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Deep in the darkness of space, a small indiscreet dust cloud hides a dangerous secret. For years, the dust cloud has protected its secret from the unsuspecting solar system that it is slowly receding away from. Due to the small size of the dust cloud and its distance from the unsuspecting solar system, the dust cloud has never been detected. Shortly, the secret it has hidden for years will make its deadly presence known. For that secret has come to kill a solar system. Unfortunately, it is the solar system that contains the planet Earth!
 
This short story is the introduction to the Star One series. This story is continued in Star One: Neutron Star and is concluded in Star One: Dark Star.
 



 
Chapter One
 
For several years, the construction workers had labored in the harsh unforgiving environment of the Moon. Large sections on the dark side had been leveled, and a massive construction project had been implemented. Huge dish antennas came slowly into existence, which when completed would be able to peer deep into the outer reaches of the known universe. 
A total of 32 large 90-foot dish antennas dotted the desolate lunar landscape, with only the pale light from the stars illuminating the towering constructs. Construction workers and technicians carefully checked over every last detail for the large dish array system was almost complete.
The largest reflector telescope ever built on the Moon, the Albertson reflector with its twelve-meter mirror, was already in place and being tested. It would be able to photograph the universe like no telescope ever built before. It would be able to look back to the big bang itself and the first galaxies created. The universe was about to become a much smaller place.
From his position in a small lunar shuttle, Professor Pierre LaRann gazed down appreciatively at the work going on below him. It had been his life long dream to see this project finally come to fruition. He had overseen every last detail and spent many long hours out at the construction sites watching the workers and personally directing the installation of the dish antennas. 
Seeing everything below him made the many long years of hard work seem worthwhile. He had lived a very solitary existence dedicating his life to this project. He had friends, but no close ones. His few distant family members all lived down on Earth, and he hadn’t seen or spoken to any of them in years. 
“From the reports from the construction engineers, the dish array system should be online early next week,” Commander Mase Colton commented as he looked out the cockpit window. 
He ran his left hand through his thick blond hair as he gazed at the lunar landscape below him. It was hard to believe all the work that had been done to build the new telescope and the array system. He felt excitement inside at realizing how close the project was to being completed.
The small lunar shuttle was hovering just above the construction site. They were high enough to ensure that no damage could be caused by the small rocket engines. The shuttle was capable of carrying four passengers and a small amount of cargo. Commander Colton liked to use the small, versatile shuttles for inspection tours like the one today. Fuel wasn’t an issue in the light gravity of the Moon, and the trip from Tycho City to the Farside array only took two quick hours. 
“Then the tests and calibrations will begin,” said Professor LaRann with growing excitement in his eyes. The 48-year-old astrophysicist had overseen the project from its very beginning. He was extremely pleased that it was almost complete. “We will begin by scanning for pulsars. They should be easy to spot, and by scanning some of the known pulsars, we should be able to fine-tune the array very quickly. Then we can get down to some serious astronomy.”
Even from their height of a few thousand feet, Mase could see construction workers clad in bulky white spacesuits moving slowly around the site. Due to the Moon’s light gravity, their movements seemed slow and awkward. 
The construction site spread out across nearly 30 miles of the lunar surface. Moon Buggies moved slowly along the numerous small roads that linked the dish antennas carrying technicians and construction personnel to different assignments. Off to one side of the array, a massive white dome stood amongst a grouping of other buildings. The dome contained the Albertson reflector.
“How far along are the tests on the reflector?” asked Mase, glancing over at LaRann. It had been a few days since his last inspection tour.
“We’ve made some preliminary observations of a number of nebula and galaxy clusters,” replied LaRann, peering out the cockpit window toward the dome that contained the reflector. LaRann wore a pair of glasses and was slightly gray at the temples. “Everything seems to be working extremely well. Some of the preliminary photographs are outstanding. With the array and the Albertson reflector, we’re about to take astronomy into the next century.”
“I’m glad it’s nearly done,” Mase commented with a smile. “You’ve put in a lot of hours and should be proud of what’s been accomplished here.”
“I’ve had a lot of good people to assist me,” replied LaRann, nodding his head. “Adam, LeAnn, Charles, and Andrew have been a huge help. This couldn’t have been done without them.”
“They’re good people,” Mase spoke in agreement. His eyes returned to the satellite arrays that spread across the surface of the Moon below them.
Mase knew that a lot of money had been invested in the project. Fortunately, due to the light gravity on the Moon, the dish antennas were constructed of lighter material than what was used on similar ones down on Earth. Many of the parts had been built in Tycho City and then transported to the construction site. This had helped to hold down costs, but a number of influential people down on Earth were still unhappy about the billions of dollars being spent on the array and the telescope. Senator Farley of Michigan had made it extremely plain that he felt both projects were a waste of time and taxpayer’s money.
“Land us at the observatory complex,” Mase instructed Anthony Kleese who was the shuttle pilot. “I want to inspect the dome and facilities while I’m here.”
“I’m sure you will find everything is in order,” Pierre commented as the shuttle began slowly to descend toward the dome and one of the landing pads at the small landing facility.
“I’m sure I will,” Mase replied with a patient look on his face. He knew that Pierre felt like the complex was his personal baby and was extremely defensive if anyone criticized it. “It’s just been a few days since I’ve been here, and I would like to see the reflector up close.”
The shuttle dropped smoothly down toward the landing pad. Anthony’s hands delicately adjusted the controls as he brought the shuttle to a hover just above the pad before gently lowering it in a textbook landing. Anthony had performed this maneuver hundreds of times over the last few years, and it was almost second nature anymore. He was also the best shuttle pilot on the Moon.
Mase waited patiently as a docking port was extended, and the airlock showed a smooth seal and breathable atmosphere on the other side. Pressing the control panel next to the door, it opened, and Mase and Pierre walked down the short corridor and down into the underground section of the complex.
The Farside complex currently housed nearly 200 technicians and construction workers as well as the research staff assigned to the facility. While some of the buildings were on the surface, the majority of the complex was buried deep underground. This was a precaution against meteor strikes as well as potential pressure leaks if any part of the structure failed.
It took just a few minutes to walk through the short connecting tunnel to the towering dome that contained the Albertson reflector. Passing through another small airlock, they stepped inside.
Mase took a moment to look around, taking notice of the numerous technicians and other people that were busy working. The large Albertson reflector telescope filled the central portion of the room and, looking upward, Mase could see where a special seal around the reflector protected the interior of the dome from losing atmosphere. 
The entire dome could be rotated to allow the reflector to scan a significant portion of space. The low hum of working equipment and computers was barely audible as well as the muted conversation of the technicians who were busy at their stations.
“Commander Colton, Professor LaRann, I see you have come to check on our new toy,” LeAnn Kelly the 32-year-old astrophysicist said, walking up to the two with a friendly smile. 
LeAnn was currently working on studying deep space objects, such as distant galaxy clusters, to determine the exact age of the universe and its current rate of expansion. She was an up and coming scientist with a bright future. 
Brushing her shoulder length black hair back with her left hand, she gestured toward the telescope. “This telescope is fantastic! We’ve already started mapping some distant galaxy clusters out near the edge of the known universe.”
“I’m glad to hear that your research is going well,” Mase replied with a friendly nod. He could easily detect the enthusiasm for her work in LeAnn’s voice. “Have there been any complications or problems with the equipment so far?”
“Only a few minor computer glitches and the programmers have already ironed those out.”
“Charles Turner will begin some studies on the Ort Cloud that surrounds the solar system in another week,” Professor LaRann added. “He hopes to discover and map a number of new comets with the telescope.”
“Charles wants to map everything in the solar system,” LeAnn spoke with a grin. “It’s all I can do to keep him from moving the telescope when he comes on duty. He will get his turn next week while I study the data from the observations we’re currently doing.”
Mase knew that Charles was an accomplished astronomer interested in the solar system, comets, and the Oort Cloud. “Finding anything interesting?” Mase asked with curiosity.
“Just some impressive galactic clusters,” LeAnn replied. She loved astronomy and this new telescope was amazing. “We will have the most recent deep space photographs ready tomorrow. They will be something to see.”
“Have some of the photos sent to my office; I would like to see them.” Mase was genuinely interested in seeing some of the photos from the new telescope. 
“Sure thing, Commander,” replied LeAnn, knowing Mase had a keen interest in astronomy. She would pick out some of the more spectacular ones and send them over. It never hurt to stay on the good side of the commander of Tycho City and the Farside facility.
Mase and Professor LaRann spent a few more minutes touring the dome and talking to several of the scientists and technicians. Then after a quick tour of some of the other areas, Mase returned to his shuttle. Professor LaRann would be staying as he wanted to ensure that the array was ready to go online as scheduled. 
The professor couldn’t wait to use the large array to scan for pulsars. Once the scan for pulsars was completed, he had arranged for the array to be used to search for black holes. He had an affinity for black holes. Over the course of the last few years, he had written several long research papers on them, which had been extremely well received by the scientific community.
-
As the shuttle flew across the desolate surface of the Moon, Commander Colton stared out thoughtfully at the cold, harsh environment. They were flying high above the Southern Lunar Highlands. There was no atmosphere on the Moon and the colors were harsh and bleak. Black, white, and various shades of gray were all the colors that were visible. The potted landscape where meteors had impacted, the occasional hills, and even a few mountains were all a stark reminder that life had never existed on the barren lunar surface.
Looking out the front cockpit window, Mase could see Tyco Crater coming nearer. The crater was 52 miles across with rim walls nearly 3 miles high. In the heart of the crater, near the central Massif, a base had been constructed. Over the years, the name of the base had been changed to Tycho City. 
A number of communication antennas were atop the Massif, which was nearly one mile in height. There was also a small operations center on top, which routed much of Tycho City’s communications. Most of Tycho City was underground in a large cavern that had been blasted out with high explosives and then finished up with several large excavators that had been brought up to the Moon.
As the shuttle came over the rim of the crater, Mase took in a deep breath looking at the vista that spread out before him. The crater had been formed over 100 million years in the past and was now home to Tycho City. Nearly 2,500 people called the crater their home, with another 200 living at Farside.
“Almost home,” Anthony said with a smile on his face. He loved flying the shuttles over the lunar surface. Flying was his passion, and he never missed an opportunity. It was also the main reason he was still single. He enjoyed female company, but he was not ready to settle down. 
“Yes, we are,” responded Mase. It always felt good to get back to Tycho City. He had lived on the Moon for years, and Tycho City had become his true home.
Mase had to make out a report to send to Earth on the progress at Farside, as well as contact Steve Larson on Star One. Star One was the huge space station in orbit 37,000 miles above the Moon at the Earth-Moon Lagrange point.
Anthony brought the small shuttle smoothly in for a landing on one of the dozen landing pads just outside a group of small buildings that dotted the lunar landscape. This served as the main landing field for the underground complex. Once down, the landing pad was lowered into an underground hanger, and a green light came on indicating Earth normal atmosphere.
Mase stepped out of the shuttle and through a small airlock door that led to the main part of the shuttle bay. The shuttles could be moved out of their small hangers and worked on by the many technicians that kept the base and its equipment functioning. As he stepped out of the airlock door, he found his secretary Linda Arleen waiting for him.
“Commander, how was your trip to Farside?”
“Just fine,” replied Mase, wondering why she had felt it necessary to meet his shuttle.
“We received a message from Jane Kinsey. She is at the cape today and would like a quick update on the Farside array. I think Senator Farley is still complaining about all the money being spent on the array and the telescope.”
Jane Kinsey was the current head of NASA and the chief administrator at the cape. She was also a very big supporter of Tycho City as well as Star One.
“Farley will always be unhappy with any money we spend,” Mase responded with a heavy sigh. 
Senator Farley had been opposed to the new telescope and deep space antennae array from the beginning. If not for the money Tycho City made off the mass driver, it was doubtful the telescope or the antennae array could ever have been built. 
However, due to all the refined metals that were launched to Earth daily by the mass driver, Tycho City made a tidy profit each month off the operation and had footed nearly half the bill for the astronomy projects. It also helped that much of the equipment for the array had been constructed on the Moon in the many shops and construction facilities available in Tycho City.
“Mr. Pierce called from the mass driver, and they are experiencing problems with some of the magnetic coils.”
“Again!” Mase spoke with a frown. The coils had really been giving them problems recently. Jackson Pierce had been wanting to shut the mass driver down for several weeks now to do some much needed maintenance.
“He wants to shut it down for 48 hours to recalibrate the coils and install the new inductor relays.”
Mase stared at Linda for a moment. She was a pretty brunette and her brown eyes made her look even more appealing. Mase knew that many of the eligible bachelors in Tycho City had asked her out, but she had been very choosey in who she was seen with. She had been at Tycho City for nearly eight months and had resisted getting into any serious relationships. She was also the best secretary Mase had ever had.
“Call Pierce back and tell him I will be out later this afternoon and he can show me the problems. With all of our current delivery contracts, I just don’t see how we can shut the mass driver down for 48 hours.”
“He will be glad to hear you’re coming,” Linda replied with a nod. “I know he is extremely concerned about the mass driver.” 
Mase and Linda walked out of the shuttle bay and took a small transit vehicle to Tycho City. A small two-way transit tunnel connected the landing facility to the main section of the underground city. The small tunnel was nearly 2,500 feet in length, and it didn’t take long for the small electric transit vehicle to arrive at their destination. At each end of the transit tunnel was a double airlock to protect the main part of the city from accidental decompression. 
Going through the airlock, they stepped out into a man made world. Thanks to the two fission reactors that furnished their power, the main section of Tycho City had artificial gravity of nearly three quarters Earth normal. There were plans to install a fusion reactor like the one on Star One and to take the gravity up to full Earth normal in the near future.
They were in a cavern nearly 2,600 feet in length and 600 feet wide. The ceiling was 120 feet above their heads with large lights carefully spaced to provide abundant lighting. The lights were set to provide a normal Earth day environment, with eight actual hours of semi-darkness. Large Luxen braces every 200 feet reached to the ceiling to provide added support to the gently curving ceiling. Luxen was a special alloy made in the fusion reactor on Star One that had unbelievable strength. It was also tremendously expensive.
On the floor of the cavern was Tycho City. This was the home of the 2,500 people that had made the Moon their permanent residence. There were a number of homes, apartment buildings, businesses, and small skyscrapers that reached nearly 60 feet into the air built across the center of the cavern. There were also a number of small shops and factories on the perimeter. 
Perhaps the most amazing thing of all were all the growing plants and trees. They did amazingly well in the lunar soil. The cavern floor was green with growing grasses as well as small trees and shrubs. It almost looked as if you were back down on Earth. The growing plants also did wonders for the air. Taking out some of the CO2 and replacing it with oxygen. There were also hidden machines that quietly circulated the air and made sure the air quality remained breathable.
Mase took a moment to look around. This was his home. It seemed so Earth like and if not for the lower gravity, you would never know you were on the Moon. He took a deep breath, drawing in the fresh air. It was like this every time he returned from an inspection trip. He smiled inwardly to himself. So much had been accomplished and there was still so much to do.
Linda stood quietly watching the commander. She knew how he felt about Tycho City. In the eight months she had been here, she was beginning to feel the same way. Tycho City had that type of affect on you.
Mase and Linda took a small electric car to his office, which was in one of the larger administration buildings. Once inside, Mase went to his office and began working on his Farside report. Once it was done, he would give Steve a call on Star One and then get a bite to eat. Then it would be out to the mass driver on the wall of Tycho Crater. Since he was the commander of Tycho City and the Farside facility, his duties seemed never ending. However, he loved his job and would not trade it for anything.
-
Later that afternoon, Mase was in a small Moon Buggy, which was traveling down a recently built road to the mass driver. Tycho City ran a number of mining operations in the crater as well as in the surrounding area of the Southern Lunar Highlands. They had found that the numerous small meteors buried just beneath the Moon’s surface were rich in various metals, which were in high demand down on Earth. The metals were mined and then taken to Tycho City to be refined. The refined metals were taken to the mass driver on the rim of the crater and put in mass driver pods to be hurled toward Star One and Earth. They also mined helium three, which was used in the fusion reactors in Star One.
It was twenty miles from Tycho City to the rim wall where the mass driver was located. At the speed they were forced to drive, due to the Moon’s light gravity, it took the Moon Buggy nearly an hour to travel the distance.
Mase looked out the Moon Buggy’s large viewport as they pulled up to the mass driver complex. The mass driver was a long 2,500-foot rail that extended from the base of the rim wall and up its side. Large circular electromagnets were located every 100 feet, which accelerated the mass driver cargo pods to escape velocity. 
The beginning of the mass driver rail was covered by a large metal building where the mass driver cargo pods were carefully loaded on the rail. Once loaded, the electromagnetic coils would be fired sequentially to accelerate the pods. Once a pod was launched, the coils were recharged and the next pod was put in place. The mass driver could be fired every twenty minutes. A massive solar panel array, which spread out for several miles to one side of the mass driver complex, furnished power to the facility.
The buggy pulled into a small open airlock, which closed behind them. Mase climbed out of the Moon Buggy seeing Jackson Pierce waiting for him in the small control room for the vehicle bay. From the look on Jackson’s face, Mase knew the man wasn’t happy. Something was definitely wrong.
Mase went through a final set of airlocks and found Jackson waiting patiently on the other side.
“Commander, I’m glad you could come out here. We have some serious problems.”
“Linda said you were concerned about the coils. Let’s go to your office, and we can discuss the problem. I want to know what your concerns are with the mass driver. If we have to, I will consider shutting it down for repairs. Earth won’t like it, and we will get a lot of flak from some of the companies who don’t receive their orders.”
Mase knew that shutting down the mass driver would cause him a lot of headaches. Companies down on Earth would start screaming immediately for launches to be restarted. Senator Farley would be up in arms saying I told you so to his constitutes. Mase would also be buried under a mountain of paperwork. If the mass driver was becoming too dangerous to operate, Mase knew he would have no choice other than to shut it down. Safety in all the operations on the Moon was paramount. 
“I think you will understand once I show you the results from the last few firings,” Jackson responded as he led Mase off toward his office.
A few minutes later, they reached Jackson’s office, which was set at nearly one-half Earth gravity. Due to the power limitations, that was the maximum available for the complex, and only a few sections had the increased gravity.
Jackson took a seat behind his desk and waited as Mase sat down in a large, comfortable chair just in front of him.
“What’s the problem, Jackson? Linda said you wanted to shut down the mass driver to conduct repairs. Is it really that bad?”
“It’s worse,” replied Jackson, shaking his head with worry in his eyes. “We are experiencing trouble with some of the magnetic coils that are not firing at full capacity. We have had to increase the load on the other coils to make up the difference. It’s putting a lot of stress on the system.”
Jackson slid over several computer graphs, which showed the capacity of each magnetic coil on the mass driver. Four of the coils were showing in the red because they were operating at only 60 percent capacity. This had caused it to be necessary to overload a number of the other coils to 120 percent capacity in order to continue the firings of the mass driver. 
Mase studied the graphs and weighed the information carefully. If one of the magnetic coils failed, the mass driver could still boost a cargo pod on its course to Star One or Earth. However, if two coils failed, the cargo pods would fail to reach escape velocity and would fall back down to the lunar surface. Mase didn’t like the looks of the graphs at all. They were clearly developing a potentially serious problem with the mass driver.
“Linda said you need 48 hours to conduct repairs.”
“At a minimum,” responded Jackson, running his right hand through his thick black hair. “I would really like 72 hours so we can do a thorough preventative maintenance check on the entire mass driver system. Some of the coils need to be recalibrated, and we have the new inductors that need to be installed.”
Mase thought about this. He had been under a lot of pressure from Earth to keep the mass driver online to cover the lucrative contracts for heavy metals from several large Earth companies. He had spoken about the workload being put on the mass driver to Jane Kinsey, and she had passed on his concerns to her superiors. 
Due to the money being spent at Farside, she had recommended they keep the mass driver online at least until the facility was completed. Once the work at Farside was done, then the mass driver could be taken offline for a full system overhaul. Mase had reluctantly agreed to this even though he didn’t feel comfortable with the decision.
Jackson was just about to say something else when the room shuddered violently and alarms began sounding. His eyes widened in sudden concern as his hand reached for the phone on his desk. It had a direct line to the mass driver building. “Jase, what the hell just happened?”
Mase could tell by the look on Jackson’s face that he wasn’t hearing good news. The alarms had been silenced, but Mase could hear excited shouts and running feet outside the office in the corridor.
Jackson stood up with a worried look on his face. “Three coils failed just a moment ago. One of the cargo pods was ejected from the rail and struck another coil. Jase is reporting heavy damage to the electromagnetic control system. This was just what I was afraid was going to happen.”
“Damn!” Mase uttered with a troubled look on his face. He wondered just how bad the damage was. “Was anyone hurt?”
“Not that we’re aware of. We’re not showing any pressure leaks, and all personnel are reporting to their emergency stations. We should know more shortly.”
“I should have insisted on shutting the mass driver down when I talked to Jane. This is my fault, Jackson.” Mase knew that he had screwed up. He should have come out here days ago when Jackson first started complaining. This was the type of mistake that could cost people their lives!
“We were all under pressure to keep the mass driver operating,” Jackson replied with a shake of his head. I don’t know if there is much more we could have done. “I need to go out and inspect the damage.”
“I’ll go with you. I will need to send a report to Jane as soon as I get back to Tycho City.” Mase knew he would have a long night ahead of him. He was about to make a lot of people upset when they found out about the mass driver.
Nearly 30 minutes later, Mase, Jackson, Jase, and several other engineers were standing alongside the damaged rail where the cargo pod had torn through one of the electromagnetic rings. A good half of the ring was missing, and only jagged torn metal was hanging where a perfectly round magnetic coil had existed a few minutes earlier.
“I was afraid this would happen,” muttered Jase, shaking his head in disbelief at the damage. His hands were on the hips of his bulky white spacesuit. “An energy surge also went through the system as the other coils tried to compensate for the sudden failure of the first three. The computer systems tried to finish the launch, but the cargo pod became unstable due to the fluctuating magnetic fields.”
“How long to repair this?” asked Mase, looking over at Jase. Jase was one of the top engineers on the Moon, and Mase had a lot of confidence in the man’s abilities.
Mase was angry with himself for allowing the people down on Earth to override his judgment. It had gone against all of his beliefs and training, but he had allowed his better judgment to be swayed. He knew he should have shut the mass driver down several weeks ago for repairs. Now who knew how long it would be down? He was just thankful that no one had been seriously hurt.
Jase was silent for a moment then stepped over to the other two engineers and began talking to them on a private channel. All three would pause occasionally and gaze at different sections of the mass driver system.
“We need to fix this right,” Jackson commented as they waited.
“We will,” Mase promised as he watched the engineers. He was determined to correct the problem with the mass driver regardless of what the people down on Earth would have to say. “We will take whatever time we need. I will explain the situation to Jane.”
Jase turned around and walked back over to Mase and Jackson. “We have spare coils in the main mass driver building at the base of the rail. However, we need to check each coil in the system and also make sure the rail is still stable.”
“I want it fixed right,” Mase informed him. It was difficult to see Jase’s face through the tint of his spacesuit’s helmet. “How long will it take to go through everything and put it back in perfect working order?”
Jase hesitated briefly. “To do it right will take between five to six days. That’s assuming the rail itself is still stable.”
Mase winced inwardly at the news, but he knew he had no other choice. He would have a lot of explaining to do to Jane Kinsey down at NASA. This damage to the mass driver would also give Senator Farley more ammunition to use in his campaign against the space program.
“Very well, take the time you need. I will tell NASA the mass driver will be down for at least six days. If you need anyone from Tycho City to help, give me a list of names, and I will have them here first thing in the morning.”
“There are a few I could use,” replied Jase, running through his mind the people that he would like to have. “There are several that have transferred to Tycho City that were involved with the original construction of the mass driver. I could use their expertise in the repairs.”
After going over a few more details on the repairs that were needed, Mase and Jackson returned to Jackson’s office. Once there, Mase contacted Tycho City and gave instructions for the necessary personnel to be sent out to the mass driver.
Two hours later, Mase was on his way back to Tycho City. Jackson had promised to keep Mase informed daily on the progress of the repairs and anything else they might need. Mase took a deep breath as he gazed out the viewport of the Moon Buggy. He wondered what else could go wrong. Little did he know that his problems were just beginning.
 



Chapter Two
 
Mase was busy in his office looking over the latest reports from Jackson on the repairs to the mass driver. It had been nearly four days, and the system still had a lot of work that needed to be done. He had already received numerous complaints and even threats from irate companies down on Earth. They were demanding that their metal contracts be filled ASAP or they would implement legal action against Tycho City. Taking a deep breath, Mase rubbed his forehead with his left hand and then looked up. His secretary Linda sat across the desk from him with her legs crossed taking notes on a Steno Pad. She still preferred to take notes the old fashion way.
“Tell Jane that we still hope to fire the mass driver back up toward the end of the week. Jase feels he needs another three days to finish the repairs. Jackson said they have found no additional damage from the misfire. We are also programming a failsafe into the computer system to prevent such an accident in the future.”
“Commander Larson called from Star One earlier,” Jane began as she finished taking notes, her brown eyes looking toward Mase. “They will be out of material to process for Luxen production the day after tomorrow.”
“Damn!” Mase uttered with a serious frown on his face. This was something he had hoped not to hear.
He knew how important the production of the wonder alloy Luxen was to Star One. It was one of their primary sources of income. Not only that, but Star One and Tycho City were currently in the process of secretly upgrading the Jupiter probe ship. The ship was being built on the Space Platform in orbit next to Star One. A lot of money had been invested in that upgrade. Cash flow for both Tycho City and Star One was extremely important.
“When we start the mass driver back up, Star One will have first priority on shipments. I will order Jackson to make sure the first cargo pods are filled full of raw material for their processing facilities,” responded Mase, reaching a quick decision. He also knew this would compound his problems with the companies down on Earth. He let out a long sigh, knowing it couldn’t be helped.
“I will notify Margaret on Star One,” Linda replied with a nod. 
Margaret was the chief communications officer on Star One, and Linda spoke with her on a daily basis. The two had become very good friends over the last several months. Margaret was easy to talk to and Linda enjoyed speaking to the other woman. They had found that they had a lot in common, and both were extremely dedicated to their jobs and bosses.
“Jane Kinsey called earlier,” continued Linda, her eyes taking on a more sober look. “Senator Farley is demanding a full investigation of the incident at the mass driver.”
Mase’s face took on deep frown. Senator Farley was always trying to cause problems. “Everything will be in the final report once the mass driver is back online. See if that will satisfy Jane. We don’t need to launch a witch-hunt to find a problem that doesn’t exist. The heavy shipping schedules caused the problem with the mass driver to begin with. Those schedules were created down on Earth. Hopefully with the new upgrades and changes to the computer system we won’t have another incident.”
With a nod, Linda stood up closing her Steno Pad. “Your next appointment should be here shortly. I will get these messages off immediately.” Linda knew that it wouldn’t be that easy. Senator Farley would not be so easily satisfied. It would take all Jane Kinsey could do to keep the powerful senator off their backs. 
-
A few minutes later, Isaac Anderson walked into Mase’s office. “Good afternoon, Mase.” 
Isaac Anderson was Mase’s second in command and was nearly indispensable in the operation of Tycho City and its mining operations. He was a brilliant engineer and knew everything there was to know about mining. He was the brains behind Tycho City’s numerous mining operations. 
Mase gestured for Isaac to take a seat. “So how are the mining operations going?”
“I’ve had to slow several of them down,” Isaac confessed in a concerned voice. “Everything is becoming bottle necked due to the mass driver being down. All the mass driver cargo pods are full, waiting for the mass driver to be repaired. We are still refining, but I might even have to slow that down in a few more days.”
“We should have the mass driver back up and running by the end of the week,” replied Mase, knowing that Isaac was doing everything in his power to keep the mining and refining operations going.
“I think we can get by until then,” Isaac continued with a nod of his head. “I will just need to monitor all the operations closely.”
“I just read one of your survey reports. You mention that you have located a shallow heavy metal meteor close to us.”
“Just eighteen miles away from Tycho. From preliminary surveys, the bulk of the meteor is only 240 feet beneath the surface. Core samples indicate a considerable amount of iron and nickel plus a few other heavy metals.”
“What will it take to mine it?” Mase asked. They were constantly searching for meteors close to the surface to mine. This sounded like this might be a good one.
“One of the smaller mining excavators should be able to drill a tunnel down to it without a problem.”
“When do you plan on starting?”
Isaac hesitated briefly, recalling what the crew schedule was. “Day after tomorrow. I already have a crew lined up and ready to go.”
“Let’s do it then,” Mase replied. “I may come out and watch, it’s been a while since I have been out to one of the mining sites with everything going on at the mass driver and over at Farside.”
-
Two days later, Mase stood outside his Moon Buggy next to Isaac. Both were nearly indistinguishable in their bulky white spacesuits. A hundred feet away from them, the excavator crew was carefully positioning the expensive piece of equipment next to the small meteor crater.
The excavator was a long machine nearly 40 feet in length. It contained several rows of revolving cutting blades that cut into the ground. The cut material was then sent through the center of the excavator to a conveyor that dumped the material back out on the lunar surface. The crew’s cabin was located toward the front, and it took four highly trained people to operate the excavator safely. When operated properly, an excavator could cut nearly ten feet an hour.
“They’re almost ready,” Isaac commented as the crew began entering the excavator.
Mase watched as the four crewmembers clambered up onto the excavator and into the crew’s compartment shutting the heavy metal hatch behind them. 
Another group of miners stood next to the conveyors ready to move and adjust them as needed. Isaac always made sure he was present anytime a new mining operation started up. It was his way of making sure everything was done safely.
Mase was looking at the excavator. It was a good feeling to get out of Tycho City for a few hours. The constant messages from Earth demanding updates on the mass driver were aggravating. Linda did an excellent job of answering most of them, but some Mase had to respond to personally. Senator Farley was still trying to cause problems, but Jane Kinsey was doing a good job thus far of keeping the irate senator at bay. Mase took a deep relaxing breath as he waited for the excavator to start up. At least for a few hours, he didn’t have to worry about any of that. 
With a shower of rock and dust, the excavator began cutting into the lunar surface. Piles of rock and rubble began flowing onto the conveyors to be dumped far behind the excavator. Mase knew the first few feet would be relatively easy to cut through before the harder lunar surface beneath was reached. Mase kicked the lunar surface at his feet and watched as the gray dust floated up and then settled back down. The only bad thing about the Moon, besides the lack of a breathable atmosphere, was this infernal Moon dust. It got into nearly everything.
-
At the Farside array, Professor LaRann was in the control room. The large control room contained numerous computers and imaging software that could take the readings from the array and convert them into something recognizable. Already, they were beginning a few preliminary observations and scans. While the array consisted of 32 dish antennas, not all of them were wired into the system. However, eighteen of them were, and LaRann wanted to begin calibrating those.
LeAnn Kelly was in the control room with him, watching with interest as they began taking their first readings. The large dish antennas picked up radio waves on specific frequencies and wavelengths. Some of the data would be displayed as nothing more than graphs or charts showing the different wavelengths. Others would be full color images generated by the base’s main computer’s complicated imaging software.
“Two more days and all the dish antennas will be online,” LaRann said to LeAnn. “Then we can get down to some serious research.” He smiled at the words. The array was so close to completion, as he realized that his life long dream would soon become a reality. 
“I know what you mean,” LeAnn replied as she gazed at the computer screen, which was beginning to show some detected electromagnetic waves. “I’m sure you can’t wait to do more research into black holes.” She knew that LaRann had an affinity toward black holes. He seemed to be drawn to them.  
“They’re fascinating,” LaRann replied with enthusiasm showing in his voice. “If I can show that nonrotating black holes have a wormhole in their center just imagine what that would mean.”
“A traversable wormhole is only speculation,” LeAnn reminded LaRann with a shake of her head. “Every theory I’ve ever read says a wormhole of that type would require some type of exotic matter to keep it open.”
“Perhaps,” LaRann replied with a patient smile. “With the new array, we may be able to find out.”
“I suspect you will be writing another research paper on black holes shortly,” LeAnn commented with a smile.
“Yes, but first we must scan for pulsars, the sooner the entire array is calibrated, the sooner I can begin my research.”  
Out on the Moon’s surface, the dish antennas pointed upward toward space. When all the arrays were online, they would begin their scans for pulsars. A pulsar is a highly magnetized rotating neutron star that emits a beam of electromagnetic radiation. Little did Pierre LaRann and LeAnn Kelly realize that very soon the array would change all of their lives forever.
-
Mase continued to watch as the excavator cut into the Moon’s surface. Already the machine was down nearly twenty feet, but the tunneling was starting to slow as harder lunar material was struck. Behind the last conveyor, a growing pile of lunar rubble was visible. There was also a lot of lunar dust.
“Everything seems to be going fine,” Isaac commented as he watched the excavator. His keen eyes took in every aspect of the operation. He would not leave the site until he was satisfied everything was operating safely.
“We have over twenty mines currently in operation,” Mase added as he watched the dust falling slowly at the end of the conveyor. “It’s amazing all the minerals we’ve found on the Moon.”
“It’s a treasure trove,” Isaac replied in agreement. “There are so many shallow meteor cores that our mining operations are highly profitable.”
They watched as a miner driving a small specially designed lunar bulldozer began pushing and leveling out the rubble from the excavator. A small habitation dome had been set up so the miners could go inside and rest in relative comfort as needed. The dome was 24 feet across and contained beds and a small kitchen. An airlock granted access and a group of solar panels off to one side furnished power. 
Once the mine was put into production, several more of the small-versatile domes would be brought in and connected to the current one. Another dome would be placed over the tunnel. It would be pressurized creating a breathable atmosphere in the mining tunnel so the miners could work in relative comfort. 
Mase and Isaac continued to watch the mining operation for several more hours until they were satisfied with the progress. Then Mase returned to Tycho City and Isaac went on to inspect several more of the nearby mining operations that were on his list for the day.
-
Back at the mass driver, Jase stared with satisfaction at the work being done. Under recommendations from some of the other engineers, they had added several more magnetic coils to the mass driver rail. That way if one failed, the spare coils would be kicked in. The new induction relays were almost completely installed and the rail had checked out as still being stable.
Jase made his way carefully back down the rail to the metal building that covered the beginning of the mass driver. In the light lunar gravity, you had to watch every step. It was extremely easy to lose your balance and fall if you didn’t pay close attention to what you were doing. He entered the building through the airlock and took off his spacesuit. Stepping inside, he saw Jackson Pierce standing over to one side talking to several men.
“I know all the cargo pods are full,” Jackson was saying in an exasperated voice to one of the men. “We just need to figure out someway to store the excess material until we can load it into a cargo pod later. If we can’t, then we’re going to shut down all the mining operations.”
“The only thing I could suggest is to dump it outside on the ground,” the man responded, frowning. He knew this would be a lot of extra work. “We have a loader we could use to pick it up and then bring it in to be loaded into the pods.”
“But that means we will have a lot of lunar dust on the refined metals,” one of the others objected. Everyone disliked the lunar dust. It tended to get into everything and was hard to remove.
Jase walked over and joined in on the conversation. “We can rig up a spray nozzle to wash the material off before we load it,” he commented. “It shouldn’t be that difficult. We already wash off the Moon Buggies and other equipment. We can do the same with the refined metals. It will put a strain on our water recycling system, but I think it can handle it.”
“I guess so,” replied one of the men dubiously. “It just means more work for all of us.”
“What’s new about that?” another one complained in a loud voice.
“I’m sure I can get some type of bonus approved for all the extra work you are being asked to do,” interjected Jackson, knowing this would help to encourage the men.
“A bonus,” the complaining worker said, his face breaking into a broad smile. “Now that sounds more like it!”
The others nodded their heads in agreement. They were already well paid, but to receive a bonus for doing this extra work sounded encouraging.
Jackson turned to Jase. “How much longer until all the repairs are completed?”
“Two more days,” replied Jase, thinking about what still needed to be done. “Plus one more day to check out the system with a few test firings of the rings. We can launch a few pods in the tests.”
“Let’s make sure those pods are for Star One. They really need the raw material,” Jackson ordered. Commander Colton had been adamant about that.
-
Back in Tycho City, Mase had returned to his office to finish his final report for the day, and then it would be off to eat a relaxing meal. He looked up from his desk as Linda walked in.
“I’m taking off for the day. Is there anything else you need?” Linda enjoyed working for Mase and she found her duties both interesting and challenging. There had never been a dull moment since she had gone to work for him here in Tycho City. 
“No, Linda, I’m just going to finish up this last report and then I’m through also.”
“Margaret mentioned that Steve has slowed production of Luxen in the fusion reactor until we can get the mass driver back online.”
“I was afraid of that,” replied Mase, leaning back in his chair and stretching his back. “Between the mass driver being down and now Star One reducing production of Luxen, we are making a lot of companies down on Earth unhappy.”
“Things should be back to normal in a few more days,” replied Linda, trying to sound positive and upbeat. “The mass driver will be back online, Star One will be back to full production of Luxen, and the Farside array will be fully operational.”
After a few more words, Linda left to go home. Thinking about the Farside array, Mase remembered that he had asked LeAnn Kelly to send him some photos from the Albertson reflector. Checking his computer, sure enough there was a file from LeAnn marked Albertson reflector. Clicking on the file, Mase watched as the photos came up on his computer screen.
The first few photos were of distant nebula, awe inspiring in all their colors and myriads of shapes. The next photos were of galaxy clusters and were just as breathtaking. There was no doubt in Mase’s mind that the Albertson reflector was going to rewrite astronomy. The Farside array would probably do the same thing. He settled back in his chair and spent the next few minutes viewing all the photos that LeAnn had sent in the file.
-
Two hours later, Mase was walking down the main concourse in Tycho City. Vehicle traffic was restricted from the downtown area and access was mostly by walking. As Mase walked past the numerous small shops and eating places, he marveled at how everything looked so Earth normal. This was something he never grew tired of. People were out and about shopping or taking their families out to eat. People were talking and Mase could hear the carefree laughter of children. It was hard to believe they were on the Moon. As he walked, people occasionally stopped him and said hello. 
He stopped at a small restaurant and treated himself to a burger and fries before heading home. A decent night’s rest was in order. He knew the next few days would be extremely hectic as they tried to get the mass driver back online.
-
Early the next day, Pierre LaRann was in his spacesuit watching as the last dish antennae was brought online. He was standing next to his Moon Buggy along with several engineers. They were twelve miles from the array control center.
“That’s the last one,” Andrew Carnegie stated as the antennae dish slowly turned to aim itself toward deep space. Andrew was the chief engineer for the Farside complex.
“Now we just need to calibrate these dishes,” sighed Pierre as he watched the dish rotating into position. 
“That should only take a couple of days,” Andrew replied. “By scanning known pulsars, we can use the computers to calibrate the dishes pretty quickly. It shouldn’t be a problem.”
Pierre gazed out across the desolate landscape of the Moon. The dish antennas were a stark white in color compared to the darker grays of the lunar surface. Since they were currently on the far side away from the sun and only starlight illuminated the landscape, the grays were darker and the shadows were much more pronounced. 
Numerous small craters and hills surrounded them with the only level areas being the dish antennae sites and the small tracks and roads that connected them. Each dish antenna could be moved on the small tracks. This would allow them to arrange the array in several different configurations to aid in observations.
The dish antennae finally locked into place, and Andrew was satisfied. “Let’s get back to the control center. We can start the final calibrations as soon as we get back.”
“Sounds great,” replied Pierre pleased that finally the array was finished. In just a few more days, he could get down to some serious research. There were several recently discovered black holes he wanted to scan. He felt confident that one or both could contain a traversable wormhole. He was already thinking about the research paper that he was going to write.
In moments, all three had climbed into the Moon Buggy. Shortly they were on their way back to the main control center. As they drove, they passed other Moon Buggies going about on routine maintenance checks. The dish antennas were checked several times a day by the engineers. The array was too costly to allow for any malfunctions.
-
Two days later, Mase was at the mass driver waiting for the first test firing. Jase and Jackson were both in the mass driver control room with him. The control room was located in the large metal building at the base of the rail.
“All systems show green,” Jase commented as he checked several data screens. “We should be ready to fire.”
A number of technicians operating the different control stations were watching closely as the magnetic coils were being charged for the first test firing. There were normally six technicians and one control officer in the small control room for each firing of the mass driver. The control officer could stop a firing if necessary. The parameters for stopping a firing had been changed, particularly since the last incident. The control officer now had more authority to stop a firing if he felt there was a potential problem.
Half a dozen large viewscreens were on the front wall of the control center and were focused on various sections of the mass driver rail. Everyone was tense and impatient to get the first firing over with.
Mase glanced around at the busy crew. They were highly efficient at their jobs. Mase had been careful to choose only the best people for the different jobs on the Moon. He folded his arms across his chest and waited patiently for the firing to begin. He hoped everything went smoothly. He had promised Jane that the mass driver should be online again shortly. He hoped he wouldn’t have to break his promise to her.
“Thirty seconds until full charge,” one of the technicians reported as he adjusted several controls on his console.
“All systems are normal,” another reported as he studied the data flashing across his computer screen.
“Twenty seconds to firing.”
“Ten seconds to firing.”
“Firing initiated.”
On the main screen, the mass driver lit up as the first cargo pod was positioned. Then a cargo pod hurtled through the rings as each fired in sequence increasing the pod’s acceleration. In moments, the pod reached the final ring and was flung off the rail and toward space far above.
“Escape velocity reached,” the control officer reported as he checked a computer data screen. “The pod is on course for Star One.”
Mase let out a deep sigh of relief. Things seemed to be going extremely well. He didn’t realize how tense he had been waiting for the test firing. It was as if a heavy load had been lifted off his shoulders. As soon as he returned to Tycho City, he would inform everyone that shipments had resumed. That should quiet some of the upset people down on Earth.
“All systems showing normal,” Jase reported as he talked briefly with each technician and the control officer.
“We will fire a test cargo pod once an hour for the rest of the day,” Jackson commented pleased that the mass driver was now back in operation. “The first twenty are all bound for Star One.”
“That should get Star One back to full production on their Luxen orders,” replied Mase, satisfied. 
He knew that several shipments of Luxen were consigned to be shipped to Tycho City over the next week. Tycho City shipped raw material to Star One, and Star One in return shipped Luxen back to the Moon.
Jase walked back over and nodded at the two. “No problems showing. The launch was very smooth. If the others show the same, we can double the number of launches tomorrow and then return to normal launches the day after.”
“Sounds good,” replied Mase with a smile. “You and your people have done an outstanding job getting the mass driver repaired and back into operation.” Turning to Jackson, Mase continued. “Tell all of your people they can expect a sizable bonus in their next check.”
“They will be pleased to hear about the bonus,” Jackson replied with a grin. “Nothing like some extra cash to brighten things up.”
-
Back at the Farside array, Pierre LaRann’s chief assistant, Adam Strong, was frowning at the data on his computer screen. It was showing a series of electromagnetic pulses where none should be. It was a massive burst of x-rays and radio waves. They had been scanning known pulsars and using them to calibrate the system. He quickly double-checked the coordinates and his frown deepened. He picked up his phone and called the technician in charge of positioning the array to confirm what the screen was showing.
The technician quickly confirmed the coordinates. Adam leaned back in his chair as his confusion deepened. He called the technician back and requested that the array be held in its current position and focused on the coordinates on the screen. It took a moment to convince the technician that the array was not to be moved. The technician reminded Adam that those particular coordinates did not contain any known pulsars.
Adam watched his screen closely as data continued to come in. Twice per second, the electromagnetic burst of radiation was being recorded by the array. It was a pulsar where none should be. He knew that only a neutron star, rotating rapidly around its axis, could create this type of radiation burst.
Adam contacted several other technicians and requested that they begin trying to pin point the exact distance to the electromagnetic burst. Adam knew that it was probably in another galaxy, but he was surprised by its strength. He also contacted Andrew Carnegie and asked that he double check the equipment, which was currently receiving the data. This was too important a discovery to take any chances with. He wanted to confirm that all the equipment was working properly. He was already wondering what he would name it since he was the discoverer.  
Adam leaned forward in his chair and began studying the data carefully. He wanted to be certain of what the readings were telling him before he contacted Professor LaRann. He knew that the professor would be excited about this discovery also.
His phone rang, and he picked it up. Moments later, his face turned pale as one of the technicians said the computer tracking program had put the neutron star at less the fifteen billion miles from the Sun.
“That’s not possible,” he spoke back to the computer technician. “We would have detected a neutron star at that range long ago. Your numbers have to be wrong!”
The computer technician assured Adam that his numbers were correct. He had run them twice.
“Run them again!” Adam demanded his eyes growing wide at the possible ramifications. There had to be something wrong.
A few minutes later, the phone rang again. The computer technician had run the numbers through Farside’s main computer system. The results were the same. The electromagnetic radiation source was only fifteen billion miles away. Not only that, but Andrew Carnegie had confirmed that all the equipment was working properly.
Adam leaned back in his chair and ran his hand across his brow. He felt an icy chill run down his back. If this source was indeed a neutron star and it was that close to the solar system, it could pose some dangerous consequences. He began to feel worried for his family down on Earth. 
Reaching forward with a shaking hand, Adam put in a call to Pierre LaRann. Adam suspected that LaRann would take a lot of convincing. Hell, he wasn’t convinced himself even though he was the one who had made the discovery. If this was a neutron star, Adam knew that life for everyone was about to change drastically. 
 



Chapter Three
 
Pierre LaRann, LeAnn Kelly, and Charles Turner stared at Adam Strong in disbelief. For a moment, they were all so shocked that they couldn’t even speak. Adam had just repeated to all three of them the computer results from his scans of the recently discovered neutron star.
“Adam, this can’t be right!” Pierre protested as he gazed at a computer screen, which was displaying the data that Adam had just spoken of. “You must have made a mistake in your calculations.”
“We’ve done scans of that area of space before,” stated Charles, shaking his head. He wondered if Adam had been putting in too many hours and had just misinterpreted the data. “We have never picked up anything in that area of space before. There is nothing there. There can’t be! A neutron star just doesn’t appear out of nowhere!”
Pierre took a seat in front of the computer screen and began studying the data in earnest. The more of the data he read, the wider his eyes got as he began to realize its significance. He looked up at Adam. “You say you have double checked the array’s coordinates?”
“Yes sir,” Adam replied with a nod of his head. “That’s the first thing I did. I have had the technicians and computer people double check everything. I even had Andrew double check the equipment. We still get the same results. It’s a neutron star where none should be.”
Pierre leaned back in his chair, letting out a deep sigh of concern. He took off his glasses and massaged his brow. Replacing his glasses, he looked at the other three. “The data indeed shows a neutron star at 15 billion miles.”
“How can that be possible?” LeAnn asked her eyes taking on a worried look. “How could a neutron star get that close without being detected?” 
This neutron star was almost inside the solar system. LeAnn felt a cold sense of dread pass over her. She knew the neutron star could be a significant danger to the solar system if it came any closer. Even at its present range, it could cause significant problems with planetary orbits due to the influence of its gravity. She found it difficult even to speak as she thought about what all this could mean.
“A dust cloud,” commented Charles with doubt lingering in his voice. He just couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “It would have to be composed of some very heavy elements in order to hide the neutron star’s emissions. That’s the only explanation there can be. A small dust cloud that has hidden this neutron star from our detection instruments all this time!”
“But we have never detected a dust cloud in that area of space. If it’s that close to the solar system, we should have,” LeAnn spoke her voice indicating doubt. “It would have to be composed of a lot of heavy metals and dense gases to hide a neutron star.”
Pierre looked over at LeAnn and reached a quick decision. “Use the Albertson reflector and scan that area of space. I want to know everything there is to know about this neutron star and why we have only just now detected it. If you find this dust cloud, I want to know its size and composition.”
LeAnn nodded. If there were a dust cloud in that area of space, the Albertson reflector would find it. She turned and hurried off to begin moving the reflector so they could scan that area of space with the powerful telescope. LeAnn still felt dazed and in shock over what she had just heard. She had a sister down on Earth. She was very concerned about how this discovery would affect the Earth in the coming months.
“Adam, I want a communications blackout initiated immediately,” Pierre continued in a serious voice, knowing this information needed to be controlled before it caused a panic.
Adam looked surprised. “A communications blackout. Why?”
“Yes, a communications blackout. I don’t want word of this getting out until we’re certain of what we’re dealing with. I want this kept on a need to know basis for now. I want all the equipment recalibrated and our top people working on this. Once we have confirmed all the data, I want to transmit it to Star One to be analyzed by their core computer. It’s the most modern computer in existence. If there is a problem in our calculations or data, their computer will find it.”
Adam nodded and went over to his station to begin the work. This was going to take some time. He also needed to contact some key people and inform them to keep their mouths shut about this discovery. He knew this communications blackout would not go over very well with the people in the base.
“What now?” asked Charles, wondering about the ramifications of this discovery. He was already wondering how the planetary orbits would be affected by the neutron star. As soon as they had more data, he planned on running some computer simulations. He had a feeling he would not like the results.
“Go help LeAnn with the reflector. I want those observation results as quickly as possible. I also need to contact Commander Colton and have him fly back over here. He is not going to like this. I suspect that none of us will.” Pierre closed his eyes. It was all he could do to keep his hands from shaking. He knew full well what the significance of this discovery could mean. All of his long years of work might soon have all been for nothing.
-
Mase looked confused as he read the communication that Linda had just handed him. “This is it? LaRann didn’t say anything else?”
“No, sir, he was very short. He sounded extremely nervous over the com system; almost as if he were afraid someone was going to overhear what he was saying. He just kept reiterating that he needed to see you at Farside immediately.” 
Linda was feeling worried. LaRann in some ways had almost sounded frightened. What could frighten the venerated astrophysicist? She wondered if there had been a serious accident at Farside. After the recent problems with the mass driver, they couldn’t afford to have one with the array. Senator Farley would be all over it!
Mase leaned back in his chair and thought for a minute. He knew that Farside had been calibrating the dish arrays. Not only that, but the Albertson reflector was also in use. He had an ominous feeling that something had gone wrong. He hoped nothing had been seriously damaged or anyone injured. What concerned Mase was why LaRann didn’t want to talk about it over the com system. Why was LaRann insisting on him coming to Farside?
“Sir, he sounded really worried,” Linda added with concern in her voice. ‘He sounded frightened.”
Mase looked over at Linda and could see the concern in her dark brown eyes. “Contact Anthony and tell him I need him to fly me to Farside ASAP. The only way we’re going to find out what’s going on is for me to go there.”
“One more thing you should know,” Linda added with a confused look on her face. “Professor LaRann also said he has initiated a temporary communications blackout at Farside.”
“A communications blackout!” Mase felt a cold tingle run down his back. This sounded serious. What the hell was going on? He needed to get to Farside as quickly as possible. Obviously, something had happened. “Tell Anthony I’m on my way to the launch pad.”
A few minutes later, Mase and Anthony were on their way to Farside in one of the small shuttles. Only this time, Mase had told Anthony he needed to get to Farside as quickly as possible and not to worry about the fuel usage. As a result, they would to into near orbit and then rapidly descend back toward the base. The travel time would be less than forty minutes. As they flew toward the base, Mase wondered just what had happened. What could be so important that Pierre needed to see him and why had he initiated a communications blackout? Mase had a terrible feeling that he wasn’t going to like the answer. It also bothered him that Linda had mentioned that LaRann had sounded frightened over the com.
-
Pierre was watching on a viewscreen as Commander Colton’s shuttle landed. He was in the complex’s main conference room, which was located deep underground. He had numerous sheets of data spread out on the table in front of him. He also had several photos that had been rushed to him from LeAnn Kelly. They showed an obscure dim dot in the center surrounded by brighter stars. The dot was the neutron star.
Looking at one of the photos, Pierre felt all doubt about the discovery disappear. The photo showed that something was indeed there. The big question was where had this neutron star come from? He held his hand out in front of him. At least it wasn’t shaking. He reached forward, picked up a glass, and drank several swallows of cold water. It helped to relieve the tension. He wasn’t looking forward to his upcoming conversation with Commander Colton. How did you tell someone that the world might be about to come to an end?
A few minutes later, he was interrupted from his thoughts as Commander Colton opened the door and entered the conference room. 
“What’s going on, Pierre?” Mase asked as he quickly walked over to the table. He could see that LaRann had several stellar photographs and some data charts spread out on the table. “What’s the fire about, and why have you ordered a communications blackout?”
“Sit down, Commander. You’re not going to like what I have to tell you.” Pierre took off his glasses and laid them on the table. He took a deep fortifying breath and looked at Mase. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest.
Mase took a seat and listened as LaRann carefully explained what Adam had recently discovered. Mase interrupted him several times wanting some key points explained in more detail. He began to understand why LaRann had demanded that he come to Farside. To some of his questions Pierre knew the answer, to others he didn’t.
“A neutron star that close to our solar system,” spoke Mase, feeling numb. He was having a hard time believing what LaRann had just told him. “Do we know what direction it’s moving? Is it coming toward us?” He gazed at LaRann, waiting for an answer.
“We don’t know yet. We need a few more hours worth of observations to determine that. Adam currently has the entire array focused on the neutron star. LeAnn and Charles are in the process of taking detailed observations with the Albertson reflector.” 
Mase let out a sharp breath. He shook his head trying to clear it. LaRann wouldn’t have summoned him and initiated a communications blackout unless he was extremely worried. With a cold chill, Mase knew this neutron star could be extremely dangerous. He knew enough astronomy to know this was bad. For the first time, he was glad he didn’t have any close family members down on Earth.
“If this neutron star is coming toward us, what will happen to our solar system? How will it affect us?” he asked as he braced himself for LaRann’s response.
Pierre put his glasses back on and for a moment looked much older than his 48 years as he thought about Mase’s questions. These were difficult ones to answer, and he could only guess at the affects the neutron star would have on the solar system. Once he received more detailed information from the others, he would know more.
“A neutron star will have several times the mass of our own sun. If it comes much closer to our solar system, it could affect the orbits of some of the planets. Perhaps even the orbit of Earth. If it actually comes into our solar system, it could have devastating effects. However, that is only conjecture. We need more time and observations to determine its exact trajectory.”
Mase reached forward and picked up one of the photographs. He noticed that LaRann had circled a dim dot in the center in red. It looked so harmless in the photo. Mase was silent for a moment as he thought about what he needed to do. His throat felt dry, and he reached out and poured some cold water from a small pitcher on the table into a glass. After taking a long drink, he began thinking about what needed to be done first.
If this neutron star was a real threat, Steve Larson on Star One would have to be notified immediately. Mase would need Steve’s help in order to figure out what steps they needed to take. The computer core on Star One would be needed to evaluate the data from Farside’s observations.
Then they would have to notify Tim McPhryson, the President’s Science Advisor. Mase felt as if the weight of the world had just settled on his shoulders. There would have to be a lot of decisions made if this neutron star was coming toward them. With a sinking feeling, Mase knew this neutron star was about to change all of their lives.
After speaking with Pierre for a few more minutes, Mase made his way over to the Albertson reflector. He wanted to talk to Charles and LeAnn to get their input on the situation. The two were brilliant scientists in their own right and might be able to give him more insight on this momentous and dangerous discovery.
Entering the main observation room, which contained the reflector, he saw the two huddled over a large computer screen. They both looked up as he walked up to them.
“Have you talked to Pierre?” LeAnn asked in a quiet voice, her eyes showing deep concern. “Has he told you what Adam found?”
“Yes,” Mase replied. “Are both of you certain that this is a neutron star we’re dealing with?”
“I found it hard to believe in the beginning,” admitted Charles, looking up at Mase. “But after using the telescope and photographing it, there can be no doubt.”
“From our observations, it’s about eighteen miles in diameter and 2.2 times the mass of our sun,” continued LeAnn, trying to sound calm. “From what Adam told us earlier, it’s rotating around its axis about two times per second.”
“We also think it’s heading in our direction,” Charles spoke with a worried frown spreading across his face. “From the time it was first discovered until now it has showed virtually no sideways movement.”
“It’s a long distance from us,” Mase pointed out. “It might take time to show much movement if it’s moving slowly toward us.”
“That’s the problem,” added LeAnn with a deep sigh. “If our observations are correct, it’s moving toward us at an extremely high rate of speed.”
“How high?” asked Mase, feeling a chill run down his back. He didn’t like the looks on their faces.
LeAnn looked over at Charles before answering. “We need to run everything through Star One’s computers, but we think it’s coming toward us at a speed of over 300 miles per second.”
Mase’s eyes widened at this revelation. “300 miles per second,” repeated Mase slowly. “Isn’t it unusual for a neutron star to be moving at that speed?”
“No,” replied Charles, arching his eyebrows. “They are the remnants of a nova and the velocity of most neutron stars is quite high.”
Mase was quiet as he thought about what the two scientists had just told him. It sounded to him as if they both believed the neutron star was heading straight toward the solar system. 
“This neutron star could be extremely dangerous to our solar system and even Earth,” LeAnn stated her brown eyes focusing intently on Mase. “It will drastically affect all the orbits of the planets.”
“Yes,” Charles added in agreement with a haunted look in his eyes. “If it comes into our solar system, none of us may survive!”
-
An hour later, Mase stood outside on the surface of the Moon. He had put on one of the base’s spacesuits and stepped outside where he could think. Looking out across the Farside site, he could see the large dish antennas dotting the landscape. They stretched out as far as he could see. Behind him, the Albertson reflector pointed toward a distant spot in space where the neutron star had been discovered.
“I thought you might be out here,” Anthony Kleese spoke as he walked up to the commander in his own bulky white spacesuit. “I come out onto the surface quite often myself to clear my head. Particularly if I have something real serious I need to think about.”
“It seems to help,” replied Mase glad to see Anthony. Anthony had a very level head and was easy to talk to. “I don’t get out on the surface very often anymore. There always seems to be something that comes up.”
Looking out across the desolate lunar landscape, Mase could see several Moon Buggies going down the numerous roads to the different dish antennae sites. They stirred up clouds of gray dust, which slowly settled back down to the surface in the low gravity. 
Looking up, all he could see were stars. The stars seemed so bright here on the dark side of the Moon. Due to the Moon’s current location in its orbit around the Earth, the Farside site was currently in darkness. Star One, the massive space station in orbit at the Earth-Moon Lagrange point was also out of sight. Since the Lagrange point was located between the Earth and the Moon, the station would never be visible from Farside.
“What’s going on?” asked Anthony, curiously. “I stopped by the base’s cafeteria earlier for a bite to eat and everyone is talking about some type of major discovery made by the array and confirmed by the Albertson reflector. But no one seems to know quite what it is and if they do they’re not talking.”
Mase sighed deeply. The secret would be known throughout the base shortly. Too many people already knew about the neutron star. Pierre had done the correct thing in ordering a communications blackout. That was another item Mase would have to figure out how to handle. If the blackout continued too much longer, people would start to ask questions. Particularly the people down on Earth who normally spoke to Farside. Mase suspected that NASA was already making inquiries into what was going on.
Taking a deep breath, he began telling Anthony about the discovery. He had known Anthony for several years and trusted the experienced shuttle pilot completely. They had also become close friends.
“A neutron star,” Anthony said in a subdued voice. “I took several classes in astronomy in college, and I know what a neutron star is. This could be serious. What are we going to do?”
“Professor LaRann is compiling all the data, and we’re running it through Star One’s core computer system. We told Andrew Matheson on Star One that it was just some routine observations we wanted to check. Once we know the final results, I will notify Commander Larson on Star One, and we will discuss what our options are.”
Anthony stood silently, gazing up toward the distant stars. He looked back toward the ground and kicked up some moon dust with his spacesuit shoe. He watched it drift slowly back down in the Moon’s light gravity. “This will change everything. From what I know of astronomy that star is already close enough to cause problems with the orbits of the outer planets.”
“That’s what LeAnn and Charles said,” confessed Mase, trying not to let the fear of what had been discovered enter into his voice. “We just don’t know how badly the orbits of the planets will be affected.”
The two stood outside for several more minutes discussing the neutron star and what it might mean to Farside and Tycho City. 
-
Several hours later, Mase was back in his office. Pierre LaRann had confirmed his worst fears. The neutron star was coming toward them at a velocity of over 360 miles per second. It was going to intersect the solar system just outside the orbit of Uranus if the analysis from Star One’s computer core was accurate. At that range, the entire solar system would be adversely affected. Earth would probably become uninhabitable. 
Mase leaned back in his chair and thought about what he had to do next. It was difficult to think clearly. This discovery was overwhelming, and Mase felt as if there was a big emptiness growing inside of him. It was as if part of his world had just vanished.
Mase knew that the next thing he needed to do was to contact Commander Larson on Star One and explain to him that he was sending him an important packet of information on the next shuttle. Steve should receive the information within 24 hours. Mase didn’t want to risk sending the information over a com channel as it might raise some suspicions. It might also be picked up from Earth.
However, he would ask Steve to look over the data they had sent Star One’s computer earlier. It wasn’t nearly as extensive as what LaRann was putting together now. At least it would give Steve an idea of what they were facing. With Steve’s help, the two of them could then decide on what their next steps needed to be.
Mase looked over at the far wall of his office at several large paintings. One showed the desolate lunar landscape in Tycho Crater with the central Massif towering above the ground. The other showed a lunar shuttle blasting off into orbit. He recalled his earlier days on the Moon, when they were building Tycho City. They had lived in small shelters out on the surface. They had accomplished so much, and now they might lose everything.
The door to his office opened, and Linda stepped through. “I have Commander Larson on line one sir.” 
Linda wondered just what had happened at Farside. Mase had been unusually quiet since he had returned. Linda had a bad feeing that Mase was extremely upset about something. He just wasn’t acting right. Something was definitely wrong. 
“Thank you, Linda,” replied Mase, trying his best to keep his voice calm. He didn’t want to worry Linda, at least not yet. He waited until Linda stepped back out, and then reaching down, he pressed the button on the com panel on his desk.
“Hello, Steve,” Mase spoke as he gathered his thoughts. This was going to be a difficult conversation.
A second passed and then Steve replied. Star One was 37,000 miles from the Moon and the communications delay was slight. “I got your message. It sounded serious. Does this have anything to do with the data that Farside ran through our computer core a few hours ago?”
“Yes, it does, I need you to change your com system to encryption Beta One so I can explain what’s going on.”
Mase and Steve had set up several secure lines of communication in the event that they ever needed to communicate without anyone being able to overhear. This prevented their watchdogs down on Earth such as Senator Farley, who was constantly a thorn in their sides, from hearing their private conversations. 
However, these communications lines weren’t capable of handling the type of data that Mase now needed to transmit to Steve. It might be necessary, in the near future, to set up such a line.
Once the encryption protocol was activated, Mase began explaining to Steve what Farside had discovered. Mase could tell from the silence on the other end that his counter part on Star One was finding it difficult to believe what he had just heard.
“A neutron star,” Steve finally replied in a stunned voice. “LaRann and the other scientists are positive of this?”
“Yes,” replied Mase, evenly. “It has been confirmed by both the array and the Albertson reflector. We ran the information through our computers at Farside as well as the main core computer on Star one. There can be no doubt. A neutron star is going to invade our solar system. It will intersect our solar system somewhere just outside the orbit of Uranus. From our initial computer simulations, the entire solar system will be adversely affected, including Earth.”
Mase waited, knowing that Steve was trying to comprehend the ramifications of what he just been told. Mase knew that Steve had worked for years getting the massive Star One space complex built. It was home to over 2,000 people. Some day soon, it would be the launching point for all deep space missions. A mission to Jupiter was already in the works, with the Jupiter probe ship being constructed on the Space Platform next to Star One.
“I need to talk to several of my people plus review the data you ran through our computer. I assume we want to keep this on a need to know basis for the time being until we are certain of the ramifications of this discovery?”
“Yes,” Mase replied relieved that Steve understood the need to keep everything quiet in the short term. “I am sending you a packet with all the information we have discovered. As soon as we’re sure of what’s going to happen, we need to notify Tim McPhryson down on Earth, and he can brief the president.”
“This isn’t going to be good, Mase,” Steve commented. “We need to look very carefully at how Star One and Tycho City will be affected. I don’t want to evacuate either, but we may have no choice.”
“I know,” responded Mase, knowing that Steve and he were thinking along the same lines. He looked over at the picture of the Massif on the wall, recalling all the hard work that had been done to get Tycho City up and running. There was no way he was going to abandon the city unless there was absolutely no other choice. He felt sure Steve felt the same way about Star One.
“I wish Teela was functioning properly,” Steve continued. “She could be a great help in this.”
“Still having problems with your AI?”
“Yes,” Steve replied with a hint of aggravation creeping into his voice. “She has become very irrational in some of her behavior recently. I’ve been looking for a specialist from Earth that I could recruit to come up and solve this problem. I located one young woman, a Jennifer Stone that is supposed to be an up and coming genius in the AI field. We may need Teela if this neutron star turns out to be a significant threat.”
“I agree,” Mase responded. He knew that Teela was unlike any AI on Earth. He had spoken with her several times in the past. She was quite remarkable. Talking to Teela was almost like talking to a real person.
“As soon as I have time to study the data you’re sending and can get with Commander Jones and Lieutenant Commander Williams, I will get back with you. Between the two of us, we will get a report ready for Tim down on Earth. As soon as we’re certain of the trajectory of this neutron star and what type of threat it’s going to be to the solar system, we need to notify Tim. He can then explain the ramifications of Farside’s discover to President Kateland.”
“I wouldn’t want to be in Tim’s shoes,” commented Mase, thinking about how President Kateland would react upon hearing all of this. He wondered how it would feel to have to tell the president that the world might be coming to an end. 
“Me neither,” replied Steve, somberly “This is going to be a difficult situation for a lot of people.”
“I will continue to monitor the situation here and at Farside. We currently have a communication blackout at Farside until we’re sure we can control the information coming out from the observatory complex. We don’t want to cause a panic.”
Mase spoke to Steve for a few more minutes about how this news would affect Earth before signing off. Leaning back in his chair, Mase closed his eyes. He also wondered how soon it would be before the big observatories and antennae arrays Earth side discovered the neutron star. 
Opening his eyes, Mase pressed a button on his desk, and the large viewscreen on the wall to his right came on. It was set to display a view of the surface and was currently focused on the shuttle launching and landing pads. Everything for now seemed so normal, but word of Farside’s discovery was bound to leak out shortly. Then everything would change. Mase wondered worriedly what the future held for Tycho City, which over the years, had become his only home.
 



Chapter Four
 
Mase carefully studied the latest information he had just received from Farside. A copy of this information was already on its way to Star One. There was no doubt about it. The neutron star was coming, and it was going to prove disastrous to the solar system. 
If these reports were correct, the orbital path of the Earth would be changed dramatically. Several of the scientists at Farside questioned whether the Earth would be able to survive the intense gravity disturbance from the neutron star. They felt there was a slim possibility that the Earth might break up.
Mase leaned back in his chair and let out a deep breath. He had spoken briefly with Pierre LaRann about these results. LaRann had stressed that these were just preliminary results, and it would take at least another week of intense observation of the neutron star to confirm everything in the report. 
Mase had also asked Pierre if they had located the dust cloud that Charles thought might have played a part in concealing the neutron star. Pierre had reported that, as of yet, they had not been able to locate the dust cloud, but Charles felt sure it would be found shortly. Mase only shook his head. He found all of this still hard to accept. 
Linda opened the door to Mase’s office and stepped in. “Mr. Anderson and Mr. Darrow are here to see you,” she announced, crisply. 
She saw that Mase had a strange look upon his face. Something was wrong she just didn’t know what. Mase had always seemed to be able to handle any emergency, and she wished she knew what was bothering him. She wondered if it had anything to do with what was going on over at Farside.
“Send them in,” replied Mase, leaning forward in his padded chair and thinking about what he was going to say to the two men.
Mase knew that, at some point in time, he was going to have to tell Linda what was going on. There was going to be too much communication traffic for her not to know something was up. He didn’t know how she would react to this neutron star news. Hell, he didn’t know how anyone would react.
The two men entered the office, and Linda closed the door quietly behind them. They walked over and sat down in the two comfortable chairs in front of Mase’s desk.
“What’s going on?” asked Isaac, feeling curious about what the commander wanted. Mase had sounded very adamant over the phone about coming immediately to his office. He had been surprised to see Steffan Darrow, Tycho City’s chief engineer, waiting to see Mase also.
“There has been an important discovery made at Farside by the astronomers.” Mase quickly told the two men what had been discovered and what the possible ramifications could be for Earth.
The two men sat in silence for a long minute, staring at Mase in astonishment. Neither could believe or wanted to believe what they had just heard. Surely this was a joke of some kind.
“A neutron star,” Isaac finally mumbled in a stunned voice. “And it’s going to destroy the solar system!”
“Not destroy it,” Mase spoke up, shaking his head. “It will just rearrange the orbits of most of the planets. We’re not sure just how badly the orbit of Earth will be changed, but our planet will definitely be affected. We should know more about that in another week.”
“So much that people may not be able to live on its surface,” said Steffan, glancing down at one of the photos that Mase had shown them. It was hard to believe that small, dim dot could be so dangerous to everyone and everything.
“If the Earth’s orbit is changed where it’s pulled much farther out away from the sun than its current orbit, then yes, the surface could become uninhabitable,” Mase replied evenly. 
He found it difficult to say the words, but you couldn’t argue with the data in the packet from Farside. LaRann had been extremely methodical in the information he had sent.
“What are we going to do?” asked Isaac, wondering if they were all doomed to die in Tycho City or down on Earth. 
It didn’t seem to him as if there was much they could do. How could you stop a neutron star? At least his family was here in Tycho City. His wife and two children had flown up the previous year.
“Tycho City is deep beneath the Moon’s surface,” began Mase, wondering how they would receive what he was about to suggest. “I want to know if it’s possible to make Tycho City self-sufficient where we could survive without supplies from Earth.”
“You plan on us staying in Tycho City?” Steffan asked with surprise in his eyes. Then after thinking for a minute, he added, “I can see your point. What good would it be to return to Earth if it’s not safe there either? At least here we are in a contained environment.”
“I suspect that Commander Larson on Star One will do the same thing. I don’t believe he will evacuate the space station either. Between us and Star One, we have a lot of capabilities that could be put to use to allow us to survive.”
“Tycho City was never built to be totally self-sufficient,” Isaac reminded Mase as he mulled over the work that would have to be done to make the city self-sufficient. “It would take a lot of effort, and we would have to bring a lot of supplies up from Earth particularly spare parts.”
“I’m not sure that Tycho City’s current location would be the best for long term survival either,” Steffan said with a thoughtful look on his face. “We might be better off drilling into the side of the crater wall. If we drilled in a thousand feet with our mining excavators, we could put nearly two thousand feet of dirt and rock between us and the surface. That would give us a lot of protection.” 
Mase studied Steffan’s face seeing the serious look on the man’s face. “Is that even possible? Could we build a new city beneath the crater wall in the time we would have?”
“From this report from Farside, we would have over a year,” commented Steffan, looking down and finding the information on a sheet of paper in front of him. “If we start immediately, I think we could do it. We have the mining equipment, and our people are well trained.”
“I agree,” Isaac spoke up, thinking about what Steffan had suggested. “We learned a lot when we built Tycho City. By excavating beneath the crater wall, it would give our people a better chance at surviving.”
Mase was quiet for a moment as he weighed their suggestions. It was a course of action that would be extremely expensive. They would need a lot of help from both Star One and Earth to get it done in the time they had. This was something he would have to talk over with Jane Kinsey as well as Tim McPhryson. He would need their support to get the president to approve the funds and supplies for such a project.
“I will be speaking with Commander Larson later today about the situation. We will be sending a message to Tim McPhryson about the Farside discovery. Tim will then have to notify President Kateland and explain to her its significance. It might take a while to get things sorted out down on Earth, but I suspect supplies and assistance won’t be a problem.”
“I will start working up some specifications for a new city beneath the outer rim wall,” Steffan stated. “I will need to bring in a few construction and mining engineers to get their input.”
“That’s fine,” replied Mase, wanting to get it started. “Tell them what’s going on, but make sure they understand it has to remain a secret for now.”
“I can do that. I will be certain to pick men and women that I know I can trust.”
“I will start looking at the types of supplies we will need to become totally self-sufficient,” added Isaac, knowing it would be an exceedingly long list. “I may need a few people also to help with that.” He wondered how his wife would take this. Her parents were still down on Earth as well as her younger brother.
“I would also suggest that you look at expanding at our current location,” Mase suggested after thinking things over. “We have already started excavating a second cavern that is 200 feet deeper than our current one. Would we be smarter expanding that cavern and strengthening it instead of tunneling under the rim wall? What would be the benefits of both?” 
“That’s something to consider,” Steffan admitted his eyes narrowing in thought. “We have all of our supplies and materials already here as well as some manufacturing capability in the machine shops. I will have my people look at both options.”
The three men talked for another hour as they made plans and discarded ideas. In the end, they came up with a plan that the three of them were satisfied with. If everything worked out, Tycho City might just survive.
-
Later that evening, Mase and Anthony Kleese were eating in one of the small restaurants in downtown Tycho City. It was one of the smaller restaurants that specialized in serving fast food. Mase had ordered a double cheeseburger with an extra order of fries on the side, and Anthony had settled on a chicken fried steak. Mase wanted to talk to Anthony about what he had discussed with the engineers earlier.
“They want to build a new city in the outer rim wall?” Anthony commented in a low voice. The restaurant wasn’t very crowded, but he still didn’t want to risk being overheard.
“Yes,” replied Mase, recalling his earlier conversation with Isaac and Steffan. “It makes sense if we’re going to try to survive here on the Moon. It will give us added protection from any harmful radiation from the neutron star as well as increased solar activity from our own sun. However, we might be able to achieve the same thing if we expand the new cavern we have started to work on right here at Tycho City. Steffan and Isaac are going to look at both options.”
“What about family members down on Earth? Can we bring some of them up? I have a younger sister attending college at Stanford.”
“We can probably bring some up,” Mase replied startled at the suggestion. 
Mase’s eyes grew wide at the thought. In all the discussions, this was something he hadn’t actually thought about yet. He realized now that it might be necessary to build the new Tycho City much larger than the current one. This would affect the plans that had been made earlier. Instead of 2,500 people, they might be talking about closer to 5,000 or even more. This might mean expanding the new cavern would be the best option to accommodate such a large population. His thoughts were interrupted as he saw Linda and another young woman walk into the restaurant. Mase was surprised, he very seldom saw Linda away from the office.
Linda looked around, and upon spotting Mase and Anthony made a beeline for their table. 
“Hello, Linda,” Mase said in a friendly voice and smiling. He didn’t want to sound distressed in front of Linda and this other young woman. “Who is your friend?”
“Hi, this is Jolene; she’s going to start working in the horticulture department.”
“Want to join us?” Anthony asked with a pleasant smile as he looked at Linda’s friend. Jolene was an exceptionally good-looking young woman with dark black hair reaching down to her shoulders.
Linda looked at Mase, wanting his approval. Normally she didn’t socialize with anyone she worked with. She had actually come over to the table just to be polite, plus Jolene had wanted to meet the commander.
“Sure,” Mase spoke up, gesturing toward two empty chairs at the table. “We just ordered, and Anthony was starting to run out of things to say anyway.”
The two girls sat down and the four quickly became engrossed in talking about Tycho City. Mase found out that Jolene had just recently arrived from Star One, where she had been working with Star One’s head horticulturist, Julie Gray.
“Julie’s absolutely brilliant,” exclaimed Jolene, excitedly. She couldn’t believe she was actually sitting at a table with Tycho City’s commander. “She is setting Star One up to be totally self-sufficient. It won’t be long before they’re growing nearly all of their own food. Julie has already nearly made the station self-sufficient in water and oxygen use. They’re currently recycling nearly 96 percent of their water and producing nearly 98 percent of their own oxygen.”
Mase looked over at Anthony with a knowing look. If this young woman had worked with Julie Gray, she could be quite useful in their present situation. He would give Julie a call in the morning to see just what she thought of Jolene.
“I have known Jolene for years,” Linda added with a smile. She knew Jolene was really excited about meeting the commander. “We went to college together and have kept in touch ever since.”
“Who would have ever thought we would be together on the Moon,” Jolene commented with a grin. She was still taking everything in. Linda had promised her a complete tour of Tycho City after they ate.
Their food arrived, and the four continued to talk during the meal. Mase was pleasantly surprised at how easy he found it was to talk to the two young women. For a while at least, he was able to take his mind off the danger from the neutron star.
After the meal, Mase returned to his apartment to turn in. He wanted to get a decent night’s sleep. There was a lot he would have to do the next day. Anthony had gone with the two girls, commenting that he knew more about Tycho City than Linda did. He claimed that he could show Jolene some of the more interesting sights. Linda had grinned and winked knowingly at Mase. She suspected that Anthony might have developed an interest in her friend.
-
The next morning, Mase had just finished talking to Julie Gray about Jolene when the com unit on his desk began beeping demanding his attention. “What’s going on?” he asked as he picked up the phone.
Isaac was on the other end. “We just lost communication with the operations station on the Massif. We think it might have been a meteor strike.”
Mase felt a sudden chill go down his back. Due to the lack of an atmosphere on the Moon, even small meteors could be dangerous. They didn’t burn up as they did when they struck the Earth’s thick protective atmosphere. That’s why most of Tycho City was built deep underground.
“Contact Anthony and assemble a rescue team,” Mase quickly ordered. “I will be at the launching platform shortly.”
It took Mase only a few minutes to make it to the shuttle-launching platform. He saw that Isaac, Anthony, and half a dozen other men were already there. All the men, except Anthony and Isaac were wearing their bulky spacesuits, minus the helmets. There was no point in going on suit power and oxygen until they reached the Massif and were able to evaluate the situation. His own suit was inside the shuttle as well as several spares.
“Have you heard anything else?” asked Mase, breathing heavily from rushing over to the launching pad from his office.
“No, nothing,” Isaac replied with growing concern on his face. “We were in contact with them earlier and then everything went silent. We know that some of the antennas are still working from the telemetry we’re still receiving. However, several of the high gain antennas are silent.”
Mase knew that the high gain antennas were the ones closest to the operations building. That was not a good sign. Those antennas were used primarily for communication with Earth as well as Star One.
“We did manage to train one of our orbiting satellite cameras on the operations building, and it looks as if it has suffered some damage.”
“What type of damage?” Mase asked now feeling deep concern for the men and women who were assigned to that building. Normally there were eight people in the operations building. He waited expectantly for Isaac’s answer.
“It looks as if part of the roof has caved in on the southern section of the building. If I had to make a guess, I would say it was definitely a small meteor strike.”
Mase gestured for the men to start loading. Turning back to Isaac, “I will contact you as soon as we know something. Have the medical staff standing by in case they’re needed.”
Moments later, the shuttle was in flight heading toward the towering Massif and the operations building. Mase looked back at the men who were busy checking their equipment. This was one of the larger shuttles specifically outfitted to carry out rescue missions. Occasionally, a scientific mission would get into trouble out on the lunar surface, and the shuttle would be used to go to their aid. 
Anthony quickly brought the shuttle over the top of the Massif and then slowly circled the area where the operations building was located. The operations building was built on a small flat area nearly in the center of the Massif with numerous antennae towers surrounding it.
“You can see the damage from here,” Anthony commented as he gazed out the cockpit window. “I would say a good quarter of the roof is gone, and the southern wall is badly damaged also.”
“Land us on the landing pad,” Mase instructed as he gazed at the damaged building with concern. “We need to see if anyone survived.”
From the damage that Mase could see, he knew that the chance of finding survivors was extremely slim. If the meteor penetrated the building on impact, the resulting vacuum would have killed everyone instantly.
Anthony carefully landed the shuttle on the Massif’s only landing pad, stirring up the shallow layer of gray lunar dust that always seemed to be on everything. “We’re down,” he announced as he killed the power to the shuttle’s thrusters.
Mase was already in the process of putting on his spacesuit with the assistance of several of the other men. In just a few minutes, he exited the shuttle and the small group made their way quickly to the operations building.
“I can’t raise anyone on my suit radio, sir,” one of the men commented.
That worried Mase. From this close, they should have been able to establish contact with the people inside. The situation was looking grimmer with each passing moment.
The men fanned out when they reached the building. Several went to inspect the damaged wall, and several others made their way over to some of the small thick windows trying to peer in.
Mase and two other men opened the small airlock door and stepped inside. One look at the controls on the inside wall of the airlock told the story. The building was operating on emergency battery power, and there was a vacuum on the other side of the inner door. Mase felt a sinking feeling, realizing that the people who had staffed the operations center were probably dead. It had been years since anyone under his command had died. 
Nodding at the two men with him, they activated the controls and opened the inner door. Stepping inside, Mase looked around expecting to see bodies.
“I don’t see anyone,” spoke one of the other men. He walked farther into the small room and then looked into the adjoining rooms. “No one in sight, sir.”
“The emergency shelter,” spoke the other hopefully. “Could they be in there?”
Mase and the two made their way through the operations building until they came to a large metal door. The door was solid, and it was shut. This door was always kept open in case of an emergency. It was a sealed bunker capable of protecting the personnel of the operations center for 72 hours if the center were damaged.
Holding his breath, Mase plugged in a communication line from his suit to a connection on the control panel next to the door. “Anyone in there?” he asked, hoping he would hear a response.
“Yes, we’re here,” a woman’s frightened voice answered back. “We’re all in here. Lieutenant Jameson and our communications engineer Allison Stowe are badly injured.”
Mase felt relief flood over him. “Okay, stay calm and I will see what we can do about getting you out of there.”
One of the men who had been inspecting the rest of the building walked over to Mase. “We’ve checked the building. The three rooms on the south side are heavily damaged and will have to be repaired. The south wall in one of the rooms has also partially collapsed. However, the rest of the building seems to be structurally intact. If we close the airtight doors to the damages sections, we should be able to restore air pressure to the rest of the building. We also have an emergency generator on the shuttle we can use to give us temporary power.”
“Do it,” Mase ordered. He wanted to get the people out of the emergency bunker as quickly as possible, particularly the two who were injured. 
Once the emergency generator was hooked up, it didn’t take long to get the undamaged section repressurized. Once powered up, the lights came on and in a few minutes, it was safe to remove their suit helmets. They opened the door to the emergency bunker, and one of the men who had medical training went in and checked out the two people who had been injured.
Mase found out from the young woman he had talked to earlier over the radio what had happened. Her name was Jenny Harrison. Jenny had only recently been assigned to the Massif and was still visibly shaken. In a nervous voice, she told Mase that they had just sat down to eat when a small meteor struck the roof of the southern section of the building. She said it sounded like a loud explosion and then the entire building had shook violently.
An overhead support beam had broken loose when the meteor struck the building. The beam fell striking and injuring the lieutenant and the communications engineer. They had just managed to get everyone into the emergency shelter when the damaged roof and wall blew out. They had been extremely fortunate. A minute later and they all would have died.
“I’m just glad all of you are okay,” Mase said as he reassured the young woman that everything was going to be all right. “We will get all of you back to Tycho City and the doctors will check everyone out.”
It took a few minutes to get everyone suited up, including the two injured. Once suited up, everyone made their way to the shuttle. Mase and four of the rescuers would remain behind for the time being. They would leave on the next flight. Anthony would be returning shortly with some construction personnel who would begin repairing the damage.
After the shuttle departed, Mase walked over to the edge of the Massif and gazed outward. One of the first things Mase had done when they built the operations center on the Massif was to construct a small overlook on the edge of the towering pillar of rock and stone. He hooked a safety line to the rail that ran next to the edge and stood deep in thought.
The accident today brought everything into perspective. With the approach of the neutron star, they would be left on their own. Accidents like the one today would have to be dealt with. If they didn’t prepare properly, these types of incidents could become common. 
Gazing downward, Mase could just make out the small buildings and domes on the surface, which marked the location of Tycho City. He wondered what the future held for all the people that called Tycho City their home. 
Turning his gaze upward, Mase looked up at the stars. There was one exceptionally bright one, which he knew was Star One, the massive space station at the Lagrange point. As soon as he got back to Tycho City, he would be contacting Steve Larson. They had to send a message to Tim McPhryson about the neutron star. He also wanted to talk to Steve about their own plans for survival. 
In the back of his mind, he also wondered if they should send a space mission to investigate the neutron star. With the changes that Steve and he had authorized for the Jupiter probe ship, they had that capability. What had been done to the ship was a highly guarded secret. Mase suspected that Steve would pick Tyler Erin, Star One’s best shuttle commander as the leader for such a mission.
Mase stood for several minutes thinking about what lay ahead of them. The neutron star would change everyone’s lives. Somehow, they had to survive. The human race could not be allowed to die out without a fight.
Taking a deep breath, Mase unfastened his safety tether and began walking back toward the operations center. The shuttle would be back shortly, and he had a lot of plans to make. Neutron star or no neutron star, Mase was determined to do whatever was necessary for Tycho City to survive. Tycho City had been his dream, and he was not about to let that dream die!
-
In deep space, the neutron star continued its unrelenting approach to the solar system. There was nothing that could stop it or prevent it from continuing on its deadly course. Twice per second, the neutron star rotated on its axis signaling its approach in a blast of electromagnetic radiation. Very soon, everyone would know of its coming.
-
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Star One: Neutron Star
 
It is the year 2044 on Earth. At the Farside observatory complex on the Moon, a startling astronomical discovery has been made. A survey for pulsars has found an x-ray source in a region of space where none has been detected before.
Upon further investigation, they find that this x-ray source is just outside of the solar system. The astronomers are paralyzed by what they have found knowing what its disastrous ramifications might be.
A neutron star is approaching the solar system. It appeared out of a small dust cloud that was shielding its approach. Armageddon has arrived; the star is on a trajectory that will take it through the center of the solar system. Life on Earth will not survive its passing.
The only hope for survival will be on the massive Star One space station at the Earth-Moon Lagrange point or possibly in Tycho City deep beneath the Moon's surface. It will be a race against time to save a fraction of the Earth's frightened population.
A power struggle will erupt on Earth over who is to survive. On Star One and at Tycho City they prepare for the worst, unfortunately, the threat from Earth might be just as dangerous as the approaching neutron star.
-
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00860XMVU/ref=cm_cd_asin_lnk
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The Slaver Wars: Alien Contact
 
The Human Federation of Worlds thought they were alone in the galaxy. But now an alien spacecraft has appeared over one of their distant mining operations. The frightened miners immediately call for help to deal with this worrisome first contact situation.
Admiral Streth is sent to implement talks with the aliens and to find out what they want. The aliens inform the admiral that they are called Hocklyns and are from a large multi-world trading federation. In truth, they come from an empire that is expanding through the galaxy and conquering world after world for slaves, and they have set their sights on the human worlds as their next conquest.
 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00CEQ9KB8/ref=cm_sw_su_dp
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