ve finished the preliminary permeability tests. Really interesting stuff,” Tod said. “You want the details now?”
“Of course,” Andrew supplied with an exasperated sigh.
They moved to a small conference room and Tod turned on the projector of his new Mem-Dex. “I love this thing,” Tod said, indicating the Mem-Dex. “Thanks boss. We figured you were behind us getting all these gadgets.”
“No problem,” Andrew grinned. “What’s the bad news?”
“Not really bad news. Permeability really is a function of field strength. Look at this…we put a lot of different bars of material within the boundary of the field and increased the strength.” The bars of material looked a bit distorted at the intersection as an indicator on the lower right went from 0.01 to 2. At a reading, 0.6, the material had shown the first sign by getting “hazy” at the intersection. Above, 0.65, the material at the boundary layer just disappeared.
“Whoa,” Andrew said. “Any out-gassing? Trace gases? What materials did you test? What does the number indicate?”
“You mean the 0.6. That’s just 0.6 Tod,” Tod said with a grin. “Okay. Okay,” he said when he saw Andrew frown. “Just kidding...it’s a unit based on gravity and time differential…they’re related. The material begins to sublimate at 0.6 and at 0.635 any material just disappears. Yes. Like you guessed there is a little increase in hydrogen. The field strength number loosely relates to the differential between time rates and gravity compared to an Earth normal. The alien belt almost got up to 2.0. We’ve been able to get much higher readings.”
Susan jumped in to the discussion. “We tested everything we could get our hands on. Metals, ceramics, organic and inorganics, polymers, rare Earth elements…it dissolved them all at the same point. Evidently, that is where the molecular/nuclear bond dissolves matter. We still can’t project it like the alien evidently did but this must be an adaptation of that effect.”
“What about radiation?” Andrew asked.
Tod jumped in again. “The fast neutron projector works through the field if it’s set at 0.6 or below and the laser will work for higher levels to visible light in the infrared or any visible light at much stronger levels. We haven’t quite mapped that all out but the higher the frequency the more energy dumped into our side of the field. You can punch a laser through as long as it isn’t x-ray – actually, anything above terahertz frequencies is blocked. Some microwaves could get through at lower field intensities but you can set it up so almost no radiation of any kind gets through.”
“Thanks team. Seems encouraging...let me know if we hit any real showstoppers,” Andrew said and headed back to his office. 
 
Two days later, Andrew was helping the two man, one woman medical team in storing crates of their equipment in the bare rooms on board that were to fill out the ship's new medical bay. Most of the crew was on board preparing for the test flights. Andrew delegated Joel and Ling to show the newcomers around, as they had with many dignitaries before them.
Brad came running up to Andrew and pulled him aside by the arm. "The World Government just received an ultimatum from a coalition of previously unaligned nations."
"Talk sense Brad. The unaligned nations are just that; unaligned. They could hardly even agree on a standard unit of measure," Andrew said.
"Up 'til now, you mean. Those countries fear that we will use the ship against them and bring them under domination of the World Government. They are informed enough to know about all the help we've been given by the government. They have recovered several medium-range nuclear missiles that were listed as destroyed decades ago," Brad gasped.
"But they couldn't know about the ship's armament or governmental assistance, unless..." Andrew's voice trailed off.
"I've personally checked all crew and workers with access to any sensitive information. My guess is that somebody bugged some of the workers’ rooms and doesn't want this thing to leave the ground. We must have been letting out information for God knows how long," Brad said.
"How could they get one of those missiles close enough to hurt us here? How much time do we have and what did the ultimatum state that we were supposed to do?" Andrew questioned.
"First of all, two of the unaligned countries are what used to be called Cuba and Argentina. Though there is still too much distance, they each have a freighter twenty miles offshore at the point closest to the coast from us. We are supposed to send them documented proof via satellite that we have destroyed the ship or we are to evacuate the area and they will do the work for us," Brad said. "We've got three hours and none of the defenses at my disposal could stop those missiles."
"But can't you just board and destroy those ships?" Andrew questioned.
"We could if those were the only two missiles but the Coalition has given proof of dozens of other missiles that they will loose on their neighboring countries all over the world. Special teams can go into those countries and destroy those other missiles. But we couldn't destroy all those missiles in three hours even knowing where they are, Brad admitted.
"But you do know all the locations?" Andrew asked.
"Yes, but we better evacuate all personnel from the university and the surrounding area now," Brad said.
"I agree but I'll need your help to get everyone together. We'll evacuate all but crew personnel and we'll give this ship a test flight like no other test flight was ever given. Get me all the coordinates you have on those missile sites and send them to me in the control room of the ship. Here's what I plan to do," Andrew began to explain.
Brad listened with barely concealed anxiety at the plan but set out to do Andrew's bidding even though it ran contrary to all training. Sometimes you have to put your faith in some idea or someone and stick to it, Brad thought. There isn't time to consult any of my superiors in time for them to do anything and if it doesn't work, it will be the end of any World Government for the next few generations anyway.
Brad contacted Tod and Steve and sent them to the control room as directed while Andrew sat in the command chair and prepared some complex formulas with the aid of his Mem-Dex. Andrew was finishing a discussion in point with the Mem-Dex when the two came in.
"There is a ninety per cent probability of success if you destroy the first two in mid-trajectory allowing for no alternate factors," said the Mem-Dex on Andrew's wrist.
Andrew briefed them on the plan as Brad came in with a small stack of paper. Finding that there were twenty locations other than the ships was not a great relief.
Tod finally said -- out loud -- what all of them had been thinking. "This ultimatum, it's insane. It isn't even rational. This is an act of war. How can all those countries believe that this will be tolerated?" Tod asked.
"Fear can make any action seem justified," Andrew replied. "To them this is simply an act of self defense, though they use extortion as a tool. Believe it or not -- the Coalition said they would settle any claims made against them due to the destruction of the ship and its technology. I believe they think of this as a surgical procedure to remove a tumor. The US has used preemptive strikes on known threats in its history too. If they’re successful -- then they’re acceptable. We don't have much time. You two had better get those coordinates into the ship's computer and set up the basic data for the fire control while I round up the rest of the crew."
"Brad, you get those medical supplies and our three new crew-mates strapped down," Andrew said and forced himself to relax by breathing deeply and letting the air out slowly. He then forced himself to think objectively about taking an untried ship on a shakedown cruise with an untrained crew on board. I'm scared but I'm not going to let my adrenaline rule my actions, Andrew thought. There had been short tests to see if the ship would take off at least. Thank goodness for small mercies.
Andrew began to usher in the other group members and help them stow their gear and strap down until a short time after launch.
"What do I do now?" Ling asked.
"Nothing. Just lie there until I come to unstrap you. You might play some games on the visiscreen until we take off and then you can lay back and watch the show from your couch," Andrew informed the crewmate.
When he got to Susan's quarters, she had just finished stowing her personal effects and turned to walk out when Andrew blocked her way.
"I want you to stay here," he said.
"Now is no time for male chauvinism to rear its head. I'm quite capable of taking care of myself out there," she reported.
"Having my second-in-command in her cabin is not simply being protective. I want you here for another reason I can't explain now. Strap in until after launch," Andrew said.
"But I don't want to miss anything," she plied.
"It's not a matter of want. Strap in," he said harshly. His voice softened and he said, "Just watch on the screen and you'll see everything we see. Be patient."
Andrew went to each cabin and made sure the crewmembers were secure and then he returned to the control room.
Sitting down in the command seat, he asked Tod, "Is everything programmed?"
Tod looked at Steve and said, "Everything is in it that we could think of."
"It's pretty capable all by itself," Steve said describing his precious ship's computer.
"You've a strong faith in automation. I hope you're right. But if you're not... ," he turned to Brad. "Who did the best in gunnery trials?" Andrew asked.
"I did the best but Desiree was a close second. That gal has some fantastic reflexes for fighting," Brad answered.
Andrew agreed, thinking about the incident in Tod's lab with the two assailants she handled. That seemed so long ago.
"You go get Desiree right after launch and one of you take laser turret #1 and the other take turret #2. Then, stand by set on manual and wait my orders," Andrew said.
"What did you two come up with for the best time for launch in case they have a satellite watching this site? I strongly suspect that they have," Andrew said.
"About thirty seconds before deadline we should go up to twenty five kilometers and just wait on manual until we key the program," Tod replied. “That will take us out of most of the atmosphere without being too far from the targets.”
"Sounds good to me," Andrew said.
The wait was nerve wracking. The twenty minutes remaining crept by with agonizing slowness. Finally, it was time.
"It's all yours Tod," Andrew said.
Tod moved the controls but the ship didn't lift. He moved the control some more and then was startled by the view from the screen as it went dark.
"Oops," Tod said. "I took some of the loading platform with us that time. Seems the ship's field is still larger than I anticipated. I went up a little too far."
Even as Tod spoke, the ship moved to the prescribed twenty-five kilometers. Though they had jumped back from the screen when they launched, the ship's field transmitted no acceleration effects to the occupants other than a momentary discomfort.
"Well, they certainly don't wish to negotiate some reasonable settlement, do they? Here comes a missile from each ship. I'm engaging the program. Is everyone strapped in? Desiree and Brad… be ready at your turrets. Here goes," Tod said and engaged the program even as Brad and Desiree acknowledged their readiness.
The two missiles sped toward the university site and were being tracked by the computer operated, ship's sensors. As the first missile neared mid-trajectory, a loud hum filled the ship and the missile exploded. The explosion was chemical, due to the explosives that were used to unite the Uranium 235 in the warhead's core. Another hum, and another missile vanished is a spectacular but non-nuclear flash. The Focused Burst Fast-Neutron Projector that the ship had used against the missiles had damaged their sensitive guidance systems and caused pre-initiation of the strategic nuclear material in the warhead. This caused the uranium to become critical, but not explosive, so as to force the sub-critical parts of the warhead apart as the explosive around them became hot enough to explode.
The ship, following its program, made a trek through the Earth's atmosphere that set many radar operators on edge. The ship, protected by its drive field, was not streamlined and did not need to be since no atmosphere struck the hull, but only the drive field. The ship was going to its first rendezvous over Argentina. Using the Fast-Neutron Projector, the ship destroyed three missiles on the ground where Brad's information had pinpointed them though each shot made the ship dance a bit as the field was weakened so they could fire through it without overheating.
There was no conversation from the crew who sat with faces and bodies rigid as they watched the ship carry out its mission on the view-screen. The ship then traversed the Earth and destroyed missiles at two sites in Africa while still on their launchers.
The ship was on pattern above the Middle East when the first hitch in the plans reared its head. "There's no missile at the coordinates that we were given," Tod said grimly.
"Ah, here it comes," Steve announced and the ship destroyed it before it traveled much distance. "The ship can detect them in the air much easier then when they are on the ground even with the sensor confusing mechanisms they carry."
"I had hoped the communication lag between the Coalition would be greater but it's a symptom of their paranoia that they would actually launch nuclear missiles at their neighbors," Andrew stated.
The ship was over Eastern Europe when the crew's plans went astray again.
"Hey, here come two missiles aimed at us," Steve cried.
"They're coming from a friendly power. At least, I thought that country was on our side," Tod said.
The whine-crack of the lasers contrasted with the hum of the Fast Neutron projector as the missiles were destroyed though both gunners had to fire twice to hit each one. The ship continued its preprogrammed course but it seemed the more the ship did, the more complicated the situation became.
"Why did they shoot at us? We're on their side," Steve asked Andrew.
"We didn't really notify them of our plans, did we? Some of them may not even know about that insane ultimatum. I'm worried about concentrated retaliatory strikes against other countries and us," Andrew answered.
"There go some more missiles toward our next site. Looks like somebody is trying to put us out of a job," Steve said;
"Tod, Cut off the program. There's no way Brad and Desiree can handle all of those with just the lasers. Get us closer and then set the ship's fire control to destroy anything it recognizes as a missile. Make sure you two get any of those low-flying cruise missiles that you detect," Andrew said speaking into the intercom.
"Looks like we precipitate launches now. Whenever we get to an area, everybody gets nervous and starts blasting," Tod said.
The ship handled superbly as a fighting craft though it had never been designed for that purpose. The hum of the ship's projector was almost constant and the whine-crack of the lasers permeated the ship. Suddenly, as the projector fired again, the hum ceased and warning indicators lighted on the control board.
Steve turned to Andrew and said, "The projector is burnt out. It was never designed for this much use. The heat buildup even firing through a weakened field burnt it out. Nothing we can fix fast."
The whine-crack of the laser turrets was unceasing for another few moments and then as the ship darted to its last set of coordinates, the lasers were used twice more to destroy missiles on their camouflaged launch pads.
As the ship fell silent, Andrew thumbed the intercom and spoke over all the ship, "All crewmembers report to the control room. Those on post… Stand down and report."
"Tod, put us in orbit around the Moon, will you? Turn on all the screens here in the control room," Andrew ordered.
Since Brad and Desiree were among the first of the crew to enter, they saw Andrew turn to the computer console and inquire about the outcome of their little jaunt. After a brief pause, the computer answered in a baritone voice.
"There were two missiles which penetrated to ground and exploded. One was a fission warhead about five kilotons -- a tactical missile that was damaged but not destroyed by our fire. It exploded in a non-populated area. The second missile was approximately a one-kiloton class warhead which destroyed a Coalition military installation in the Middle East. Both missiles were launched from countries designated as friendly," the computer said.
"Is that all?" Andrew asked.
"I am monitoring military communications on all frequencies. All decipherable signals indicate that there have been several small border clashes. The question may be premature since only fifty minutes has gone by since the deadline," the computer stated.
"God! Who programmed this thing? I'll just put it in command," Andrew whispered to Susan who had heard the last exchange of conversation.
"Thank you, no," said the computer who had picked up Andrew's whisper. "I am here only to serve."
ULTIMATUM
As the crew gathered in the ship's large, control room, the questions and debates were intense. Andrew permitted the healthy dialogue since it helped relieve tensions as he quietly worked with his Mem-Dex and the ship's computer on a problem that had been plaguing him since takeoff. Rett brushed off all questions and worked quietly by himself until he was able to define the information he wanted. Andrew turned to the assembled crew and when they noticed he was ready to address them, a hush fell on the group.
"Please have a seat," Andrew said and walked up and sat back against the main control board. "So far the ship has performed excellently; well beyond my expectations. We are provisioned for a long voyage and now is an excellent time to leave. I doubt that our intervention was to everyone's liking and our show of military potential may have turned some of our friends into suspicious neutrals, at best. I feel that we should ignore our part in the insane attacks and instead, focus world attention on our courageous and dangerous mission."
"Maybe this would be a good time to show you this message I received right after the ultimatum before takeoff." Brad said as he came forward and handed it to Andrew.
Andrew skipped the preliminary part and read the meat of the paragraph -- out loud.
"Take no precipitous or inflammatory action. Evacuate all personnel including crewmembers from university. Evacuation is simply a precaution since all data leads to conclusion that Coalition will not, repeat, will not use force but plans only to use threat of weapons to force concessions from World Government."
"Well, that supports how well everyone understands the situation and why our action was so unexpected," Andrew said sarcastically. Now we can use their confusion to our advantage. Ling, I want you to prepare a message as strongly emotional as possible, to announce our departure into the unknown. We can play on the fact that our little announced takeoff was to keep down crowds of spectators and all the World Government countries and even the Unaligned Nations gave us a spectacular send off. Play up the spectacular send-off and add hope for world unity and peace since this is the first Earth starship," Andrew said.
"Steve. Do you think we could beam our messages down to Earth through some of the communication satellites?" Andrew asked.
"I guess so. Sure. I'll set up some equipment," Steve answered.
"Can you handle the message, Ling? You are our resident psychologist," Andrew said, turning to Ling.
"Yes. I'll have to prepare separate messages for the different continents since culture and values vary so much. This is going to be fun," Ling said and left to go to her compartment.
"Tod, put us in an elliptical orbit that will bring us close to the communication satellites in about twenty hours; then put the sensors on automatic," Andrew ordered. "Desiree, you and Joel help the medical staff finish setting up their equipment. After that, everybody just try to relax until we can start the show. I think anticipation of our action or fear of mutual retaliation will keep them from further aggression toward each other. Fear will force them together."
"What are you talking about? What fear?" Susan asked, a forgotten second until that moment.
"They fear us. We are an entirely unknown factor. No nation or group of nations knows if we are to be allies or foes but all fear the fact that no nation actually controls us. Brad is the only control on us that they could apply and he sided for us when he accepted my plan and disregarded his orders. Now they wait and make contingency plans against us. Coalition nations will now probably join the World Government since we have already defeated their largest mobile weapons. Now we have only to let them stew in their own juices for a short time and then beam our broadcast and leave."
"Everyone will be relieved by our departure and will expect us to be unsuccessful in any purposeful mission. They'll try to consolidate their positions as soon as possible," Andrew turned from the remainder of the group and put his hands on Susan's shoulders. "I want you to pick some star, not too many parsecs away that might have some potential for life and we'll go there after we send these messages. We might as well go parsecs since no one could help us one way or another. Desiree and Tod's mathematical model of the ship's operation has been near exact and they showed where we can travel subjectively faster-than-light by altering space,” Andrew said with growing enthusiasm. "See me when you've got the choices," he added.
As the group separated to see to their separate tasks Andrew felt the reaction setting in after a sustained rush of adrenalin these last few hours and suddenly felt very shaky and sleepy. Brad, who saw Andrew stagger and grasp the console rushed up to support Andrew and escort him back to his cabin.
"Do you think I'm right Brad? Are you committed to this?" Andrew asked wearily.
"I resigned my commission when I ignored my last set of orders," Brad said as he took Andrew to his cabin and strapped him in his bunk. "Any further orders, Captain?" Brad asked.
"Captain," Andrew said with a smile as the exhaustion won over him and he went to sleep.
The steaming coffee and aroma of sausage brought Andrew fully awake as Susan brought in a heaping tray of food.
"Morning, Captain," Susan said, "the crew has already eaten but it was decided you deserved this."
"Thanks," Andrew said and launched into the meal with an unconcealed fervor.
"I've found a star for us," Susan said cheerfully.
"Uhmh," Andrew said with a mouthful of strawberry muffin.
"Tau Ceti. It's only about three point six-four parsecs and I've relayed all information into navigation."
"What type star is it?" asked Andrew.
"It's a G8 variable with some odd spectral emission lines. If nothing else, it will be a good trial voyage and should provide some interesting raw data for us. Don't know if it has planets since the sun’s orbit doesn't show any marked variance."
"Sounds good. Check Ling's statement and check whose voice would be best to read it. Maybe we should use a synthesized voice, yes that's probably better. See if you can get with Steve to set up a synthesized voice to read the message. I'll be up to the control room in a little while."
Susan started to leave, stopped short, and turned abruptly and looked into his eyes.
"Andy. Our positions in this project have really changed lately. This mission is complex enough without letting our personal relationship add to the problem. I want to be close to you when we get a chance, but we should wait until we have some privacy and time. Hopefully, that won't be long," Susan said as she went to Andrew, kissed him on the forehead, and ran out the door.
Andrew was a very confused man as he stepped into the refresher and dialed a shower spray with a warm, air-blast combination. The sting of the water helped him clear his head but he found it extremely difficult to switch gears. Thinking about Susan and then switching to thinking about traveling to another star plus all of the problems they were likely to encounter was enough to overload anyone.
Andrew slowed and deepened his breathing to release tension as he dressed. After stretching some more, he headed to the control room.
He was pleased by the light classical music that played throughout the ship. It about seemed right for theorists and engineers though the later tended more to popular instrumental instead of heavy classical music. As he approached, he saw Ling finishing preparations for the broadcast with Steve.
"How much time before we're in position for the first broadcast?" Andrew asked Ling.
"About an hour," Ling answered, "You want to hear a sample for the North American continent?" she asked as she handed a headset to Andrew.
When Andrew had adjusted the headset, he sat down in the command chair and said, "Start."
Andrew sat forward, leaned back, and sat back again. When the short broadcast was finished, Andrew stood up and took off the headset. He looked first at Ling and then the rest of the crew who had not heard it yet.
"That was some broadcast Ling Soo. You had me ready to cry and then built up where I wanted to cheer our trip. I was trying to force myself to be rational. You have more emotional context in that than a politician's speech. It's perfect, except change the part about going to a far star to Tau Ceti. That's going to be our destination," Andrew said.
"Thank you, Captain. I think that having a definite star to direct interest to will only add to the impact of the broadcast. I'll have it changed in five minutes," and she sat down and keyed access to the program.
"Steve. Susan has set up coordinates for our trip. How have you got this broadcast set up?" Andrew asked.
"There are eight main satellites we need to use. We'll simultaneously broadcast to two different satellites and then go to the next pair. We have to change voice patterns and languages four times for different continents. I hear from Ling that the North American continent has the voice of a distinguished elderly gentleman with a deep baritone. How was it?" Steve asked.
"Pretty impressive," Andrew answered and keyed voice response to the ship's computer as Brad and Susan came over.
"Are there any ground-to-ship communications directed at us?" Andrew asked the computer.
"Yes. There have been six decipherable messages directed to this ship and I have monitored military communication channels since your order yesterday. There have been eight, now nine attempts to circumvent my internal control recognition which started twenty minutes ago," stated the computer.
"What do you mean by that statement?" demanded Andrew.
"The statement was clearly stated. There have been nine attempts to take over control of the ship using sophisticated ground and space broadcasts. I have recorded all pertinent broadcasts to the ship. Would you like for me to play back the most repeated one?" inquired the computer. 
"Yes," said Andrew who was getting angry at this mass of microelectronics.
A smiling face came into view on the screen almost immediately.
"Why it's old 'Hawkeye' himself?" Brad said. "We must really rate."
"Who?" Andrew said.
"Shh, let's hear what he's saying," Susan said.
"Greetings, Starship One. That is what we call you since we didn't know the christened name of your ship. I'm General H. E. Alexander. Let me take this opportunity to say that your performance from scattered reports seems that your, uhm, project succeeded in more ways than a new power source. Your actions caught us rather flatfooted but we would like to aid you in any reprovisioning or technical aid we could provide. We would prefer that you not land back at the university but rather at longitude 109 west and 34 latitude near Roswell in New Mexico where we've set up a protective enclosure and quarters for your ship and your crew. Please inform us immediately when you plan to arrive," said General Alexander.
"Whew," Brad said, "That was a lot of bull."
"It did sound kind of forced. Who is he?" Andrew asked.
"That is old 'Hawkeye' Alexander. Remember the Libyan Wars. He was the man in command of the World Government troops. He doesn't fool around and that enclosure to 'protect us' doesn't sound too inviting," Brad answered.
"It seems everyone feels we have succeeded a little too much," Andrew states, "Let's get any more messages. How about it, computer… any more messages for us?"
"Yes, this message was just recorded," said the computer.
"To Captain Andrew Williams of Starship One. You are to land your ship at the designated coordinates or you and your crew will face ostracizing from the people and resources of Earth. You have twelve hours from now to reach the designated base."
FLEEING THE EARTH
"What do we do now?" Susan asked Andrew.
"Carry on as we have been. Roll over now. I think not." He paused. "Beam our messages and then hop over to Tau Ceti. Starship One. Not too original. Isn’t that the name Burt Rutan used on his first commercial, sub-orbital spacecraft – and I use the term loosely. I like the 'Wildcat' better. I don't think the general population realizes what has happened and Ling's broadcast will probably get to the population before any coordinated propaganda from the government," Andrew said.
As the ship approached the designated broadcast points, the communication satellites relayed Ling's message, unhindered, to Earth, professing the need for world unity and giving a very emotional farewell to all of Earth and telling of their intended destination.
The ship then preceded to a point where repairs were instigated on the fast-neutron projector and preparations were made for velocity checks and further handling tests to make sure the fine control issues had been corrected. The software updates and new placement for shield projector arrays had smoothed out control noticeably.
"All crew to posts in suits," Andrew ordered over the intercom from the command chair. After receiving acknowledgements from all crewmembers, Andrew had Tod put the ship through its paces. Still being in the solar system, Andrew first did one-minute duration; test runs at various power levels and would then recheck their position in elation to the known orbital coordinates. Since accurate positions for the planets were known, relative velocities could be easily calculated.
Steve turned from the console in front of him, "We exceeded light speed on that run," Steve said.
"Well, good. Give my congratulations to our theorists and mathematicians," Andrew said obviously pleased.
"So far our velocity has increased exponentially with increases in the main field. We can theoretically reach more than twenty parsecs an hour but I'd prefer we run well under that until all our equipment is broken in," Steve stated. "After the first hour we'd be dead meat if it breaks down anyway. It'd be a tedious trip home at best if we did find a way. If the field breaks down for any length of time, the radiation out here would fry us anyway. Don’t know about outside the solar system."
"All right. Let's aim at… " Andrew paused as he calculated with his Mem-Dex, " about three weeks for our trip to Tau Ceti. We'll be able to relax and really get things squared away." Andrew turned to the intercom and keyed ship-wide, "All crewmembers will stand down from posts at 1100 hours. Susan will assign maintenance duties suited to your skills. Our shakedown trip to Tau Ceti is going to last about three weeks. Crewmembers may also work leisure and research hours into your schedules."
Andrew then turned to Steve, "Finish setting our course and speed and put all sensors on automatic." Andrew then started toward his cabin, then stopped and said, "By the way Steve, put all corridor lighting panels on a dim-bright system to coincide with Earth Mountain Standard time."
“Andrew---Captain," Steve said, "Our sensors at this velocity really aren't adequate. We can't view any distance ahead or even around the ship."
"Alright," Andrew said. "You've just named your next project. Try to work out some type of sensor arrangement that will give us a forward view. Could you also make some instrument to register the presence of fields like our drive field? I've an idea I'd like to have some warning if we happen to run into someone else's drive field."
"Yes, sir," Steve said as he turned back to the console Tod manned.
Andrew had only just entered his cabin when Brad came to the door.
"Come on in, Brad," Andrew said.
"I've got a confession to make," Brad said. "I never really thought this bucket would fly...much less beat lightspeed. I've studied physics and I thought that as objects approach the speed of light their mass nears infinity. I didn't feel any different on those runs except a slight disorientation as the external and internal fields were balanced. I never expected any civilian ship to do anything anyway. I figured the military would do it if anyone would."
"You're right and you're wrong," Andrew said. "The formulas are correct in normal space. Our mass, however, remains constant since we are altering the space we are in. If you take into account the rate of change of time - to normal t relative - you will get an idea about how we reach the velocity we do. Does the World Government hold your view that civilians will never really amount to a force to be considered?"
"Not really. I did hear discussions where people were surprised by your progress after all the government money dumped on research to keep the military ahead of commercial technology. A lot of the World Government administration didn’t think you could exceed light speed. Most of them have ingrained habits of listening to people who don’t know what they’re talking about. But aren't we violating some basic laws of nature. I realize that I sound ignorant, but it seems that the more we specialize these days; the less we know about other fields of science," Brad said.
"Look, I may have given you the reciprocal of the correct explanation. If you really want to get enlightened on the subject -- Tod and Desiree made a training module on the topic. We ought to have it available on your MemDex," Andrew said.
"OK. I'll do that. When do we start to Tau Ceti?" Brad asked.
Andrew grinned, "Twenty minutes ago," he said and prepared to work on some computations as Brad left nodding and keyed shut the door behind him.
 



 
RETT TORTURED ABOUT CONTAMINATION
Rett had endured session after session of psychological and physical torture in an attempt to have him divulge the co-ordinates of the planet he had visited. Piece by piece, the Exploration Service officer had gathered data rent from the Tros, Rett. After a week of delay due to the slow pace of the interrogations; the E.S.* officer was able to find the coordinates of the planet Rett had visited near the spiral arm.
The officer had a grudging admiration for Rett, due to the tremendous resistance Rett had given before releasing even the simplest facts. He was not at all convinced that further interrogation would give the exact landing coordinates on that planet. The officer felt he must now take Rett with him in the hopes that upon reaching the planet, he could get the information from Rett.
It was interesting to note, thought the officer, that Rett had indicated that he had met a single native. He had given this information early in the interrogations; even before giving us the coordinates to the planet. This native was some type of fixation to the Tros. The native seemed prominent in Rett's memory but the only details he could get was that those natives were soft-skinned, biped, oxygen breathers with some measure of manufacturing technology. Now he would have to locate, isolate, and destroy any area contaminated by technology from the Tros.
It was interesting to note, thought the officer, that Rett had indicated that he had met a single native. He had given this information early in the interrogations; even before giving us the coordinates to the planet. This native was some type of fixation to the Tros. The native seemed prominent in Rett's memory but the only details he could get was that those natives were soft-skinned, biped, oxygen breathers with some measure of manufacturing technology. Now he would have to locate, isolate, and destroy any area contaminated by technology from the Tros.
Rett had realized that the ship was now headed to the planet where he had met the native. It will be impossible to trace any evidence of landing, Rett thought. That native took my stressed space-field belt, but since it had broken and malfunctioned; it would be virtually worthless to anyone examining it. Now that I've admitted to unauthorized contact with an alien race, I could be psychologically reconditioned. If they find any culture contamination, I will be immediately killed.
With these thoughts, Rett then returned to his dormant state and prepared for the end by becoming apathetic to everything and everyone around his cell.
*E.S. - Exploration Service
 



 
PRESSOR AND RELATIVE TIME
"Look at these equations," Desiree said excitedly to Tod as she hurried into the lab where Tod and Steve were working on the ship's new sensor system. "See. If you two can figure out the practical apparatus for this, we can have a directional field."
"I'll be damned," Tod said, "a damn pressor beam."
"Maybe we could use a helical projection method," Steve said also realizing the potential.
"Did you see what we've come up with?" Tod said obviously pleased that he could now throw Desiree off track by a change of topics. He was obviously proud of his breakthroughs. 
"What? Oh, no I didn't. Why don't you show me?" she said.
"We've made a sensor system that can detect a drive field like ours within a parsec. If we're not moving within a field, we can probably extend detection to two to five parsecs. How did you come up with those equations you brought us?" Tod asked, switching the conversation back to the original topic.
"You fiend. Quit trying to confuse me. You shouldn't let your mind wander like that. It's too small to be out by itself," Desiree quipped. "I was just juggling some partial differentials and adjusting variables in the field equations when those prospects just popped out at me. It's not every pretty face that starts a new branch of science; all by herself," Desiree said being playfully contemptuous.
"What do you call it when we build a device out of a mathematical model? Child's play?" Tod asked rising to the bait.
"Any good mechanic can put together an engine from a set of blueprints," Desiree said in leaving.
"Why, you bitch, that's no analogy!" he cried toward her as she strode away with hips swaying provocatively. 
"God! She really gets me going sometimes. She knows exactly how to goad me," Tod said to Steve.
"She is just ribbing you. See. She left all the computer index numbers for us. Don't let her get under your skin," Steve said.
"Too late," Tod sighed. "I'm . . . in love with her and she knows it. What a gal. Let's build this thing. We'll have an armload of new stuff when Andrew finally pulls his head out of his research and comes around."
"Let's get to it," Steve said as they knuckled down to work.
Meanwhile, Andrew and Joel were working on the special belts to integrate with the spacesuit equipment. The strap-on attachment would make the wearer impervious to inertial weapons like spears, bullets, or other kinetic weapons. The more protection, however, the less traction the wearer had. The belts could even make the wearer "weightless", but unlike the massive drive field of the ship, the small field around the body could not be easily made to produce motion by varying sections of the field. 
Andrew was stumped and was taking a leisurely walk past Ling and Fran's culture tank and garden areas when he discovered a room where the heady, sweet aroma of flowers could almost be tasted. As Andrew looked around in astonishment, Fran came in to see him bending over some beautiful, full-grown carnations.
"Hi Captain. How do you like our little flower patch? Did Susan finally get off her high horse and tell you about it?" Fran asked.
"No. I was just wandering. How did you get these onto the ship before takeoff?" Andrew asked.
"I grew them," Fran said proudly.
"What? We've only been away from Earth two weeks. That isn't enough time to grow these beauties," Andrew said.
"I don't know if you remember it or not, but you assigned me to see if I could use the time variance aspect of the field to grow plants faster. Well, with Susan's help for the last week, we put together a small field generator. With the fields "on" and enough nutrients and light; we can speed up growth about thirty times the normal growth rate. Fields-within-fields. 
That was a shocker until Tod later deduced why it might be able to occur – multiple dimensions within a “current” space. “I thought flowers would be more fun than seeing how fast I could get algae to grow," Fran said.
"You've done marvelously," Andrew said, awed by the implications upon returning to Earth. Fields within fields he thought. How would the dimensional math work on that? Hum-m…might just explain some of the strange bits about interactions.
Fran continued. "Susan got some help from Joel and made him promise not to tell you anything. She's been down here day and night, ship time, and really driving herself. Work is kind of a compulsion with her and I couldn't have done much without her," Fran said humbly.
"Thank you for telling me. Something tells me I ought to see what the rest of my crew has been up to. See you later," Andrew said walking away, deep in thought. After a few minutes of walking and reflection, Andrew headed to Susan's cabin only to find it empty. He then went looking for her in the ship's two entertainment, study lounges. At the second one he saw Susan intently concentrating on an EnterTain table with one of the medical aides.
The aide looked up briefly when Andrew came in and jumped to attention.
"Evening Captain," the aide said.
"Evening," Andrew said realizing that he didn't even remember this crewman's name even though there was such a small crew.
"Relax Ivan," Susan said eyeing Andrew and introduced the crewman to the captain.
"As you were. Ivan. Do you mind if I talk to Susan alone for a few minutes?" Andrew said.
"We'll finish the game the same time tomorrow. OK. I need to get back to sickbay anyway. Goodbye Captain," Ivan said and left.
"Computer, hold this game for me until tomorrow at this time," she said into the table's display and then turned to Andrew as he sat down across from her.
Susan said nothing and waiting in the uncomfortable growing silence, she patiently regarded Andrew.
"Why didn't you tell me about your work with Fran. It may be the most important work we get from this whole voyage," Andrew said.
"I didn't realize that you wanted daily, personal reports. Besides, I doubt that my contribution will top some of the stuff the crew has come up with so far. You've changed Andrew. I'm scared that you haven't finished changing yet. I fell in love with a man whose personality has grown so much that I'm afraid I'll be submerged if I get too close," Susan said on the verge of tears.
"Listen," Andrew said moving over to sit beside her and held her in his arms. "You're wrong. You won't be submerged. You will only fill in those gaps in my personality to make us much more than the sum of our individual personalities. This trip won't last forever. We can drop this façade as soon as we finish but you're right; I don't think we should let the rest of the crew see us as lovers."
 "It would jeopardize discipline. "
"I love you," he said as he held her close.
"I love you too Andy," she said. "We can't let our relationship interfere with this trip."
Suddenly, Andrew disentangled himself and held her at arms length.
"Just what has my crew come up with that would top anything you and Fran have done," Andrew said trying to switch to a neutral matter.
Susan wiped her eyes, then smiled and told him about some of Steve's work with the computer on guidance and fire control. Then she told him about Desiree's equations on directed fields and how Tod was developing the practical application of her theory. As Andrew's eyes got wider and his jaw dropped, she told him about Joel's work with the doctors to develop a method to use the relative time-rate-change aspect of the field to speed tissue regeneration. She also mentioned Tod and Steve's new detector system plus her own work with Fran and Ling.
"Now you see what I'm talking about. With two computer aided workshop/laboratories; there has been a lot of innovations ground out of those new theories," she said.
"Wait a minute," he said startled. "Did you say we've got the ability to direct a field? That would mean... " he kissed her on the cheek and then popped up and hurried out to find Tod and Desiree. Now he realized the implications of his group's work and how he could adapt that research for use with the inertia-free belt he had built.
When he finally tracked down the others in the ship, he found Tod and Desiree busy in the 'gym', actually an open area in one tank. They were sparring against Brad in a two-on-one session where Brad was, definitely, the more skilled. Desiree's grace and quick reflexes had Brad sweating up a storm. Tod was attempting to use his greater weight to off-balance Brad so Desiree could move in toward Brad's side for a strike. All Tod's kicks and punches were being lightly blocked or simply where he stepped out of the way, showing Brad's superior experience.
Andrew was impatient and decided not to wait for the three sweating combatants to give up their tunnel-vision and notice him.
"Hey Brad. Kyger! I need to talk to these two," Andrew yelled from the edge of the small gym.
Brad didn't say anything but he momentarily flicked a glance over at Andrew and doing so, left his weight a little too long on his front, left leg. Tod didn't notice the yelling but he did see that foot and kicked the rear of Brad's left knee with the top of his foot. As Brad's body was knocked off-balance, his arms flew up. In that moment, Desiree punched under Brad's exposed right armpit with a resounding thud.
Brad momentarily held his right side and then gave the time immemorial time-out signal and got back to his feet and began to towel himself off.
"Good Tod, but you're too offensive and you're often exposed too much during your attacks. Desiree, why don't you do that more often? You've got the speed and you don't telegraph your intentions like Tod but you're not aggressive enough," Brad said with his characteristic grin. "What's up Captain? ...or, do you just like to see me hit?" he asked Andrew.
"That was a pleasure to watch but I've got to talk to these two. You all go to the showers and get back to Lounge Two on the double after you dress. I hear you two have been conspiring recently and I want full confessions," Andrew said trying to keep his face impassive.
"But..." Tod said.
"Move," Andrew ordered as the two hustled off.
Brad swung the towel over his shoulder and cocked his head at Andrew. "What mischief are you brewing up? I know it's not anything they've done wrong because have been so busy. It's hard to get them to come down here every other day for a workout."
"If this works out, we'll let everyone know about it soon enough," Andrew said.
Brad tried to pump him for information but Andrew wouldn't talk. Brad finally went to take his shower.
It was only a few minutes until a slightly damp Tod and Desiree came hurrying into the lounge. Andrew was seated and they sat down in front of him where he indicated.
"Don't you realize you should keep your captain informed about any new apparatus you've built?" Andrew said.
"We were going to tell you about the new sensor system when we finished integrating it into astrogation," Tod answered.
"I'm not talking about your sensor system though I'm interested in that too. Tell me about your apparatus to direct a field. Can the field be shaped? Do you project it? Is it very efficient? How large is the device and how much force can you develop?" Andrew asked.
"Oh, that," Desiree said. "We haven't even built it yet."
"How far along are you?" Andrew asked with all pretense dropped.
"We've got the specifications ready to turn out a prototype," Tod said proud of their accomplishment.
"Tell me what it will be able to do," Andrew said.
As Tod and Desiree showed Andrew what brought about this development, the conversation became more and more technical. Andrew unleashed his news about the new inertia-free belt that was similar to the one the alien had worn only more effective. Andrew explained that he could only alter the overall strength of this field and not any segment of the field like the ship's drive field. The ship was propelled by weakening an outer drive field on the side of the ship opposite the direction of intended travel. The same weakening effect was used when they needed to fire the neutron projector.
Since the personal field belt couldn't be so altered with its small size, another means of propulsion had to be found. A directed field would lessen the gravitational inertia on the mass it was directed and also on the projector side through a reciprocal force, or the lack of it, in this case. It was very similar to the pressure differences on the top of an airfoil that develops lift for an airplane except that this method developed force in the opposite direction.
Tod explained that they could only use it as a pressor beam to create a force to push mass away by creating higher pressure than normal space, similar to the deck generators creating "gravitational effects" so mass would be pressed ‘downward’ within the stressed space field to reproduce the effects of gravity within an inertialess state.
Andrew became engrossed in the problems and Steve, Susan, and Joel were also called into the conference. Specifications were written and just as quickly, discarded until they came up some ideas that appeared to be practical. They worked well into the night cycle and crewmembers would drift in and out of the lounge for needed breaks. The meeting finally broke up and all attending were ordered to bed. After about seven hours of sleep each, they started work again but the main ideas came from Andrew, Tod, Susan and Joel as Steve went on and began to install the new sensor system.
Steve was putting the finishing touches on the main control room console two days later when Andrew broke away to see his progress.
"How's it going under there?" Andrew asked Steve, who had his head and shoulders stuck well under a section of console.
"Just about finished," came the muffled reply as Steve slid out and started replacing the console cover. "Hi Captain."
"How does this thing work?" Andrew asked.
"Well, I don't know if it does work yet but I'm almost finished tying into the computer. I'll tell you how it's supposed to work. We use a conventional microwave detection system up to about one-eighth light speed if the field strength isn’t too high. It gives the best close range detection up to that speed. Any faster velocity than that, it's useless…too much latency. By the time you detected something you’d already be running over or past it. The new system uses sensors with a field around it like a globe. Masses with a gravitational field large enough to detect at some distance affect the balance of the field and the computer analyzes the true mass and distance. One of our hardest chores was to enable the computer to discern between a smaller mass, close up, and a large mass at a distance. Manipulation of the weak force, gravitons they used to be called, lets us build a computer simulation of gravity wells caused by mass. A field being artificially produced, like the ship's drive field, ought to really show up. At faster than light ship velocity, relative velocity, the computer automatically alters course around obstacles."
"At multiples of relative light speed, the detection sphere drops, of course, but not as far as we feared. We can greatly increase detection distance by turning off the main drive fields. Since we are monitoring the effects of gravitational waves, for want of a better term, we can even detect masses to our rear. Granted, not very far away, but that's better than some computer computations and a blind spot behind you at faster than light velocities. "Well, if you're ready I'll turn on the projected image on the main viewscreen. You should be able to see a three-dimensional image. It should be elliptical with a red dot, the ship, being at one of the foci of the ellipse with the shortest distance being to our rear since our detection range is very limited in that direction when we are moving," Steve said. "Here goes."
Andrew gasped, "My God, this looks like I'm out in space myself. Surely you don't get images like that out of those sensors the drones attached to the hull."
"Not exactly," Steve said. "Most of what you see is computer enhancement of the image returns. Better than I thought; almost five parsecs while we're moving and one-half light year detection to the rear. Great. The ellipse enlarges and becomes more circular as we slow and decreases and becomes more elongated as we increase relative velocity."
"Computer. Side view," Steve said to the console.
"Wow! Now where is our direction of travel?" Andrew asked.
Since the computer was still keyed to voice response, it projected a green arrow on the viewscreen and green lettered designations for all stars in the range of the sensors.
"Show off," Steve said quietly toward the monitor.
"How much coverage will we get when we stop and reduce the main drive fields? I think it is worth our attention to stop and try it out." Andrew leaned over and keyed in the ship's intercom, "All crewmembers not engaged in delicate work or computations are requested on the bridge."
Turning back to Steve he said, "Work out so we can come to rest for about an hour so we can try this thing out. I need to find out how much detail of stellar and planetary masses we can get out of this arrangement. Work out a program to keep us on our original schedule and after we stop, cut the main drive fields."
As the remainder of the crew trickled into the control room, Andrew's eyes were riveted to the viewscreen showing the side view of their detection limit ellipse. Even as he watched, the ellipse rounded and the ship was displayed more toward the center. More and more stars came into view and the computer added their designations for a time until they became too numerous.
When the changes stopped, the red dot representing the ship was at the center of an enormous sphere, almost twenty parsecs in diameter. Andrew keyed the monitor, "Designate the Sun and Tau Ceti."
The green letters and suns appeared only about a fist width apart on the meter wide viewscreen.
"Reduce detection sphere size to include only the Tau Ceti System and the Earth," Andrew said to the computer.
As the sphere shrank, the resolution grew and details began to show in the solar systems of the stars remaining in range.
"Look, you can see three of Sol's planets even from four parsecs away. All of the other stars in range have at least one planet showing," said someone in the assembled crew.
"Tau Ceti has four planets showing," Susan said. "Tod, Desiree, and Steve are going to revolutionize astronomy too. Now we really have promise of finding something."
Suddenly the stars began to get fuzzy as the ship resumed speed and the scale and shape of the detection sphere became elliptical again. Few of the crew had realized that they had been staring at the view-screen for the better part of an hour in the darkened control room.
As the lights automatically became stronger, the crew began to murmur in hushed but excited voices.
"We've only six more days until we get into the Tau Ceti System proper. Then a few days locating a planet or planets that might be worth exploring. I suggest we all finish preparations for that exploration. Susan will assign duties for charting and exploration," Andrew stated; whereupon he went back to the lab to finish work on the new personal belt for all the suits.
 



 
ES DISCOVERS EARTH TECH
Rett came back to consciousness, out of his apathetic state, only when prodded electronically.
Another feeding, Rett thought. At least they intend to keep me healthy until we get to that planet. The Exploration Service would not keep me healthy if they find that the native race has gotten any technology from my trip that, they had not released to the population themselves. The Exploration Service was known for not wishing radical technologies introduced into non-member societies.
Innovative races had been submerged in the culture of the older star-faring civilizations and generally stunted technological developments of the fledgling worlds. Even when it was decided to introduce technology into a culture, the process was licensed and controlled by the Administrative arm of the Exploration Service. Probably so the E. S. could gain the power and wealth of being the benefactors of technology, Rett decided.
 
Surely, this world was too far near the spiral arm to come under E. S. control. Rett had heard rumors that the Central Government was going to pull all E. S. Enforcement ships back to the Sector bases due to personal and budgetary restrictions anyway.
The Exploration Service officer looked at the viewscreen with mixed curiosity and homesickness. He had been in space for a long tour of duty and this world they were approaching was similar in mass and proportion to his home world though there appeared to have much more water. He was approaching cautiously, since he didn't know how advanced this planet's technology was.
He had enough experience to know that every planet has its own dangers and beauties.
"Sir," said one of his crew. "I've picked up electromagnetic broadcasts. Definitely not random patterns sir. Also, here are planetary readings. It has one large natural satellite and sir..."
"Yes," replied the officer.
"The scan shows numerous artificial satellites. Some of them are radiating electromagnetic, seemingly undirected broadcasts," said the crewman who was describing some of the aging weather satellites that were still broadcasting sporadically.
"How do you know that those are artificial?" The officer asked.
"Sir, many of those satellites are at equidistant, stationary orbital positions. This civilization is pretty advanced. You should see how many of those things I'm picking up, on sensors. Some of them are so small that the only way we can detect them from this distance is by the signals they are transmitting. We are just about to come within the orbit to their moon."
"We're that close? All stop and hold this position until we get more information. Bring the Tros, Rett, to the interrogation room and set the linguists to work on any voice broadcasts. Get the Chief Technician to try to make sense of those other transmissions. Have we been detected yet by the natives?" The officer asked the crewman.
"I don't think so," said the crewman hesitantly, "but if we go any closer I assume they would be able to detect our ship. I don't find any evidence of any powered flight in any of the space I can reach nearby with the detectors."
"Very well. Keep me informed of any developments," said the officer as he left the sensor room.
He was disturbed by the technology of this race. It was far in advance of any the Tros had mentioned but considering the size of Rett's ship, Rett wouldn't have had detectors anywhere near as sensitive as those on this ship.
The E. S. officer also felt uncomfortable because this race was advanced enough to have homegrown space flight. They were so much more valuable and volatile to transplanted technology. An uncharted race such as this had thrust many a lowly captain to the ranks of sector commander in a short time. If I decide for quarantine, I am in jeopardy from cultural contamination from the Tros. If I try to make them an associate member of the Central Government, I cannot assure them protection from exploiters or I may ruin native alternate technologies.
The E. S. officer knew cultures who were highly advanced, yet had risen to civilization apart from the Central Government. They always had technologies that produced leaps in the knowledge gained.
This Tros must tell me where he landed.
Little did the officer realize that Rett did not remember exactly where he had landed since his chosen landing site had been arbitrary. Rett would not yield to the interrogations since he knew with certainty that if he let that fact be known, his usefulness would be ended. Rett, apathetic in most cases, would not allow his captors the satisfaction of a final confession.
Their ship stayed outside the lunar orbit and studied Earth and its broadcasts. The work was speeded up when the Chief Technician unraveled the scanning technique used to transmit pictures and the ship was almost overwhelmed by new data but the linguists were frustrated by the numerous languages being used. Two main languages were concentrated on and broadcast language lessons speeded progress immensely.
The E. S. officer was confused to find a planet so highly advanced technologically, yet this was a planet that did not seem to have a single basic language.
 



 
APPROACHING TAU CETI
Susan regarded the destination of her choosing as they crossed the orbit of Tau Ceti's outermost planet. According to her calculations, there should be a range from this sun that could support life. There could be life where planetary atmospheres were radically different from Earth's composition on planets outside this range, but chances were that the best chance lay between the plotted extremes.
Since most boundary conditions were from calculations or educated guesswork, many answers would be obtained if they found any life. Susan knew that with each answer there are posed many new questions. The mass of the planet must be such that a dense enough atmosphere could be retained. The rest of the crew was asleep or, too involved with their own projects to help her. Susan wanted to get a jump on this survey because she had felt out of place since this trip began.
Her specialty had not been needed much, so she had tried to coordinate and assist the others in their work. She did not wish to simply be the Captain's companion for this voyage and she knew that her ‘real’ challenges were out there, where the computer projection showed the rapidly growing image of this system's sun.
The crew would soon be up and about, and she would have to take up her duties as coordinator, but right now, she felt the thrill of challenging the unknown. Already, the corridor lights were brightening in their morning cycle. She tore her gaze off the viewscreen and went to the galley to fix herself some breakfast.
The feeling of exhilaration was contagious as the crew prepared for the coming day. The ship was now in an orbit around the sun and Susan who had already eaten, was scanning for suitable planets now that the main drive field was shut off. Yawning and stretching, Fran and Ling came into the control room to see preliminary data being displayed on the views screen.
Andrew and Joel came waltzing in shortly after when Susan remarked, "Looks like we have a likely prospect. It's still pretty far away but from readings of the new sensor system, its size is roughly comparable to Earth but its gravity should be about .87 Earth normal."
Andrew turned to Joel and said, "Check everyone out with the new belt and see that they know how to use it; especially Ling and Susan. Also, see if you can help Tod and Steve finish the large 'pressor' field projector for the ship. I'll check with you later."
Andrew then walked over behind Susan's chair and leaned next to her so he was close to her ear. "I see you're up early. There isn't any need to prove yourself you know. Everybody knows you're good at whatever you put your mind to..."
"I was just restless and so keyed-up I couldn't sleep. This is more than I even dreamed about and I'm afraid if I go to sleep, I'll wake up and I'll be back at the university preparing for a project entry classification. This is magnificent and I'm not going to miss a minute of it."
"When you finish this and we get into scanning range of the planet; you go and get some rest." When she looked sullen, he said, "and that's an order."
"I want to go in one of the trips to the surface," Susan said defiantly.
"You'll do as I say but I've already made preparations for you to lead a team with Fran, Ivan and Brad working with you. I haven't decided who is to go in the second team yet but I thought you would want to know."
"I never thought of leading a team but I've sure put everybody through their paces up here. Of course I can do it," Susan said half to herself and half to Andrew.
She really let the thought of it get to her and her eyes lighted up. "Really, Andy… Uhm. Thank you, Captain. I'll try to be worthy of your trust," she said smiling.
"You'll have a few days to get ready. Go over and use the set of survival training in Brad's teaching machine if you haven't already taken them. Brad has been setting up to do geological work. We have to do topographical surveys and have the computer print maps. Then we've gotta’ decide where to set down. Everybody will remain in suits, at all times, even if the air is breathable. Make sure Ling tests for bacteria, fungus, or airborne particles or spores that could be harmful. I'll want your group to carefully test the new belts we've added. We couldn't test them on board due to the built in deck weight regulators but the components function perfectly separately," Andrew said.
"Aye, Aye Captain," Susan said merrily turning back to her console display.
Brad cornered Andrew in a lounge and he seemed quite disturbed; not usual for him.
"What's this about Susan leading the first expedition on the planet?" Brad demanded.
"That's right, Brad. Problem?" Andrew replied calmly.
"Don't I have more survival training."
"Yes, Brad," Andrew replied tiredly.
"Don't I have combat experience? Military leadership training? Skill with weapons?" Brad demanded.
"Yes, to all that, Brad," said Andrew.
"Then why aren't I leading the first expedition?" Brad asked showing considerable control now.
"How are you on intuition?" Andrew asked.
"You're kidding! Women's intuition?" Brad jeered.
"In Susan's case, yes. But only because she is an intuitive leader; the fact she is female is only coincidental. You know how she developed all the scheduling and work details on the ship. She is the one that picked this system," Andrew said trying to explain.
"I'll grant her all that, but what about my qualifications?"
"It's because of your qualifications that you are going on the first expedition and not me. Don't you think I want to go? Your job; your primary job will be to protect the expedition. Geology will have to be secondary. Every minute you're on the surface, you will be awake and be prepared to defend the group only when members of the group or the ship are jeopardized with grave bodily harm. I don't need two leaders; I need someone to keep the leader and other group members alive when they're thinking about things other than their well being."
"I'm more than a bodyguard. I'm not just the gun bearer for the queen," Brad painfully said.
"Believe me. The other members of your expedition aren't exactly helpless. I believe Ivan and Susan are almost unbeatable as knife fighters. I also heard that Fran has some pretty extraordinary wilderness skills," Andrew said.
"Wilderness skills?" Brad asked.
"Tracking and survival skills. You know," Andrew stated.
"But you know I've had all that stuff until it's coming out of my ears." Brad said.
"Sure. You're probably the best at it near Tau Ceti, but you've got to admit that those with you are quite resourceful and certainly not helpless," Andrew said.
"Alright, I know when I'm outvoted. You'll notice that I never once mentioned that Susan and you were intimate," Brad said showing his old grin again.
"Why you bastard!" Andrew said and they walked off ...busily talking and laughing together.
LANDING ON TAU CETI
Three days later, they had decided upon several likely landing spots. The gravity of the planet was as predicted but there seemed to be much fewer ore deposits than on Earth. The planet appeared to be warmer than Earth but not much more so even though the atmosphere was not as dense as Earth's atmosphere.
The planet had sparsely spread patches of dense yellowish-green vegetation. But what was most startling to the crew was the fact that during the orbital survey they discovered small clusters of what appeared to be crude, artificial huts near several small bodies of water. The rest of the planet was either high mountains or apparently barren desert, but there were even larger clusters of buildings throughout the barren areas.
Even from orbit, the buildings, if that was what they were, appeared long deserted with reddish sand completely or partially covering many of them.
After much debate, it was decided to land near one of the areas of vegetation about one hundred and sixty kilometers to the nearest visible surface water but close to a group of buildings in a barren area.
The planet had a very old and elliptical orbit but not so to preclude life. Only about five percent of the planetary surface was covered by water and this was highly scattered, small lakes or ponds. There were no large single bodies of water. This fourth planet out from the sun also had no natural satellites like Earth's moon.
 



 
EXPLORING TAU CETI
As the ship landed, exhaustive tests were performed to test for harmful bacteria or fungal spores. Brad analyzed the atmosphere and found that the oxygen content was about half that of Earth's at sea level and there was proportionally less nitrogen but almost as much carbon dioxide as Earth for some reason. The suits would be sealed at all times and the new belts would be field tested close to the ship.
Brad was first to touch ground in an effort to check soil samples. This segment was dutifully recorded for posterity in its import to human history. Tod was to test the suit belt unit and Brad was arming the exploration team. Susan was checking everyone's equipment and all were clucking around like mother hens to see everything went right.
Brad and Susan were on the surface as Tod turned on his belt field to about half strength.
"Throw a rock at me, Brad," Tod said obviously proud of the workman-ship.
Brad hefted a good-sized rock and let fly from about five meters. It sailed at Tod, stopped about 20 centimeters from his chest, seemed to float there for an instant and then fell to the ground. After a little experimentation, Tod found that he could only have the field at one-quarter strength if he wished to move around without falling with it on.
Tod grabbed the front waist control on his belt and put the field at full strength, becoming inertialess and then moved the control gently upward. He shot upward and was one hundred meters high before he brought himself to a hover. He experimented and though he appeared to move in very darting, jerky motions, he actually felt no acceleration and became more adept in about half an hour.
Tod's figure darted almost out of sight and then came back to hang as a dot over them for a moment. Suddenly Tod's figure came shooting down at them. Brad yelled and Susan involuntarily gasped. When they thought Tod would be dashed to bits on the ground, he stopped, grinned at them, and turned off his belt unit.
"My, that was fun. We'll just leave the ship at Earth next time and take these," he said through his communicator while pointing to his belt, "Theoretically I don't need to close my eyes for landings."
"What about time distortion effects, Tod?" Susan asked.
"Well, possibly a little speed up, but nothing you would notice unless you could manually adjust the inner field. The way these belts are made, the inner field automatically balances the exterior field to keep your time sense normal. Everyone going on this expedition had better try these out and practice staying together as a group as you move because the controls are really sensitive," Tod said.
"Sounds like a good idea, Tod. It's still a little startling to see the effects of the total cessation of inertia with that little theatrical landing of yours," Susan said.
It wasn't long before the whole group was zipping around but it took as much, additional time to move as a group because course changes had to be announced in advance. Susan had to put a damper on the group by ordering that the group would travel no further from the ship that couldn't be traveled on foot in two days. In theory, they could stay in these suits for longer than that. Two days was really all you would care to tolerate.
 
Since the days were considerably longer, by six hours or so, than Earth's day; the exploration team said goodbye to those remaining and flew in a ragged group at low attitude and fairly slowly. It took them a good hour to reach within a short walk of the apparently deserted group of buildings near the surface water. They landed and turned away from each other in preparation for anything but after a few minutes they collected some water samples. With Brad leading the way they searched the buildings but found little other than the fact that they had no roofs on them and they were made out of something like adobe with one narrow opening about a third of a meter shy of two meters.
You could enter, but everyone had to duck to do so. Once you entered, there wasn't much to see since all but one of the structures was only as big as a couple of walk-in closets. There were about fifty huts arranged fairly circularly around a similar building located at the center. All the ones they saw so far were nearly stripped clean except for broken shards of pottery that they collected and put in sample bags.
The buildings showed signs of long disuse and nothing really gave any information about who had built them or what these beings had looked like. When they finally got to the larger building at the center, they found a building with three times the area of any other and it still had an intricate, stone block roof that appeared intact. This building had square openings on three sides. However, on either side of the entrance door, the openings were much larger. There were rows of two meter high carved stone racks with round notches cut every ten centimeters or so.
The racks showed much more technology than the rest of the buildings and they, for the most part, closely resembled gun racks more than anything else. The group then decided to go to the larger group of buildings about 200 kilometers south, even though they would only have a few hours of daylight search time. The central building intrigued them but offered no clue to its function.
The team wished to use their time to the greatest advantage so they flew high to get a better look of their deserted city. This should be described as a city because there were thousands of one and two story dwellings or businesses or whatever. Most of these still were intact except along the outskirts where erosion had caused many breaks in the building walls and roofs. Dark sand almost totally covered many of these buildings.
 The team, even from the air, could see no sign of life, either animal or plant. These buildings were on a higher order of technology than those they first explored. Here there were still sections of tiled, narrow roadways between the buildings. They carefully searched several buildings only to find them stripped of any furnishings. Inside they were more elaborate, with signs of some type of interior plumbing, though there was no metal in evidence. At the center of this city was another large building, much larger than any of the surrounding ones. The roads leading to it were much wider and the street tiles were of different colors in soothing swirling patterns.
Again, there were no doors to open. They had eroded or been taken away, but the building had several large entranceways. Natural lighting still lit most of the building well and here they found row upon row of stone benches with stone slab tables in front of them. Series of ramps led up to the second level and here they found closely packed rows of two-meter high shelves and etched or chiseled at the ends of all shelves were symbols or numbers or both.
Ivan recorded as much as possible and they then went back down the ramps to the first floor. They explored further and found an atrium in the center...about ten meters, square. This was open to the roof.
The roof opening was about fifteen meters square to let in sunlight. At the center was a meter-wide globe. This was quite sophisticated architecture. Around the globe base were stone boxes obviously designed for plants, but the thing that held all their attention was the globe. It was magnificent. It looked like stone, but when the dust was wiped off, it still showed a shiny luster. It appeared to be a globe to represent the planet and the sphere was a ceramic or closely akin with markings still visible in its surface.
"It's a world map. Look at this dot and symbol. This must be right here. What happened here? Look at all the rivers and lakes that are marked. It even shows polar ice caps and we didn't see any coming in," Fran said.
"What could have happened?" Ivan asked, "This planet has almost no axial tilt to speak of, thus no real seasons."
"I don't see how it could have been catastrophic land faults and volcanic activity because we didn't see any sign of that coming down. This place gives me the creeps. I feel uneasy even though it appears deserted," Brad said.
Susan was lost to most of this conversation because she was intently studying the globe.
"I don't know what this material is," she said, "but it's by far the most advanced sign of technology we've seen on this planet. We don't have much time left before dark. We'll come back tomorrow with more equipment. I've got so much stuff in my samples bag that I can hardly move," Susan said commenting on the multi-pocketed bag awkwardly hanging on her hip.
"I know what this place is!" Fran exclaimed. "It's a library. It's obvious once you think about it. I kept thinking of this place as a meeting hall or temple. You know, it's simple once you think about it."
"How stupid," Ivan said. "I've got to go to those shelves again with this equipment and record the symbols in sequence. That way we've got an alphabet or numeral system or even both."
"As soon as he finishes that, we're going back to the ship," Susan said. “I’d like to stay and study all this, but I'm not fond of spending the night in this place."
"Here, here," Brad said using some archaic saying he had learned somewhere.
The group lifted smoothly together to a height of about one hundred meters and then they started off back to the ship. Susan was falling a little behind with a samples bag that uncomfortably pressed her hip. In an effort to speed up and adjust her sample bag she pulled at her waist control too hard and she shot ahead as her pressor unit control shorted out in a burst of power.
Susan shot straight forward for only about three or four seconds before she could disconnect the pressor unit. She had had to disconnect the whole control and it was useless.
Good thing my field unit still works she thought to herself when she started breathing again. It was almost dark, as she was extremely high above the planet. She had almost left the atmosphere at a tangent to the point her unit had broken.
Susan felt bad about staying so high without any means of movement or contact so she decided to get down. Lowering the intensity of the belt's field, she was affected by gravity and shot toward the ground. Careful stops and starts finally got her down to the ground in one of the vegetated areas. At least she had been on line with the ship. This was probably the area next to the ship so she used good sense and recorded direction and all data on her Mem-Dex.
"You are between fifty to one hundred kilometers from the ship," said the Mem-Dex after Susan had fed it information about the waist belt, mass, direction of travel, and apparent height over land.
Susan didn't relish a walk in the dark and her suit radio only had an effective line-of-sight range of less than thirty kilometers. Besides, she had had a busy day and wanted some rest and she didn't know anything that could get through her suit; much less her suit with the field on full strength.
She headed to the only cover near her...a sparse forest of tree like vegetation. She had hardly gotten comfortable next to a large "tree" when she was fast asleep in spite of all the noises that filtered through her suit helmet.
Susan woke feeling hungry and kept blinking her eyes at the darkness all around her until she realized that it was still night. The foliage overhead even kept out the starlight and this planet didn't have a moon. It was a very lonely feeling that would have made a lesser personality a quavering lump of flesh.
She attempted to sit up several times before she realized she would have to lower the intensity of her belt field before she had some traction. Doing this, she sat up, turned on her helmet light (which made her feel vulnerable), and ate some suit rations. She then began to study the plants around her. At least, she wouldn't go back to the ship without knowledge of her experience, she thought.
Many of the plants were waxy, leafed plants which grew like vines. The "tree" she had slept against was actually a large vine and swinging her light upward, showed her hundreds of pear-like fruits. All were high up and she couldn't get to them but that was doubly interesting. As she swung her light down, she heard movement behind her and spun around. As she did, she didn't see anything but heard a rushing, crashing movement away from her. She was glad "it" had been scared off by the light but now didn't feel sleepy or feel like exploring so she put her back against a "tree" and propped her chin on top of her knees. She tried her radio again but only got static. It was a long wait until dawn.
 



 
SUIT MALFUNCTION
"What do you mean, she just disappeared?" Andrew roared at Brad. "You were in charge of protection for this group. What happened?"
"Her belt must have malfunctioned. She was out of sight before we could react. We followed the line-of-sight to the ship and when she was still out of radio range, we, I, decided it was best to come down and report," Brad stated.
"Why didn't you go forward and continue looking?" Andrew demanded.
"It was getting dark and I thought the ship's sensors could find her faster than our eyes," Brad countered.
"You're probably right. I’m sorry I blew up at you Brad. I'm
just worried," Andrew said.
"We all are," Brad said sympathetically.
Andrew turned to Steve, "Well, I thought you once said that our new sensor system could spot an artificial field like a torch on a dark night."
"No problem, but I'll have to make sure the computer understands to include those artificially produced fields," Steve said as he keyed the console. "Project a scan including artificially produced fields," Steve said into the pickup.
The main viewscreen came to life showing, a full-range sensor scan of all planetary, and stellar masses within range.
"Look," Ling said. "There's a field in the Sun's system and one here in Tau Ceti."
"Somebody must have built one on Earth while we were gone. Now let me get this projection scaled down to a more reasonable scale. Computer, adjust scale downward from one-tenth of one standard A.U. in ten increments," Steve remarked. "Ah, there she is. You were right Brad. This is much better than rushing around blindly. Computer, what is the range from this ship to the indicated field."
"Sixty-five kilometers on land," replied the computer.
"Well, at least we know she is down close to the ship. I doubt she was hurt but her pressor unit is probably burnt out since she obviously can't fly back here. We can form a search party and go get her," Andrew said. “At least her field is still on and she has quite a bit of power left.”
"Captain, it's pitch black out there now. There isn't any moon to see by on this planet. Our crew is tired and with that suit on, nothing is going to hurt her. She's down in that dense foliage and you wouldn't have a scanner with you that could indicate closer than five kilometers. That's a big area in the daytime; it's too big at night. We should sleep tonight and go out in the morning," Brad put in.
"You're probably right. I don't want to lose anyone else in a search. We'll take a more powerful transceiver with us and move the ship to the area in the morning. If we get anywhere close, she can give us a fix on her with a flare or her suit radio.
 



 
MICROELECTRONICS 101
The planet’s inhabitants puzzled the E.S. Officer. This planet's race could travel into space and had many satellites circling. Acting on his orders, the crew had risked detection by taking the ship closer to the blue-green planet where they intercepted a 'minor' satellite, much smaller than most others but still active in sending out microwave transmissions and brought it aboard.
Everything was so miniature and there seemed to be no wasted space in it. At least this one didn't have large gossamer wing sections like some of the other satellites. The Chief Technician had difficulty finding the satellite's power source since the output was so feeble. He finally separated it into sections and was amazed at how neatly everything had been put together. But if it had been easy to take apart; it wasn't easy to figure out how it worked.
The Chief Technician was able to decipher the power supply but only after radiation burns from an intensely radioactive fission reactor. No one would believe the directed signal strength of the unit was as strong as it was and no amount of fine chipping could unravel the gray and tan blocks of ceramic-like material. One suddenly faced with microprocessors in epoxy blocks was not likely to understand much more by chipping them into bits.
One must understand that many planets near the galaxy's core obtained fusion power and inertia-reduction fields prior to any spaceflight. They certainly didn't start by using the chemical reaction principles in multi-ton rockets. Therefore, they never were concerned about how much something weighed or how little space a device would take so it could fit into a nosecone of a rocket. The Exploration Service had computers but nothing approaching the memory density, speed, or ability of any Earth computer. A common Mem-Dex was faster and had more memory storage than any computer on board the E. S. ship. A common Mem-Dex had more processing power than any E.S. computer – bar none.
The officers and crew of the E. S. ship could not comprehend how Earth microelectronics worked, but they were willing to appreciate it for the advance in technology it was. A being may not understand how a piece of intricate jewelry is made but that doesn't lessen the fact that the being values the beauty of it.
The officer attempted to secure the information again from the Tros, Rett, to no avail. In fact, the Tros learned more from the officer than the officer learned from the Tros.
Rett sat in his compartment prison and reconsidered his encounter with the native. Maybe the device he had observed wasn't just a radio receiver after all. If that device actually was verbally, answering problems put to it, what a find! He must not let anyone know of this.
If a Tros could get excited, this was an excited Tros.
Rett cast aside ideas of resigning into apathy and began planning for his escape.
The E. S. officer was working on plans to salvage his career. Culture contamination of a race this advanced would end any career. On this planet, there seemed no cheap simple energy source like their cold-fusion power plants so they might trade that information for the skills necessary to build those amazing electronic devices. At least, there was no evidence of these cold fusion power plants among the satellites orbiting the planet. The officer decided to press his linguists for translation of those broadcasts because he wanted to better understand these natives. Soon he would have to decide if he should attempt contact or quarantine of this system.
 



 
HLLOUGE
As an apprentice record keeper, he was required to be an aggressive, survivor type. That explained his slinking through the undergrowth in search of the renegade who had been raiding the village food stocks. Now he found distinct signs of an interloper but they were oddly confusing. Where the trail he had been following was faint, with attempts to mask it; now the trail was as wide as a slunderbeasts. He approached the freshest part of the trail and saw the 'creature'. It was a full head taller than he and had a shiny golden head. The creature even wore a tool belt.
Why would it steal food and cover itself with white clothing ... maybe it was skin? No matter. My duty is clear. I must kill this interloper so the people will see my lineage as a survivor. Record keepers who died on these assigned quests were little mourned and another soon replaced them. This kept the record keepers fit and strong, as well as intelligent.
With this in mind, Hllouge aimed his bow at the chest of the interloper and let fly the arrow.
Susan heard a noise and turned around. When she did, she felt a stinging force slam into her above her left breast. Had she not had her suit belt turned on one-quarter strength, she might have died -- then and there. As it was, she felt a sting, like a bee sting, and the force of a punch. She was knocked down, but it was more from surprise than by the force of the shot.
The stone-tipped arrow had slowed when it hit her field and it didn't have the force to penetrate a suit designed to stop micrometeorites in its many, supple layers.
Susan lay motionless on her left side with her hand resting on the sidearm in its holster. She looked to see what had shot her. The arrow lay in front of her and she didn't relish being hit with any more of them.
Hllouge knew his aim was true and the figure had fallen but as a hunter, he must always check to see if there was any sign of life. As Hllouge went to check the body, he walked slowly around the figure with another arrow notched and ready.
As Hllouge finally walked around to Susan's front, she saw the native for the first time. He was a biped humanoid with rather pointed narrow nose, no chin, and he would have come about to her shoulder. As she looked at his greasy, short black hair and ochre skin, she saw movement behind him of another like him.
Hllouge had just seen his first arrow lying on the ground in front of the creature when he heard a blood-curdling shriek and he turned to see the real renegade was rushing toward him. He knew he had not hurt the first creature with his arrow. He also knew that he would not have time to turn his body and shoot his bow before the renegade would impale him with a spear with a fire-hardened point.
Before the renegade let fly with the spear, Hllouge heard two deafening cracks and saw the renegade fall backward. Hllouge looked in the direction the cracks had come from and saw the golden-helmeted white figure was holding metal in its right arm. It had swung the end of metal from the unmoving renegade toward Hllouge.
Hllouge was definitely a quick study and he carefully unnotched his bow and clipped the arrow back to his belt. He was relieved to see the creature hesitate and then it slid the metal back into a specially shaped pocket at its belt. Hllouge very slowly turned sideways and walked a few steps away from the creature, trying to look at the golden-headed one and the fallen renegade. Finally, he turned away to look at the fallen one.
The renegade was larger than he with heavy musculature. His muscles belied that he should be skinny. Obviously, he had eaten much village food before being killed. Hllouge examined the two wounds in the body. The first hole went in his neck under his chin and exited on the opposite side. The second wound was in his left eye, which though messy, seemed to have bled little and didn't come out the back. He was thoroughly dead and had been before he hit the ground, Hllouge speculated.
I wonder if this creature will be hostile to me if I dispose of this body.
Susan watched the figure as it turned to face her and with both hands outstretched and open. He held them out in her direction for a few seconds and then turned away from her and knelt beside the body; touched its own forehead and then the forehead of the fallen native. Susan noted that the native had three stubby fingers and two opposable thumbs. The head had almost no chin and this made it look so strange. The other physical oddity was the large, barrel-like chest. Susan guessed it was for increased lung capacity.
The native was wearing something like a utility belt around its waist with arrows and a black handled implement similar to a machete on it. It also wore work clothing, something like a short kilt around its waist with sandals on its feet. The feet had five digits also. She noticed how small they were and they didn't have toenails, nor were there any fingernails for that matter. The ears were small and there was no facial hair or body hair visible.
This observation only took his notice momentarily because he drew the one-piece machete and with considerable force and expertise; cut the body into small bits about the size of a human head. It calmly scattered the pieces by tossing them in different directions. It then wiped off its blade and hands on some palm-like leaves and clipped the machete implement back to its belt. The native then walked over to her again and extended open, empty hands to her again.
Susan turned down the reflector control on her helmet so the native could see her face. The look the native showed was very human as its eyes opened wide and its thin-lipped mouth gaped in surprise. Susan saw the native actually falter when she pointed at herself and said, "Susan. Sue-san," she repeated pointing at herself.
Hllouge was shocked. This person was a malformed female. Hllouge knew that all malformed babies were killed at birth so there had to be some other explanation. The white skin and gold head must be to hide other deformities but, it, obviously female, had the metal in such quantity that he couldn't believe it. What weapon had it used to kill the renegade? As an assistant record keeper, he outranked and, therefore, could order any female under him, Hllouge considered.
"Where do you come from? Where did you get the odd clothing? Where did you get so much metal?" the native asked Susan.
When Susan showed no comprehension, pointed to herself and said, "Susan" again, the native looked agitated and it started to yell.
"Give me the metal, female, and come with me," Hllouge said and reached for one of the metal implements at Susan's waist.
"No," Susan said, as the native actually reached for her sidearm. Susan knocked the hand away and unceremoniously poked the native in its throat causing it to gag and grasp its neck. When the native had returned to its previous color, Susan pointed at herself again and said her name and then pointed at the native and waited.
Hllouge did not remember any incident like this in all the records he had read. No matter what this female looked like, it did not act subservient. Hllouge looked up at Susan's face once more and then looked at Susan's hand now resting on her sidearm and then he capitulated.
"Hllouge," he said and then motioned that he wanted to leave and she should follow him. Hllouge was getting nervous that the scavengers would soon be in this area in large numbers when they smelled the dead body of the renegade. The deformed female then pointed at him and said, "Harlouge" in a badly accented version of his name and then pointed at herself and said "Susan." The native looked at her, said "yes" or "correct" in its native tongue and then anxiously motioned her to follow him.
Well, at least, I've learned his name and his equivalent of affirmative, Susan thought. I wonder why he's so set on leaving. Well, he wants to head in nearly the right direction as the ship so I might as well. Susan struggled through the undergrowth that the native passed through so effortlessly. She noticed that he slowed his pace considerably after having to wait for her several times. She was trying to negotiate a particularly overgrown area when she heard a crackling come over her suit radio. The noise changed into a distinct voice rapidly and Susan stopped to concentrate.
"Susan, you have a clear channel. Come in, Susan." Then there was a pause and it was repeated again, and again as Susan began counting to give a steady signal. She was all the way to a frustrating forty-three before she heard, "Susan, hey everybody, I've got her."
"Susan, are you alright?" came over the radio in Brad's voice.
"Fine, but I've got company right now," Susan replied.
"What do you mean? Are you in trouble?" Brad asked.
"I've met a native and I think he's taking me to his village. Can you track my broadcast?" Susan said aware that Hllouge was annoyed at her frequent stops and was apt to disappear any second.
"Yes, we can track you on your carrier-wave now if you want. I'm inclined to pick you up right now," Brad said obviously upset. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
"Don't come any closer until I tell you. I want to get more information and others will just scare him off. I’m not in danger – I don’t think I am. You follow overhead and in radio range and I'll describe him and all this fantastic flora I'm traveling over," Susan ordered.
Brad complied but wished he hadn't talked Andrew out of coming now. He had insisted Andrew be impartial and he was better suited for this anyway. Now I'll have to tell him all this, Brad thought as he prepared to relay all information.
In an hour or so, Susan and her somewhat guide came into the village proper. It appeared to be just like the buildings near the water where they had first explored except this one was in excellent repair. There were other natives about and all were the same color and very similar to Hllouge though not as muscular. Many were obviously female but none of these would even look at Hllouge or his large follower. The males really gave them the once-over but didn't do anything, probably out of respect for Hllouge's position.
Hllouge led Susan to the town center and this village too had a large building at its center. Hllouge went to the entrance and motioned Susan to stay outside. He soon came out with a larger version of himself except Hllouge's companion had a much more ancient look and wore a cape that looked like jungle camouflage cloth. He also wore a circular metal medallion that looked like stainless steel.
Stainless steel in this culture? Susan wondered. The big guy was talking to Hllouge and he appeared very agitated. Hllouge kept pointing at her and talking a mile-a-minute and Susan nearly kicked herself and then started recording everything she could. The conversation soon became an argument whereupon the big guy pointed and said something which Susan deduced meant; "You found her -- she's your problem."
Susan felt she was right because Hllouge practically stomped away and she followed. He led her to a nearby residence and disappeared into the dark interior. Susan followed and switched on her helmet light just as Hllouge had lit a lamp in the rear of the building. Hllouge threw his hands up to his eyes and jumped away so his back was pressed against the wall and stood there blinking as Susan rapidly switched off her light.
He stood there in shock for a minute and just absorbed the situation. He then obviously motioned to Susan's light or head and then stood aside and pointed at his intricate glass lantern that was so finely made, Susan saw it as a work of art.
"Yes," Susan said using the word in his language, she had learned. The native then launched into a series of questions and Susan finally said, "No," whereupon the native jumped back and looked at Susan's sidearm.
Susan looked down at her gun and then the frightened native and laughed. The laughter seemed to relax the native so Susan pointed at him and said "Hllouge, yes," using her knowledge of his language. She then pointed at the light, and this time the native responded with the name in his language. He then pointed at her helmet and said, what sounded like, the name for his glass lamp.
She said "yes" and turned it on again briefly and then the native laughed and they really made some progress. Hllouge thought himself a wonderful teacher though he didn't know Susan had the aid of her Mem-Dex and relayed everything that was going on through Brad to the ship's computer too.
They had about exhausted the 'name-this-object' game in the little dwelling before Hllouge reluctantly pointed to his most valuable collections. He held up a small, rusty square of iron and gave its name. Susan noted how poorly worked the bar was then dug down in her leg pocket and came out with a half-credit metal coin of duralloy. She then ceremoniously handed the coin to Hllouge who looked at it incredulously.
Hllouge was overwhelmed. The metal was so shiny and it had beautiful, strange symbols and pictures. He finally realized that she was giving it to him. The head keeper of knowledge would turn brown with envy. Now with more confidence, Hllouge showed this creature his finest possessions. Besides, the creature wasn't so hideous to look at after you got used to her deformities.
Susan saw the native push back a curtain in a small alcove and in it was a rack of five scrolls on wooden dowels and two large books.
Susan hardly looked at the scrolls and pointed at the books. Hllouge named their name in his language and reverently took one down. He carefully opened it for her. He held it at all times to make sure this creature wouldn't think he was giving this to her as a gift.
Susan was astounded. These were printed books that looked like any encyclopedia you would open. These people just didn't have the technology to produce this sort of thing. This takes a printing press, movable type; all sorts of things. Why, even the paper looked like high-quality rag bond with a slick coating to protect it from corruption.
What helped her was that this book seemed to be a history of this planet. Though there wasn't any way Susan could understand the writing, the book contained hundreds of intricate line drawings and sketches.
Susan kept Hllouge from turning pages when he came to an illustration of the printing press. Hllouge seemed proud as Susan sat there and talked to the others in the ship. He thought she was simply praising his book. When he came to a sequential map of the planet she stopped him and sat there stunned.
"Brad, Andrew. You'll never believe this. I understand all those deserted cities now. Andrew, you know that elliptical orbit of this planet. Well, how would you like to have almost all the vegetation die off and the climate get so cold you had to live in the remaining patches of vegetation near the equator, just to survive. I've got maps here showing a whole cycle showing everything from where we are now to how the planet will be in a short while when all the plants spread out over almost the whole planet."
"This cycle seems to be variable because of a changing axial tilt too. You might check that with the computer but it sure ties up some loose ends. If their climate changes that fast, no wonder they think libraries are so important. You could lose everything in a couple of generations of that. Add to that the fact that they have almost no metal and you'll be surprised they have gotten as far as they have," Susan said.
As she turned further, she saw star charts and relatively accurate drawings of the orbit of planets of this system. Susan described this too and it was many hours before they got to the end of the second book. After much signing and broken phrases, Susan informed Hllouge that she could not stay any longer and she would return in three days if she was able. She then finally got across the idea that she wanted him to lead her away from the village so they could get away from any other natives.
Hllouge was suspicious but he led the strange female to a small clearing nearby. She stood in the center of the clearing and he left, but hid near the edge so he could watch her. She was obviously waiting for something. Suddenly two beings like her flew down and stopped beside her. One grabbed her and held her for a minute and then they took off her belt and put another around her.
These other two were bigger but dressed the same. Why, they all were malformed. When one switched on the magic light, Hllouge saw another strange face. Hllouge was not stupid, quite the opposite, but it wasn't until that moment when the three; Brad, Susan, and Andrew, took off that he realized what the female had been implying all along. They weren't malformed creatures at all. They were beings from another planet.
Hllouge realized that he would have to add a book of his own to the library. He looked at the shiny coin in his hand and felt the excitement of anticipation for the coming days with "Sue-San."
Brad and Andrew accompanied Susan hastily back to the ship, where a brief but emotional reunion followed. Susan showed her bruise and related her tale to the crew after he had a shower and a large, real meal. Susan showed them her full samples bag and described everything she saw but had not recorded. Brad told Susan that Andrew had monitored everything. When she first went into the village, he had ordered everybody back to the ship. Andrew had come and stayed with him until she was ready to be picked up. He never said a word but just waited anxiously.
"How did you locate me so fast that morning? I know you found me within an hour of first light," Susan said.
 
"We just flew along while we transmitted near where you were supposed to have landed. When you started transmitting, we simply homed in on your position," Brad replied.
"I understand that, but how did you calculate where I had landed in the first place?" Susan queried the group.
"We used the new sensor system. Here I'll show you on the main viewscreen. Computer, display all artificially produced fields in the maximum scanning range," Steve said.
When the viewscreen showed all the star systems within its range, a bright point of light near Earth's position showed itself.
"See, we just used a much closer version of this. Somebody on Earth must have built a field generator from our plans," Steve said.
"Can you get any more detail from this distance?" Susan asked.
"Sure," Steve said as he adjusted the range so the point showed about one-quarter of an astronomical unit from Earth's orbit.
"We didn't leave any blueprints to make field generators," Andrew said as the room got hushed, "and I doubt Earth could have built one in five weeks even with our experimental data."
"But that means… " Susan said.
"Exactly. Someone not from Earth, is near Earth. My alien friend again… What is he doing?" Andrew said.
After much discussion, it was decided to drop everything and go to Earth with all weapons on the ready. That alien could not treat them with contempt now.
"Tod, how fast can we actually travel there if we really push it and use the pressor field?" Andrew asked.
 
Tod was calculating on his Mem-Dex, "In about twenty hours," he said, "the main part of the time we'll have to negotiate our way out of this system and into the Sun's system."
"Alright, Tod. Everyone into suits and seal them. All crew to stations," Andrew ordered over the intercom.
Even though it was now clean, Susan groaned at the thought of ever getting back into her suit. She itched just thinking about it.
 



 
STUDYING EARTH FROM ORBIT
The E. S. officer ordered the chief linguist into his cabin.
"Do you understand the broadcasts?" he asked knowing that linguists were always bred for their ability to decipher and understand unknown languages and this one was very good at it.
"My assistants and I understand the languages, but I cannot go so far as to assume we understand the broadcasts. It seems like they already have an energy source similar to ours however. We just saw a documentary. I think they called it, showing how the power plants worked, how they were made, and how they were distributed throughout the planet. The program was quite competent," the linguist said.
"What!" growled the officer, "bring the Tros here and show him this recording. If he has contaminated a culture as far advanced as to have fusion power and even the most rudimentary spaceflight, I shall skin him alive."
Rett was dragged out of his compartment and taken before the interrogator and three other crewmen. One crewman started a recording of the filmed documentary on Earth's new fusion power. The sound was cut down and the linguist had crudely dubbed the basic language in. When Rett had impassively watched the entire broadcast, the E. S. officer turned to him.
"We know you visited this planet. We know you contacted at least one of its natives. Since they already have fusion power, you wouldn't have made any mistake of letting them see that. What I am interested in now is how advanced these people are? They have some type of rudimentary spaceflight but we can find no evidence of stellar flight. We also find evidence that they may be slightly in advance, or more likely, have progressed along a different course in the way of using electrical devices. We have to know how advanced these people are so we can open trade with them," the E.S. officer said.
Rett was thinking rapidly. This was the first time he had been freely given information. This whole approach was making him feel uncomfortable because he saw a chance for freedom and hidden danger.
"What do you want from me and how can you guarantee me safety if I tell you? What if my information is not valuable enough in your consideration? What of my freedom?" Rett emphasized.
"I am empowered to make any necessary decisions concerning this planet. I have decided that we shall exploit the technology of this planet and I do not wish to use force to coerce the population. We must trade them advanced, field generators for weather-control, travel, defense, etc. These generators would be Central Export type so the natives would not be able to dismantle them and learn the physics of their operation," he continued.
"We would send them technical advisors and train them to operate the simpler devices but we would handle complex machines and repair. We would not give them any field neutralization technology or any information on molecular bond disruptor fields that we will use later in mining for rich mineral deposits we've noted from orbit," the officer said.
"Would you set me free on my own planet?" Rett asked.
"Though this is not a ferry and after we finish our preliminary business here, I will set you free on the surface of the closest member planet; if you cooperate fully. That is my only offer."
"I will consider it. Please take me back to my... compartment," Rett said, hoping they would allow him to do so and give him time to make a decision or escape.
After he left, the linguist who had witnessed the exchange, turned to the officer, "Why would you set him free? Surely, his silence is an indication of guilt. He must have done something illegal because he came here illegally in the first place. He doesn't seem intelligent enough to be a forerunner for unchartered planet exploiters. He is definitely not intended to handle so difficult a task as exploiting a new planet."
"I understand all that," said the officer. "I did not really offer to set him free. I offered to set him free on the nearest member planet; which, right now, is much closer to his home world, but after we finish preliminary work here, this planet will be a member planet. Then we can dump him here while we copy any technological advances the natives have in exchange for our export items. If it gets too hard to trade information we could get them a Central Export designed ship so complex they'd have to have an Exploration Service crew along to fly it," the officer said feeling better and better about his decision. "The Tros will aid us for a chance for freedom."
The linguist left with some nagging doubts about the natives below. To be as far advanced as they were technologically and still have so many different languages on one planet was disturbing. Many languages was usually the sign of a young warlike race but there were no signs of present war on this planet. The linguist was also concerned about what he did not tell the officer. From the broadcasts, it was difficult to tell documentaries from fiction, especially concerning spaceflight.
The social dynamics of this planet were totally incomprehensible. Many of the broadcasts were unsettling or even insanely made. Others were so enthralling that he had to discipline his assistants for just sitting and watching when they should be analyzing and recording. All this, he did not tell the officer about. The linguist was unsure whether the Central Confederation was prepared for this planet being turned loose on its fringes.
Rett considered his alternatives; which were few. He could tell everything except for the loss of his experimental stressed space-field belt. Obviously, the native uses of electrical devices were very advanced. They don't know how long I stayed on the planet. They must think I spent more time among the natives than I actually did. When they make contact with these natives, I will lose my usefulness. My only course of action must be to cooperate until I can escape to this planet. There, in time, I could construct another ship. I do not trust the Exploration Service officer while I am under their control.
Soon, Rett was sitting down with the officer, the alien linguist, the Chief Technician, and two large crewmen whose job obviously was to see that the prisoner made no trouble.
Rett related the events when he had traveled to Earth but changed several relevant facts. He said he had found an unconscious native and had taken him back to his ship. He told of his examination of the native but it provided no really, new data since there were many broadcasts that concerned the native physiology. Rett did say he taught the native the basic interstellar language so he could question him about the device he wore on his wrist. This did spark some interest from the assembled listeners and the linguist and technician asked many penetrating questions that Rett was hard put to answer. Finally, Rett related how the native had gone berserk and attacked him for no reason, taking his wrist unit before fleeing.
When Rett had gone the officer turned to the others.
"He is lying, of course, but I think that within the lie, is some truth. His usefulness to us is ended and if he has taught a native any language, then that alone is enough to have him put to death," the E.S. officer said.
"These people may have devices so complex that the devices can talk and understand speech. Think what this would mean to communications, travel, defense; just everything. I don't think that device was just a radio receiver," the technician said.
"I agree," said the linguist. "In several broadcasts we have deciphered, we saw natives having conversations with wrist devices and larger machines they called computers. I now don't think of these as fantasy films. These natives are possibly more advanced than us in miniaturized electric devices."
"But these people must not have the field generators or they would have larger devices in orbit. Now I understand. Imagine a race that would have to take into account the weight of every piece of equipment. Since many of these satellites appear to have been placed in orbit by using chemical reaction thrusters, think how small the payloads of those vehicles would have to be. The fusion power source must be a fairly new development since we saw no evidence of it among random satellites," the officer said. "What worries me is this Tros, Rett."
"What do you mean?" asked the linguist.
"If he admits to teaching a native a basic language, what more isn't he telling us about. I am relieved though to find out this race has no field generators. It means we have to fear no spacecraft and it will make trading simple," the officer said sitting back in the comfortable chair.
Suddenly the officer was interrupted by a message on his intercom.
"Yes, what is it?" he asked when he turned on his intercom.
"Sir, we have just detected a ship coming from the boundary of this system at great speed."
"What is its heading?" asked the officer.
"Directly at our coordinates, sir," said the crewman over the intercom.
"All crew to battle stations," the officer blurted as be jumped up and hurried toward the control room.
 



 
BATTLE OVER EARTH
"All crew to battle stations," Andrew ordered. "I don't want to be caught flatfooted if they are hostile," he said to Tod.
"I have them on microwave captain," Steve said. "They are about within the moon's orbital path."
"Well, let's try talking to them first. Tod, you get us within visual range and Steve you set up several frequencies to talk to them through here," Andrew said indicating the microphone on the console in front of him.
"They are in visual range now," Tod said switching on the viewscreen. "Wow! They must be three times our size. That's slightly larger than the ship you described, captain."
"This isn't the time for sarcasm," Andrew said, "but this is slightly more than I imagined. It's like running out with a broom to chase off a barking dog and when you get there, you find a wolf pack. Since we're here we might as well say hello."
Andrew tried several messages on various frequencies but got no response. Andrew used English and languages he had been taught but didn't have any luck. Steve helped by transmitting using amplitude and frequency modulation, visual and sound but had no indication they were being heard.
"They failed to acknowledge standard binary warn off, sir," said the crewman to the E. S. officer. "They also have no visible markings. The ship appears to be Llar class in size but I cannot recognize the design."
The officer went to the communications panel to give the required, final verbal warn off.
"Unidentified Ship. This is an Exploration Service interdicted area. You will immediately leave this system or you will be destroyed," the officer said wearily knowing it would do no good. Exploiters always would try to fight. I must have been wrong about that Tros. Obviously, he is connected with these planetary exploiters.
When the officer saw that the ship wasn't about to leave, he prepared for battle. So far, a standard plan had worked on every occasion. The losers never transmitted details to confederates because no one was ever left alive.
"Sir, I've finally got them on the standard frequency. They are welcoming us to their planet and asking the purpose of our visit," the crewman said.
What audacity! thought the officer, "Commence plan," he ordered.
"Captain, they're closing with us fast," Steve said. "We're field to field now. Our field is fluctuating at the area of contact. They must be trying to use some type of field neutralization but our computer is keeping up with the fluctuations."
A sudden shudder ran through the ship.
"They just fired something at us and the Fast-Neutron Projector is returning fire but they do something with the output because it doesn't do anything to them," Tod said.
"Fire lasers," Andrew ordered. "Now they're aware of us! Keep punching holes through their hull until they stop firing."
 
The officer was distressed. When they were field to field with the exploiter's ship, the field neutralizer had cut in automatically. The main batteries fired but since the opposing screens had not fallen, they were not effective. The Opposing ship began to fight back but whatever they were using wasn't effective either and was turned aside. Then the exploiter's ship began burning holes through the ship, at will, with a new weapon. Why, they were using intense beams of light to burn right through our hull! So far the damage was superficial, thought the officer, but we can't have this happen much longer before they hit something other than crew quarters.
"Divert auxiliary power to the neutralizer. Turn on full thrust toward the enemy ship. Prepare the right disruptor for one time burst at maximum overload," the E. S. officer roared to the crewman in the control room.
The alien ship pressed in closer than ever to the Earth ship. The field between the ships fluctuated for a moment and suddenly Andrew and the crew felt and heard a crashing whine.
 
"Starboard bulkhead #2 penetrated," stated the computer, "total pressure loss on deck two."
"Lasers, keep firing," Andrew ordered and was rewarded by a small looking but presently ample explosion on board the alien ship.
Both ships were damaged and broke off contact with each other. One thing about warfare in space, battles were never long. Even though each ship was compartmentalized, damage to any section unbalanced the function of that ship. The alien ship was forced toward Earth and had been holed so many times that pressure loss alone was a reason to land. Only the vast experience and discipline of the alien commander and crew kept their ship from crashing on landing.
 
Andrew's ship stayed in orbit but its field system was damaged. The only casualty was Joel. He had been caught in the effects of the sudden decompression of deck two and was knocked unconscious against a bulkhead. It broke his right arm, four ribs, and a collarbone. Ling had taken him to sickbay when the gravity went out and carried him when she got back to a section of the ship where the floor plates were still functional on the way. Joel was pleased to be in sickbay but his body had not enjoyed the travel. It would be a while before he could help with repairs.
When the ship stopped its sickening lurches with a final bump, Rett knew that the ship must be damaged and on the surface. He knew that the crew would now be occupied elsewhere. He would have a chance to escape until someone's interest turned back to him. Using a piece of metal he had wrenched free, he pried the bent door to his compartment until it opened enough so he could force it further. He braced against a nearby wall and powered the door open more with his feet. Finally, it was open enough for him to squeeze through.
He had carefully noted locations of emergency airlocks on the way to and from his interrogation sessions without ever really expecting to be able to use the knowledge. The crew must have been attempting to repair weapons and field systems because he avoided all crew with little difficulty and made his way to the closest airlock. The first airlock was jammed shut but the second one he came to opened easily. It was about seven meters to the ground but on this planet, Rett wasn't concerned with that. By holding to the bottom of the opening he easily dropped to the ground and bounded behind a nearby cover of a hill expecting to be burned down any moment. Surely, the airlock sensor had indicated at the control board and even with extensive repairs underway, Rett knew he would not be allowed much time to escape.
With a last look, he turned and started to run only to run right in front of a light infantry squad. From their bearing and obviously leveled weapons, Rett's meetings with humans were not always on the best of terms.
The squad leader touched a box on his waist and spoke into a microphone projecting from his oddly shaped helmet. Abruptly, he barked orders to his men and made obvious gestures to move in front of them. Rett knew he was a prisoner again and marching to more unpleasantness.
The E. S. officer was upset by the fact that he was down on the surface of this world and his only prisoner had escaped. Hopefully they had damaged the exploiter's ship enough so it would not be spaceworthy but he doubted it. Weapons systems were functional again but his ship could only project a partial strength field. It would be several days before they would be able to lift. Sensors indicated a large group of military and armored vehicles encircling the ship but a good distance away and generally out of sight, much to the officer's dismay. Dealing with local military, always complicated treaty matters.
 



 
GENERAL ALEXANDER COMPLICATES
Andrew and his crew were really feeling the strain of the last couple of days and Susan ordered many of them to their quarters when their repair work showed errors. Andrew had to order Susan to bed and stayed up himself until the others woke up and took over repairs. It was two 24-hour days until there was really reliable motive power again and the fast neutron projector was only a memory because it had been at the center of the alien's beam.
Sensors soon located the downed alien ship and Andrew felt that it was time to contact Earth authorities.
Before Andrew could even decide whom to contact, a transmission from near the site of the downed ship was brought to his attention.
"Hello General Alexander," Andrew said when he recognized the scowling visage on the viewscreen.
"Hmm. Things have changed substantially from last month. We, Earth, the World Government was wondering if you were involved with this... incident. There is a hostile ship grounded here and we want more information about it. We were hoping you could give us information about it. So far, it has resisted all attempts at communications," General Alexander said hoping he would not have to reveal that they had already lost an entire tank company that had been ordered forward to force a reaction. Some reaction.
"We have had some trouble with them also. I'm afraid we're the ones who forced them down," Andrew said.
 "I was hoping so," General Alexander interrupted. "I'm glad we could contact you before you left on that trip to another star. You and the crew are sort of folk heroes now."
Andrew laughed. "I'm afraid we've already gone and returned," Andrew said to the incredulous general. "What can you tell us about the present situation?"
"Don’t be preposterous. You’ve obviously been hiding and waiting for everything to cool down. I would have done the same. What can I tell you? I was ordered to try to contact your ship. Be patronizing if you have to, they said. You are the people who are supposed to have all the answers and now you're claiming you've been to another star. I don’t like liars." 
"Enough, General!" Andrew barked. "Simply give us a tactical assessment of the situation. Please remember that we have battled the downed ship and this ship
is
still the one that's
mobile. We can prove our trip from samples and travel data but we need not do so for you. If you were ordered to give us information; do so, or get off the air."
General Alexander was seething but he bit back the sharp retort he was going to give. It was a measure of his quality as a general that he said no more and began to haltingly describe the situation. Generals are not used to being talked to in that manner, however, and Andrew was not going to be on Alexander's best friend list for some time.
"We captured one of the aliens this morning," the General said shocking Andrew. "He looked like he was running away from the ship and he did not give us any trouble but he hasn't said a word and I doubt it understands us."
Andrew recovered from his surprise. "Can you bring him so I can see him or is he too far away? I may be able to speak a language he understands."
The general turned and muttered something to a nearby subordinate who hustled off.
"I'll get him here in a minute. Admittedly, these last few hours have been hectic so any assistance you can give will be appreciated," the general said.
After several minutes of strained waiting without talking, a commotion behind the general caught Andrew's attention. Shortly a face was thrust into view.
Andrew was startled to see the alien face and when Andrew noticed the dark scar over the right eye, he knew this was the alien that he had first encountered in the desert.
"We've got to stop meeting like this; people will talk," Andrew said and then said, "Greetings," in Trade. He grinned as he savored the situation. This alien could be the key to the downed ship. If he had run away from the downed ship; what was the score? How can I get information out of him? Then an idea struck him, possibly dangerous, but results would outweigh any risks.
Andrew looked at the inscrutable face of the alien.
"I'm sure the soldiers you are with mean well, but since you do not speak each other's language; I'm also sure there may have been misunderstandings. If you wish, I will pick you up in this starship where you will be among beings who understand your language and needs. Since you may not remember, my name is Andrew," Andrew said using the alien language and thanked heaven he had ordered the crew to practice it between themselves when they got a chance. He emphasized the word starship but didn't see a start on the alien's face, but then he was not familiar with the Tros yet.
Rett would, of course, agree to visit the native starship, probably very crude without the benefit of other culture's technology, but it could be a way off this planet. Why do all these natives tell me their names and ask mine? Their intent is obvious, even though they cannot speak Trade. Their use of names must not be related to sexual associations and therefore acceptable for use between strangers. How odd! They must use it to tell the difference between them. It appears that I must use my name to gain their acceptance and I will do anything to get off this planet with its light gravity and horrible thin atmosphere. They look so much alike; I wonder how they tell themselves apart when they don't say their names.
"I am Rett. You may pick me up as soon as possible. Sharing information could have advantages," Rett said and walked from the comset.
A harried General Alexander replaced him.
"What did he say? I was beginning to think that it was incapable of speech."
"His name is Rett but if I recall correctly, he gets upset when you use it," Andrew said and summarized the conversation. "If you clear an area near your camp, we will land and pick him up."
"I was only ordered to request your advice and enlist your cooperation; not turn over prisoners," the general said.
"Excuse me, General. Do you understand what he eats? We do. If he wants water, will you understand? How will you interrogate him? Have we declared war on all aliens? If he is such a threat to world security, why not turn him over to people who might get some information out of him? No matter what you think of us -- we are still human and fiercely loyal to Earth's interest. How about it?" Andrew said.
"Very well, but I will only turn him over to Colonel Kyger, as he is a representative for the World Government."
"Whatever you feel necessary. Mark the area with strobes. We will be down in thirty minutes," Andrew said and switched off.
General Alexander had followed instructions and had an area cleared for landing. There were two vehicles waiting. In one vehicle sat the general, an aide, and his driver. The other vehicle contained the alien and two military policemen. Only one person, Brad, came out of the ship wearing his suit with his belt field set on one-quarter. Brad smartly saluted the general who returned his salute, and the general had Brad sign a release form he had hastily prepared. There was little conversation and the alien, Rett, stood impassively waiting until Brad was ready to enter the ship.
A small delegation; Andrew, Susan, and Tod were waiting for them as they entered. Rett looked around as he entered and his ears twitched nervously as he surveyed his surroundings.
"Follow me," Brad said in the alien language and preceded the group toward the nearest lounge.
Rett paused and turned from side to side assessing the situation. Andrew correctly assumed Rett was deciding whether to resist or not and try to escape. Andrew knew how strong this Tros was but remembered that the Tros had come out second best in their first confrontation. Andrew had serious reservations regarding the alien and had ordered the crew to be ready for any move. If Rett had had more experience with humans, he would have seen the nervous movements and hands constantly covering the sidearm grips of the weapons around him.
They sat down in the lounge and Andrew regarded the alien for a moment. "Would you like some food? I may be able to provide you edible meals," Andrew commented.
"Yes," Rett said and then looked around him.
"Go back to your duties. Switch on your intercom if you want to listen. Tros prefer some privacy when they eat. Brad, you wait in the room opposite the entranceway and listen in through the intercom. I want to relax him but I want you nearby and ready. I trust him as far as I could throw him," Andrew said in English as the crew left.
A few minutes later, Fran brought in a tray containing foods she considered would be acceptable to the Tros. She got this information from the disk Andrew had made so she didn't know how accurate her impressions were. After setting it down on the low table between them, Andrew indicated it was for Rett. Andrew could see the alien's resolve crumble as the smells reached him.
Rett took a large swallow from the glass containing water and then began inspecting the eating utensils. Evidently, the spoon was familiar and Rett took tiny sample bites of several vegetables before gulping them down. He touched no meats but ate everything else on the large tray. Attempts to eat the meats only made him sit erect in obvious disgust. The remaining glass of grape juice seemed to intrigue him but he approached it with great trepidation. After the first sip, he tossed his head back in ecstasy. With a sincere effort of self-control, Rett finished the glass in about a minute and then pushed the tray away from him to signify that he had finished. He had enjoyed the strange meal after so much time eating the bland subsistence food aboard the Exploration Service ship.
"I want information about the downed ship. What is its purpose here and why were you running away from the ship?" Andrew asked.
"Why should I give you information? I owe you nothing. What benefit can I derive from giving you information? You have nothing I want," Rett stated.
"Why did you run from the other ship? Do you want us to take you back to them? Do you want us to turn you back to the soldiers below? It is stupid to think we could not aid you but we will do no more for you without your cooperation."
"That is reasonable. If you take me to the planet of my choice I will tell you what I can," Rett said.
"That is not a bargain. You may not have any information we can use and the planet may be too far for us to travel conveniently," Andrew said.
"My information will tell you the exact purpose and plans of the downed ship and if you show me the star maps of this spiral arm I will show you the star I seek. It is not far, even for the smaller ship you first saw, and it is a trading center for many races. On the way I will give you information on galactic history if you desire," Rett said.
"Very well," Andrew said and keyed the computer console in the lounge next to him and activated the three-dimensional viewscreen in the lounge while darkening the lounge lights. Andrew couldn't see the alien's face in the dark but if he had, he would have seen an almost human look of amazement. "We are here," Andrew indicated, "Tell me which direction we would travel and I will display it."
Rett indicated a direction toward galactic center and sat up erect as the view began to move in the direction he had shown. He indicated faster and the view speeded up. This was incredible, Rett thought; just like actually traveling. This race was talented in certain fields but Rett still had his racial superiority.
"There is the system I seek," Rett pointed.
"Hmm, about ninety parsecs away," Andrew said relieved it was so close considering the top speed of this vessel. "It is agreed. We will take you to that planet if you fulfill your part of the bargain."
Rett suddenly began spewing out information concerning Exploration Service history and his involvement with them after leaving Earth. Andrew could tell the prejudice in the story by the Tros, but realized enough was truth to make the information worthwhile. When Rett related the talk he had had with the E. S. officer about their designs for Earth, Andrew was amazed at the audacity of the alien race. Thinking more, though, he realized how helpless Earth would have been without this ship, they had built. The Exploration Service could have demanded anything it wanted in trade concessions. If one country wouldn’t trade, they would have just gone somewhere else.
"We are having a compartment prepared for you. You may come and go as you wish but a crewmember must accompany you wherever you go. Should you wish to leave your area, an assigned crewmember will be outside your door. After our dealings with these Exploration Service officials, you will be allowed full freedom within the ship subject to orders from any crewmember. You will follow my second-in-command to your cabin. She will familiarize you with your facilities. Do you understand and comply?" Andrew said in the alien language.
"Yes. That is fair," Rett said but he was not thinking in those terms. I have given them the information they need to destroy the Exploration Service ship. They cannot believe I am so uncivilized to believe that since my usefulness is over, that they will let me live. This offer of my own compartment must be to allay my suspicions so I can be killed easier. Assigning a female to lead me to my room is one step too far. Surely, they cannot believe I would accept the story that a female is second-in-command on a starship.
"Susan, you show him his room and then let him tour the ship. Brad, you stay by a monitor and have the computer check his every footstep," Andrew said in English into the intercom.
Susan came in, nodded to Andrew and she asked Rett, in his language, to follow her. If he was surprised that she could speak his language even awkwardly – he didn’t show it.
He followed her but did not notice her tension. On the walk to his compartment, Rett noticed the soft floor and soft, strange yet calming patterns of sound, which played throughout the ship. Rett would not let himself be beguiled so easily. He decided to test her reactions by stopping as if to inquire about an adjoining corridor. She then stated she must show him to his compartment first. Just as he thought… She was only leading him to his death. The best time to attempt escape then would be at the last moment.
When they finally came to his room, she showed him how to key open the door and told him that this would be his room until he left the ship. As the door slid open and the female stepped forward, he knew, it was time to act. He grabbed her around the neck with his left arm so he could use her as a shield and still fight with his free hand. Then things became a trifle confusing to him.
As Susan stepped into the room, she felt the rock hard arm of the alien slide under her chin. She had felt the growing tension from him as they had walked. Entering the room slightly ahead of Rett, she had kept an eye for anything like this in the mirror opposite the door. She was mentally prepared where Rett did not expect resistance from a female. He was doubly shocked when she grabbed his arms around her neck, squatted down and thrust her hip against and under his waist. As she pulled the arm across and straightened her knees as she bent forward at the waist, his forward momentum carried him sailing over her shoulder in an arc that would have made any Judo instructor proud.
It was surprise and not pain in this light gravity that kept Rett lying on his back for a few seconds after he hit the deck.
Then he rolled over, jumped to his feet, and lunged at Susan with both arms out to grab her. He thought he'd simply tripped and could not comprehend that this small, pink-fleshed female had tossed him, a Tros, over her shoulder.
Susan used the heel of her hand and hit Rett over his nose slits, between his eyes, and kicked him in the area between his legs that was sensitive, even for a Tros. As he dropped down on his knee joints and clutched himself, he let out a piteous groan. Susan pulled her razor sharp, pointed knife out of her leg pouch with her right hand and put her left hand behind Rett's head. She then took the tip of the knife under Rett's left eye that was swiveled toward her and pressed it in so it almost cut through the soft skin under the eye.
Breathing slowly and deeply to counteract the flow of adrenaline, she said in Rett's language, "You will consider this your last warning. If you cause any trouble, you will be dealt with in such a manner that you would wish to die but we would not let you. Do not think that because we are fair with you that we are weak." Susan then jabbed him again to get her idea across to him. "I will not tell any other member of the crew about this but you had better know that we will all be watching you and the rest of the crew is much more savage than me. We are most dangerous when we are very polite and cordial acting. That is when anything can set us off. If you try hard to please us we will even fulfill our bargain with you."
Susan then briefly walked around the room and demonstrated the purpose and function of lighting, entertainment, refreshments, and sanitation controls trying to act nonchalant.
"This black button, here, will shut and lock your door and can only be unlocked by you or by order of the ship's Captain," Susan said as she prepared to leave. "When you are ready to tour the ship or need any assistance, simply push this orange button."
As the door slid shut behind the female, Rett hobbled over to the wall, pressed the lock button, and then went to lie down on the bed. Besides being in pain, Rett had had a severe blow to his ego and was in no condition to face more of those deceptively soft creatures. Just thinking about the female, Susan, made him shudder. And she said the others were worse! For the first time in his life, Rett had a new emotion: fear.
RETT BACK WITH ANDREW
Andrew gathered most of the crew together and announced that they were going to try to contact the downed alien ship again. Steve reset for the frequency of the last contact they had had and prepared the communications equipment. The crew went to battle stations as the ship maneuvered about 35 kilometers above the alien ship.
"This is Captain Andrew Williams of the Earth ship above you. Due to a misunderstanding, we engaged each other in combat. Since the damage is already done, we should go on to matters that are mutually beneficial. It is our understanding that you are empowered to negotiate a trade agreement with your authorities. That is also our wish. Please respond on this frequency so we can choose an area for the discussions. Please respond on this frequency," Andrew said in the alien language knowing that by the time Earth officials had deciphered its meaning, the crisis would have passed. Steve set the message for repetitious broadcast and waited almost an hour before he received an answer.
"Whatever your planet of origin, we will talk with you. A suitable place must be chosen for these talks," said the E. S. officer with some misgivings about the ship above then but as he reasoned; he was not negotiating from a position of strength.
"We will land near you," Andrew stated and then turned to talk with his crew. "Tod, land near them and cut the screen down to 0.70. Align the lasers to hit at the weapon ports on the other ship.” He then resumed talking over the comm., “We will meet with you tomorrow at this time."
The ship landed effortlessly about one hundred meters from the alien ship and Andrew and Brad prepared to embark for the negotiations.
The E. S. officer watched the ship land. A day later, he watched the two beings step out. The ship was an odd design. Why, they were flying to the entry port of my ship. Whoever they were, they had valuable technological information. He had ruled out that this ship could belong to the native race since there was no evidence of any other devices capable of producing fields on the planet. Maybe this will prove interesting... at least, it would be a good diversion from repair of this downed ship.
 



 
NEGOTIATIONS
Brad and Andrew had not been idle in preparation for these negotiations. They arranged for some information to be gathered and sent to the worldwide news agencies who were clamoring for any news release. Brad also had gotten Steve to cross connect the ship computer to a Net, law database across the continent via satellite and linked those to the Mem-Dexs they wore on their wrists.
The night before they left, Steve had linked the ship's computer to a linguistics complex at a large South-western, electronics corporation laboratory. Rett's cooperation and near-perfect memory enabled him to put down the written form of Trade that had become the standard between all trading planets generations ago. His printing was exquisite. The language structure was brilliantly logical and had few confusing quirks in verb and modifier agreement. Prefixes were neutral and there were few synonyms. Most of all Trade was brilliant for its flexibility and pronunciation ease.
After flying gracefully to the alien airlock, Andrew and Brad prepared to board the alien ship. Both were equipped with the latest printer accessory to tie into their Mem-Dexs so they could have written accounts in both languages. Only years of advance programming at the linguistic computer complex along with an intimate knowledge of Trade (by Rett) could have provided the means for these computers to accomplish man-years of work, literally overnight. Brad carried the printer under on arm that they had removed from Desiree's lab.
They were met at the alien's airlock by three large humanoids whose most notable feature was their leveled hand weapons. Red tinged aliens in stark black uniforms standing two and a half meters tall with questionable intent would have intimidated most men but Andrew was doing his best to act unperturbed. The aliens had visible musculature and had, humanlike features, but the combination of small differences made them obviously alien.
"Captain Williams, a representative of the World Government, wishes permission to board your vessel." Andrew said to the aliens who could not have been anything but crewmen.
"You will not bring any weapons on board. Please give me any weapons you possess," said the alien closest to them who seemed as interested in them as they were in him.
"We will only give up our weapons to the ship Commander or some other higher ranking personnel. It is not fitting to meet the representatives of an entire planet with only crewmembers or guards," Andrew said surprising Brad who had begun to reach to his belt to give up his sidearm.
Andrew knew he had hit a weak spot as all three stood up straight and their weapons wavered slightly but did not lower. "Very well," said the same alien, "I have contacted the Officer-In-Charge and he will be here in a few minutes."
After about two minutes, another being came hurrying down the corridor. He was slightly shorter, but still taller than Andrew, and had bright, black lidless eyes with no trace of body hair, unlike the other hairy armed crewman. The new alien barked an order in some dialect and the crewmen put up their weapons. He then turned to Andrew and began to look over Andrew and Brad's white garments with their chrome like metal attachments and white belts that allowed these natives to fly.
"Is the meeting to be held in this corridor?" Andrew said trying to spark the other to action.
Appearing to ignore the sarcasm, the alien said, "You will be permitted to retain your personal weapons. What is the device under that one arm?" the alien asked pointing to the printer under Brad's arm.
"That is simply a device to print any agreement we may reach so we may have a permanent, written copy," Andrew said knowing he had sparked interest.
"I do not believe it necessary. Leave it here and take it with you when you leave," compromised the alien.
"No, but I will prove its function for you. If I prove its function, will you not hinder us further?" Andrew said using Rett's hints as a clue to the officer's behavior. Act superior or they will treat you as an inferior was what Rett implied and so far, it had worked.
Andrew had Brad synchronized the printer to his Mem-Dex and after Brad had keyed his unit he had Brad extend the arm toward the alien. The alien crewmen muttered and partially drew their weapons but the leader motioned them to cease.
"Speak into this after I say 'activate'," Andrew said indicating Brad's Mem-Dex. "Say anything you want in Trade."
"Activate," Andrew said and Brad held the printer so the alien could see it.
"This sun is cold and my home is far, far away," the alien said and stopped as the printer spewed out the printout to display in writing what he had just said. He held the sheet in his trembling hands and then turned back and said something in some other language.
"This will only work on Trade and our own languages," Andrew explained.
The alien looked at the printout he held in his near-human hand and then said, "Follow me."
As they walked into the bright interior of the ship, the other three crewmen fell in step behind them.
The procession soon came into a large room where their guide hastily conferred with the two aliens who were standing and then, in turn, bent to talk to the remaining alien who was already seated. This one could only be their commander, Andrew thought. Brad noticed an interesting point that the commander was almost of a different race as the remainder of crew with his unlined skin and graceful jutting cheekbones. Andrew saw those perceptive eyes boring through him and realized that this one was not to be trifled with.
"Will you sit down?" The alien commander said indicating some soft-topped squares in front of him.
"Thank you," Andrew said not realizing he had lapsed into English.
"What planet are you from? What is your claim to this planet?" the commander asked.
Andrew was stunned. They didn't believe he was even from Earth. This guy is really confused, thought Andrew. I had better set him straight, he thought and also realized how he could do so.
"I was born on this planet and the ship outside was built on this planet. All my crew were born on this planet. We are authorized to negotiate a trade agreement with responsible authorities. I will prove my claims if you can receive our visual broadcasts on the following frequencies," Andrew said showing him the frequency conversions that the printer had typed earlier.
The commander handed these to his Chief Technician who hastened away and returned shortly with a wheeled carrier with a small video screen. The screen looked like an old cathode ray tube device Andrew had only heard about in history books and only then because he was into trivia. Andrew sent a message to the ship to relay to the news media. The media had received material from the university where Susan had had the foresight to have visual recordings and crew biographies put together that formed an earlier documentary on the building of Earth's first starship. This documentary had been shown many times after Ling's broadcast before they had left for Tau Ceti but had the biographical part lengthened for this showing. Andrew hadn't anticipated that the aliens would not believe they were natives but had thought that the documentary would show the aliens that Andrew and his crew were actual representatives for Earth. In any case, the documentary should convince the aliens.
The Chief Technician turned on the videoscreen and adjusted the frequency until he picked up a broadcast. The screen showed a slightly distorted picture in two-dimensional black and white. He then sat down to await the broadcast that would soon replace the regular schedule.
Andrew asked the commander for permission to inspect the video receiver. The Chief Technician assisted and took off an inspection plate so Andrew could view the workings.
These people had never heard of miniaturization or anything more than the most rudimentary semi-conductor components. This receiver was a behemoth. The idea hit him suddenly and Andrew spoke quietly into his Mem-Dex to Susan on their ship. He then turned to the assembled, high-ranking alien officers.
"It seems that your receiver cannot take advantage of several aspects of our broadcasts so I have sent to my ship for one of our receivers," Andrew said. Seeing the translation, the alien Chief Technician rankled at the suggestion that his equipment was inferior to native products even if it wasn't as compact, Andrew continued. "I will need the assistance of your Chief Technician to provide a power source for our receiver because it isn't self-contained like this unit," Andrew said trying to be placating.
Andrew gave the alien all the requirements for the set and he was prepared when Ivan delivered the set. One alien crewman brought it into the room as if it was a quart of nitroglycerin. It was an extra meter and a half-square set from one of the lounges. The set was simply a good quality assembly line model because many of the shipboard items were made much better commercially rather than custom designs. The viewing panel of the set was gray with a simulated wood-grain case about fifty millimeters thick and the panel sat on a rectangular base that contained all the controls and adjustments.
The Chief Technician inspected the set while one of his subordinates attached the power leads he had prepared. Brad explained the controls to the fascinated alien as Andrew moved his seat to a more comfortable viewing position. Brad then had the Chief Technician turn on the set.
All the aliens let out a gasp almost as a group. This receiver was one of Earth's latest and besides being in color; it displayed a simulated three-dimensional picture using solid-state laser projection elements and a reflected image having the second holographic projection superimposed electronically. There was almost an hour of viewing before the special documentary was to be shown and the time sped by. Andrew used his computer linkage through his Mem-Dex and turned down the language broadcast in English so the aliens could hear the programs in a language they could understand over his Mem-Dex.
Not having been conditioned since birth to ignore commercials, the aliens were soon swaying to ridiculous tunes which showed how psychologically similar they were to humans, unlike Rett. Then the documentary came on and superseded the other broadcasts. The story of building Earth's first starship and the story of its crew unfolded. The story omitted that any technology originated anywhere other than on Earth and Andrew saw the rapt attention of the alien commander. Andrew also noted that the alien Technician looked like he wanted to take everything apart and see how it worked. Good luck, Andrew thought. Earthly electronics firms didn't put these products together anymore with user serviceable parts.
Andrew stood up. "I would like to present this to you as a gift from our people to your Confederation. Now that you know that we are of Earth and that we will soon build more ships to visit the stars, let us get down to the business of working out a trading agreement to prepare for smooth interstellar relations."
The alien dismissed everyone but his linguist and Andrew chuckled when he saw the alien Chief Technician carrying out his new playtoy. Andrew wondered if frustration or the high voltage in some sections of the set would kill him first. It was now time to set the parameters of the agreement. Andrew had to find out what regulations Earth would face while trading with other planets and what the Exploration Service had to offer plus a million other facts.
The Exploration Service officer was trying to decide how best to exploit the naivete of these natives to get the fastest transfer of electric technology. He didn't understand enough yet to call it electronics. He was also considering how to get off this ship and get promoted when he returned.
Andrew was not long in finding objection to several points the E. S. officer brought up. The treaty was to be indefinitely binding and binding on Earth's population generally. It was not solely with any government entity as the World Government because that could change. Internal politics was not to alter the treaty. There was a serious clash of wills because the Exploration Service ships were to have a service base built and they were to be the only ships enforcing the treaty. Rather than have the discussions break up at this point, Andrew suggested that this would be a good time for a short break where Brad and he could return to their ship. The E. S. officer was also feeling the strain and consented.
Brad had only stepped back aboard behind Andrew when Susan came up to them.
"We've been monitoring everything but the military can monitor all the outside computer link-ups and I'm afraid they'll break your digital-analog coded signal if they get access to the right equipment and have too much more time. Their encryption standard was good but could be broken given time and enough multiprocessing power. General Alexander has been calling every thirty minutes and he's threatening to force his way in here and take over," Susan said.
"I guess being delegated to being a security guard for these meetings instead of writing policy himself leaves a bitter taste in his mouth. Brad, you work with Susan and set up some response tactics for different ploys old 'Hawkeye' might make," Andrew said being suddenly very tired. "I'm going to get the computer to brush me up on a couple of subjects while I get something to eat."
In several hours, after Andrew had eaten and rested, they returned again to the alien ship. At that point, progress was made. Andrew traded information on Earth system for a star map and language training system that used memory cylinders. The computerized printer was used to produce hard copy photos and technical information, translated into the alien written language. Compared to the Earth information, Andrew felt the metallic 1200 paged color atlas of E.S. language training was Earth's best bargain.
The Exploration Service officer had negotiated over two dozen such agreements and knew it was rare, but not out of the scope of his authority to negotiate a treaty with a planet that did not wish to even become an associate member of the Central Confederation. The E. S. officer explained that he could not protect a non-member but the native captain was adamant and insisted Earth could take care of itself.
Andrew got the officer to concede that no trading ships would appear on Earth until after one Earth year had passed from the treaty signing. Then all ships would have to stop first at the abandoned lunar station that had been deserted soon after the Viral B outbreak. Andrew noted from the officer's reaction, that this was standard procedure on most planets, even though Andrew had only just thought of it. Working out mediums of exchange took little time and Brad saw to it that precious metal and mineral exchanges for goods would be limited. Barter was allowed but knowledge in exchange for knowledge was to be the most desired formula for trade though there would soon be demand for anything interstellar. Trade goods would usually come later except for those rare items that would invariably show up as desired by another.
Susan buzzed Andrew at a crucial point in the exchange with some disturbing news. Infrared sensors had registered a small body of men moving in toward the Earth ship from some distance. Andrew was deeply disturbed but could not break off negotiations now or show any Earthly dissent or factions without wrecking the treaty. He told her to handle it using whatever means, just so the talks weren't disturbed.
Damn, Susan thought... You handle it, he says. OK, I will handle it! Boy, that man sure picks a time to delegate authority. If I can't locate those soldiers, maybe I can get them called back to their base. They would probably be assigned to observe and report and probably capture any personnel from the ship if they were outside. Susan looked around her. Tod, Desiree, Fran, and Ivan were also prepared to suit up after the planning was done.
Susan smirked as they put their heads together and came up with a plan. It might work. I'd sure like to see old Hawkeye's face if this plan works. Susan had just sat down with the little group when she smelled something sweet and metallic and the room went dark.
 



 
RETT TO THE RESCUE
Rett's chest started burning as he sat at the computer console in his room. Soon it was very difficult to breathe. I must make it to an outside port. Fighting his way out the door and down the corridors with his heaving chest was an enormous effort. When he finally got to an emergency port, his head was spinning and the wash of cold air when it opened was startling. His pain and dizziness had already disappeared and whatever had made him sick was dissipating because it scarcely affected him at all, as he went back into the ship.
What could have happened? As he was walking down one of the center corridors toward the control room, he heard a commotion ahead. The last few minutes were unsettling enough so that Rett decided not to confront anyone until he knew about the situation so he stepped into a small storage room and left its door slid open a crack. Watching out the opening, he saw a human, one of the soldiers like the ones who first captured him, but these wore filtering masks on their faces.
They not only brandished weapons but all but two carried what could only have been crewmembers of this ship across their backs. Rett couldn't tell most humans apart but this was serious. Rett didn't know if the crew was dead but the soldiers had made two trips past his hiding place carrying crewmembers. There could not be many aboard yet. Living among these humans on this ship was terrorizing enough, but at least he was learning here. Among the military who had captured him when he first escaped the Exploration Service ship, he had been treated as an animal. Rett had known animals he had treated with more care and respect. My first course of action must be to determine how many soldiers were aboard.
Rett hurried back to his compartment, locked the door and rushed over to his computer terminal. His few days here had passed swiftly after he had been taught the native language and taught how to access information on the computer. Now he must find if he could still use it.
"Computer. How many non-crewmembers are aboard this ship, not counting myself?" Rett asked the computer.
"Ten, but sensors indicate communication between members on board and a larger group of soldiers who are approaching."
"Can you tell me where the soldiers are located?" he asked.
"Four are outside Lounge 2, four are in the control room and two are at the room housing the Fast-Neutron Projector."
"Where are the crewmembers and are they alive?" Rett asked.
"All are inside Lounge 2 but respiration and heartbeat indicate they are unconscious," said the computer.
"Contact the Captain who is not aboard the Exploration Service ship," Rett said.
"You are not authorized to make outside contact," quoted the computer.
"Are any crewmembers aboard able to make such a communication?" Rett asked.
"No." answered the computer.
"Could you make contact with CaptainandrewWilliams?" Rett asked the computer.
"Yes," answered the computer, "I am signaling now."
Andrew was jerked out of his deep concentration by the buzz from his Mem-Dex. To further arrest his attention was the voice that answered him it was the synthesized voice of the computer.
"I have an urgent message for you Captain," said the computer.
"Go ahead," Andrew said before he even thought about talking with the computer.
"This ship has been boarded by ten soldiers. The crew is unconscious and appears under guard in Lounge Number Two. There is a company-sized force about two kilometers distant and approaching," the computer stated.
"Is everyone unconscious? How was it done?" Andrew queried the computer.
"No, the one called Rett is conscious. Probability is that a gas was administered through an open port," the computer answered.
"You mean Rett is alive and conscious. What is he doing?" Andrew asked. "He is conscious and sitting next to the console in his allotted compartment."
"Well, let him talk to me and we'll see if we can't work out something," Andrew said.
"What do you want me to do CaptainandrewWilliams?" Rett asked.
When Andrew, with Brad's suggestions, had finished talking with Rett he made excuses for Brad's leaving to the Exploration Service officer and went nervously back to the negotiations. He could not stop now without throwing all the previous work aside. He knew with calm certainty the fact that confronts so many leaders; someday you have to totally rely on the intelligence and competence of the people around you...in this case one "non-people." Andrew did not rely on Rett...he relied on Rett's self-interest and his desire to return to another world intact.
Rett knew there would be risk in this plan, but there was less certainty of death here. Life with the natives or returning to the Exploration Service ship was no alternative. Rett also knew the layout of this ship. Since he was now allowed limited access to the computer, he had been studying available information. Quietly, he made his way out the door and hurried down the corridor. He made it safely around the corner and soon saw the emergency airlock ahead.
He knew how to open the airlock with little fanfare so Brad could enter. As he crossed the last few meters, he heard a noise to his left and came face-to-face with a soldier carrying a shoulder weapon. For a split second they stood looking at each other, but before the soldier could even level his rifle, Rett hit him with his right arm in an imitation of how Andrew had hit him at their first meeting. The soldier's helmet went flying and the soldier crashed against the wall unconscious and with a dislocated shoulder. Rett quickly opened the emergency port and Brad, wearing his helmeted and sealed suit, came flying in and stopped to view the soldier lying against the wall.
"If this is what you call quiet, what do you call noisy?" Brad said, his sarcasm lost on Rett. "Follow me toward the lounge." As Brad started walking, he heard the sound of running feet from the corridor ahead. A short distance from the intersection, Brad put his back to the wall. When the soldier cut around the corner, Brad braced and hit him below his chin, in the center of his throat. There was a loud gurgle, then, the soldier crashed to the floor. Brad wasn't expecting the second soldier, who swung wide around the corner with his rifle in the ready-gun hip position.
Brad was standing near the wall and the soldier ran toward him without stopping. Brad couldn't disarm him from that distance so he did the next best thing; he turned his personal belt field to full power just as the soldier tried to butt stroke him with his rifle. The butt of the weapon stopped as it came into the field's influence and the eddy currents heated it instantly. The soldier yelped and dropped his rear grip on the rifle. Just then, Rett, who had been taking in everything from the middle of the corridor, decided to take a step forward. The movement caught the soldier's eye. Due to the motion in his peripheral vision, the soldier swept his head and rifle in that direction as he had been trained.
Brad switched off his belt with one hand and hit the soldier under and to the rear of one ear with the stiffened edge of his other hand. The soldier fell like a shot. Brad ordered Rett to help. After tying their hands and taping their mouths they tucked all the bodies into a nearby storage room. Then with extreme caution, they made it to Brad's laboratory.
Brad was a competent chemist though chemistry was secondary to intelligence gathering when he had first arrived at the starship project. Within a few minutes, Brad had chemicals and reagents out of their storage and was soon measuring and heating solutions. Brad knew the lab was well insulated, but he hoped the compressor's noise wouldn't draw any soldiers. It wasn't more than an hour before Brad had a small cylinder filled. He was now ready. Rett had simply noted the entire procedure from his post near the entrance door.
Brad resealed his suit and gave Rett an oxygen cylinder. He told him to remain in the lab and use it if he felt any dizziness. Then Brad made for Lounge Two. When he got close, he held the bottle, opened the valve, and lifted the bottle so that it almost touched the corridor ceiling. The synthetic gas Brad had made would seek the lowest level. The corridor vent would help spread the gas. So little was needed that Brad turned off the valve when he heard the first body fall.
Checking the lounge showed the soldiers in disarray on the floor, and the crew peacefully lying on the floor. Brad quickly bound and taped the soldier's hands, feet, and mouth and then checked on the crew's condition. According to the computer, there were still four soldiers aboard, near the control room, so he headed up ship.
He walked until he came close enough to hear voices coming from near the control room and opened the valve on the cylinder. Again Brad heard bodies crumpling to the floor and the talking ceased. Walking into the control room was different than in the lounge. As he walked in, he saw five soldiers and a man wearing a business suit lying on the floor. There were only supposed to be four left on board! Across the room, three soldiers were sealing gas masks to their faces after clearing them. One now noticed Brad coming in.
He started reaching for his automatic and he grunted a warning to the others as he drew the weapon. Brad knew he couldn't get to the one drawing his gun in time. The other two soldiers were off to his right, a footstep away.
Brad jumped to the right, so the other two soldiers would be in the line of his fire of the first soldier. The younger of these two was attempting to turn and draw his sidearm but Brad trapped this one's gun hand above the elbow so he couldn't finish drawing his pistol and hit him under his breastbone as hard as he could. The air gushed out of the soldier's lungs and he collapsed unconscious. Brad grabbed the soldier standing next to him around the neck and swung him as a shield. The first soldier was trying to maneuver for a clear shot.
The soldier Brad grabbed acted drunk and probably had inhaled a little gas before getting his mask on. It wasn't until then that Brad noticed the rank of the officer he had grabbed. A general. He walked forward with the general in front of him toward the soldier, a captain, who had his gun leveled.
"You're not that good a shot, Captain. Are you going to risk hitting the general here? I'm unarmed," Brad said guessing the captain had orders to take prisoners alive and unharmed if possible.
The captain's gun wavered and Brad could see him weighing his options. It must have been Brad's statement that he was unarmed that finally decided the issue. Brad saw the man calmly holster his weapon and step forward. Brad shoved the general at the captain and the captain threw his arms up to keep the general from crashing into him. Brad leaped forward, grabbed the captain's gas mask over the mouth, and ripped up and back. As soon as the mask was stripped off, the captain inhaled from surprise, took two steps backward and collapsed in a heap.
Brad stripped the mask off the general who was coming around and stripped the mask off the soldier he had hit in the solar plexus and got the gas cylinder again and gave them both an extra shot of gas to keep them asleep. Then he bound and gagged all the soldiers, locked all hatches and turned up the outside field. It wasn't until then that Brad buzzed Andrew to report.
"My God! I haven't heard from you in an hour and a half. I haven't been able to concentrate on anything here so we're taking a short break. "What's the situation?" Andrew asked desperately.
"I'll give you the details later. The ship is secure again but I have a sleeping crew to wake up. Just buzz me when you are ready to come back. I'll give you status reports every thirty minutes," Brad said and they both signed off. Brad headed back to Lounge Two.
When Brad got there, he was amazed to see that Rett had gotten a large oxygen cylinder and was already administering oxygen to revive Susan.
"Why are you here when I told you to stay in the lab?" Brad asked harshly, even though he was pleased.
"I anticipated that you might be unsuccessful and I might need help from these crewmembers. I prefer them to the military." Rett said boldly.
Well, Brad thought, -- altruistic to the end. He chuckled and asked Rett to go get another oxygen apparatus so they could revive the crewmembers faster. Susan was coming to and wanted to know 'what the hell happened'. Soon Rett came back with another oxygen cylinder under one arm and Susan looked at him in amazement. Those cylinders were usually pushed around on a dolly.
The crewmembers revived; with only a few bruises and splitting headaches to show for their ordeal. Brad told them what happened as they revived.
"God, I feel guilty." Susan told Brad confidentially. "I was in charge of the ship and I should have known that hatch was open. I never even thought about them using a gas."
"Don't let it get to you. Old 'Hawkeye' has used gas before or he wouldn't have thought of it either. I can't see why the World Government would let him try to take over during negotiations. They don't know what is happening here but I doubt it would make them that worried. You saw how easy they fell for the gas routine themselves and they were carrying masks. I'll bet the civilian in the expensive suit is the key. Let's wake him up and try to get some answers. Brad said, reassuring her.
"Get him apart from the others then while I call Andrew and see when he is coming back." Susan said.
Brad left and Susan called Andrew. He told her he was winding up negotiations and sounded really excited. He also said he was tired and needed a drink. Since he was coming straight back, Susan went to meet him at the forward airlock.
"Well, fill me in," Andrew said as he came aboard.
Susan went through the details that Brad had told her and then called Brad up to the control room.
"You've been busy," Andrew said to Brad, who was walking into the control room. "How long are these fellows going to be out? What's this about one of them being a civilian?"
Brad grinned. "Most of them will be out another two to three hours depending on the amount they inhaled, concentration in the air and other factors. The doctor is reviving our fellow in the business suit. How are the negotiations going?"
"The negotiations are almost over. Let's walk down to sickbay and I'll tell you and Susan about it on the way," Andrew said. "You'll find this hard to believe but we're ready to write up an agreement and sign it. They have done it so many times that they really know what they're doing. Our microelectronics are driving them crazy. They want to get their hands on the technology but don't want us to trade with anyone else. What's so pathetic is that they want all these concessions and admit that this spiral arm is too far out for them to enforce their regulations."
"It seems each planet must set up and enforce their own trading regulations. This agreement applies to trade on all affiliated planets and in open space. They recommend that we set up an off-planet center to regulate all planetary trade. It would serve as a quarantine and customs center for whatever regulations we set up. Ah, here's sickbay. Let's see what this fellow had to say," Andrew said as he saw a middle-aged gentleman sitting up on the examining table.
"Hello, I'm Captain Andrew Williams. Welcome aboard, Mr... ?," Andrew said extending his hand to the man who, because of his eye and cheek structure, appeared of mixed Asian descent.
"You're... ...You're that renegade General Alexander warned me about," the man said holding a hand to his temple and looking up at Andrew in surprise.
"I wouldn't call myself a renegade but I'm sure the good general did. May I ask who you are and why you are involved in an attack on this ship?" Andrew said sternly.
"What attack? This ship is World Government property anyway. I was sent to offer apologies to our alien friends and negotiate a settlement award for any damages for the World Government," said the man.
"So you're a diplomat; that's something. All the damages this ship has sustained can be repaired without outside help, thank you. This crew also has an agreement where this ship is our property, equally divided between the crew," Andrew said.
"No, no. I'm here to settle with the aliens on any monetary basis they will accept for the damages we have caused them. I'm not aware of any agreement about your crew and this ship. All I know is that you are using this ship without the sanction of the World Government."
"No doubt," Andrew quipped.
"I also know you are in contact with representatives of a possibly hostile...uhm...government. I'm here to work out the possibility for these - people - to exchange diplomatic personnel so we can open normal relations with them," said the diplomat.
"What is your name sir?" Andrew asked again.
The little man swelled with pompous pride. "My name is Raymond Oshira." My mother was Australian," he added when everyone looked faintly amused.
"Nice to have you aboard Mister Oshira. Excuse me, but how were you going to communicate with these aliens?" Andrew asked.
"I am an Oriental language expert. I'll use sign language if I have to, but if these aliens are advanced enough to fly between the stars then they probably can read my mind," said Oshira.
"Yes, no doubt. My associate here will brief you on the situation," Andrew said motioning Brad over to him.
"Brad, I'm not going to let this clown botch up this treaty. He wants to pay them for attacking us. Brilliant. I can see him trying to use Japanese and sign language to negotiate a treaty with that alien commander. See if you can show him our contract with the World Government concerning this ship. Then brief him on the activities of our General Alexander and some of the facts of our encounter. Just keep him out of my hair until tomorrow evening. Teach him Trade. That will take twelve hours at least to absorb. I've a feeling that Alexander tried this little takeover on his own, without authorization. If he did, we're in luck. Get him up into my cabin and bring him around. Susan, come with me; we've got work to do," Andrew said.
 



 
GENERAL INTERRUPTION
General Alexander awakened lying on a bed in a small room. He sat up quickly when he remembered where he was, but his head started spinning. On the third try, he was successful and a short while later, made his way to the door. It wouldn't open. After searching all his pockets and finding nothing useful, he began searching the room. All cabinets were locked but he found a stiffened piece of steel and he palmed that in case he couldn't find a better weapon. He was still searching the room when Andrew stepped in.
"Hello General. I hope these accommodations are suitable. I am afraid we didn't have much advance notice of your arrival," Andrew said.
"Do you realize what you've done? Where are my men?" the general asked.
"I fully realize the consequences of our actions. I wonder if you realize the consequences of your actions. Your men are fine, though one has several cracked ribs and a concussion," Andrew said.
"You criminal...keeping me and my men prisoner...as well as your other crimes..."
"As soon as you are fit general, you'll be allowed to leave. Minus your firing pins however... I'm afraid you'll have to explain what you mean by other
crimes," Andrew said.
"You know full well what I mean. I demand to leave now!" the general raged.
"You'll be let go in a group when our surgeon certifies your health. We are healing the man who was damaged first," Andrew replied.
"What? Well you won't get away with this." the general stormed.
"Did you have orders to attack and take over this ship? Why did your men attempt to kill members of my crew?" Andrew asked quietly.
"My men had orders to take you alive if possible. If they attacked you, it was to defend their life. I knew that you were consorting with these aliens. I couldn't allow this to go on any longer. You stole that ship and aren't under any governmental control so I knew I had to get control any way I could. That's why I used the BN3 Knockout gas," the general said.
Andrew nodded and turned away to encourage the general to continue talking.
"I knew that if I waited for those governmental bureaucrats to get off their asses ...we would all be sold down the river to those aliens. I'm still going to stop you, ...you've just put it off," the general said defiantly.
"So it was under your orders that we were attacked. I was wondering how you got some of that gas; I thought it was internationally banned along with biological agents," Andrew said.
"A resourceful man can always find a means to obtain needed items," the general said. "Unfortunately it didn't work this time. I don't know what you are doing over there but we intercepted messages between this ship and several computer complexes. When you started getting information about international treaties, I knew I had to get a man, a diplomat, from the World Government to negotiate. I wasn't going to let amateurs handle anything that delicate so when he got here I would use that for an excuse to regain control of this ship. With my record, I should have been given this ship to command, anyway; not you. You... ...You...You're not even military," the general added and finally quieted.
"If you're finished sir, I will return all your men to your command as soon as I've seen to the condition of your injured soldier. That will take about fifteen minutes and then you'll be free to go," Andrew said and keyed the intercom next to the computer console and told the ship's surgeon to expect him and for him to get all the soldiers ready to leave. Turning back to the general, he said, "As a matter of fact, why don't you just follow me down to see your men and you can all leave together."
"You think I'm going to follow you into some kind of trap. I'm staying here," the general said emphatically.
"Suit yourself. I'll send your men up here. I'll be back in a few minutes," Andrew said and left.
General Alexander tried the door but it was unlocked and slid open. They'll not get me that easy, he thought. He sat down on the bed again.
 



 
TREATY TALKS RESUMED
Andrew walked into the lounge and saw the soldiers playing computer games, reading or eating snacks and talking with Ling.
"Gentlemen, I hope Ling and the rest of the crew have treated you well," Andrew said to the soldiers who stood up but were unsure how to treat him. "Your general is fine and you will be able to leave in just a few minutes as soon as Specialist Pederson is released from sickbay."
"One of the soldiers who had not joined in any activities stepped out from the corner where he had stood and spoke, "When you woke me up, I saw some of your crew hauling Pederson on a stretcher. His face was all bloody and you could see his shoulder was dislocated."
"I assure you he will be fine. I'm on my way to sickbay now to see him," Andrew said and saw the mouths fall open in astonishment while looking past him.
"Pederson!" said the soldier who had been talking to Andrew.
"Hi fellows. You ready to leave or shall we wait until breakfast?" said Pederson with a huge smile.
"I saw you all bloody and banged up. Now you've got a gal on your bad arm and you've got a hell of a suntan. You want to explain it to us?" said the puzzled soldier.
"Well, I remember seeing this big gray goon and then the lights went out. When I wake up, it's twenty days later for me or so they tell me. Before you ask, I'll tell you. They keep you asleep, and exercise, and sun you while you're out. They feed you intravenously and you're weak when you get up but you're healed. I woke up to find this young lady bending over me. They keep you inside a field that has a relative time factor of thirty or thirty times faster than normal. I'm just quoting now," said Pederson. "They treat you right."
"Gentlemen, you can pick up your weapons outside from that man," Andrew said pointing to Tod, "and I'm sorry but we've removed the firing pins. This young lady will escort you to your general and then you may leave together. I'm sorry about this misunderstanding. Good evening."
Andrew turned to Ling. "Good work. Every bit helps to make our case. I'm going to get Tod now and see how the transmissions were received on that intelligence band frequency that Brad arranged for us to use. All messages are routinely recorded. It will probably be morning before we get any reply so I'm going to get some sleep after I see Tod. See if you can't help Tod work up the case for me to present."
"All right, Captain," Ling answered.
Andrew and Tod set up the reception frequency for the awaited call and Andrew went to bed. Four hours later, Andrew was roused out of a deep sleep by the incessant buzz of the intercom.
"Huh, OK," he answered, still not quite functioning.
"Captain, that call has come through. If you take it on the bridge we can give you the support and information we've prepared," Ling said.
Andrew said he would be right up and asked for them to get Brad and Susan to the control room. Wiping the sleep from his eyes, Andrew struggled into the control room and met Brad trying to straighten his disheveled hair. Tod switched on the audio/visual circuit and the display lit to show the face of a dignified white-haired man with a jutting jaw and steel-gray eyes. Andrew noticed Brad stiffen when he saw the face on the screen. The man was in civilian clothes but had distinct military bearing.
"Good morning Captain Williams. I'm Randolph Sykes. Your candid tape with General Alexander was interesting. Colonel Kyger. How are you?" Sykes paused, then continued. "This office has been, shall we say, concerned with your activities for some time. The general's activities may have been precipitous but we know very little of the situation there, so we cannot judge."
Andrew said, "Let me summarize what has happened recently. We've proved that travel to other stars is not only feasible, but now within the range of even a small group of investors. We met these aliens in space and were immediately attacked. Though damaged, our ship was marginally superior but we've now deduced the basis for almost all their weaponry. We're ahead of them by a century in several branches of technology, particularly microelectronics. However, they have five or six centuries more experience at travel and contact between stars. The alien ship that is next to us is a remnant of a once mighty fleet of treaty enforcers and explorers. They seem to have expanded past their ability to control but they are not slouches. It seems that their government has stretched so thin, they can't enforce or even remember all the planets that they are supposed to protect."
Andrew continued, "They want to monopolize our technology and I'm afraid we couldn't handle any concerted action by groups of their ships. I've found that they sent some type of message capsule to their headquarters to report the situation and Earth's location or, at least, the location of this solar system. They did that before our battle. We've patched up our conflicts and I'm trying to trade for information. I've developed a rapport with their commander, a guy bred for the job, and I'm afraid an outsider might simply clam him up." Andrew said and took some more notes from Ling to add to the stack he had already used. Andrew began speaking again.
"You must realize that General Alexander's plans, aspirations, would have seriously jeopardized the success of these talks. Only this ship can cope with that alien ship. Nothing the World Government has could hope to handle them even in their weakened condition. This ship supports the aims of the World Government and we are fiercely patriotic toward Earth but we command this ship and it is our
ship. We have a copy of the contract between the World Government and our technical group that grants us this ship." Andrew said and looked at another note.
"The World Government diplomat that was with General Alexander is now on board our ship and being taught the alien speech. Though it isn't feasible for him to handle the negotiations, we might use him to assist us," Andrew lied knowing he and his crew had no use for the ignorant diplomat.
Sykes, who had been listening to Andrew intently, glanced down at the board in front of him and chuckled.
Looking Andrew right in the eye, if that was possible on a video hookup, Sykes said, "Captain, I wouldn't use the idiot either."
Andrew looked shocked and realized that somehow the steel-gray eyes of Sykes had seen through his lie about that incompetent diplomat.
"No, I'm not a telepath Williams. All transmissions pass through a voice stress and facial musculature analyzer to determine truthfulness of transmissions. I've been monitoring this and even that transmission between you and Alexander. It is refreshing to see so much truth in so few words, Captain. It will be easier for me if you occupy the diplomat and keep him with you. I'll see if I can't get General Alexander's teeth pulled," Sykes said and seemed to remember Brad. "Colonel Kyger."
Brad snapped to attention and Andrew had never seen him like this.
"Sir," Brad said.
"At ease." Sykes paused and said more fatherly than anything else, "If you're worried about your status with us here, I put you on an indefinite leave of absence the minute you left on your trip. You'll stay on that status until, if and when, you decide to return."
"Thank you, sir," Brad said humbly.
Sykes signed off and Andrew turned to Brad, "Who was that?" Andrew asked. "I mean, what authority does he have? I've never heard of him."
"You never would have," Brad answered. "He's head of the World Government Intelligence Agency. He is well known, respected, and feared. He'll do right for us."
"Why did you act like that? I've never seen you like this before. Is Sykes special?" Andrew asked.
"Quite special," Brad said, reluctant to talk. "He was my first commander. On my first assignment under him, I botched a tail and got shot going for my gun. He took the bullet meant to finish me off when I fell and then he killed my attacker. That cost him one leg. On two other assignments; he pulled my fat out of the fire, either by personal action or through some administrative support, he gave me. I owe him more than I'll ever be able to pay," Brad finished.
Andrew decided to say nothing and simply nodded.
Tod came up to Andrew and Brad. "Look you guys," Tod said. "Go on back to sleep. I'll wake you in a few hours in time for a big breakfast. You have some heavy talking to do with that alien commander."
They both agreed. After what seemed like a very brief sleep, they were up, fed, dressed and headed for the alien ship to continue the negotiations.
 



 
EARTH TREATY FINALIZED
The treaty was almost written. With the alien's vast heritage of racial experience and the help of a complex of Earthly legal computers, the treaty became a reality. It was deceptively simple. In essence, it made Earth responsible for the actions of any of its inhabitants and forbade any aggression against any other signatory. It stated that one Earth year would pass before any ships would arrive to trade with Earth and also stated that the Earth would present trading regulations to any arriving ship. The treaty also laid out guidelines for interstellar markings, frequency bands, beacons, and other interstellar standards.
Brad and Andrew couldn't believe that they were finished. They reflected that it wasn't in effect yet so they activated their printer which turned out dual copies in English and the alien language combined.
"You will both make a recognition symbol that will later identify you," the alien commanders said after pressing some type of plastic seal into the agreements, then Andrew and Brad sighed.
"It is now time for me to attend to repairing this ship," the E. S. officer said. "My assistant has the standard information for new signatory planets. I regret that they are printed in standard language but with your devices, that should prove no obstacle. I must go," the Exploration Service officer said and left.
Another alien came in carrying an armload of volumes and gave them to the Earthmen. Andrew and Brad were ushered to the exit port and were soon back aboard their own ship.
The crew that was awake gathered around them when they came back aboard. Susan saw the volumes and asked, "What happened? What are these?"
"The treaty is signed. The deed is done. Earth is responsible for the actions of all its inhabitants. No matter if we disagree with the treaty, we are bound by it. Earth also has to police its own solar system and is responsible for all who leave it. What if we break the treaty? You ask," Andrew continued. "We are cutoff from all trade and have to face military reprisals from armadas of ships from all signatory planets. So far, only two planets have been destroyed but several were quarantined from all interstellar contact."
"But what if the World Government doesn't accept it?" Susan asked.
"They have one Earth year before trading ships start showing up near Earth. We better be prepared to handle them or they will start landing to trade and will think we have no restrictions. This ship can't protect the whole planet. We'll have to get ready and do it peacefully but we will need a fleet of enforcement ships. I hope these manuals are useful," Andrew said.
"My God. What have you done?" The diplomat Oshira said stepping out of the corridor where he had been eavesdropping. "What have you done?" he repeated.
"My dear sir. Earth will now have to mature a little. We will have to give up many of our petty bickerings and face the real… universe." Andrew said. "Let's get the titles of these manuals translated," ignoring the diplomat. Andrew carried the seven alien volumes to the computer terminal for translation. Andrew keyed the terminal and indicated what he needed and then quickly held each manual up so it could be scanned. The computer chirped to indicate it had translated the titles and it began to display the text.
Listed Titles Include:
STANDARD DOCKING FACILITIES AND NAVIGATION AIDS
STANDARD ARTIFICIAL HABITATS FOR SIGNATORIES 
SUGGESTED TRADE REGULATIONS AND THEIR IMPORT
GUIDELINES FOR SETTING UP TRADE AGENCIES
STANDARD SIGNATORY CODE OF CONDUCT –
 (SELECTED PLANETS)
MODEL CODE FOR MEDIUMS OF EXCHANGE
ABBREVIATED ATLAS OF SIGNATORIES 
AND THEIR HISTORIES
 
"Well, Mr. Oshira. It looks like we have our work cut out for us. Turning these into working documents in English will be quite a chore in itself," Andrew said.
Fran pushed her way to the front and caught Andrew's attention. "These government meetings are going to take forever to get anything accomplished. I might have a way we could get a program ready in the allotted year. Steve, Tod. How big an area could you cover with a relative time field of thirty?" Fran asked.
"I don't know but I see what you're getting at. If it took you six months to build the field complex, you could complete the work of fifteen years of relative time inside the field. You could build a whole fleet. Andrew, I think she has an idea there," Tod said. “But a field that strong wouldn’t let much visible light or air through and we’ll have to figure a way to resupply because we will use up resources thirty times faster than outside.”
"Let's take first things first Tod. We have to get the government on Earth to accept a fait accompli. I've a feeling they will accept the treaty but it will be very hard for many to digest. Whom do we present the treaty to?" Susan said interrupting.
"Captain Williams, " the diplomat Oshira stepped forward so he couldn't be ignored. "I disagree with your undue haste in this matter," he continued because Andrew began to look threatening, "but since the situation is already upon us, maybe now would be a good time to turn over the treaty implementation to experienced people. I am an experienced diplomat and could set up any necessary negotiations."
"He's right," Tod whispered to Desiree, "Diplomats could really
come up with a bunch of screwy regulations."
Desiree chuckled at the thought as Andrew began to talk again. "That is an idea Mister Oshira but I think that we should also have representation from our crew. Colonel Kyger, a representative from the World Government, will also represent our crew when I assign him to assist in developing trade and customs regulations. I'm sure you will be invaluable in setting up a system for interstellar trade. We had better screen any technology that leaves for sure." Andrew said taking Brad by surprise.
"But I don't want to be part of any committee. I don't want to do it. What… …why do this to me? I thought we were friends!" Brad said.
"Think about it for a minute," Andrew said. "All of us, this whole crew, are going to help Earth prepare for this trade in our own ways. We have more experience with extra-terrestrials than anyone else on the planet. There are many people with more experience with trade, treaties and negotiation but none with more experience confronting alien traders. Having experience negotiating with Europeans or Asians is not comparable, one to one, when dealing with an alien culture. Earth cultures have huge differences but under any cultural veneer are human beings. Not so with an alien culture as we just experienced. We can project human characteristics onto an alien like we do with Rett. Being a military-minded man with your experience, you are the logical one to develop and command the enforcement arm of ships Earth will need to protect itself and its traders. Especially now that Earth has been discovered and charted. Tod, Joel, Steve, and Desiree are going to design the relative time enclosure to house the workers and scientists, and others who will build Earth's space fleet. Susan, you and Fran are going to do a lot of the preliminary logistics for this fiasco in progress. Nobody is going to get left out of any of the work." Andrew emphasized.
"What about Rett, the alien? What happens to him?" Ivan said.
"We always get back to him one way or another, don't we?" Andrew sighed. "I'll go have a talk with him. Let's get some drinks and some snacks and go to the aft lounge for a little brainstorming exercise so we can set up a structural model for the next year. With some definite goals, it will be easier to push this treaty. People don't mind big problems if someone suggests viable solutions to them," Andrew paused, "you're welcome too, Mr. Oshira, if you want."
"I wouldn't miss it Captain." Oshira said experiencing the excitement and camaraderie around him by relaxing some of his prejudice against these crewmen. Maybe these people weren't so crazy after all.
 



 
"COLLEAGUES" BY RETT
 
Colleagues. As you will have noted from my journal so far, I have persuaded these humans to take me home. Given the proper guidance they can be quite inventive. They developed a large inertia-less field, an enlarged version of my personal belt, so they could complete more work in less apparent time.
They could not even get their device to function properly until I stepped in with my superior insights. I showed them how to adapt a neutralizer in steps so they could move their equipment through the field without turning the field off. It also gave them a portal to recycle their air and water.
It is demoralizing to be stranded, even temporarily, on this savage planet. There are now 10,000 humans under this field with me, and the noise and smell of them is enough to make any ordinary Tros insane. I, of course, will bear the strain of this exposure.
There are so many humans working here on so many projects that I allow selected humans, I still can't tell them apart, to supervise the work. Colleagues. You cannot comprehend the trials I have been through to further the goals of our race. The native customs are incomprehensible.
CaptainandrewWilliams and the female, Susan actually shared names in public! Wait! That isn't the worst. They actually insisted that I come and watch! I would not bend to this breach of decency and went instead to my laboratory. I had the humans construct one for me on a whim. While their tribal ceremony was going on I worked to improve one of their field devices. These devices, primitive though they are, are simply clever adaptations of my work.
Dealing with these humans on a regular basis is demanding. These beings are deceptive. They are capable of capable of bursts of animalistic speed and strength. They are most dangerous when they are quiet and, what they call, polite and smiling. They have a habit of bearing their teeth to show you they like you. They eat meat, a lot of meat and do not even hide the fact. Even the female of the species can be deadly so be very cautious when you handle them.
Some of them eat no meat but I think it is because they are ashamed they kill so many creatures. Some of these “vegetarians” eat unborn animal embryos, sea creatures and drink “mammalian” lactating fluids as if these practices make them less of an omnivore. Spending any length of time with these humans is difficult since they age so rapidly. Just when you get one group trained, you have another group trying your wisdom.
By the time you read this, the humans I have dealt with will have died of old age. You'll have to break in your own so don't expect any of mine.
 



 
THE EARTH REGULATORY FORCE
"Oshira, the diplomat, got the ball rolling," Ling stated. "Brad's old commander may have helped but I can't be sure until I check the psychological parameters. Out of sight -- out of mind, I guess."
"How did you get the World Government to accept that we had actually signed a binding contract for an entire planet?" Andrew asked. "They're not giving us all this equipment and support for nothing. What do they expect out of all this?"
"I pointed out that this would be an opportunity to unify the planet with a common factor that affects everyone. Even the Unaligned Nations could benefit with new technology and trade. Most accepted the fait accompli. After they listened to all my tripe, they decided it would be a good propaganda focus. You realize they shield us from the masses so they can direct any publicity about us. That's why they agreed to support us. Plus they realized that everything was going to change with these advances in technology: transportation, energy, finance, communications, defense. My dad helped them see the light. Too many people got the new power supply designs to cover it up and if they call the shots on supplying us – they hope to control technology we unravel or create."
"Ling. You continue to amaze me," Andrew said as the comm set bleeped on the desk behind him.
Turning to the set, Andrew keyed the accept button and Brad's face appeared.
"Morning," Brad said with a disturbed expression.
""What's up Brad? Trouble at the lunar base? "Andrew asked referring to the abandoned multi-national base that was being converted to the new interstellar customs station.
Brad saw Ling standing in the background and hesitated. "If you're busy, I'll call back later," he said awkwardly.
Before Andrew could say anything, Ling tapped him on the shoulder and said, "I'll talk to you later. Bye." She hurried off.
"Don't rush... Okay... Bye," Andrew said briefly torn for attention between his two friends. He turned back to the display.
"Go ahead Brad. Something's bothering you. Are you worried about your new promotion?"
"No. Nothing like that. The Earth Regulatory Force is going to be a tough outfit. Have you seen any of the recruits?" Brad said in an effort to sidestep his main purpose.
"Yes. I saw some of the screening and proposed training. I couldn't believe your washout rate 'til you showed me those visuals," Andrew said thankful he wasn't one of Brad's new recruits. "What do you really want to talk about?"
Brad looked uncomfortable. "Tod and Desiree got married last month."
"Yes," Andrew answered patiently.
"You and Susan got married last week."
"Yes. I'm aware of that," Andrew said amused at his friend's discomfiture.
"I'm not sure I'm cut out to be head of the Regulatory Force. I heard you were offered the Earth Regulatory Force command including the three exploration ships that were just commissioned," Brad said. “Imagine a ground pounder commanding stuff that flies. Guess you’d have to cut the Air Force some slack.”
"Well. Your intelligence sources must still be pretty good. I was only offered the command yesterday…including the Brattor," Andrew said referring to the brand-new ship named after John Brattor, the chemist who was injured in the early field experiments. "You can't lead from the front this time Brad."
"You're needed here," Andrew said. "Fran needs you," Andrew stated swiftly and watched his friend grimace.
"I'm not ready to get married," Brad said with difficulty. “I don’t want to be a rear echelon m…f… either.”
"Brad. You're not going to run away on the Brattor."
"Fran is too rational for me. It will never last," Brad said grasping for objections.
"Brad. How long has Fran been working in the relative time field? She is the logistics officer for the whole installation." Andrew asked. "How often do you see her?"
"She's been there about two months. I get to see her once a week but she's always got too much energy for me," Brad said still not catching on.
 
"You've been working to develop the Regulatory Force, mostly in real time. With a relative time field of thirty, Fran has been there for five years. She's been seeing you about every seven months, her time. No wonder she's anxious to see you.
The look on Brad's face was pained.
"She never told me. I never realized... " Brad stammered. "No wonder she has been so quiet and she looked so tired. I have to get her out of there. This could really mess up our relationship."
"Relationship. Multiply that by ten thousand people and you get some idea of my problems. Do you pay everyone for real time or relative time? Right now we're working on patriotism and real time wages plus a bonus. Think of waste disposal alone. You accumulate it thirty times faster. Supplies are always late to people inside."
"I had no idea," Brad said astonished. "I was so busy I didn't even think about it."
"I try to get out about two hours of real time every real day just to keep the outside agencies coordinated. We had been turning it on and off to move supplies through. Imagine recycling air for this size enclosure. Rett came up with a way to move through the field so we gave him his own lab.”
"How is the gray ghastly?" Brad asked.
"Still as inhuman as ever. I keep trying to judge him by human terms and he's not. He starts getting agitated every time I act polite. I can't even smile around him without him acting weird. By the way," Andrew continued. "Don't invite him to your wedding," Andrew chuckled.
"What!" Brad said.
"I found out why he didn't come to my wedding," Andrew said still chuckling. "He even gets upset when you introduce him to someone. It seems that if you are a Tros, you never exchange names with another except right before joining sexually. They really have some sensitive customs about reproduction I suppose. I guess I would get upset if I thought that everyone I was introduced to was about to ravish me. I still don't know all that goes on but it must be a sight."
"Strange. I can't imagine his being interested in sex."
"Only strange by our standards," Andrew mused. "I suspect this will only be the first of our upcoming culture shocks and 'got-yas'. That's why you're going to have to quarantine all our traders on the lunar base first."
"Now I hate the thought of spending real time in the field."
"Fran will wait."
"I know, but for how long?' Brad said grimly.
 



 
THE ENCLOSURE
Rett looked around his quarters. He felt snug and comfortable as he fondled the computer terminal before settling down at his specially molded chair. He then keyed the access and record keys of his custom keyboard. He began to summarize his last 'years' on Earth as the machine faithfully recorded his soliloquy in voice and hard copy.
Colleagues. Though I have only been on this planet for one half solar revolution in real time, I have spent fifteen Earth revolutions of relative time with these humans. Though I have not bothered to learn any of their primitive jabber, many humans now speak the language, Trade. I despair at the thought of never seeing another Tros, so calm and rational. Living in close confinement under a relative time field with these darting creatures is disturbing.
This relative time field covers 10,000 of them and all their equipment. I feel I will never be rid of the sweet stink of their bodies. This field would never have been practical for us, my colleagues because it is enormously inefficient. They don't have enough room to grow food for those under it and supplies and air must continually pour through the locks, or permanent portals I designed.
There are always reminders about their fragility and unstable emotions. Often I would see pairs or small groups of humans begin hitting each other with their appendages. Yes. They can be quite impressive when they flail each other. They have a 'sport' where pounding each other in the head is the norm! They are so temperamental. One even tried to hit me when I asked about his new child that lived outside the field. They say it is the strain. What strain? They live with their own kind. Living here -- even drives their own species insane. I agree with them on that.
Seven humans were torn to small pieces once when one of the portal canals through the field malfunctioned. You would not believe how upset these creatures became about one insignificant incident. Some of them even tried to blame me as if I had anything to do with it. They built it and it was their equipment that failed. They could not have followed my designs properly. Many humans who regularly transport supplies through these portals cannot stand the strain of the hazy, overlapping fields. Their brains seem to produce some type of organic dysfunction.
Be cautious. They have now all their ships with the molecular disruptor and intense light beams that cut metal. Though primitive otherwise, they are most creative with weapons. I have secreted plans for these death beams. They foolishly lied -- saying they were so commonplace that they weren't secret. I see through their lies. They are quite skilled in making small electronic devices. They even have machines. They call them computers, and they do their calculations for them. The making of these devices is very menial or we, Tros would have done it ourselves. This report is even being made on one of these computers. I about have them figured out as I can now work this one easily.
I know what you're thinking colleagues. These computers are like our calculators but more. They are much faster and can do more than our devices. Some machines even talk to you! That's right. I may have to stay with these beings longer than I anticipated. Though they are not as racially advanced as we Tros, they do have certain native skills you would appreciate. Since I know how to use these computers, it is only a matter of time until I know how to build one. They are very evasive when you ask how computers work. They either say they don't know or some say it is too complicated. Others even started drawing diagrams and writing what they said were equations to explain their function. They try to explain it all using ones or zeros and bits like that would explain how a machine could talk. How naive do they think we are? They try to conceal their art with mysticism. Imagine a Tros who isn't capable of understanding anything made by another race. 
They say computers use magnetic bubbles, quantum tunneling and some use dirty silicon or diamond. Indeed. Bubbles. They also foolishly let me have a secret password and access to a worldwide network of these computers. I can now search for information over the entire planet...though some of the references are obscure. Many beings on the Net want to be friends with me but the authorities screen my fans or some such nonsense. I am not sure what that means but they say it repeatedly. I am sure to be a powerful influence here because I have had hundreds of 'get rich quick' mailings that were directed at me, personally. The humans try to dissuade me but I obtained a small credit rating here and have contacted those who will make me rich and powerful. I will contact you soon as my promised passage is arranged.
 



 
SETTING UP THE MOON BASE
Andrew was thinking about the enormous changes that had occurred over the last ten years that had passed – relatively - since the Wildcat had come back to Earth.
Well. I guess I ought to say eleven months since that is how long it had been in standard time, not in relative time. It had taken almost three months to build a big enough field generator to cover the new manufacturing and research facility in the desert west of Tucson. The compound was a big area the size of two large football stadiums. We had to lower the intensity of the fields daily to refresh the air until Rett figured out a way to make a graduated stepdown portal that worked like locks in a canal. Just give him some grape juice or peaches and he would crank out the work. He had already turned down the passage to his home planet twice but I think he is wavering a bit and will relent and go soon.
We have built several prototype ships for exploration and defense. Number six looks like the best candidate with its jet black, oblong cigar shape. It makes the Wildcat look like a Model A versus a modern sports car. The little power supplies had paid for most of this development. The world's industry was gobbling up the power units but the impact on infrastructure was still to be fully felt. Lucky they're still a little hard to come by but imagine the impact. Now for the cost of two months electrical bill you can buy a device to power your house. It would provide all the electricity to heat, cool and operate all the appliances and electrical devices you’d ever need. You could remove the generator of a plug in hybrid or use it locally with your home generator. The strained, national electrical grid was still in use but was no longer strained. The economics of the switch caught everyone’s imagination as it was so obvious but the impact of most people changing to locally generated power had not hit home yet. Early adopters paid premiums for the first power plants off the assembly line and people could not change from natural gas or home heating oil fast enough. The petro chemical stocks plummeted. So did vehicle production. And just wait ‘til our little personal body field with pressor moves from development to commercial sales. 
We’re going to hang on to that little secret for a while longer. The world's industry was gobbling up the power units but the personal flying belts would create a storm. Lucky they're hard to come by even for the World Government operatives but imagine the impact when they are plentiful. Give someone a device that costs little to operate and will carry anything that will fit into its field at hundreds or thousands of meters per hour in or out of an atmosphere. Imagine the deaths - the laws that can't be enforced – the borders that will mean nothing. You name it -- Earth is in for drastic changes. Imagine the drastic ecology shifts from unregulated borders.
Industry didn’t like the changes because it threw uncertainty into the path of people who had been in power, in control, all their living memories. The auto industry could change from internal combustion engines to all electrical drives if they kept making them after the flying belts came out. Corporations would have to change their pricing structure. An average McDonalds® uses 6,000 kilowatts a month. When they could buy a generator that would pay for itself in two months – they were going to do it – it was a given.
Third world populations who had never had reliable power to begin with were more or less impacted. They could now get power but didn’t have the devices, vehicles, or homes that could use the power – yet. They surely would get them. All advances in standards of living could be defined by the amount or “power” available to the individual whether it was human power with slaves or workers, or animals like horses or oxen. Later wood, water, coal and petroleum products defined power availability though clean nuclear, solar, geothermal, wave power, and wind power began to play a small part. You name it -- Earth is in for drastic changes when power distribution changed from mass distribution to dispersed, individual sources…if those individual units actually were as inexpensive and reliable as they appeared to be.
At least I take two hours a day meeting people outside the field. I enjoy being able to throw something in the trash without it being scrutinized. When you're in the field -- you conserve everything so something else does have to be imported and the waste removed. The molecular disrupters remove the noxious stuff but water needs to be recycled and we have to use the free hydrogen (syngas) that's released. We are learning to cope and have made tremendous strides with interstellar craft. Deciphering all those volumes from the Exploration Service is tedious because there is so much that is conjecture. Those seven alien manuals have certainly given us a fit trying to get our people and infrastructure up to speed with the details they conveniently took for granted.
We have struggled with the detailed descriptions but the manuals didn’t say how to do some of what was required and we were running out of time. Those beings had said “an Earth year” before they would allow visitors but they hadn't made it anywhere close to that. It had only been five months before a ship belonging to the same race as the E.S. ship's commander had come prowling around the solar system. We had the first couple of prototype ships completed by then and flashed alongside long enough to give them a warning message and direct them out system until we can complete the moon base in another seven months. The prototypes were used to ferry supplies to the moon base and it was looking to be almost on schedule.
ULLUMFF TRADER 
 
These humans are determined to trade for more language machines and other devices on my home planet in the near future. I find myself unsettled about returning there just yet. I think I can convince them to take me to another system where the feeding is wonderful and the gravity is normal. I convinced them to make their marvelous calculators using E.S. standard symbology for their trade. Then they can get those training machines and a long list of language and culture and history cylinders they want. They 'swapped' several with the treaty-negotiation ship personnel for 'high Trade' language cylinders from planets near the Core. Only the Central Worlds use those languages and only at the large, central trade hubs of the galaxy. I amuse myself with this subterfuge, but they were very easy to get from the treaty ship crewmembers since only high nobles use 'high standard' in trade. These humans are amusing... imagine... these humans claim that those calculators they traded were powered only by visible light -- absurd. They should not anger beings they trade with using calculators that will run out of power in a few days so I plan to trade for things that are not very valuable if I help them...'High Trade' cylinders...what a jokester I have become...no one uses 'High Trade' out here in this deserted end of the galaxy. The ES troopers they traded with acted like the 'humans' were the one getting fleeced. I, Rett, also think the humans acted foolishly to trade valuable calculators for so little, but what can I do. I'm only one Tros and I can't show them how to do everything. They will have to make some mistakes on their own before they'll learn. 
 
The first, 'official' visitor to the solar system was also from the E.S. commander's home planet. In fact, the captain was kin to that commander. Captain UmBllatt had been thoroughly briefed by his distant cousin's son. It was all to keep the profits in the family. UmBllatt's brother, UmUff, had jumped the gun a bit several months ago but had been turned away by strange ships by some descendants of the Tros. They had been immensely powerful ships and they used a highly accented Tros basic language to warn off the trade ship. That first, premature trip had not been sanctioned. The Exploration Service had arranged this voyage as an official trade mission. The E.S. had been briefed prior to this endeavor and rumors were floating about this part of the spiral arm. There was word about marvelous devices that could perform calculations yet were so small they were portable. There was proof of transmitters and receivers for color images and sound of incredible quality without the use of tubes! There weren't even any of the new microtubes in the samples his cousin's son had described. 
I will know pretty soon if this is a fool's errand. I have invested heavily in this trip and my kin had better not have been exaggerating about the technological prowess of this race's electrical devices. Better prepare the crew to expect little profit rather than have them mutiny if this turns out to be mere exaggeration.
"Captain to all crewmembers. We are approaching this new system at the appointed time," actually, a bit early of a year’s orbit but why let these natives be totally prepared, he thought. "We will do our best to turn a profit even out here in this spiral arm but do not expect instant riches this far from the normal trade routes. They will surely have something we can turn a profit on but don't let your expectations exceed your intellect. We will enter their system momentarily to scan what may be waiting. I do not like undue surprises."
 
God. Look how big that sucker is and the bastards are a month early. Colonel Kyger said that there would be more like the first ship, thought the technician, but he didn't mention how big it would be. He, as Planetary Defense Force officer, had been drilled for months in the proper notification procedure and it wasn't long before Colonel Kyger was rousted out of bed.
"What is it?" he said sleepily.
"They're here sir," answered the orderly. The orderly continued when he saw the Colonel's expression, "One large ship just inside the orbit of Neptune sir."
"Thanks. I'll be right up. I want both squadrons of the new ships set up in Plan Delta according to the ship's headings." He continued with an afterthought before the orderly had turned to leave, "What's it doing now?"
"Seems to be nearly motionless...the tech on duty reported, he thought, it might be so they could scan a while... to see what they were getting into."
Brad nodded and the orderly hastened out of the room.
Plan Delta called for the first two squadrons to set up at various places and begin a play of normality. Two ships had already been paired and stood off Mars for two weeks per shift. One ship would be replaced every week so no one got crazed waiting in some small environment. The rest of the ships were clones of the sixth prototype, cigar shaped ship that had proved the least expensive to produce, relatively, was sturdy and easily manufactured and assembled with, mostly, standard parts. The relative time fields had literally given Earth a few 'years' to prepare, even with an early arrival. Rett had warned them not to take a 'year' too seriously since 'years' were standard only through the E.S. standard years listed in the manuals they had been given.
Those manuals had been a wealth of information and with the learning tools, obtained after brief battle and first negotiation with the Exploration Service ship. Over 300 of Andrew's people were fluent in six of the languages of the ES and the network of races it served. Classes had been conducted for 'years' in the relative time fields to perfect the knowledge of intricate Exploration Service rules and procedures from the manuals. Many of Andrew's people were proficient in the docking facility on the moon that had redesigned to incorporate the information from the Standard Docking Facilities and the Standard Artificial Habitats for Signatories manuals. Every detail had been milked and Rett had been 'pumped' for clarification, which he had begrudgingly given when disrupted from his work. 
The Standard Docking Facilities and Navigation Aids had been the easiest to implement because they could use some of the old NASA, Russian Military (V.K.S.) and Chinese files/plans from the Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Center (BACCC). The moon station, the short-lived centerpiece of worldwide cooperation had been abandoned since the onset of Viral B. The joint project, mainly funded by China and the US, had been quickly dumped when it could no longer be used to focus the attention of the masses.
The “international” moon station had been placed under a relative time field also to complete the work and only with rapid transit of materials via the new ships could anything have been accomplished.
There were so many details in the donated manuals that it was doubtful until 'years' had passed that anywhere near the minimum level of compliance could be achieved. The “damn manuals” as they became known would show all these different habitats for strange aliens. They gave all the details of light intensity, wavelength, diurnal/nocturnal periods, humidity, temperature, wind, composition of atmosphere, gravity, acceptable food, sleeping accommodations, smell (yeah smell – how do you quantify smell), acceptable sounds, and amenities. The “damn” lists were near endless. 
Some creatures needed a private, quiet, small enclosure to contemplate their bowels and others needed the wide-open spaces, with bushes, near which to defecate. The Standard Artificial Habitats for Signatories was the worst. Teams of “experts” guessed what a “vision of the far tundra” meant when used in conjunction with bathroom facilities. Other creatures needed scratching posts for their nails or oils to moisturize their fur. Let’s not even mention adjustable gravity throughout the lunar base or the extremes that needed a methane or chlorine atmosphere. They did figure a good way to adjust the gravity adapted from the ships but some things, like the weird atmosphere stuff, were just going to have to wait.
The World Government had pumped supplies into the relative time fields and spurts of innovations, psychology and controversy would fly outward. The World Government was near to the end of its patience and money and the station was near to completion when the new ship was spotted.
 
 Captain UmBllatt ordered his navigator and communications officers to report the findings from the scan after they had stopped. He wanted to be prepared for anything. "Your report!"
"Sir," the communications officer shifted from one pad to another looking very uncomfortable. "Verbally? Sir?" He looked around.
"Of course...we are due to profit from this venture together," UmBllatt said causing the shifting around the room to spread to other members of the crew who knew the captain's greed.
The communications officer looked skyward in a very earthlike expression and said, "There seems to have been an error in the report you received."
"In what way!" bellowed the captain knowing the comm officer was referring to the report, his kin and the likelihood for profit in this venture.
"There is a major Central Worlds station here. There are sixteen field signatures visible and we are being hailed as to our intentions as per Central World's regulations. Sir...according to regulations...if I can remember them from my internship...these ships could declare us hostile unless we acknowledge their hails. They are all speaking very understandable 'High Trade'. It's been forever since I studied that stuff and I haven't docked at a Central World facility since I was an apprentice."
"Impossible! Sixteen!" the captain shouted and rushed over and shoved the comm officer away from his console. "We'll see about this...this..." his voice trailed off as he scanned the console image.
"Answer their hails. Answer their hails," UmBllatt said and turned back to his command prop with a perplexed expression. "How could this be? How could my cousin's son have been so mistaken? Is this a setup?" he murmured to himself but began to rally. There are profits to be made no matter the port...no matter the regulations, he thought and his eyes focused and his attention sharpened. "Look alive. Look alive. We don't want them to think we've never seen a port before."
 
Brad Kyger was looking over the displays at the moonbase control center. He had grabbed a cup of coffee and straightened his hair. The key thing was that they shouldn't leave Earth thinking we were pushovers. The moonbase was ready. The ships were spread out and ready. Guess it’s show time. He moved to a comm console and activated a link to Andrew at the manufacturing field.
"Glad you were in a real-time mode so I could contact you without delay," Brad said looking at Andrew's disheveled figure in the display.
"What's the deal? One ship? How big is it...where is it...how do you intend to handle it?"
"We're going to shadow it in. The beacons are on...nav con is on...just like in the manuals... We're moving ships around like crazy and varying field signatures so the older ships will look like large freighters compared to the new standard ships." Brad looked away at the scan displays. "This ship is about five times larger than any of our ships and moving as directed by beacons toward the station. They'll pick up a shadow up in…" he turned his head away from the console so another technician could tell him," …about four minutes. They're about to Jupiter's orbit. We'll hail them when they get within radio range."
"Sounds like you have it set up fine Brad. I just hate sitting here picking lint from between my toes. I know we're ready. I just want this to go well. Everything we've worked for is riding on it. We'll wait a bit to notify the media 'cause there is everything that could go wrong. Keep a line open. We're gonna stay on real-time down here so we won't miss anything."
"Captain. We have visual contact with one of their ships off to port."
UmBllatt swung his oculars to see the image on the viewer. "Pretty small," he said to the crewman but pretty slick looking all the same. "How small is it compared to us?" UmBllatt asked the crewman.
"Sir. Looks to be about one fifth our size but it puts out a field as strong as ours."
UmBllatt grunted and wished his cousin's son was here -- so he could lance his oculars. Early trading contact indeed...this didn't look like any jerkwater outpost. Deity. They had navigation beacons as good as any Core system. He didn't like being shadowed this far out but he would have done the same if it were his home system.
"Captain. You wouldn't believe the amount of electromagnetic traffic around."
UmBllatt grunted.
"Captain. Do you wish to initiate contact with the craft near us? I think we're supposed to contact any port authority craft."
UmBllatt looked around. "Someone find the damn manual. We're supposed to have one on every ship this size but damn if I EVER actually used one." 
No one left their post but only swiveled oculars to look at their own area and at their neighbors. "Now!" shouted the captain. The control room became a bedlam as EVERYONE started tearing through storage lockers and looking for their procedural manual.
"Here it is! Here it is!" exclaimed a wizened crewmember who held it up like a prized vegetable in the field.
The captain brusquely plucked it from the crewmembers grasp and grunted as he opened it and started rifling through the pages. "Ah ha," he would say and then "Humm," and the other crewmembers began to drift closer and several started looking over his shoulder. "Right here," he said as he jabbed the pertinent section of the manual and handed it to his comm officer. "Transmit this basic message and code and let's see what they do. We're even supposed to send them a list of trade goods and length of stay. Do it. They will tromp in panic trying to make a decision," the captain said relishing his decision and the anticipated outcome.
The comm officer did as he was told and the scanning post reported a couple of minutes later, "Sir. The ship that was near us is pulling away rapidly and headed toward the fourth planet...very fast sir. I don't think we could hope to catch up."
UmBllatt grunted and would have smiled if that was what his race did...but his race doesn't smile, so he gave forth a very satisfied grunt and began to pontificate; "See. They are running away to have someone else make a decision for them. I knew they wouldn't have the legs to stand belly to belly with us."
 
The comm officer made a very small grunt for attention. That didn't work so he grunted a bit louder for attention. 
The captain swiveled his command prop around to face the comm officer...he was very annoyed to be awakened from his little daytime reverie. "What is it?"
"I don't think they were going somewhere to make a decision… " his voice was very quiet.
"What do you mean by that? Are you questioning my decision?" thundered UmBllatt.
"No… No sir!" stammered the comm officer.
"Well?" UmBllatt demanded.
"It's just that the other ship responded to the message I sent."
"What?" blurted the captain, "They didn't have time."
"Sir. They did. They responded almost immediately with the proper response, a return list of items approved with an approval entry number pending inspection, a list of items that are currently sought after, items/information banned, current mediums of exchange, landing patterns, nav control frequencies and the coordinates for a trading/quarantine station on the third planet's moon."
UmBllatt was flabbergasted. "How could they do that in such a small space of time?"
"I don't know sir. I have only just now played back the cylinders that recorded the exchange. They also inquired about necessary life support for the crew. It was generally in listing the pertinent cites in the manual that says these items are banned and they listed the manual edition, page and quote."
"Surely you didn't tell them what life support we needed and the complement of the crew?"
"Yes sir. Regulations stated very clearly that I was to list every being on board and the species classification," the comm officer felt distressed after seeing the captain's expression. "We all have visa approval numbers," he said timidly.
"Was that all?"
"No sir. What does, Take a ticket, take a seat mean?"
 
The crew of the Hawk was howling.
"You wouldn't believe how slow they transmitted that information. I think they were doing it by hand!" one crewmember said.
"We got their data and then incorporated that into the canned computer response. We sent it back as slow as we could. It's hard to slow down data when you spend your entire life trying to speed it up."
"Did you get a peek at their cargo and crew manifest?" said another. "Better fire that baby off to Colonel Kyger right now or he'll skin you alive."
Brad Kyger voiced through the display as the message from the Hawk. Andrew was looking at the information at the same time and he turned toward Brad in the display.
"Look at those trade goods. I don't know what half of that stuff is but I want it. Brad. You think we can pull this off?" Andrew asked.
Brad shrugged. "Guess it's a little late to be worried about that. If what Rett told us is true, and I don't have any real reason to doubt him, they know as little about us as we know about them."
"That paper I signed is only as good as our enforcement. I want to stay as close to those manuals as we can while we build more ships. I want trade but I want to be able and police our system while we can. That Abbreviated Atlas of Signatories and their History was scary as hell. Reading between the lines showed disease, war, and environmental damage...you name it. I don't want to be a statistic in the next edition."
"Look. I'll let you know what's what. We're set up for this. We'll pick their brains while we entertain them. We have lots of 3D documentaries dubbed with Trade and music videos that they will never understand plus some neat gewgaws to trade for."
"I expect you to brief me on everything. The damn unaligned nations are rumbling again even though the portable power supplies are being distributed. I had hoped they would destabilize their governments enough that they wouldn't be an immediate problem but we'll see... and I want everything recorded Brad."
"Will do mom," Brad said. "Now go stare at the ceiling for a while and pretend you're getting some rest. I'll keep you up to date."
Andrew grinned and cut the connection.
 
Captain UmBllatt noted the new station and its unusual design. I hate light gravity worlds, he thought. It does have an interesting symmetry though.
The navigator noted the automated controls and relinquished control of his ship jealously until he noted how gently and smoothly the ship was being handled. Some Central Worlds crew must have come here and set this all up. They must have put in a new, improved, experimental version because this isn't like anything I've ever heard about
...too smooth…too perfect.
The captain looked at the navigation control crewmember as the ship swiftly landed at the moonbase quarantine station. "Excellent job navigator. That should show these primitives how real beings should handle a ship."
The navigator swiveled his ears and politely grunted but decided he shouldn't tell the captain that the ship had been landed by an automated navigation system used by these 'primitives'.
The captain thought it was about time these primitives found out who they were dealing with. The last ship had had contact with Tros ships, evidently, since they had spoken the Tros language but that had not occurred this time. All the communications had been in High Trade. We Ullumff have always been better suited for trade and first contacts than any Tros -- they were so ugly compared to us. Their snouts bulge out so grotesquely. I understand that these 'humans' have smooth skinned hides in different shades with tufts of hair sprouting out of their heads with tiny little, fragile hands. I must remember that they consider themselves intelligent and not silly looking...deity it's hard to remember all, the 'first meet' training. Here we go, he thought as he walked out the hatch.
 
"Colonel. They're coming out. Video match seems to be Tros...no…Ullumff. That's it...Ullumff...mean gravity is 1.4 Earth, sorry, compensating to 1.25 gravities to make them feel a little lighter...moisture level about our norm but they like 31 degrees Celsius equivalent...compensating...we have Ling as the only one qualified with the Ullumff language cylinders. She's headed your way. That's about it. They are milling about at the exit to their ship and look a bit hesitant. I'm adjusting the light spectrum - you'll find it a bit bright with fair size, randomized breeze. They can use the color-coding similar to ours sir…suitable spectrum. 
 
Captain UmBllatt was feeling better. The primitives were afraid to meet them so they had made his team wait while they gathered their courage. His people could wait as long as it took. He was surprised by how cold and dim it seemed at first but for some reason, it was feeling better here. This moon must be denser than I thought since it has decent gravity...almost equal to home. The light seems brighter now too and I was cold when I stepped out and now it feels comfortable. This might work out after all.
"Greetings Captain, " Brad said in Trade. "I desire your trade here to be successful for all." Brad said in the phrases derived from the contextual associations in the manuals.
UmBllatt was a bit taken aback by the very understandable Trade language and content of the welcome. "Greetings Administrator. Where will we have dialogue and do you have sections of your facility suitable for my crew?"
Brad realized that chitchat was not being called for and indicated the yellow strip on the floor next to other colors just as Ling came walking up. She had five yellow key tabs on bracelets, hastily shaped to fit around the aliens' wrists, and handed them to Brad.
"You take over. This is no big deal right," Brad said to Ling in English and raised his eyebrows.
"Thanks a lot," she said knowing it was a psychological ploy and he was probably scared for her but hell, here goes. "Greetings. I will be your guide until you have rested and had a quick tour of the facility," she said in the Ullumff language as best she could but many of the grunts and gutturals were hard for even her to produce.
Captain UmBllatt was shocked. The administrator had met them properly but had left and then another being, smaller comes in and starts talking in our home language. Leaving us with an underling. Impolite. Having it speak our language is impossible. There have been no contacts with these people. Who could have come here before us? This one is smaller and malformed. No, it must have utters for feedings its young on the front. How disgusting! How could they look at that all day and not get nauseated? Endure. Remember your training. Oh. It is beginning to talk again and it was having difficulty with the easiest words.
"It is pronounced 'uolluumfp'. Proceed with what you were saying," Captain UmBllatt directed.
"These... bracelets go on your arm and allow you to go almost anywhere in the station. Follow the yellow pointers and they will direct you back to the ship if you desire. Any door with a yellow pad on it is safe and suitable for your crew and will answer simple questions. These are keys – tokens that allow privacy or passage," she held up the keytags, "and will open doors after your initial tour. Feel free to wander," Ling said and had had trouble with the term wander. It had come out more like moving from area to area with no set schedule...yeah...wander. Hurry up guys, she thought to her co-workers as she looked at the scanner panel on the wall with a pleading expression not visible to the aliens. She knew her people would be rushing to convert the closest habitats for these Ullumff.
Ling began to walk through the structure and point out the different areas of the complex. She pointed out the athletic complex -- essentially a clear area with a resilient floor. The aliens filed in quietly behind her. The captain did not ask any questions and thusly the crewmembers with him did not ask any. Finally the comm chirped in her ear. "Ling. We have their quarters set up. You wouldn't believe that these guys sleep propped up and their restroom is a bizarre one," said the communicator.
"Captain. Your rooms are prepared now. Let me show you where they are."
"You have rooms for my crew?" the captain asked incredulously. "We require special arrangements."
"These should meet your requirements," Ling answered and walked down the corridor to the habitat wing. The door opened to the final corridor and the dry heat hit her in the face. The heavy gravity and heat was physically draining and the stress didn't help. She motioned for her 'followers' to enter and she showed them around. "You have two personnel per room for sleep. Each room has a fresher section for cleaning and elimination.” Ling looked in the bathroom and the overhead light was glaring and hot. 
“Hey Ling,” came over her headset in English. “They prefer the sun overhead and bushes near them when they defecate. Manuals say they like to see the desert is clear of enemies when they shit and they like to do that near bushes…some kind of symbiotic thing because bacteria in their pee and poop fertilizes plants wherever there is an oasis. Did the best we could with the wind…had to reverse the output fans to be directional and we used a couple of photos scanned from the damned manuals for the wall panorama on the high definition walls. Good luck.”
“Why do you delay?” demanded the Captain.
“Excuse me sir. I was examining your facilities here to make sure they would be adequate. They seem so but please scrutinize them yourself,” Ling said rapidly – a little taken aback by the abrupt tone and volume from the Captain.
“Certainly I will,” he said and strode brusquely past her. 
There were several minutes of silence and then the Captain returned to the main room. “It appears adequate but there were no controls. How will we do anything if we are supposed to clean up our own waste products? Do you not have buckets and scoops? What type of facility are you running?”
“No controls?” Ling said to the Captain and then, “Guys? What gives?” she said sotte voce in English. “The computer scans and cleans up after them. Sorry. They just leave. They don’t even have to turn off the light.”
Ling grunted lightly into her pad (her hand) in best, embarrassed Ullumff. “Captain. You do your…you use the facilities as if you were on your home planet. This facility is self-cleaning and you need not do anything. Please just ask the computer if you need anything.”
The Captain seemed incredulous but took it with aplomb. Ling could tell he was an old campaigner. 
“Who is this computer and how do I contact him if we require aid?” asked the Captain.
“The computer is a machine. Just speak 'Computer. Service' ...if you need help… Say, 'Computer' and then ask simple questions in Trade and the computer will try to answer. This sheet includes the services you can access from your room. You may have to repeat words in Trade or try alternate phrasing if it doesn't understand. You can also ask for a Steward if you require a being." Ling handed a packet to the captain and then turned to the entertainment center. 
She flipped through the documentaries and 'advertisements' in Trade that had been produced specifically to show at the base. The aliens were so enthralled by the 3-D videos that they almost did not hear her parting words. "Just ask the computer to schedule trade talks and that will be arranged. Keep food and drink in your rooms please. You may not bring any food out of your ship but you can order suitable food from these lists," hastily printed in Ullumff and matched against candidates from Earthly stores she noted. She saw that one of the crewmembers had entered the fresher section and he had not shut the doors. Ling guessed why they had been called Ullumff after that and eased out the door where she took a deep breath of relief.
"Good job Ling," Brad said. "We've been with you every step of the way."
"Where'd you get all those soap bars and knickknacks and printed towels on such short notice?"
Brad laughed. "You know Harold, the guy that works with Susan and Rett at the Field...he was manager of a chain of Quality Inns™ and knows what beings need when they travel...no matter where they're from."
"What about all that snack fruit and nuts and bread sticks in the room. Shouldn't we be worried about how they will react to our foods and spices. Most of that is commercial stuff. I even saw a refrigerator in the room."
"Rett tells me that they could eat the utensils if they wanted to with no harmful effects and to watch out because they are very shrewd in trade."
"Okay then; you handle it when one of them goes toes up. See you at mess." Ling headed for the mess hall since it was really just breakfast time and she wanted some good tea in spite of her reservations about this setup. She let out a huge, exhausted sigh and shuddered with fatigue and stress before she ran into to her friends that were waiting just out of sight. They hugged her and patted her on the back as she rounded the corner.
 
Captain UmBllatt was in a quandary. These beings had shown them every courtesy but something was wrong. Something squirmed in the salad about this deal. Look at these rooms; spacious with gravity, and temperature, and atmosphere to our liking but this is an airless moon above a primitive planet. Someone must have run across these humans decades before to produce this complex. It's too perfect. Even the Central Worlds are not this nice. This is right out of the manuals. Every race tries to live up to the manuals but no one comes very close...yet, these beings have it all...just like in the manuals -- but more...and this 'entertainment center'...who produces this marvelous pictures and sound...it is impossible...yet it is here...and the elimination facilities were exquisite, with sand the same color as home. He had felt like he was almost home with the wind and sun hitting him. The walls! ...even the walls showed moving pictures of home and how had they made the plants move in the breeze? It was impossible… impossible that this out of the trade route planet had better facilities than a Central World establishment. They spoke Ullumff …impossible.
"Captain. Try these vegetable protein orbs with spices. They are called 'peanuts' and Urrumm found a heat-exchanging device that keeps things cold. You will never guess what was in it?" the navigator looked over to Urrumm who was pouring liquid from a brown bottle down his throat.
"Fermented grain beverage Captain. 'Beer' it is called here. It is freezing cold and almost hurt my throat but it tastes good. I almost never figured how to open it 'til Nav used his url to punch a couple of holes in the top. It's worth the trouble."
The captain grunted goodnaturedly to his men but felt ill at ease. There was too much luxury here. This was too nice for a space crew. I will not give in to all this, he thought, and he was determined not succumb to this... whatever it was... this luxury. Meanwhile, he decided to find out while the men settled in to watch the display...while they ate the 'peanuts' and drank chilled beer.
UmBllatt walked over to the comm console and said, "Computer...(Pause) Do you understand me?” as Ling had demonstrated.
"Yes," the computer answered in Trade.
"What is your duty?"
"To monitor the environment of this room and serve the beings within it."
"So you listen to anything in this room...at all times?"
"Yes."
Just as I thought... We are being spied on all the time. "Do you ever sleep or stop working?"
"No."
"Does someone replace you at intervals?" UmBllatt said hoping that he could use a shift change to slip out undetected.
"No."
"How can you monitor and never rest?" UmBllatt said thinking these beings were trying to trick them somehow.
"I am a computer."
"What is a computer?" UmBllatt asked wondering what being would lie in such a flat voice.
"I am a non-sentient electronic device programmed to answer and respond to simple verbal queries."
UmBllatt didn't know what electronic was but these beings had a very sophisticated intercom system and he wanted to trade for that knowledge. Keeping someone to watch us at all times meant that these beings, indeed, thought we were important after all. Good, he thought and glanced over at the display while easing toward the last of a large bowl of salted peanuts.
He eased over to the door and turned an ear toward it but heard nothing. He palmed the panel as he had been shown and the door slid open with a hydraulic hiss. He leaned his head out the door and twisted oculars to see in all directions before he started to ease down the hallway. It never occurred to him to ask the computer to display a diagram of the station and yet he had no innate sense of direction. One direction seemed as good as any and it seemed that he had not been seen this area before. A door slid open before him and a young technician stepped out of a small workroom right in front of UmBllatt.
Their surprise was almost identical for each but as the tech stumbled to use his ill practiced Trade; UmBllatt cuffed him on the side of his head and knocked him against the wall. UmBllatt was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery. He slipped the tech's ID tab off his wrist, and tried to put it on his own arm. The small bracelet wouldn't fit so he tucked the ID tab into his waistband. He palmed open the green door and noted the lighter gravity as he tossed the unconscious body into the workroom. Moments later he emerged and proceeded down the corridor. He noticed the green striped line down the center of this corridor of lower gravity. I must be in the areas where the primitives from the planet below live.
UmBllatt's navigator had watched him leave and was puzzled where he could have been going. It wasn't as if you could just stroll around on another planet...moon. He had observed the interplay with the Earth guide and the captain and he was a little bit awed by these beings use of electrical devices. He thought he'd get up and see if this 'comm' console was as interesting as the projection system that he had been watching. He walked over to the console.
"Where is the captain?" he asked...silence from the wall. "Where are we?" he asked...silence from the wall. Ummffh, he grunted as he remembered that the captain had had to use that odd honorific prior to the wall talking. "Computer. Where is the captain?"
"Captain UmBllatt is on level three, near the oxygen/water distillation plant."
"Where is that?"
The computer displayed a map of the lunar complex on this level and a red circle indicated the captain and showed that he was moving. "You are here," the computer said and indicated the area where the navigator and his crewmates were staying.
"How do I get there from here?' he asked and the computer displayed arrows showing the shortest path to the captain. "I wish I could copy that," the navigator said to himself and looked around for some means to trace the map. A glossy, plastic coated map scrolled out of the lower section of the console and the amazed navigator. "What is he doing?" the navigator said in a loud, excited voice that attracted the oculars of his crewmates.
"He is attempting to enter a minimal pressure area of the complex."
"Is he in danger there?" the navigator asked as the other members of the crew stood and moved toward him.
"Yes. He is not heeding my warnings and is forcing open the controls on the airlock to an unpressurized area," the computer said.
Just then, the low pressure warning horns blared in the hallways and the displays flashed messages of instructions. 
The crewmembers swiveled their eyes toward each other and the navigator held up the map. They rapidly exited the door following the lead of the navigator... some were armed but had no wish to use their personal weapons...yet.
 
"What the hell!" Kyger said as he jumped out of bed when the horns blared. The intercom chimed seconds after the horns blared as he pulled on his pants. "Go ahead."
"Colonel. Seems like the alien captain, breached the airlock in the oxygen generation area. The containment field snapped on but he screwed up a lot of equipment. Didn't hurt pressure too much; about like 3,500 meters in altitude currently. That volume will take a lot of atmosphere to fill. Sheared the link to the alien ship -- don't know what they think yet...the alien appears to be alive but the deck gravity generators are off-line and it's normal lunar gravity in that area," said the tech.
"Team suited and in route - armed. Where is the crew? Notify Earth. Get some ships up to take care of that ship if it does anything."
The tech paused and turned away from the display a second as he looked for the information. "They have all left their quarters and are moving toward the damaged area."
"Issue orders for them to stop where they are and have Ling me suited up at Junction four of green wing."
"Orders to stop - Ling suited at Junction four of green wing...yes sir."
Shit, Brad thought, Why can't anything go smoothly for once?
 
The wall console computers ordered the aliens to stop as they marched toward their captain's last known area. They ignored the warnings and drew the few hidden hand weapons they had carried. At last, they came to a corridor with green arrows on the floor with a polycarbonate barrier closing off the hallway. Swiveling oculars at each other, they stood back as one aimed his handgun at the center of the shield. The handgun had limited range but it rapidly cut an Ullumff sized hole in the polycarbonate. The atmosphere started whistling to the area of lower pressure but they stepped quickly through and immediately noticed the actual lunar gravity. It was very hard to hurry since they were used to almost one and a half times Earth gravity and the lunar gravity was only one sixth that of Earth -- so as they tried to sprint forward they would hit the ceiling...hard. One crewmember almost knocked himself out.
 
Ling was at Junction Four well before the appointed time because she had already been suited, when she got the call to meet Brad. She had anticipated trouble and started suiting up when she heard the alarms. It just so happened that she was running through her check lists on her suit when the aliens cut through the pressure barrier to the damaged section and she had her shield unit maxed for those seconds when the pressure change swept her down the hall at the speed of the atmosphere because she had no inertia. She swept through the hole in the barrier and headed straight at the alien crew.
The aliens saw her coming and before conscious thought - the navigator had raised his weapon and fired at her. Only because her shield was at maximum did it spend itself harmlessly at her. She had actually been facing away and had not noticed she had been traveling or that she had been in mortal danger for she was facing back up the corridor and, at that, had been looking at the sensors inside her helmet. She cycled through the rest of her test cycle, cut the field back and felt the light gravity. At first, thinking her suit had malfunctioned; she noticed the lights in the corridor were on the emergency lighting. She realized she wasn't at Junction Four any longer. She turned around and was startled to be face to face with the alien crewmembers. "What are you doing here?" she asked them in Ullumff.
Well...she would relate later...you should have seen their faces. This being, apparently the one that had been guiding them around, comes flying to a stop through a hail of their shots and starts talking to them like they were out for a stroll. They couldn't talk for many seconds and they just stared...oculars riveted on the diminutive figure.
The navigator broke the silence. "We were in search of our captain. He was entering the area ahead and may need help." He was startled with this alien...it had a good command of his native language even though its voice was much higher in pitch than a proper Ullumff. How could it act so composed?
 "Let me go first to make sure that the atmosphere is acceptable. Use short hops and don't touch anything."
The navigator felt shame at using his weapon on the guide and shoved it down into his clothing, as did the others around him as they noticed his movement.
 
"Ling. The computer says you are in the damaged section - with the crewmembers. What goes? Are you all right?" Brad queried over the comm trying to keep the mix of anger and concern out of his voice.
"Okay Colonel. Not my fault. Get me some support if this turns ugly but they seem to have no hostile intent at the moment...just want to get to their captain. Don't know how I got here but we're moving to the damaged airlock area. I'll turn on vid for you...how's that...now the pan."
Kyger had been upset when Ling wasn't at the corridor to meet him. The additional pressure loss was not as great and did not set off the alerts but it wasn't until he queried her whereabouts that he got angry and concerned. She was in the damaged area with six aliens of questionable intent and they had just found a still unconscious tech without his keytab. Three armed station members came flying up and Ling hand signed them to stand down - it was okay.
"Let our personnel get your captain. It is low gravity and cooler than is comfortable for you and you have no protection if there any more loss of atmosphere," Ling said to the crewmembers.
The navigator grunted and the others begrudgingly started back to their quarters accompanied by two of the station crew. Brad arrived as they were leaving.
"Let's find out how bad it is," Kyger said and Ling and the other station crew headed toward the damaged airlock.
They found the captain unconscious-- clinging to the controls of the airlock exit. At least it had not been full vacuum but there was no telling how the low pressure and temperature had affected his hearing or sight or, for that matter, anything else. They strapped an oxygen generator around him, attached the field generator to the rear strap, and set it to an intensity that allowed them to push his weightless form down the hall. They set the temperature inside his 'private' field to thirty-one degrees Celsius. Brad was in constant contact with his team as they were in route. 
"Set up a time dilation field around this area and get it repaired. Set them up in one too so their folks on the ship will be none the wiser."
"Don't you think that when the aliens here compare notes with the aliens back on the ship it will give them a big insight into how we use our fields?" Ling asked.
Brad grunted and Ling realized that these Ullumff had a lot in common with humans -- at least, in common with men. She just shook her head.
They pushed the captain's form into the quarters and the alien crew backed a bit away from the earthlings since they did not understand what was going on. Kyger touched his controls and the slaved unit on the captain shut off and was removed.
The navigator realized that these beings could claim the body for themselves but they had brought it back which showed good etiquette. He was next in seniority and it would be expected of him to continue the trade and make this a profitable trip. "We will start the trade negotiations after some sleep if that is acceptable."
It was Ling's turn to be flabbergasted. Here they nearly get their captain killed and they act like nothing happened. What a conscience. "Very well. Please indicate when you are prepared and we will come to a room across the hall. It is set up for a meeting. Don't you want to see if your captain is going to be fit before you start negotiations?"
Ling translated for Brad as the navigator turned to the body, at least, he thought it had been the body of his captain. He was alive. How could this be? The captain must have been killed if he was exposed to vacuum. Even Ullumff were not that tough. These beings must have lied about what the captain had been doing in order to get him out of the negotiations. He felt himself getting angry and the other crewmembers caught his anger scent and started grunting in protest.
Ling, who had removed her helmet long since, smelled the delicious cinnamon like scent and felt very aroused. "You smell wonderful," she blurted as the sexual rush flushed through her and she was instantly embarrassed by her outburst.
Her statement and the awakening of the captain came at the same instant and the ensuing confusion of the navigator cut any anger off short.
"Look...he is alive!" shouted another of the alien crew.
Sure enough...the captain was lumbering back and forth and then rolled onto his knees and stood up shakily.
"Captain. You're alive!" shouted the navigator who was so relieved that he eliminated on the floor, right then, and there. The other crewmembers looked at him in disgust.
"Of course I'm alive," the captain said and thought rapidly..."but these defective computer directions and defective airlocks almost killed me."
Brad looked at Ling and thought, so that is how you're going to play it...well it is ‘gonna’ cost you at the bargaining table -- oh large gut...count on it. Brad pointed to the keytab for his station crewmember that had been attacked and said, "What about that?"
UmBllatt took the green keytab bracelet that had been taken from his tech and tossed it at Brad's feet. "A crewmember attacked me at one point but I was able to defend myself."
Ling started to protest but Brad held up his hand to stop her. "Negotiations start at ten 'dim' across the hall. Do not bring any weapons," said in Trade to the captain.
UmBllatt grunted and Brad motioned Ling and the other station members out.
"He was a bald faced liar. Why did you let him get away with that?" Ling asked.
"He didn't get away with anything other than some minor damage to our station and the bruised ego of our crew who should have been on guard. We still are going to have negotiations in the morning. Sarge," he said turning to the other station security, "You monitor these goons. They are tough as hell...you saw the captain...he would need hospitalization if he had been human...and he came back acting like he was the victim. They have things we want and we have things they want...I don't like it but we'll have to deal with that. Rett keeps saying they are shrewd at bargaining...I'm beginning to believe him. We'll need to be on our toes."
They were silent as they headed back to their quarters. He’d station guards on both corridors. Pity that he thought the computer monitoring system and one guard down the hall would be enough… stupid. Brad decided he'd try to get Andrew and Susan up here. He'd need their help with this and wondered what information he should release to the media...none, he decided...at least for the present. 
Captain UmBllatt was frustrated and he had a headache that hurt from the base of his oculars to his...feet. I didn't learn who had supplied these beings with their technology but it would cost them in negotiations. He looked forward to the upcoming meetings while his crew stayed fixed to the 'entertainment center'. He couldn't understand what was so fascinating even though the picture quality and animals were excellent...but...he jerked his eyes away and went in to prop himself up for a rest.
 
The posturing for the negotiations started immediately in the morning. Captain UmBllatt came in with two crewmembers and plopped against his props that he used instead of chairs. He started looking around and bellowed, "Are there no writing implements?"
Well...who would have thought that writing implements would have caused such consternation but they had. The Earth crew didn't know what the Ullumff used to write on or what they were used to writing with so he assumed that they would be bringing their own. 
Andrew, Susan and Oshira, the diplomat from the first negotiations, had just arrived after a time-expanded two-day trip (for them). Andrew was perturbed, as he had expected to be introduced before any trouble began. Oshira leaned over to Andrew, seeing his discomfiture and said sotto voce, "It's an old ploy even on Earth. Find the one inconsequential thing you don't see and ask for it...it throws off the competition. "Take mine," Oshira said in Ullumff and handed the Captain a decent pen that you had to click downward to make the point appear. A station tech brought several pads of unlined paper and a container of pens and placed them next to the Captain and his aides. UmBllatt acted like the tech smelled and did not acknowledge the service as he snorted and stamped. Oshira noted the interplay and knew he had some tough, seasoned negotiators before. He relished the Ullumff language lesson and he had been one of the first to use the many learning cylinders when they had been first brought to Earth. He respected Andrew more now and knew he was more than just a bright kid... but... Andrew didn't have the pain of extensive experience -- that was why the World Government had sent him along to be an advisor. He appreciated going into this negotiation with the knowledge gleaned from the manuals that had been digitized at the first meeting with aliens on Earth. Andrew apparently didn't know that he had spent three months of accelerated practice and pronunciation practice with the latest language technology. Most helpful were repeated visits to Rett (with chilled fruit juice in hand) who was fairly fluent in Ullumff and several other languages though stubborn and always acted as if he was dying to go do some more research. He'd gone into negotiations cold before and he felt a little better prepared this time. He also appreciated that Colonel Kyger had not overreacted to the little excursion of the Captain last night but marveled at the physical prowess of these beings.
Andrew started to introduce everyone and then thought better of it. He then welcomed the others to this trade session, as outlined in the manuals, and started talking about the list of items that had been transmitted by their navigator as they were inbound to Earth. 
UmBllatt listened and marveled at the simplicity of this... pen. These beings had many little ideas and he knew this trip was going to make him wealthy beyond his dreams. He'd split the trinkets with his crew but he'd take the technological ideas and sell those. He clicked the pen and grunted with pleasure as the young male outlined what Earth was currently looking to receive. Yes. He was going to be fabulously rich but how could these beings have been contacted by an advanced race and he hadn't known about it. He had better contact the ES when he returned; so, exploiters would not ruin this world. He grunted with amusement and asked the being to repeat his list again. Yes he could produce language recording and manuals...star charts...they can have my old ones for a price...very old ones.
Oshira knew that this being was very experienced and appreciated more than these Ullumff knew. He had many decades of dealing with truculent statesmen and generals and… you name it. They will not get the better of us...but...they must go away satisfied.
Andrew had just paused after reading the list of wanted information and trade goods. "I think I'll bring in one of those items now?" he said to Oshira.
"Yes, but why did you want those? You sure...?"
"Yes. I'll get one now. It has been altered to Trade symbols. Make a big deal of it...it's solar powered."
Oshira nodded and Andrew left only to return in seconds with a fancy gray plastic box. He then bowed and handed it to Oshira with two hands. Oshira took it gravely and placed the box on the table in front of him.
UmBllatt was puzzled at this action and was intrigued in spite of himself. What were these beings up to? The old one was about to speak... already I read some of their body language...a naive... helpless race.
"It is customary on our planet to give a gift to a trading partner to show good faith. The importance of the gift shows the value placed on the venture." Oshira gently picked up the box and laid it in front of UmBllatt. He had grave concerns about the propriety of this particular gift. "It is customary on our planet for the visiting trader to give something back of equal value...but you are not from our planet..." 
Oshira's speech in Ullumff grunts and snorts was quite impressive to Ling who had been amazed at how fast Oshira had picked up Trade. What were these two up to?
Captain UmBllatt knew a classic I want something of equal value in return. Now he was obligated to give something back equal to their gift. A bribe for the trader who is working for someone else or a way to ease the negotiations...I am curious about what is in this lovely hide colored box. He turned the box around and over but did not see the way to open it and felt foolish. He snorted in disgust.
The navigator had seen the odd catch on one side of the box with lightly raised lettering in Trade! Trade!!! Though a tremendous breech of protocol -- he leaned out of his prop and popped open the box as instructed by the text on top.
UmBllatt was aside himself with fury and the navigator turned his oculars to the ground and hastily retreated.
Ling and the others at the table smelled the arousing cinnamon smell coming from the captain, inhaled deeply and smiled.
“Good grief. He smells divine,” Ling whispered to Brad.
The Ullumff captain calmed himself quickly when he noticed that all the beings around the table had caught his anger scent and bared their teeth in response. Calm...calmly. UmBllatt turned his attention back to the box. I will now see if I have to give something, worthwhile or worthless, to these primitives. Inside was another gray plastic...device of some kind with twenty-one small raised squares and a digit width strip of a different colored material above the squares. Each square had markings in Trade except for the strip across the top that appeared blank. On, he read: Off, Add, Subtract, Multiply, Divide, Equal and he couldn't believe it...Square Root. It had all twelve numerals clearly labeled in Trade! Trade!!! This proves that this race has had contact with an advanced race. Surely, this must be a hoax. He touched the square marked On. The strip on top displayed a placeholder symbol. He jerked the box closer and carefully examined the device for hidden wires connecting it to something else. He pressed the symbol for twelve and sure enough -- the strip across the top displayed the numerical twelve. It was amazing. He pressed Multiply and then he pressed five and then hesitatingly pressed Equal. It was amazing. It displayed sixty. How could this be?
The navigator smelled an intense scent of curiosity coming from the captain. What could have triggered that, he thought as he leaned forward and swiveled his oculars to see better. He couldn't believe it. The device was a calculator. He was amazed.
UmBllatt did not notice a way to open the device so it could be repaired with whatever it used to make it work. He turned the device around and studied it for seams or hinges or something to open it up.
The acrid, harsh smell hit the humans sitting around the table pretty hard. It was very sharp and unpleasant. They must have missed the mark with this gift idea. The captain appeared to toy with the device politely and then turned it over like he was looking to see if it would do anything else.
Oshira was angry at Andrew now. What a foolish idea...to give these beings a simple calculator...even though it had been altered to a base twelve numerical system with lettering in Trade. That smell must mean that they were angry or upset.
"If it is not correct I will take it back," Oshira said and leaned forward as if he intended to take it back.
UmBllatt jerked the calculator close to him and said, "It is...acceptable."
Andrew noted the captain's reaction in spite of the smell and smiled. He knew he had been right and smiled wider.
UmBllatt noticed that the young male was baring his teeth. I had better show my appreciation for this gift but I must ask a question first, "What powers this device? How long will it last?"
Andrew answered, "It is solar powered and will last many planetary revolutions unless it is hit sharply or stepped on."
Impossible, thought UmBllatt. This device is too small. "There is no sunlight here. How does it function?"
"It is powered by visible light and if there is enough light to see the display, then there is enough light to make it work."
UmBllatt felt chastised that these beings had given him such a precious gift. The technology this would release would be monumental. I must give them something precious in return. He switched to Trade as he slowly took the fiber-strand necklace with a walnut sized perforated, metal ball from around his neck. "Take this with my thanks." He handed the necklace to Oshira who took it with ill grace.
"What is it?" 
"It is the dung of my father's, father's, father from my home planet."
Oshira nodded and everyone of the human's looked grave except Andrew who smiled hugely.
UmBllatt's crew were amazed at the captain's generosity and knew that the captain would not have given such a precious gift if he hadn't been stunned by the gift from these beings. 
The room reeked with the acrid odor of surprise and the humans smelled the scent and looked more, and more solemn except Andrew who grinned from ear to ear.
UmBllatt noticed that the young one was still baring his teeth and questioned that his necklace was not enough of a gift in return -- he would have to stop now and go back and give more. 
"We must retire to our ship for some time," he said in Trade to be polite. "We will return shortly."
Oshira was aghast as the alien assemblage leaned back, pivoted surprising gracefully and walked out.
 
Andrew guessed what the aliens were doing but it was plain that everyone else had a different interpretation of the alien's behavior. Now, all he had to do was convince them they didn't need to panic. Brad had started arguing with Oshira about what they should do next when Susan spoke up.
"Hey gang. Shouldn't we cut the field so those guys CAN go back to their ship. There’s the little matter of a hell of a stressed space field between them and their ship if I recall. It has been hours for us but only minutes to the folks on their ship. Might raise a few eyebrows...I mean questions...when they get back to the rest of their crew...when they start comparing notes. What'ya think?"
"You've ruined these negotiations with that dinky calculator," Oshira raged. "UmBllatt must know that those are a dime a dozen, else, why would he have given us a dung necklace...a gift in kind. We're lucky to get that much. I knew I shouldn't have gone along with you on your hunch Williams, no matter what that Rett says."
"Look. We're not going to get anywhere with blind speculation," Andrew said. "I think you are reading them wrong and they are blown away by the electronics. I see how they look at broadcasts and vids. They are hooked and have never seen anything like it. We could run anything and they'd sit and watch it if it had a decent picture. Those animal movies are fascinating to me and I'm from this planet. I can imagine looking at high definition documentaries in English when I visit another planet...hell...you couldn't drive me away. They don't have anything like this."
Oshira bit his lip and decided he'd have to save this venture himself. He couldn't believe the World Government, weak as it was, would let this young man try to do what professionals were needed to do. This was a total disaster and he didn't want it to be remembered as his disaster. It took a man of stature and experience to handle a man, a being, like this UmBllatt. Let Williams and all the others have their way. He'd prepared for this contingency, if it ever arose, and he'd get back control of the situation before this group damaged negotiations any further. Oshira glanced around the room once more and headed to his quarters as rapidly as possible.
Oshira had thought there might be a problem like this so he had made arrangements with General Alexander. He signaled his computer that he wanted privacy and waited for the stressed space field to be cut so he could send a call. The computer alerted him when the field was down and he immediately placed his call. The comm was answered at once and Alexander himself came on the line.
"Just as we thought General...amateurs and they've already misdirected the negotiations."
"So they screwed up, Oshira. Where were you? I thought you were going to lead the negotiations -- see what they wanted -- see what we can get."
Oshira was put off by the holier than thou attitude but bit back a retort and stated simply, "I think we ought to use an alternate negotiation team."
Alexander tilted his head and then grinned as the message delay played out Oshira's message. You are as much of a problem as the others, Alexander thought. Clearly; he must act and act now. Alexander didn't nod -- didn't say anything -- he just grinned that grim little grin and switched off.
 



 
THE SMELL WILL TELL
"You are the one reading it wrong," Brad exclaimed to an exasperated Andrew.
"Brad's right. Did you smell that smell when he had the calculator? Phew. He must have been upset." Desiree said.
"Look. He said that locket do-ee had dung from his father's, father's home planet… " Andrew asserted.
"Father's," Ling interjected.
"Huh," several others in the group turned to her. She had been quiet in the discussion and rarely talked unless it was something of import. "Father's, father's, father's home planet..."
"What's your point? It's dung." Brad said.
"The average lifespan of these creatures is about 150 years according to our manuals and some live well over 200 of our years. That means his family has been carrying around that shit...pardon my pun...for over 500 years. I'd say it has a bit more significance to them than to us. I bet you don't even know the name of your father's, father's, father, "Ling said and saw that her point had struck home.
"...Brad doesn't know the name of HIS father... " Andrew whispered sotto voce to Susan who sniggered.
"What about the smell. It means..."
"...It means squat, Brad," Andrew said. "If I fart during a meeting, don't make it out to be of cosmic import. We don't know what their smells mean. If we start judging them by the way we like or dislike their smells -- we'll be in serious trouble."
"We are in trouble. We have to make sense of this and get this resolved quickly. Okay. I'll buy it that we aren't sure how they took it but the necklace, locket thing probably was a more positive thing than I originally thought. I guess," Brad looked at Ling and then at Andrew," …and the smell deal might have been something else...but I am concerned that they left so quickly. Who have we got monitoring their ship? They did get there safely I assume."
Susan spoke up. "I have night shift with two techs scanning the area around the ship and adjacent space. They seemed to never notice the difference as they crossed to their ship. We were able to cut the stressed space field well before they got close.
 



 
OSHIRA AND ALEXANDER
General Alexander was pleased that it had turned out as it had. Oshira was a fool but a fool who could be manipulated. They had reprimanded me because of the initial negotiation incident but there were few that had the grasp of the military aspects of the situation like I do, he thought. It had been difficult to get the information out of the Enclosure but; piece, by piece, he had obtained enough that he could entertain the notion of building an enclosure and ships himself. Philips coming along and agreeing to bankroll all equipment in exchange for the technical specs of new equipment had been a blessing that was not to be denied. Now he had two heavily armed ships, damned easy to build. Too bad they had not gotten that molecular disruptor information. Those “college boys” thought they had powerful lasers -- wait 'til they see what we have.
His two ships and a company of soldiers sped toward the moon and were mere minutes away after loading. They had portable field generators but did not have the pressor field apparatus -- as they had not been able to get plans for those. This would have to do.
Oshira decided he must take the lead since it would probably be three days before Alexander's people could get here. He waited patiently for a few hours for the station to get quiet. He got up from his console and walked over to his suit where he took a tube of survival food out and slipped it into his pocket. He opened his door and carefully peeked down the hall. He walked to the area that was near surveillance coverage of the alien ship. He put the tube of survival food in his hand and leaned around the corner at the end of the corridor. A four-centimeter diameter bubble covered the front of the camera unit and he squirted food from the tube and smeared it over the surface. He then quickly moved down the hall and did the same at the entry airlock camera. Oshira cycled the door and moved toward the alien ship.
 
The comm panel blared. Brad, rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and said, "Go ahead."
"Colonel. Someone just blanked the cameras and entered the alien ship," said the tech. "Sorry to wake you."
"That's okay. Send a security squad, in suits, to outside the alien ship. Have everyone get in suits now – all personnel. Keep the security team on stand by but take no action unless necessary. I'll be right over," he said and keyed Ling's extension. "Ling. Suit up and meet me at the command center." He switched off. "Shit," he said to himself, "Oshira."
 
Oshira tapped on the door to the alien ship. The door cycled inward and slid aside. An Ullumff stood in the opening with a hand weapon pointed straight ahead.
Oshira gulped and stammered. "I'm...I'm... " he said in English, before switching to Trade. "I wish to talk with the captain."
The Ullumff grunted without taking his eyes or his weapon off Oshira. Another Ullumff came up and grunted something at the other and the weapon was lowered and the first one, stepped back out of sight. 
"Which one are you? What do you want?" said the second Ullumff.
Oshira was affronted that these aliens could not distinguish his cultured good looks from the rest of the young station crew. "Captain. I wish to continue the negotiations."
The Ullumff snorted and Oshira could smell the cinnamon smell. He did not realize this Ullumff was getting angry. "The captain left orders that he not be disturbed. I am the Navigator. Which one are you?"
Oshira was taken aback that he could have been wrong. "My name is Oshira. I wish to discuss the gift Williams gave your captain."
"It was an immense gift and the captain is trying to decide what he must give you back. Even his family dung could not repay what transpired."
Oshira decided that this navigator was using sarcasm at his expense. "I wish to start negotiations with the captain."
The navigator heard a tone and another crewmember said something to him. He suddenly reached out, grabbed Oshira by the collar, and jerked him off his feet and through the hatch which slammed shut behind him.
 
Colonel Kyger was in the control room with Ling and several duty officers when the ready team got to the Ullumff ship airlock area. They had just gotten Oshira in sight next to the hatch when they saw him jerked through the door of the ship.
The console next to Brad lit up and the station shook as the depressurization alarm went off.
"We just saw Oshira jerked through the hatch of the Ullumff ship," reported the team from near the airlock.
"Are the Ullumff attacking?" Ling asked as the station shook again from pressurization changes. 
"I don't think so. Damn. We lost of our communications uplink. Our stressed space field snapped on but whoever is attacking is using a laser with a hell of a punch. Must be... " he was interrupted again when the lighting went out and the emergency lighting kicked in. "Whoever is doing this knows the layout of this place backwards and forwards. I'll bet Oshira is in this up to his neck. Well. Whoever laid this out is probably from Earth and needs a proper welcome. I doubt they'll want to raze this to the crust," Brad said as he directed his people to set up ambushes and set up alternate incident command centers. "If they're not Ullumff...burn them. Team Three -- try to get to November Four Delta."
Colonel Kyger unlocked the arms locker in the back of the command center and handed out weapons as he explained. "Luckily we were all suited or that attack would have killed most of us. We need to get to a ship before we're overrun. They could wait us out in these suits and it would be over in a couple of days at most but I don't think they'll wait that long and I certainly don't intend to."
"How will we fight them off here and what about the Ullumff?" Ling asked.
"We are leaving and those left will cut them apart. They have to hit them in one coordinated attack or they stand off and burn holes in any place they can't control. I don't have any standing defenses other than some new small arms with the ground teams. All, our defense is tied up in the few ships we have and I can't contact any of them to warn them. This shows a lot of our weaknesses."
"Hi handsome," said a figure over the tact frequency as a figure flew into the room.
"Fran! I'm very happy to see you," Brad said.
"It was a little breezy in a couple of the corridors or I would have been here sooner," she said as she laid a hand on his chest for just a moment.
It was obvious from the way his face stayed on her for that second that they cared about each other. He then moved away and keyed his mike. "We're out at the next hit and aimed a molecular disruptor at the north bulkhead. Another lesser shock ran through the complex and he fired at the wall and made a two meter diameter hole. "We move together fast due north of here about oen hundred and thirty klicks into the twilight region we have another ship hidden for emergencies. It isn't as heavily armed but it has communications gear. It's at coordinate November Four Delta three. Everyone... Up for a little flight? Keep your fields set at about zero point five. The pressors won't move us as fast in this gravity and we won't stand out as readily in a lighter field even if they have decent field detection gear.
The lunar outpost refugees of the attack moved low across the surface until they came to a low mountain range. It had taken an hour to move to the remote complex since they had had to travel low and slow in an indirect route. They hoped to avoid detection in the confusion of the attack.
 
General Alexander was very pleased even though the alien ship had powered up and disappeared. The power supplies and communications equipment had been amputated quickly. He reasoned any loss of life was in the interest of the Earth and a small price to pay. He knew he'd set this up well. He waited nearby and then directed laser fire to several possible ground station strongholds. An hour later, he was on the ground and his strike troops were moving. Lack of resistance didn't bother him a bit since there had been no warning. He hoped Oshira had been regrettably lost also in the unprovoked attack by the 'alien ship'. Lucky his troops were on hand to run them off and take control of the station. The winners get to write the history books, he thought. He smiled and ordered the strike teams to enter.
 
"They are entering the station. Looks like Earth troops all right but don't know whom they represent yet. Here we are folks. Easy now," Brad said over their Mem-Dexs as they approached a shadowed crater. There was a small entrance and the ship was deep inside a cavernous room of rock.
"Wow," somebody said.
"Double wow," said Fran. "How did you make this here?"
Brad said, "These molecular disrupters let you excavate a room this size in a few hours. The only problem is the release of hydrogen gas when you use those things. It can get twitchy in a small space or if the release of the gas moves big clouds of dust around. I know from experience. The ship was just flown in a couple of weeks ago. Everyone in now and let's get the communications gear fired up first. Ling. Would you handle that? This is one of the later prototypes of our main ships."
Ling nodded and began calling the ship designations that Brad sent her from his Mem-Dex. Three ships were a couple hours away and it would be another four hours before the two Mars ships could make it. All available would be coordinated for a strike in two hours. The station crew was warned to initiate action ten minutes before that to distract the attackers from the approaching ships.
"Take this ship up a hundred kilometers where we can scan and then we'll plan from there."
The ship raced away out and up from the lunar surface. The detectors were turned on as the field around the ship was damped. 
"Colonel," said a tech. "Looks like two ships near the station. May be the Ullumff ship near the asteroid belt. Yep. Different signature. Our other three ships are about to get en route… too soon for Mars to respond. Colonel. Look here," he pointed to the display. "Here's the Enclosure where our ships were built and here in New Mexico is another one. Not so big."
"Let our people on Earth get a full update and we'll settle that score later. Put me in touch with Andrew and the other station teams when we get in range. Let's go down almost to the lunar surface and then move closer. Can you hug the contour without splitting us open and cut back on the microwave navigation signature so we won't set them off as we get closer."
"Brad...Colonel. I don't think I can do anything about the microwave. It's either on or off on this model and I don't think I could do anything effective in less than two hours. We can pinpoint our location and point of travel now and then cut it off when we would get anywhere near the station. That might work," Susan said.
"Guess it will have too. Figure out as best you can how close we can get without showing up on their receivers. Fran," he turned to her. "I..."
"I'll understudy the Sarge over there at the field controls. I've worked with those enough I might even be useful." Fran gave Brad a wink and headed over to the field control station.
Susan patted him understandingly on the arm and said, "She'll be fine."
Brad hoped Susan was right but haste did not often produce the best outcomes.
"We can probably get within fifty kilometers before we'd be detectable... that's if they stay close to the surface. Further we go up -- further away they can spot us. We can cover the last fifty kilometers with one short, high-speed hop for altitude and then a short burst to the station. Where do you want to go at the station?"
"Let's go straight to the rear of the closest ship. We can't contact our people at the station without giving away our position and they wouldn't be able to answer without giving away their position. How are we doing on time? Ling. You okay on that laser turret?"
"Fifty minutes 'til the station crew are supposed to start their attacks," Susan said.
"I'm set up. This setup looks fine. It's not half the power of what we got hit with though," Ling said.
"Let's start that move. Everyone up for it?" he asked.
They all gave him a ‘thumbs up’ and then set about with grim determination.
 
General Alexander had had his first reports and they left him ill at ease. No bodies. Why were there no bodies? Better put up a lookout. He called the second ship and ordered it up ten klicks act as an overwatch. He didn't want to be surprised again. His teams were doing a room to room search and hadn't...
"Papa. We've run into... " the transmission from one of his assault teams was cut off.
This was something the General understood. "Find out where the resistance is coming from and then we'll clean it out with the ships’ weapons," he said to all teams. "Do not engage except as necessary. Just pinpoint the resistance." Alexander turned to his communications officer. "Where'd that transmission come from?"
"Not sure which of the three teams. Sounded like Jennings; which would be Team Three. They were supposed to be checking the main power plant we hit. I can't raise them."
"Keep trying. Kingfisher. Swing toward the power plant and assist Falcon. They have engaged hostiles. Just pinpoint them for us," he said as Team Two acknowledged. Don't want to destroy the whole station… too hard to rebuild.
 
Andrew didn't like infantry work with modern weapons. The station crew had set up their ambushes and discussed if the command group had made it to safety. He hoped Susan was with them. He couldn't keep from thinking...hoping that was the case. They had to base all their plans on a few sentences from Brad before he got out of radio range. It had worked out well so far but he wasn't looking forward to what those ship mounted lasers would do...they certainly totaled the power plants, burning deep into the lunar surface.
They had gotten indications on their infrared sensors and then a team of soldiers had come into view. Andrew's team let them get most of the way down the corridor and then used the one molecular disruptor they had. The soldiers didn't have any personal fields on. The disruptor vaporized large sections of their bodies and viscera from their sudden depressurization had covered the faceplates of all who weren't initially hit. The rest died instants later and never got off a shot.
Andrew and the rest of his team moved toward the cafeteria in an attempt to come in behind whomever they would send to reinforce the destroyed assault team. Andrew didn't want to be where the laser crews above could find them.
 
"Papa...Kingfisher. Papa...Kingfisher. We located Falcon. No survivors sir. Looks like those reports of a weapon that dissolves matter are true. Over."
"Kingfisher," General Alexander was getting angry. He'd be shorthanded when he restarted negotiations with the aliens. Aliens would deal with the disciplined military better than any intellectual elite. Earth had to be protected by someone with vision. "You have personal fields that are supposed to completely protect you from those...use them man. Over."
"But..."
"Papa... Out," Alexander pounded the arm of his command chair with his fist. He needed to pinpoint the resistance fast so he could renegotiate with the aliens himself. 
"Sir. The cover ship has picked up a return about sixty klicks toward the terminator and close to the surface. Moving this way too fast to be a surface transport. Pretty slow for a ship," said the comm officer.
"Take us up with the cover ship and go dark. Cut off the field and standby with laser turrets."
 
Fran asked the sergeant what those blips were on the field display. 
"That must be one of the ships we were going to meet. Just coming into view over the horizon. Colonel. One of their ships is in a high cover position."
"Stop us here. Well so much for surprise. We can only assume they've seen us. What's their position?"
"They're about 10 klicks off the surface. Looks like the other one is joining them. Oops. Lost it. Only see one of them now sir," said the sergeant at the field control console.
"Susan. Let our other three ships know what is up. Can they get here any sooner?" Brad asked.
"They'll try, " Susan said after a few seconds waiting for her signals to return.
"Let's hope they sit tight for a few minutes. Might be a good idea for us to put some random movements into our flight. I don't want to take a hit," Brad said and the sergeant started to vary their flight plan.
 
Thought they'd take the bait, thought General Alexander. Surely, they see my first ship. Why aren't they attacking? Maybe they don't like the odds. Philips did a good job building our own enclosure and these lasers. Let's go ahead and use them. They aren't too far away to hit and we can both fire to double the probability of a hit. "Battle stations. Prepare to fire on my command. An extra week of leave for the crew that destroys that ship. Let's synchronize this...ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, ready, aim fire."
Four lances of coherent light leaped from the two ships. One hit the midsection of Brad's small ship. 
Susan was slammed against the console and felt a burning heat across her back, even through the suit. The sergeant at the field controls took the brunt of the hit and his colloidal explosion sprayed the cabin with his organic matter that weren't vaporized. Fran was knocked against the bulkhead and Brad was slammed backward as the main cabin depressurized. The lights went off and the cut off of the field along with the rapid loss of atmosphere on the upper side of the ship had forced it toward the lunar surface.
Ling and Fran were the first ones to recover in the darkness and they switched on their suit lights. They looked around.
"Can you patch that hole in the wall?" Fran asked and pointed where the bulkhead had been breached.
"Yep, " she answered and she pushed off the console, floated over to a locker and began pulling out rolls of fiberply and sealant.
Fran turned to where the sergeant had been sitting just moments before and just stared. She shook her head and then bent over the console whose base was melted by the remnants of the laser pulse. She could see where a control module had been damaged. The base looked intact and she had remembered the Sarge... she paused. She had remembered him telling her that spares for this whole section were…where? Over there… Mustn't think about the man...just the mission... It was hard to focus with the tears inside her helmet. 
Need to know what I'm looking for first. She reached to pull out the damaged module but couldn't get purchase enough to pull it out. She put a foot on either side of the module and grabbed it as well she could with her gloved hands and counted to three. On three, she jerked up and back as hard as she could. There was a moment of hesitation and then the module popped out and she went flying backward across the room. Without thought, she slapped the control that turned on her suit field and stopped dead when the field touched the opposite bulkhead. She floated there for a few seconds and then used her pressor to move to the locker with the spares. The pressor was fine for outside but had too gross a control mechanism for inside work. She soon turned it off.
It took a minute to find the colorcoded spare and she went back to the console. Pressing against the top of the opening with one hand, she was able to snap it into the socket with the other hand. She then looked up and saw Ling putting the finishing adhesive on the patched area. "Turn on your suit field. I'm going to try turning on the ship field. See if you can strap Susan and him in," Fran said and pointed to a crewman she was embarrassed not to know. "I'll strap in Brad." 
She lifted Brad off the floor, glided him into the control chair and strapped him in. When Ling was finished, Fran went over to the field console and turned on the backup power supply, which should have come on automatically, she thought. Lights came on in the cabin and with only a few seconds hesitation; Fran punched the button she thought would turn on the ship's stressed space field.
The stressed space field switched on a full two seconds before the ship would have impacted on the lunar surface, but Fran did not know any of that. She did not know that if she had hesitated another few seconds their ship would have been scattered across the lunar surface.
Brad, Susan and the other crewman were still unconscious but Fran went over to check over her man. Brad started to come to but groaned miserably and put his hands up to his helmet.
"Oh-h. How bad are we hit? Oh, my eyes are watering like hell. I can't see anything. Is anyone hurt?" he asked.
"The sergeant is dead. Susan and the other crewman are unconscious. Ling and I are fine. Ling patched the wall. I fixed the field console. I don't know where we are but we're out of this ballgame," Fran said.
"We need to find out where we are and get word to those other ships."
"Ling," Fran nodded to her friend who had overheard and moved to the comm console. "Okay. She's gonna’ try to get them. What do you want her to say?"
"Ling. tell them our situation and tell them how powerful those lasers were. Tell them that there may be one ship blacked out but there are two ships; two, not one. One ship may have their field down so sweep the area with the disrupters," Brad said, obviously in a lot of pain from the way he grabbed the sides of the chair. "Put the sergeant's body aft."
"Okay Brad. You take it easy. It will all work out," Fran said.
Colonel Brad Kyger wasn't so sure. He hoped the ships above would disregard them so they could get back to the station. He hoped the station crew were not all killed and he hoped the three approaching ships would not get killed outright. He didn't want Fran to die this way. She was such a good person and made things grow. He realized he loved her deeply but had never told her.
 
"General. The ship we hit seems to have impacted on the lunar surface and I have another ship approaching fast but it's too far away to be effective."
"It's okay son. Calm down. We'll swat it down too," Alexander said. "Tell them to hold their fire 'til the last minute. Seems we have the range on it anyway. It doesn't know we're here remember."
"General. It's not one ship. It's three and they've spilt up and are coming from slightly different headings. My returns are not fast enough to keep up with their changes."
"Guess where they're going to be and fire there. We have plenty of power," Alexander said.
The laser pulses from the three Earth regulatory force ships targeted the first of Alexander's ships. All were direct hits. The intensity was not as great as Alexander's but the ship exploded in a very quiet flash of gas and metal. The other ship bugged out fast toward Earth. They weren’t about to be a sitting duck for three ships and didn’t have the surprise factor any longer.
"Colonel Kyger...Thor," The Regulatory Force ship called.
"Go ahead," answered Brad who had Fran help him key his link.
"Sir, One of their ships was destroyed and the other is heading back to Earth. What do you want us to do?"
"He appears to be heading for that second enclosure we found in New Mexico. Take two of your ships and proceed there as fast as possible. Destroy that ship and then knock out the enclosure power plant. Use the disrupters over anything that looks like a ship or would help build a ship... all the hangars, all the labs, all heavy equipment," Brad said gravely.
"But sir...don't we need higher authority. They'll be a lot of people down there," questioned the officer.
"We were in the midst of trade with an alien vessel. We, are a signatory of an Exploration Service agreement; which states that interference with trade can result in destruction of that member's planet. We are the ONLY ones delegated to uphold that agreement. We do not have time for a guerrilla war. We don’t have time to get decisions from people nearly a quarter of a million miles away. We are STILL fighting off an assault at our lunar base. Send one ship and meet us just north of the lunar station," Colonel Kyger said.
"Right away sir," said the officer in a subdued tone.
 
Andrew didn't like this cat and mouse game. He didn't like spreading people around hallways. They had moved around the cafeteria in an attempt to move in behind any backup team. It helped to be familiar with this rabbit warren, this maze of construction that served as the station. 
They were almost to the point where they wished to set up another ambush when a spacesuited soldier came into view. He fired first and the facemask of the man next to Andrew was punctured. The decompression blew it out. Andrew fired with the molecular disruptor and parts of the soldier who had shot disappeared and the explosive decompression splattered what was left around the corridor. Andrew ran forward firing the disruptor but the other soldiers had been warned and turned on their suit stressed space fields. They were not hurt but had no traction and just floated there as others of Andrew's team ran up with laser weapons. One of Andrew's team fired a low level beam into the leg of one and then a higher energy blast into the floor. All the soldiers surrendered their weapons. Their fields would have protected them from the molecular disruptor but not the lasers. Their comm links had been severed for whatever reason and they did not want to waste their lives.
The third assault team fought at the other end of the station and killed four techs before they were killed. The station bulkheads were vaporized in several places where the disruptor was directed. All of the third assault team were killed.
"Andrew, this is Brad. Hold out a bit longer and we'll figure where best to deploy backup." The comm link on their Mem-dex had been quiet for two hours -- up 'til now.
"We got it stabilized here. Captured six of a seven-man team. Rest of the assault teams are dead. Station took some more hits but mainly bulkheads -- fixable. Mayerchak is dead and we lost," he was ashamed he couldn't remember the names of the other four techs," ...we lost four others. We'll secure the prisoners and then have them help us patch these walls."
"Good idea. Put them in an area that has been patched afterward without their suits. They'll get the idea. We'll dock in a few minutes and try to get the power plants back on line. We have a couple of auxiliaries we can cobble together. We need those communications almost as bad as we need to get out of these suits. We'll brief you when we get there," Brad signed off.
 
General Alexander saw the approaching ships break apart to attack from different vectors. This wasn't just power on and glide toward your opponent in a nice clean orbit. This was we are coming to do battle and no negotiation. He didn't think they'd attack first without talking. The laser blasts from the three attackers destroyed his exposed ship while he waited watching passively. The three Earth Regulatory ships turned toward his ship.
"Full screens and full speed... Get back to base. Warn them that we're coming with hostiles in pursuit."
"General. We're being jammed and the distortion through the field limits our output."
"Try to get away from them. Get some distance so we can get a signal through."
"I'm trying sir but...they just missed sir. It damaged a backup sensor array."
"Let's get a shot at them."
"Sir. We can't fire directly to the rear and we can't turn enough on our evasive maneuvers without presenting too much of a target."
"That's exactly why they won't expect it. Do it."
The navigator, gunners and the pilot looked at each other. The ship swung hard to starboard in a move impossible to an inertia-bound craft. Its powerful laser cut through the ether at one of the three pursuing craft and hit one a glancing blow just as two pursuers fired. Their return beams, though not as powerful, hit the General's ship glancing blows on either side, puncturing the hull on one side. One of the pursuit craft dropped back while the General's ship sped toward their New Mexico enclosure with two Earth Regulatory ships in pursuit. Now the General had to deal with a dead gunner's mate from one of the laser hits.
 
"Think we can stop them before they reach their Enclosure in New Mexico?" said the Earth Regulatory Force Captain to the ensign beside him.
 "I doubt it Captain. They'll make it but it will be a few seconds until they drop the field to let them enter -- if they are able to detect anything outside the field. You remember how we were in the early stages."
The Captain remembered because he had spent a couple of years in relative time under THE Enclosure before the alien, Rett, had figured out a way to make stepped entrances. His wife had been killed in one of the early gate failures. Yes. He remembered well how blind you were to the outside when you were in an early version stressed space field. "Let's drop it for them. Do our lasers have enough power in atmosphere?"
"The free electron laser lets us tune the frequencies. Ought to be able to fire them up... It will take a lot of hits because the beam heats up the area around the point of impact. It's harder to disburse the heat in space where you only have radiation. We'll have to deal with convection from the atmosphere too. Good thing is that targets on the ground aren't as mobile."
"Okay, just a minute or two now. Keep firing at the ship if it won't degrade the lasers. I don't want us to take any hits without giving more. It is more blessed to give than to receive."
The crew grinned at the words and anxiously waited as the laser groaned out a shot every few seconds.
 
"General. We can't enter unless they drop the stressed space field."
"I show that it should be down by my time," said the General Alexander.
"Time distortion... " replied the navigator. "I can't be sure when it's due to be shut off."
"Assume it is down. I need volunteers to fly the ship and man the last turret while the others debark," General Alexander said. Three men stepped forward. "I knew I could count on you, " he said.
 
"Okay Captain. They are headed to the New Mexico Enclosure but it's still up, " said the navigator who was intently watching his display. "They're landing beside it. Have them visually in a few...here they are," he said as the display lurched and wavered until the stabilization cut in. "They're opening the port."
"Try to take out the ship. Fire at will. Use disrupters on the area around the stressed space field. The ship will probably try to take off a once. Now's your chance guys."
The lasers groaned and the hum of the disrupters was non-stop. 
"Their ship's hit sir but just crippled. They still could have some fight left... " the navigator said at the instant the visual image blacked out and the sound like an arc welder hit the starboard sensor array.
"Follow the ship chief and let's finish the job before they leave atmosphere," said the captain.
"Just a lucky shot sir. There. Wow! Very pyrotechnic. That raider is history. The Hawk reports they are fine and restarting their stressed space field."
"Very good chief. Let's go finish the job," said the captain grimly.
 
Alexander hurried down the ramp, feigning confidence he didn't feel. He had just debarked his ship as a laser hit behind him knocked him down with a blast of heated air. His ship responded with the crack of a responding discharge. His people couldn't pass through the stressed space field yet so they crouched on both sides of the entrance ramp. Suddenly there was a displacement in the air near him and the men on the other side of the ramp and a good two feet of soil dissolved. Rarely had Alexander felt so helpless. A brilliant flash followed by a distant "ca-rumpp" signaled the demise of his last active ship. He crouched in abject horror. He cursed the stressed space field that remained active beside him. Suddenly he felt wind from his back as the stressed space field vanished. He recovered before his men and ran toward the interior shouting orders.
 
"Captain. Their stressed space shield around their enclosure has just switched off. Don't know if they detected us or not," explained the ensign at the field control.
"Are we close enough with the molecular disruptor?" asked the captain.
"Not in atmosphere Captain," he replied.
"Bring us closer. Locate their power plants and the buildings that might produce other ships. They probably have some defensive capability."
The Thor and the Condor rapidly moved to twenty thousand meters over the complex and began to target buildings with visible transmission lines and communications equipment. The lasers punched down through the atmosphere and began to slam into buildings in the complex. Anti-aircraft missiles leaped forth in the knee-jerk military response to explode harmlessly against the shield of the ships. Suddenly the stressed space field on the ground was reinstated; obviously because Alexander had ordered it. The lasers continued the lance downward through the field. A lone laser began firing upward, out through the field. Evidently someone had enough presence of mind and had one that was ready to put into a ship and gotten it out and activated. They were firing blind up where the ships had been and didn't have sensors that worked through the field. The field generators on the ground were finally targeted and the field dropped noiselessly.
The ground laser station could detect 'something up there' and fired seconds after the field dropped. The Condor was hulled but it didn't explode. It took a long time for it to impact on the ground.
Captain Ramierez aboard the Thor had his conversation with the Condor cut off in mid-sentence. He watched it plummet for precious seconds. "Molecular disrupters! Quickly! Evasive maneuvers!" he shouted.
 
The ground laser fired a second time but they were not so lucky this time. They did not get a third chance. The disrupters tore a spiraling pattern through the complex and buildings vanished below their foundations. Fires from the previous laser strikes ignited the suddenly released hydrogen and turned the former complex into a firestorm that cremated personnel before they were turned into free hydrogen by the disruptor. The only evidence that there had ever been a complex was the scorched sand at the end of several paved roads. The area looked like a napalm bombing range in the desert.
Captain Ramierez contacted Kyger and informed him that the base had been destroyed but they had lost the Condor and Falcon was damaged. There was silence for a long moment from the moon and then Ramierez received orders to ferry materials from the Arizona Enclosure and coordinate defense of the lunar station after the two ships on Mars standby had been recalled. All the materials were on hand when the Thor arrived at the Arizona Enclosure. Soon the Thor and two other ships were loaded and headed rapidly to the lunar base.
The lunar base was hulled in several areas but the auxiliary power plant supplied enough power to re-establish the stressed space field with a small stepped sally port and yet provide power to the complex. Only the area designed for off world visitors was relatively airtight, but it did give personnel a place to get out of their suits when they were not on the 12-hour relative repair shifts.
Brad had the stressed space field set at a relative time rate of thirty so thirty hours would pass in the field for every one hour of time that passed outside the field. Andrew came to Brad in his dimly lit office when the repairs were 95 per cent complete.
"Brad we're done here. We can stand down the crews a bit and get back on some type of regular schedule. Exhausted people are not the finest craftsmen," Andrew said.
"We still have that 'hit' out there in the asteroid belt. I haven't figured out how to persuade them to come back here. Have you? Were all dressed up and nowhere to dance."
"That's nowhere to go. You are tired. They have a strong economic interest to come back...or they did before Oshira got to them," Andrew said.
"Yeah. What about Oshira?" Brad asked as he put his feet up on his desk and poured himself a tumbler of Jack Black. "I think we ought to let them keep him but who knows what he has said and done in the -- three days. Has it only been three days since all this came down? It seems like a lifetime. So many died. So many good men…Shit... That goddamn Alexander!" Brad stopped his tirade and motioned to Andrew if he wanted a drink too.
Andrew waved it off and shook his head. "Who isn't with us any more I note."
"What? Oh yeah. And what about the response from the Council -- 'Take whatever measures to ensure treaty and defend against pirates' -- friggin' pirates no less. Is that what Alexander was to them; a pirate? We killed 3,218 people if those reports were correct. Not pirates...people."
"We lost some good people too. The Council is just covering his mistake and saving our asses at the same time. How are the eyes?" Andrew asked quietly.
"They're a lot better. You know they'd be singing his praises if he had taken over this station though...don't you?"
"Yep," Andrew said as he rubbed the back of his neck. "I think I'll take you up on that drink."
Brad leaned over and poured him a tumbler and they raised glasses and sipped in silence for several minutes.
"How's Fran? She takes this like it happens every day. She's great. I hear Susan's over her concussion. What's she say about all this?" Brad asked.
Andrew tilted his head down and looked a little sideways and grinned as he swallowed too much of a sip. "She says...(cough)...shoo... she says that we ought to go out there and ask if they intend to trade with us or what."
"Do what?"
"Yep," Andrew said. "She thinks we ought to go out there and act like none of this shit ever happened. Ask them why they took our honored guest, Mister Oshira. "
"I'll be damned," Brad said and took a sip. He raised his glass a bit and grinned at Andrew. "Here's to Susan."
"I'll drink to that," Andrew said.
 
UmBllatt, Captain of the Ullumff Trader was getting very tired of the protestations of this 'raymondoshira' being. It had been a little over an Ullumff day or so since they had left. It is always prudent to leave when there might be trouble. Too bad his sensors could tell little from this range. He had considered staying away another week or two to 'sweeten' the deal but he didn't know if he could stand this 'raymondoshira' much longer. Imagine. This little being had defecated in one of their sleeping areas, urinated on some artwork and complained about the food. It was unimaginable. Wonder if they would miss him if we just returned without him. Of course...they would complain and try to insist on his importance and try to trample us for more trade goods. I suppose it wouldn't be in the best interest of the mission. Pity.
Captain UmBllatt was shaken out of his reverie when a crewman lightly grunted for attention.
"What?"
"A small ship is approaching," said the crewman.
"Only one?" he asked.
"Yes Captain. I'm receiving a message."
"Well! Relay it to me. Have the come to beg us to come back...if so, let's just sit here a while and let them look for grazing," said the Captain very proud of his analysis. They'll beg us to come back and we can get more trade concessions because of this trouble at their quarantine station.
The crewman grunted almost inaudibly.
The Captain swung his oculars around to gaze at the crewman in a very unfavorable light. 
"Captain. They said for us to trade or apply for visa extensions. They said we have several 'days' left on our trading visas and we knew where to find them if we wanted to return. They also said something I do not understand."
“What is that?” The Captain inquired.
“What does do you want to fish or cut bait mean?”
 
"They insult us. I will not stay here and have them argue endlessly over who did what and… " the Captain noticed the crewman manning the communications station was beginning to shuffle around and oculars looking up at the ceiling. "Yes. What is it now?"
The crewman snorted and said, "They have already left Captain and are out of efficient communications range.
The Captain looked at 'raymondoshira's' sleeping form on the floor and wanted to butt it and trample it. The angry cinnamon smell of the Captain was very apparent to the crew. Now we will trade.
 
Ling, Susan, Andrew, Brad, Tod, Joel, Fran, Desiree sat around the lounge toasting the completion of the repairs with other off duty base personnel. It had been two months of relative time within the field but only days of 'normal' time since the attack. The main problem had been the enormous logistics problems of raw materials of food stockpiles and repair materials. It was obvious they could produce heat, light and water with their almost limitless energy source of the cold fusion but food and manufactured materials were easier to consume than to produce. They had finally kicked back a bit and were having an, 'old home week' party to celebrate the completion of their Herculean labors.
The Hawk and the Constellation were two of the ships that were constantly on guard now. Three additional ships had been completed in the Arizona Enclosure and were now in service and, literally, tons of supplies had been ferried to the lunar station. The Constellation reported the Ullumff vessel first and shadowed it as the navigational system directed the ship back toward the lunar base. Colonel Kyger was alerted.
"Sir. They are about twenty-five minutes from docking sir. We're bringing them in much slower this time. I want them to see that there is no damage and everything is nominal."
"Good job Ari. I'm glad you're still able to escort them in. Hope they recognize your ship," Brad said.
"That's a big roger to that," said Ari remembering the recent fate of some of his sister ships. "I doubt they'll be able to tell the difference between ships much yet."
"Imagine you're right. Look out for any unwanted guests will you?"
"Will do, sir."
Brad turned to his friends and said, "Shall we see what is up? Ling. Who do you want with you? I'm more concerned about Oshira then I am about UmBllatt and friends." 
She paused and then spoke. "How about two security and Desiree? Two security men carted Oshira away for a debriefing in a field. Tod. Can you help with his interro... ...interview?" Everyone nodded or gave a 'thumbs up'. 
"Good. Other suggestions. Andrew?" Brad looked to Andrew.
"I think we ought to tell them as much of the truth as we can and do that as policy. The truth is easier to stick to than some tale and they aren't dumb. Remember what Rett said. No telling what Oshira has convinced them of. I think we ought to treat him as a criminal and Brad, see if you can get him banned from any thing like this again," Andrew said to his friends who generally nodded. “Brad. Would you get someone to look for any unscheduled transmissions that were picked up just before the attack? I didn’t think about it ‘til now but I bet Oshira and Alexander exchanged words about then.”
“Will do,” Brad saw that they were ready, "Let's set the port to Ullumff conditions and get set for our guests."
They filed out to their appointed areas as support, negotiations or liaison. 
 
Captain UmBllatt was still angry when he returned to the lunar base. He wasted little time after the ship was secure to indicate which of the crew was to go with him and who was to escort 'raymondoshira'. He felt sure that these beings would be angered by his abduction of their 'oshira' and worried about it delaying the talks. There appeared to be no damage to their complex though and he wondered what had happened. It had certainly looked like an imminent attack situation. No doubt, these beings, these men, would lie about the cause and extent. He came here for trade and trade he would pursue. There was huge profit potential if that calculator was any indication. Imagine that 'oshira' being saying they were worthless. Obvious he was some political appointee. Well here come the squeaky little stick beings.
Ling and Desiree were with two of the largest security people on the base. The security fellows; like pro wrestlers but bigger, were also wearing environment suits that made them appear even larger; nearly the same size as the Ullumff. The women looked like pixies compared to their larger escorts and the visitors. They could see a very bedraggled Oshira being obviously escorted in the back of five Ullumff. The captain, UmBllatt appeared to be in the front and Ling caught the cinnamon scent immediately...he smelled wonderful...sexy? Yep. He smelled sexy...imagine that! She chuckled to herself.
"Greetings Captain," Ling said. "Your vast experience served you well as you avoided an unfortunate attack on our station by a rogue military group. Several ships were destroyed but the situation has been resolved and there will be no more unexpected interruptions. Thank you for saving Mister Oshira. I hope he was not too much of a burden."
"Burden! I understood that," Oshira shouted in English and pressed forward through the Ullumff. "I resent that. Do you know what I've been through? I'll dare say someone will answer for this!"
Desiree nodded to the security men who moved in and took Oshira up under the arms effortlessly even with the heavier Ullumff gravity settings. Ling said in Trade. "I desire your trade here to be successful for all."
The captain was puzzled. Admitting an attack... Pleased that they had rescued that 'raymondoshira'. Interesting. I don't see the signs of any damage so they must have defended this base pretty well. Odd. I wonder what underlies their admissions. I don't like little stick beings even though two of them are of reasonable size. Those two big ones almost gave me a turn, he thought, and snorted. The other Ullumff in his party caught his humor scent and wondered what made their captain laugh.
Ling continued as the captain absorbed the situation. "We will, of course, change the terms of any agreement we make with you..."
The captain swiveled ears and oculars toward her and the cinnamon scent became strong again.
"...to make the conditions more favorable for you and your crew. You were inconvenienced with a hasty retreat and being saddled with an unwanted guest."
"Saaddulled?" UmBllatt said questioningly at the English word.
Ling thought her Ullumff vocabulary wasn't up to the task but then she thought of, "...carrying a heavy, unwanted load." Ling and Desiree looked at each other as all the Ullumff went crazy with snorting and oculars looking around madly. She was worried because just then, one of the Ullumff in the back obviously passed gas from the smell and all the Ullumff went around snorting and snorting while almost jumping up and down.
Deity. The captain thought as he fought to catch his breath after laughing so hard he almost fell down. An unwanted burden... How funny! I think we can do business with these beings after all.
"Your rooms are the same and have been restocked with more of the refreshments. Your bracelets have been reactivated and will open the same doors as before. We thought you would want to eat, drink and," Ling couldn't think of the Ullumff equivalent to 'freshen up' so she just said, "wash."
The captain replied with a polite grunt which surprised the rest of the crew aware of his earlier rage. They had been hoping that their captain didn't ruin their chances of viewing documentaries and cold beer and peanuts. The yellow bracelets had become a status symbol on board the ship and they were glad they didn't have to give them back.
The four crewmembers enjoyed seeing their room and wasted no time in raiding the refrigerator and turning on the display. 
The captain went to his room for a short while, came out, and barked some orders to one of the crew. The crewmate jumped up and practically ran out of the room back toward the ship with the bellows of the captain receding behind him.
Andrew and Brad looked at the monitors with alarm near the conference room. 
"Think it's bad?" Brad asked.
"Don't think so... " Andrew answered and sat back as the Ullumff came bolting back out of the ship carrying a meter long tube and a small cloth sack. "Think we were right. He'll ask to see us soon I think."
Brad raised his eyebrows and took a sip of water, missing his Jack Black.
 
UmBllatt had learned enough and arranged to have trade negotiations to start again. The humans were all filing into the conference room and the Ullumff clomped in and leaned against their support 'chairs'.
UmBllatt raised himself to his full height of fully two meters and grunted. Even the humans understood that he intended to speak first and had an important announcement to make. Even though he seemed odor neutral now an acrid reek began to emanate from the other crewmembers. UmBllatt raised a meter and a half tube about ten centimeters in diameter level over the table. 
"For my trading partners as a gift," he said and handed the tube over to Andrew. 
Brad opened the end after a brief description of the procedure from the Ullumff navigator. UmBllatt was silent with oculars rigid.
Andrew swiveled the end of the open by squeezing as indicated and inside was a rolled up sheet of plastic...metallic...thin material. They slid the material out and unrolled it. Fran just happened to see what it was and gasped followed shortly after by Desiree and then every human in the room sucked in air or muttered when they saw it... a star chart. It was not like anything they had ever seen. It had markings that were obviously names or inscriptions near them and lines of various thickness and colors and lengths between the vividly colored stars. It was a wealth of information like none had ever seen. The humans were struck absolutely speechless...it was so very beautiful…so very functional.
UmBllatt broke the reverie again with a more abrupt grunt and indicated something beside one of the Ullumff. The crewmember reached down and picked up a heavy sack which he handed over to UmBllatt. UmBllatt, with great theatre, held the bag high over the table and slowly reached into it. He drew forth a thick book which he held in front of him.
"This is a book explaining all the inscriptions under each system in the chart. It explains about each planet in the named system and the inhabitants and what has been successfully traded in the past. It has warnings about prohibited products or dangerous areas and navigation hazards. It rates each system through the use of many variables for ease of entry, facilities, quality of goods and the like. This Uoott Guide also yours as a gift," UmBllatt said.
The Ullumff crew began to fidget a bit and one bumped another and whispered, "He gives them an old chart and Uoott guide. It is at least five years out of date. He... oof!" said the crewmember as his crewmate prodded him to keep him quiet.
 
The trade session went on for about an hour before anyone thought to bring in peanuts and chilled juices in cans. The humans had to demonstrate how to open the cans and later open them for their guests but the juices were an instant hit. The grape juice was particularly pleasing to the Ullumff and they couldn't get enough of it. Brad had brought several cases of it to the station for Rett but had just set it aside until he thought of it for the visitors.
 
Captain UmBllatt summarized the session of trade: "It is customary to place the trade goods directly in the others warehouse or quarters or ship for inspection prior to conclusion of any agreement. Each group can then examine the goods or information and signify acceptance in the morning. We may post a guard outside our quarters," UmBllatt declared. "Is that acceptable?"
Brad and Andrew winced a bit knowing that UmBllatt was going a bit outside the manual as it laid out trade rules but not too far off base to be unacceptable. "It is acceptable then. Fifty language sets and ten portable players. Fifty high definition charts of local systems for fifty cases of calculators like I gave you," Brad said.
"Fifty in addition to the calculator you gave me separately," UmBllatt said thinking of the huge profits and not wishing to add his gift to spoils that would have to be divided later. "We will now deliver the goods here to this room."
"Yes. We will deliver the calculators to your rooms," Brad said and humans and Ullumff scurried off to deliver the items.
 
Lines of Ullumff, ten in all, had come off the ship and were under the direction of two of the original five. Humans could tell those two were from the original five because of their yellow bracelets. Each of the ten carried a heavy plastic box about two thirds of a meter square. The fifty boxes and ten players took up the entire end of the conference room. Desiree and Ling figured out how to open the box with the help of one of the Ullumff and squealed when they saw the contents. There must have been twenty-five training cylinders in each box with several manuals containing color picture prints on some type of plastic-metallic material that was tough as hell. Everything seemed to be made of the same stuff in various shades and thicknesses.
Susan came over and got out one of the manuals too with Andrew looking over her shoulder.
"Good God. Look at that. What is it? My Trade isn't up on the reading side. What is this stuff?" Susan asked.
"Each box seems to have a complete language set with instructions for use to learn all about one culture. EVERYTHING about a culture."
Tod and Joel were prowling through some of the other boxes. 
"Look at the markings on the box. Anybody recognize anything?" Joel said.
"Doesn't that one say 'Tros' on it?" Ling asked pointed to one of the boxes on the bottom left.
The guys went over, dug down, extracted the box and set it on the conference table. Ling showed Brad the trick to opening them and they reached in and pulled out the manual in the box marked 'TROS'.
"It's about the Tros culture in the same format as that book. It has tons of info about...oh...look at this Susan!" Brad said moving over to her.
"What is it...oh...no wonder Rett got upset when we started introducing ourselves. Look at this everybody. This is on the sexual habits of Tros," she said holding the pictured pages out for everyone to see.
"Makes 69 look pretty tame doesn't it Brad," Fran said with a coy smile at Brad.
Brad blushed hugely and everyone else laughed pleasingly at his discomfiture and her innuendo.
Joel spoke up after looking in several of the boxes, "Looks like solid information about fifty different cultures. Boy is Earth going to have to expand its perspectives quickly. Tod. How about these cylinders and players? Look like they'll hold up?"
Tod pried open the back of one of the players and saw its tiny tubes and power supplies. It looked complicated as hell but though everything was jammed in; all the parts were much larger than any integrated circuit and each part seemed to snap freely into separate connectors. The connectors were attached to thin boards and there were wires neatly connected to the bases of the connectors. Apparently, there was no such thing as printed circuits. Amazing!
Tod looked up. "These look fine. They're like the first ones we traded for. They'll learn a lot about manufacturing techniques from those calculators but not much else. Who would of thought these language sets would have been this complete? We got a good deal with that star chart and index 'gift' and these manuals -- we ought to be in a lot better shape for trade. Hey Joel. Did you get those maps digitized and stored yet?"
"Yes boss. Put it in the system and anyone can pull it up but since I don't have my regular help, referring to the loss of one of the best technicians in the attack, I haven't finished scanning in that book that goes with it. We're a third of the way through it though. Ought to have that scanning finished in an hour or two and then it will take a while to link all the references on the chart to the pages in the book and provide translations. A couple of days I guess as most of the scanning is automated. I have them working on it in a field so it ought to be finished soon. It was a clear copy," Joel continued. "Whatever that stuff is they print it on; we need to find out how they do that. It is tough as iron and resistant to water and looks like it would hold up forever...Great stuff...flexible and thin as all get out. Trade for the formula of that next ship."
"We'll keep that in mind," Brad said and they all laughed realizing how many things would change with an influx of new ideas and technology.
 
Captain UmBllatt was contemplating popcorn when the door buzzed. This food is very enjoyable -- light and crunchy. I will have to find out how they produce it. I wonder if it is a delicacy that takes elaborate preparation. Probably, thought UmBllatt, as he savored another fist full. The door buzzed again.
UmBllatt realized that there must be someone outside and he had failed to post a guard as allowed. He motioned two of his crewmembers to move toward the door and then yelled, "Enter!" 
A lunar service tech came in with two large boxes on a dolly. 
"Where do you want these mack?" said the tech to the Captain.
UmBllatt decided that 'mack ' must be some obscure term of respect and indicated the wall to the left wondering why the boxes were so large. He had only traded for fifty cases and was puzzled by their large size.
The tech stood back as other techs came trooping in behind with similar loads. The tech indicated the wall beside the other two boxes. More and more boxes came in until the end of the suite was covered with boxes. All the techs had been required to learn rudimentary Trade and the team leader had had more training than most. He finished counting the boxes and then turned to Captain UmBllatt with a digitizing pad. "Sign here to say that you received fifty cases of calculators."
Captain UmBllatt was suddenly suspicious that this many boxes was some sort of ploy to give them non-working goods. Surely each calculator didn't take up each box with instructions and packing. If it did; then they sure packed them well. UmBllatt motioned his two crewmen over to open and inspect the boxes while the tech stood by with the same disgruntled air of the longshoreman of old. The Ullumff were having trouble looking for the opening devices on the cases so the tech whipped out a small utility knife and slit open four of the cases the crew had been pawing at. The captain had sucked in a quick breath on seeing the knife but relaxed when he realized that the tech was only cutting open the top of the boxes.
"How do we know these aren't damaged goods?" he said to the tech.
"Most of this stuff comes with some type of ...guarantee," he said struggling for the word 'guarantee' which didn't seem to be part of the Trade language, at least, not part of any of the language he had studied. "I'll check," he said and reached into a box and pulled out three or four of the blister packs of calculators. He turned them over in his hands and held them up to the light. "Gee buddy. I can speak some Trade but I never learned to read it yet. Sorry. It probably says that if there is any defect in workmanship or the device fails to work as claimed, you can bring it back and get another working unit to replace any of them that don't work. Most companies will do that for one year from the date the customer receives it. That means that when you sell them, the customer has a year after that, an Earth year, to get it back to you and then on your next trip we'll swap it for a new one. No charge."
"We will check all fifty cases first," UmBllatt said and moved over to the boxes. He didn't understand everything this human said but it excited and worried him at the same time.
"Okay. Your choice… They are all guaranteed. A good company makes these calculators. It will start the time on the guarantee if you open them first. My suggestion is to take one at random from each case and test them. Give those to your crew if you want," said the tech. "Sign here please." The tech noticed UmBllatt's hesitation. "You just make some mark that identifies you. This says that I delivered fifty cases. That's all."
UmBllatt marked the digitizing pad and the tech tapped the display and a copy with UmBllatt's signature spewed out. "Here is your copy. See you next trip," said the tech as he went out.
"Humff," snorted UmBllatt politely. It was confusing. Case? Guarantee? How many calculators were there? "Get over here!" ordered the captain to his men who startled and rushed over to him in a line. "Open these cases and take out a calculator from each box. Count them all. I will be in my room." He stomped off sure that he had been tricked somehow but he couldn't step on the reason.
An hour later the navigator came to his door and grunted.
UmBllatt huffed back to go ahead.
"Captain. We've counted the calculators in four of the boxes."
"Cases. Navigator. Cases."
The navigator snorted affirmative. "There are exactly one hundred calculators. All the ones we have checked work exactly like the first. There are instructions on how to use them, in Trade, for every one inside the tough clear casing."
"That would be how many per case?” queried stated the Captain.
The navigator snorted a polite grunt and the captain swiveled his oculars up at the navigator. "There are one hundred in every case. We can't get them all back into the case after we take them out. They are packed that tight. All the other cases appear to be packed exactly the same. There are five thousand calculators in those cases."
UmBllatt had had no idea that fifty cases might be more than fifty calculators. Five thousand! There must have been some mistake on their part. The language sets he had given them were the high language of each of those cultures not the ordinary common day language. They weren't used except in the aristocratic circles on those planets. That's why he still had them still in boxed sets. He couldn't get much for them anywhere but here.
He realized the enormity of the wealth represented by the boxes in front of him. He pried apart a calculator. Few wires…Metal designs with tiny little silver circles on one side…Colored lines on little parts, capacitors he recognized but they were so tiny. Odd ways of marking what went where...stubborn to get out of their holders... All Ullumff electrical devices have connectors that allow parts to be easily replaced.
The door buzzed again and UmBllatt cursed himself for not posting a guard -- again. 
He grunted to his crew who sent two to each side of the door.
"Enter," UmBllatt shouted.
The tech, he guessed it was the same one, was back with a dolly that had a silver barrel on it. He wheeled it into the room without being invited this time.
"What is this?" demanded UmBllatt.
"This mack. This is a keg of beer, " said the tech with a toothy grin.
UmBllatt wondered why this being was showing his teeth but decided it was not a threatening mechanism like most worlds. How strange! Mack, the term of respect and the showing of teeth… Curious. Keg must mean this barrel thing but what was beer? "Beer?" questioned UmBllatt.
"Sure. Beer, " he said and pointed to the dozen empty brown beer bottles in the corner. Obviously these boys hadn't figured out the recycling bin. He pointed to the empty bottles and said, "Beer." He then pointed to the keg and said, "Beer."
All the crew now knew he meant the cold fermented grain beverage. That beverage had been very good but there wasn't much of it. It was very weak too...but very tasty. UmBllatt was about to ask how you got it out when the door buzzed again. UmBllatt was a little off-balance mentally so he said, "Enter," without thinking about the security of his precious cargo.
The door opened and Fran and Ling plus another female and male tech came in with armloads of chips and sacks of pretzels and snacks. 
"The cavalry has arrived," Ling said in English. She turned to UmBllatt and spoke in Ullumff, "It is customary on our planet to welcome guests with a party. Sergeant McGregor here, " she said and indicated the tech working on the keg with a big stack of plastic cups in his hands, "decided you needed a welcoming party. We party to relax. Let us know what you like and do not like so your next visit will be better."
UmBllatt was about to reply when one of his crewmembers came up to him with a cold cup of draft beer. He handed it to UmBllatt with both hands. He was thirsty and this did look good. He started to reply to the human but decided to taste the beer first. "Ummm!" he said and drained the large cup. "More!" he said and handed the empty cup back to his crewmate. Four cups later, his immediate thirst quenched, he felt he was able to converse with the human. "Good drink. What were the other things in the shiny packages?"
"Party snacks. Fun food. Why don't you try some? We understand you can eat most plant foods. Oh good! Desiree got some fruits and veggies," Ling said indicating Desiree who trouped in with a cart full of goodies.
"Veggies?" inquired UmBllatt.
"Vegetables. Would you like to invite some or all of your crew to join us?" Ling asked.
"It is allowed?" UmBllatt asked.
"Yes. It is allowed as long as we get them to wear those yellow bracelets. How many do you want me to get?" Ling asked.
"Ten more would be enough," UmBllatt said not knowing if Ling was really offering free access for the rest of his crew. He then turned and bellowed. The Ullumff dropped what they were doing and rushed over to their Captain.
"Navigator. You get ten more yellow bracelets from her, " indicating Ling, "and go to the ship. Pick ten more crew and give those ten one each. No weapons. Have them wear these. Do you understand?"
"Which ten?" asked the navigator.
"Do I have to do everything!" bellowed the captain. The captain then did something no one had ever seen a Ullumff do and it was impressive. He let loose with a tone...word...something... like an explosive sneeze and charged the three meters to stop just short of the navigator. The navigator's ears peeled flat back against his head and his ocular stalks curled down with eyes clenched shut. The navigator hunched over and shuffled out the door.
Ling and the other base personnel realized that these two hundred kilogram beings were not from their culture...surprise, surprise. Sergeant McGregor had been eavesdropping over the din of the party and told Ling he'd go out and get the bracelet IDs for the other crewmembers. He said he'd open up several adjacent rooms too if she wanted as there were plenty of rooms. She nodded assent and he hurried out.
She motioned to UmBllatt to the table to try some of the foods and distract him. He was smelling delicious again and she had to pinch herself to realize that it meant Ullumff were angry when they smelled like cinnamon. "Try some of these and tell me what you like and what you do not like."
He hesitated a moment and clumped over, gracefully, for one so large. She had eased the gravity settings down a bit to 1.1 normal so the humans wouldn't get worn out so fast.
UmBllatt tried the Washington State Red delicious apples first and he bit into one and ate it core and all and just stood stock still for a moment. Ling was worried that it had paralyzed him until he took a deep breath of air and let it out with stuttered exhale. The other Ullumff stopped in their tracks, turned and walked over toward the Captain without speaking a word. Many had stopped speaking in mid-sentence and there was an acrid scent in the air coming from them.
The captain shook all over like a wet dog and then took another deep breath, "What are these called?" 
"Apples, Captain," Ling stated.
"These are like nothing I have ever tasted. They are wonderful," he said while wondering what other rare, exotic foods they had for them to try. "Try them," the captain said to his crew. 
The other crewmembers had similar reactions of ecstasy and then moved on, at the captain's urging, to other fruits and veggies. Desiree had a good generic assortment and the station was well supplied since they might have to work in stressed space fields with long, relative, periods between supplies. They hated bananas, but liked watermelons and cantaloupes -- seeds and all. Loved all fried snacks like potato chips and pretzels. They were crazy about popcorn without butter on it. They thought celery was fine but they only had a similar reaction to corn chips like they had with the apples. They loved them. Then it happened. 
"What are these?" asked the Ullumff first mate who had picked up several small green vegetables.
Desiree didn't see what they were 'til he was popping them into his mouth.
"Don't eat so many of those. Those are Jalapeno peppers," she cried, as if naming it would have stopped him, but it was too late.
The first mate's eyes stuck straight out like rods and he trumpeted out a blast and then started stamping around in circles pawing at his mouth with both hands and bleating like a stuck pig. Suddenly he rushed over to the keg and while pumping with one arm, he bent over, lifted the hose and nozzle to his mouth and began putting out the fire. It took a full minute of hosing down his mouth with the beer before he quieted down.
Desiree went over to the Captain and said, "I am sorry. I wasn't able to tell him until it was too late." She could have been talking to the wall because all the Ullumff were watching the first mate with rapt attention; each standing stock still.
The first mate let out a little rapid harking sound like a dog trying to cough up a stuck bone and then all of the Ullumff, including the captain refilled their beer cups and went over to pick up some Jalapeno peppers. It was pandemonium after that because the other ten Ullumff chose that moment to arrive after their little briefing and lecture on station decorum.
It wasn't long 'til another keg was called for and the apples, popcorn, nachos and jalapenos were replenished. It was a hell of a night. Security got called in when they started turning on music vids and the Ullumff decided they liked county and western, jazz and reggae music. They somehow got some weird music player off the ship and started this drumming music. Then they got in a line and made circles with bumps and stomps while making snorts and hoots. Fran came over with most of the rest of the base that wasn't on duty. The Ullumff could produce a huge array of sounds and their music was simple yet sophisticated, with deep rhythmic undertones. Of course, the base personnel were getting three sheets to the wind (drunk) trying to drink Ullumff under the table. Pretty soon everyone was stomping, laughing and yelling. It was a hell of a night and didn't wind down 'til early in the 'morning'.
Everyone went to bed, some not to sleep, and the night ended without incident -- except that the Ullumff navigator had a cut over one eye where there, evidently, had been a mini-riot on the ship deciding which ten would go ashore and which would stay. The larger crewmembers had come ashore including the smaller navigator.
About noon the captain got up and went over to the computer console that had gotten him into trouble before.
"Computer. Show me star maps of inhabited planetary systems," demanded UmBllatt. Well, the only map available like that was the one Joel had scanned from the gift UmBllatt had given them. He wasn't sure if this being, this 'computer', was trying to be offensive or funny. It was the same map series he had given the humans as a gift. They already had one and I was trying to be tricky and gave them an old map that was of no use to me anymore. He snorted. He was ashamed. These beings had treated them as friends, no; better than that -- family. What a party we had! He was determined he would get them better trade goods next time and really do this right. The calculators alone would make his clan immensely wealthy but I don't want everyone to know about this place. What a planet! What a people! Yes. They were people, almost as good as another Ullumff...though very ugly and soft and weak. Now he worried about the other items.
"Computer. Do you have any information concerning markings on this map?" he said in clear Trade.
"Yes," answered the computer and it used it's fuzzy logic and displayed the few pages Joel had already scanned and translated.
UmBllatt was stunned. They had manuals to explain them too. They acted like they were happy to get his gifts and these humans already had maps and manuals like he had given them. What about Trade sets! Did they have those too? He was afraid to ask; his shame was so great. "Do you have language sets other than the fifty sets recently traded by the Ullumff?"
"Yes. There are one hundred and sixty other languages sets in memory," stated the computer, failing to mention that one hundred and forty of those were of Earth languages and dialects recorded to preserve cultures during the Viral B epidemics decades past.
UmBllatt was appalled that he had given the humans inferior, inexpensive goods for those guaranteed calculators. I must finish this and leave before I shame my race, my reputation further. "Computer. Tell 'colonelbradkyger' that we are ready to leave."
The computer paused a moment while it worked through that one and then said, "He will be so notified," answering in Trade.
UmBllatt went out and butted the first two crewmen he saw to get them awake. "Get the others awake and load the ship."
All the Ullumff got shakingly upright and with much snorting and snuffling, they started loading boxes in arms and marching toward their ship. The line was almost to the ship with UmBllatt at the rear when it came to a screeching halt. UmBllatt couldn't see what the problem was so he bellowed ahead. "Keep moving!"
"Captain. The corridor is blocked," answered the navigator from the front.
UmBllatt shoved crew aside, pushed, butted and prodded his way forward. He was about to shout again, when he saw what was obstructing their path. The whole corridor was lined with bags of apples and bags of popcorn and nachos. There was even a crate of, yes...jalapenos. Each crate or bag had some little colored cloth strips tied in open loops near the top and little white tags with writing on them, mostly in scrawled Trade.
UmBllatt bent over and pulled off one tag; read it and pulled off another and repeated the process until he had gathered and read them all. He started snorting and there was a scent something like garlic in the air.
This was something unparalleled in the navigator's experience and he was very worried about the sanity and well being of his superior.
"Captain?" he inquired.
The captain handed him several of the tags which he read in shock. He knew the captain had been stretching it by giving these beings out of date maps and language sets. He was affected by the generosity of these humans.
Brad, Fran, Andrew, Susan, Tod, Desiree, Ling rolled up about that time from an adjacent corridor but couldn't get up close to the ship. UmBllatt saw them and they waved at the Captain. He did the strangest thing. He started shouting and stamping and bellowing in several languages. He must have been cursing because it sounded like cursing and he didn't use the same words twice. The Ullumff started clearing the hallway and there had never been such a display of fire brigade cargo handling. UmBllatt did not let up and the ones at the back were making trips back for more boxes of calculators as the ones in the front passed up bags of gifts through the port to the Ullumff ship. It was all taken in fifteen minutes with as graceful a ballet of moving as the lunar crew had ever seen. The still bellowing captain immediately followed the crew. The hatch shut.
Brad and the others were stunned. They hadn't said a word of goodbye. Maybe they were likes cats... a warm welcome and an apathetic departure. They decided there might be a problem -- depending on how rapidly the ship left -- so Brad ordered them back to a safer area to await the ship's departure. Two hours went by. They were monitoring the ship on several displays when the hatch again opened and Ullumff crew started coming out with boxes and boxes of strange trinkets and all kinds of stuff and setting it off to the side of the corridor. It looked like they were emptying their garbage before they took off...how nice. Brad decided that he, Ling and Andrew, should go down there in suits to see what was going on.
They arrived at the Ullumff yard sale just as Captain UmBllatt walked down the ramp with the navigator standing in the hatch.
Brad was about to demand what was going on when the Captain spoke.
"Thank U Frens. Gud time had. U Gud giffs," he said in English though struggling with some of the words. He gave Brad a small sack and waved to the navigator who disappeared inside as the large ship starting powering up to depart. He turned around and went up the ramp before the humans could really react and when they did they realized they had better seal off the end of the corridor. Brad had just gotten the stressed space field powered up when the ship departed.
"Get security down here quick," ordered Brad who worried about bombs and biological weapons or whatever in this trash. Some of the stuff appeared to have been ripped right out, as there were loose wires and torn connectors on the backs of many items.
"What's in the bag?" Susan asked, as was her prerogative.
Brad opened the bag and briefly touched its contents. He started laughing and gave the bag to Andrew, not Susan. "This is for you," he said.
Andrew took the bag and opened it, and started laughing too. Before the others could get mad, he pulled out a handful of necklaces...fourteen Ullumff dung necklaces to be exact. They all started laughing and started looking in the boxes and bags.
There were manuals that defied description and maps and rolls of that plastic-metallic film. There was electric comm equipment. All kinds of gadgets and gizmos...it looked like they had stripped the ship of everything not essential to them making it back okay. It will take weeks before we get an inventory on all that stuff Brad thought as he kicked back and poured himself two fingers of Jack Black. Wonder how long 'til we get our next trader, Brad wondered.
McGregor came in a bit later with some information that proved amusing about the visit also. It looks like the Ullumff also took all the towels with them when they left. Brad snorted a laugh in a very Ullumff way and took another sip.
 
Captain UmBllatt was nibbling on a nacho and thinking about how to divide the wealth from the journey. It would be difficult but not impossible to keep this planet's location a secret. There shouldn't be undo competition until the planet was developed. Yes. The navigator is the only one who knows the planet's exact location and he's loyal to my family.
The navigator was nibbling an apple and correctly guessing what the captain was thinking. The captain was thinking that he should keep this little planet's location all to himself. As an undercover investigator for the Uoott Culture Guide, like the captain gave the humans, the navigator expected next year's edition of the manual would have many interesting entries about Earth. He savored the apple. Yes. The only way to get a steady supply of these... is to let everyone know about this great place. Let's see:
 
Profitable trade goods - 
 (especially marvelous electric devices)
Galactic class instrumentation and navigational control
Excellent trade conditions 
 (regulations exactly like manuals! Better!)
Friendly natives with four stomp accommodations (from any world)
Four stomp food, drinks and entertainment in room (your needs met – gravity, environment – must be seen to be believed)
Unprejusticed, friendly natives
Natives understand Trade (and many other languages).
Quarantine station on single moon
Self patrolled by powerful fleet. Don't even think about it.
New facilities with excellent service.
Facilities better than anything in the manuals!
 
Located:
(Yes. I ought to make assistant editor over this one!)
 



 
RETT WRITES COLLEGUES
I am soon to join CaptainandrewWilliams on a trip to Glim, Rett thought. They call it Bellatrix. The female, Susan, wanted to go there first and they acceded to her wishes over my more pressing need to return to my home planet. A female making decisions instead of sharing names! My oculars roll at the thought. Hopefully, my voyage will return me to you, my colleagues, so I can continue my researches among my own kind. I have gone to great lengths to train CaptainandrewWilliams but it still bares it teeth to show he likes you. They call it smiling. Weird I know but they do it.
This planet has a large moon base where these humans have set up a trading base. One Ullumff trader has already visited and I hope to return before these humans give away all their knowledge. They will make my stay here fruitless if they continue. The last ship traded for human-built solar powered hand calculators. Think. A calculator that is light enough to carry and will divide and multiply. These humans must be unsane. They gave away five thousand of these marvelous devices for an old star chart of the empire and surrounding nebulae. See what I mean.
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TRADE WORLD SAGA
MANUAL INTERPRETATION – Earth gets its first interstellar voyage.
PATENTLY OBVIOUS – Earth is learning to trade on other planets.
A CERTAIN EXPERTISE – Earth enforces its trade routes.
CORE VALUES – Earth travels to the Galaxy Core to search for the 
originators of the lamlee.
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