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Star One: Tycho City Survival contains an expanded version of Tycho City Discovery and then continues
on into Survival. This is a stand-alone story. 


 


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 from which it is slowly receding. Due to the small
size of the dust cloud and its distance from the star 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 system that contains the planet Earth!


 







 


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 thirty-two
large, ninety-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 was capable of
looking back to the first galaxies created and the big bang itself. 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 lifelong 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 and knowing it was almost complete made the many long
years of hard work seem worthwhile. He had lived a solitary existence
dedicating his life to this project. He had friends, but no close ones. His few
distant family members all lived on Earth, and he hadn’t seen or spoken to any
of them in years. He had dedicated himself to his career and wouldn’t have it
any other way. Sometimes he regretted not having close personal relationships,
but then he would find himself immersed in some astronomy project and those
lonely thoughts would fade away.


“From the construction
engineer’s reports 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. Already, numerous scientists from
Earth were requesting permission to come up to Farside to work and study at the
array. This would help to refocus attention on the Moon with the scientific
discoveries that the astronomy complex would bring.


Mase knew he
could pick the best and brightest from Earth to help with the massive astronomy
project. One of the first things he intended to do was consult with LaRann and
several of his top people about who might be the best choices. They would be
more familiar with which people would be the best fit for the project. Mase was
very particular who he allowed on the Moon and, in this instance, would trust
their judgment. 


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. 


“Shortly, 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.”


“I can tell
you can’t wait to begin,” Mase commented with a friendly smile. He had worked
with LaRann for so long that he considered him to be a friend.


“I’m just glad
it’s about ready,” Pierre spoke with a pleased glint in his eyes. “There were
times when I didn’t know if it ever would be.”


Mase nodded in
understanding as he continued to gaze out the cockpit window. He had felt the
same when Tycho City was being built. 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 thirty 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. He was anxious to see the large
telescope and what progress had been made.


“We’ve made
some preliminary observations of a number of nebula and galaxy clusters,”
replied LaRann, peering out the cockpit window toward the dome. LaRann wore a
pair of glasses and his hair 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 broad 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 top notch 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 dish arrays that
spread across the surface of the Moon below them.


He 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 a lighter material
than what was used on similar ones 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 the costs, but a number of influential people 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
and also a close friend. “I want to inspect the dome and facilities while I’m here.”


“Sure thing,”
Anthony replied. He used his controls to make a gentle turn, aligning the
shuttle with Farside’s landing pads.


“I’m sure you
will find everything is in order,” Pierre spoke 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 the complex was his personal baby and was extremely defensive if anyone
criticized it. “It’s been just a few days since I was 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 now. He was
also the best shuttle pilot on the Moon.


Mase waited patiently
as a docking port was extended and until the airlock showed a smooth seal with
a 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. Anthony stayed behind to get
the shuttle prepped for its return flight.


The Farside
complex currently housed nearly 200 technicians and construction workers as
well as the research staff who were 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 in case any part of the structure failed.


It took just a
few minutes to walk through the short connecting tunnel and the underground
section of the complex 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 along
with the muted conversations 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. 


She 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. LeAnn 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, but 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 his voice filled
with curiosity. 


He had always
enjoyed studying astronomy and hoped that someday, between Star One the giant
orbiting space station and Tycho City, they could launch deep space missions on
a regular basis. Perhaps even to the nearer stars.


“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 other scientists and technicians. Everyone was excited about the
prospects of the Farside facility finally going into full operation.


Then, after a
quick tour of the rest of the facility, 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. He wanted to be the one to throw the switch that put the
array into operation.


The professor
couldn’t wait to use the large array to scan for pulsars. Once that scan was
completed, he had arranged for the array to be used to search for black holes. LaRann
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 Tycho Crater coming nearer. It was fifty-two
miles across, with rim walls nearly three miles high. In the heart of the
crater, near the central massif, a base had been constructed. Over the years, its
name 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 which had
been blasted out with high explosives and then finished up with several large
excavators brought up to the Moon. The project had taken years and a lot of
perseverance to complete.


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. It was his passion, and he never
missed an opportunity to fly one of them. It was also the main reason he was
still single. He enjoyed female company, but he was not ready yet 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.


“Have you
spoken to your brother Phillip recently?” Anthony asked. The pilot knew that
Mase’s brother lived on Earth and had been considering retiring and bringing
his family up to Tycho City.


“Not in the
last couple of weeks,” admitted Mase, realizing he really needed to talk to his
brother more often. “I need to touch base with him about coming up here in a
few more months.”


Anthony nodded
as he checked in with the Control Center at the shuttle landing facility just
outside of Tycho City. After receiving landing instructions, he lined the
shuttle up with the indicated landing pad.


Mase let out a
big sigh, thinking about what he needed to do yet today. Once they landed, he needed
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. Steve and Mase
were very close and talked almost daily about the current projects they had
going on. 


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 hangar 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 hangars 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?” she asked, stepping up close with her friendly brown
eyes focusing on the commander.


“Just fine,” replied
Mase, wondering why she had felt it necessary to meet his shuttle. Normally she
would be waiting for him in his office. He suspected there must be some type of
problem that had come up. “What’s going on? It’s not like you to meet me as
soon as I get off a shuttle.”


“We received a
message from Jane Kinsey,” she replied in a serious tone of voice. “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. “I think
he makes a living out of trying to make our lives miserable with all of his
complaining.”


Senator Farley
had been opposed to the new telescope and deep space antenna array from the very
beginning. If not for the money Tycho City made off the mass driver, it was
doubtful the telescope or the antenna array would have ever 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,” Linda added, her face showing some concern.


“Again!” Mase
spoke with a frown. He suspected this was why Linda had come to meet him.


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 was afraid that if they didn’t shut it down soon, it might become
too unsafe to operate.


“He wants to
shut it down for 48 hours to recalibrate the coils and install the new inductor
relays,” Linda informed him. She had spoken for quite some time with Pierce and
had promised she would do her best to get Mase to agree to the shutdown.


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 he had ever had.


“Call Pierce
back and tell him I will be out later this afternoon and he can show me the
problems,” Mase said, letting out a deep breath, not sure what he could do to
help the situation. “With all of our current delivery contracts, I just don’t
see how we can shut the mass driver down for 48 hours unless it becomes too
unsafe to operate.”


“He will be
glad to hear you’re coming,” Linda replied with a nod. “I know he is extremely concerned
about the mass driver or he wouldn’t have called in the first place.”


Mase thought
about the situation for a long moment. He had the authority to shut the mass
driver down for repairs, but it would be a last resort. He wondered if the
situation was as bad as Linda and Pierce had indicated. The only way to know
for sure was to make the trip out to the crater wall and do an inspection
himself. If there was a potentially serious problem then he would have no
choice but to shut it down. 


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 community. 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 miraculous manmade 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 800 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 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 home to the 2,500 people that 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 the numerous growing plants and trees. They did
amazingly well in the lunar soil and the controlled environment of Tycho City. The cavern floor was green with growing grasses as well as small trees and
shrubs. It almost looked as if you were back 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 more 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 effect on you and the man beside her had built it.


“I can’t wait
for us to get the new fusion reactor installed,” she mentioned, looking over at
Mase. “It will be nice to have normal gravity.”


“Yes, it
will,” responded Mase, in agreement. 


He had been
here for such a long time that he scarcely noticed the difference anymore. In
the early days, there had been no increased gravity until the first of the two
fission reactors had been installed.


Linda nodded
as the two walked over to a small electric car. She really enjoyed her job, and
Mase was easy to work for. He was exceptionally polite and did an excellent job
running Tycho City and the other operations on the Moon. Sometimes Linda didn’t
see how he did everything. 


Once she got
home later, she needed to send a short message to her parents in Kansas City. That was the only bad thing about living on the Moon; family was so far away.
She tried to speak to her parents several times a week, as well as her younger
sister Karen. She was very close to her sister, and it had been hard to be
separated from Karen these past months.


Mase and Linda
took the 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. He wanted to get it to Jane as quickly as possible. 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 responsible
for Tycho City and the Farside facility, his duties seemed never ending.
However, he loved his job and would not trade it for anything. He knew that
Steve on Star One felt the same way.







 



Chapter Two


 


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 and in high demand on Earth. The metals were mined and
then taken to Tycho City to be refined. The refined metals were then taken to
the mass driver on the rim of the crater and put in pods to be hurled toward
Star One and Earth. They also mined helium three, which was used in the two 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.


While they
drove, it gave Mase time to think. He had been on the Moon for over seven years
without a return to Earth. He wasn’t close to his father and hadn’t spoken to
him in several years. However, he was close to his older brother who was a
captain in the marines. 


He tried to
speak with Phillip several times a month and had suggested that his older
brother consider coming up to Tycho City to live once he retired from the
marines later in the year. Phillip had promised that he would consider it. Mase
sincerely hoped his brother would take him up on his offer; it would be nice to
have some family around. Phillip was married and had two teenage children.


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 steep side. Large circular electromagnets were
located every 100 feet, which accelerated the mass driver cargo pods to escape
velocity. 


A large metal
building, where the mass driver cargo pods were carefully loaded onto the rail,
covered the beginning of the mass driver. 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 put in place. The mass
driver could be fired once 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 and saw Jackson Pierce waiting for him in the small control
room for the vehicle bay. From the look on Jackson’s face, he knew the man wasn’t
happy. Something was definitely wrong; Mase knew he was going to hear bad news.
He 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,” Pierce began, relieved that Mase had taken the
time out of his busy schedule to come out to the mass driver. “We have some serious
problems that need to be addressed immediately.”


“Linda said
you were concerned about the coils,” replied Mase, seeing the worry on Pierce’s
face. “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, but I don’t
want to damage the damn thing.”


“I agree,” replied
Pierce, nodding his head emphatically. “We have a serious problem developing
that I fear could cause a catastrophic failure of the entire system.”


Mase knew that
shutting down the mass driver would cause him a lot of headaches. Companies 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 colleagues. 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, and he
wouldn’t risk people’s lives just to satisfy the companies on Earth.


“So, Pierce,
what exactly is wrong with the mass driver?” 


“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 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. Most of the complex was kept
at one-quarter Earth gravity.


Jackson took a seat behind his desk and waited as Mase sat down in a large, comfortable
chair just in front of him. He knew he was about to severely upset the
commander.


“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,” confessed
  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 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 excessive workload being put on
the mass driver to Jane Kinsey, and she had passed on his concerns to her
superiors but nothing had happened. Instead, NASA had asked Mase if there was
any way possible to increase the number of mass driver firings made each day.
Jane had objected stringently but had been overruled by higher ups in the
administration.


Due to the
money being spent at Farside, she had recommended that they keep the mass
driver online at least until the facility was completed and left it up to Mase
as to whether he would increase the number of mass driver firings. Once the work
at Farside was done, then the mass driver could be taken offline for a full
system overhaul. Jane had said she would go to the president if necessary to
get the necessary approval to shut it down. 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 shook violently and alarms
began sounding. The lights dimmed briefly and then brightened back up. Several
additional rumblings shook the room and then everything became still. Jackson’s 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?” he demanded, his face ashen. “Was anyone hurt?”


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, struck another coil, and then
crashed into the side of the crater wall. Jase is reporting heavy damage to the
electromagnetic control system as well as the rail itself. This was just what I
was afraid was going to happen.”


“Damn!” Mase
uttered with a troubled look on his face. He should have shut the mass driver
down when Jackson first recommended it. 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 in the
process of 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,” Mase said,
feeling angry with himself for allowing this to happen. “This is my fault, Jackson; I should not have allowed NASA to overrule my recommendation to shut the mass
driver down for a few days.” 


He knew that
he had screwed up. He should have come out here days ago, when Jackson first started complaining, for a personal inspection and gone ahead and ordered the
mass driver shut down for repairs, regardless of the consequences. 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 without
shutting it down, and we both know what the ramifications of that would have
been. I need to go out and inspect the damage.”


“I’ll go with
you,” Mase said, standing up. “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, and there would be a lot of
questions as to how this could have been allowed to happen. 


Nearly thirty 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. On the side of the steep crater wall, two hundred yards from
the mass driver rail, a cargo pod lay shattered in the shallow hole dug when it
had struck the wall. 


“I was afraid
this would happen,” muttered Jase, shaking his head in frustration 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 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, gaze
at different sections of the mass driver system, and point something out.


“We need to
fix this right,” Jackson commented as they waited. 


He gazed over
at where the shattered cargo pod lay against the wall. He could see that a lot
of rock and debris had slid down the crater wall. They were fortunate it hadn’t
been worse.


“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 on Earth would have
to say. “We will take whatever time we need. I will explain the situation to
Jane, and she will have to handle the rest.”


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 dark 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 at NASA. The 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.


When he was finished,
he turned and looked at Jackson. “This is never going to happen again,” Mase
promised. “If there is ever a potential problem again you have the
authorization to shut the mass driver down immediately. Earth can scream about
it all they want later.”


“Thanks,” Jackson replied, pleased with what Mase had said. “It’s just operated so well for so long;
no one thought we could have an accident this severe.”


-


Two hours
later, Mase was on his way back to Tycho City. Jackson had promised to keep him
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 Three


 


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 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-fashioned way.


“I’m getting a
headache over this,” Mase said with a slight groan. He very seldom got a
headache over anything. “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,” Linda 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 feeling his headache suddenly grow
worse. This was something he had hoped not to hear. At least Steve understood
the situation.


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, 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 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 brown 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 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. Linda shook her head as she walked out; she felt sorry for both Jane and
Mase.


Linda paused
at the door and looked back at Mase, noticing that he was rubbing his forehead
again. “I’ll bring you a couple of aspirins for your headache,” she said,
knowing and understanding the stress that Mase was under.


-


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, knew everything there
was to know about mining, and 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 bottlenecked because the mass driver is 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. We’ve been doing some preventative
maintenance and safety training with all the crews. After the incident with the
mass driver everyone seems to be taking the safety aspect of their jobs more
seriously.”


“That’s good,”
responded Mase, picking up a piece of paper off his desk and pointing to it. “I
just read this survey report. You mention in it 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?” asked Mase, putting the paper down and tapping his desk with
his index finger. They were constantly searching for meteors close to the
surface to mine. This sounded like this might be a good one and highly
profitable.


“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’ve been
out to one of the mining sites with everything going on at the mass driver and
over at Farside.”


“I will let
you know when I’m going out,” Isaac responded. He knew it would do Mase some
good to get away from the office.


-


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 mining equipment
next to the small meteor crater.


The excavator
was a long machine nearly forty feet in length. It contained several rows of
revolving cutting blades that bit into the ground. The material was then sent
through the center of the excavator to a conveyor that dumped it back out onto
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 looked 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 becoming
aggravating. Linda did an excellent job of answering most of them, but some
Mase had to respond to personally. 


He had talked
briefly to Phillip the night before and had been pleased to learn that his
brother was seriously considering moving the family to Tycho City later in the year. They had spoken longer than usual, with Phillip mentioning that both
his teenage daughter and son were excited about the prospect of coming up to Tycho City. It had helped to take Mase’s mind off the current problems, even if it was for
only a few minutes.


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, watching 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 thirty-two dish antennas, not all of them were wired into the system. 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. 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; 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 glint of humor in her eyes.


“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 encountered. 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 carefully 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 smoothly and 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 and growing more so
every day.”


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 twenty-four 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.


“I’m glad we
came up with these domes,” Mase commented as he saw several miners go inside to
rest. The miners would run a two-shift operation.


“There’re
great,” agreed Isaac, looking over toward the dome. He had helped to design
them. “It makes mining out on the lunar surface a lot more practical if the
crews have somewhere they can go to take their spacesuits off and relax for a
while.”


Mase nodded.
At the larger mining sites, a series of the domes were used for the bigger
crews. Some of the crews would stay out at the mining sites for an entire week
before coming back to Tycho City for a well deserved break.  


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. Isaac tried to visit each mining site at least once a week. He
also required a daily status report from the supervisor of each one.


-


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 could 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 cumbersome 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. “We just
need to figure out some way 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, shaking his head. 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 some spray nozzles 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 grumbled in a loud voice. “We always get stuck with
the crap!”


“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,” answered 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. It
was difficult being away from her family, but she tried to speak with them at
least twice a week. Her sister Karen was always full of questions about Tycho City and Linda’s job. 


There had
never been a dull moment since she had gone to work for Mase. She had told
Karen all about her new job and Linda thought she could detect a tinge of
jealousy in her sister’s voice. Karen was going to college at the University of Kansas.


“No, Linda;
I’m just going to finish up this last report and then I’m through also,” replied
Mase, gesturing toward his computer screen. “I’m nearly done.”


“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,” responded 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 on Earth unhappy.”


“Things should
be back to normal in a few more days,” responded 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.


-


Two hours
later, Mase walked down the main concourse in Tycho City. Vehicle traffic was restricted
from the downtown area and access was mostly by on foot. 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 intently as the last dish antenna
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 antenna 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 assured him. “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
antenna 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
antenna 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 the array was finally finished. He looked
around at all the dish antennas that surrounded him. Years of hard work and
planning had brought them to this point. 


In just a few
more days, he could get down to some serious astronomical 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 new research paper that he was going to write and how it would be received
in the science community.


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 engineers checked the dish antennas
several times a day. 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 drastically, particularly
since the incident that had wrecked the mass driver. 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 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 that
he wouldn’t have to break his promise to her. From what she had said earlier,
her office was being bombarded with demands as to when the mass driver would be
operational. Including Senator Farley, who was threatening to shut the entire operation
down permanently if there was another incident.


“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 sequence
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 confirmed 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
burden had been lifted from 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 on Earth. He would also make a quick call to Steve on Star One,
letting him know everything was back to normal with the mass driver.


“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.
Steve and he were close friends, and he wanted to ensure Star One was taken
care of before they resumed their shipments to Earth.


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 indicated. The launch went 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.”


The crew in
the Control Room looked at each other with big smiles. They had heard Commander
Colton say a sizable bonus. 


-


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. Adam picked up
his phone and called the technician in charge of positioning the array to
confirm what the screen was showing. There was obviously something wrong with
the system.


The technician
quickly confirmed the coordinates. Adam leaned back in his chair as his puzzlement
grew. 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. Something wasn’t
right, or he had found a new pulsar.


Adam contacted
several other technicians and requested that they begin trying to pinpoint 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 before
he contacted LaRann. He was already wondering what he would name it since he
was the discoverer. He smiled briefly at the thought of getting to put his name
on the discovery. 


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 spoke with Professor LaRann. He
knew that the professor would be excited about this new pulsar since it would
be the first major discovery made by the array. He also smiled, knowing that he
had beaten Pierre and LeAnn to the first significant discovery.


His phone rang,
and he picked it up. Moments later, his face turned pale as one of the
technicians reported that 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 feeling a little irate. “We
would have detected a neutron star at that range long ago. Your numbers have to
be wrong!” This was starting to sound as if it was a computer glitch or
equipment malfunction after all. He began feeling disappointed that this might
not be an actual discovery.


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 if
the technician was right. 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 on Earth. He no longer wanted his name on this
discovery.


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 Four


 


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 displaying
the data. “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. They’d all been working hard trying to get the reflector and the
array up and running. “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!”


“It’s there,”
insisted Adam, pointing to the data on the computer screen.


Pierre took a seat in front of the screen and began studying the data in earnest. The more
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.”


“It just can’t
be,” insisted Charles, looking at the others. “It can’t be a neutron star!”


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 and then said. “The data indeed shows a neutron star at fifteen billion
miles.”


“How can that
be possible?” LeAnn asked her brown 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 it could pose a significant danger if it came any closer.
Even at its present range, it could cause major 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. LeAnn felt faint, and she could hear
her heart pounding in her chest.


“A dust
cloud,” commented Charles with doubt still lingering in his voice as he looked
at the others. He just couldn’t believe what he had just heard. He knew LeAnn
was having the same problem from the frozen look upon her face. “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 quivering in doubt. “It would
have to be composed of a lot of heavy metals and dense gases to hide a neutron
star. Even then, I’m not sure it could hide one.”


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
and placing her hand upon her chest, she could still feel her heart beating
wildly. If there were a dust cloud in that section 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. LeAnn still felt dazed and in shock over what
she had just heard. She had a younger sister on Earth. She was very concerned
about how this discovery would affect the planet 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,” repeated Pierre, focusing his eyes on Adam. “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 only. I want all the equipment
recalibrated and our top people working on this ASAP. 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 one in existence. If there is a problem in our
calculations or data, their computer will find it. We must be absolutely
certain of this data before we pass it on.”


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. This was a civilian facility
and people were going to scream when they discovered their communications had
been shut off. 


“What now?” asked
Charles, wondering about the ramifications of this discovery. 


He was already
thinking about 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
and let out a deep breath. 


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. His research into black holes now might never
occur. It was as if his entire world had just come crashing down. He opened his
eyes and gazed across the room, deep in thought.


-


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 seemed frightened.”


Mase looked
over at Linda and could see the worry in her dark brown eyes. “Contact Anthony
and tell him I need him to fly me to Farside immediately. 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 puzzled 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 go into near orbit and then rapidly descend toward the base. The travel
time would be less than forty minutes.


Anthony
quickly accelerated the shuttle as they gained altitude. “What’s going on?” he
asked as the shuttle quickly reached its highest altitude and then began
falling back toward Farside. “They discover a comet’s about to hit the Moon or
something?”


“We don’t
know,” answered Mase as he watched the lunar surface passing quickly by beneath
them. “Something has happened, but LaRann is being tightlipped about it. All we
know is that he wants to see me as soon as possible, and Linda said he sounded
frightened.”


“Sounds
ominous,” commented Anthony as he adjusted the shuttle’s course slightly. He
had only been joking about a comet striking the Moon. Now he wondered if
Farside had discovered some type of threat to the Earth or the Moon. Anthony
had a sister on Earth who was studying to be a medical practitioner and he
hoped that something hadn’t been discovered that would be a threat to the planet.


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. LaRann was one of the calmest people that Mase
knew. The only thing he had ever seen LaRann get excited about was the dish
array.


-


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 stepped into the conference room. 


“What’s going
on, Pierre?” Mase demanded as he quickly walked over to the table. He could see
that LaRann had several stellar photographs and some data charts spread out in
front of him. “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 answers; 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 hour’s 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 understand this was bad. 


“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 forty-eight
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 would
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 his options were.


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. He grew worried about his brother Phillip on Earth and how he might be
affected by all of this. Most of the people living on the Moon still had close
family members on Earth. This could be very difficult for a lot of them once
the news got out.


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 and 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 over 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,” replied
Mase, trying his best to sound calm. “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. It’s
there!”


“From our
observations, it’s about eighteen miles in diameter and 2.2 times the mass of
our sun,” continued LeAnn, in an informative voice. “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 shown
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 initial 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 three hundred
miles per second.”


Mase’s eyes
widened at this revelation. “Three hundred 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. “If it is on the course we
think it’s on, it will drastically affect the orbits of all the planets.”


“Yes,” Charles
added in agreement with a haunted look in his eyes. “If it comes into our solar
system, none of us will survive!”


-


An hour later,
Mase was standing outside on the surface of the Moon. He had put on one of the
base’s spare spacesuits and stepped outside so 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 really serious I need to think
about.”


“It seems to
help,” responded Mase, glad to see Anthony; he 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 antenna 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. They seemed so bright here on the backside 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 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 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 at 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.”


Anthony nodded
as he thought over what Mase had just told him. It was too early to tell how
this would affect all of them. “My sister Jean is at Stanford, attending
college. We all have family on Earth.” He turned until he was facing Mase. “How
is this going to affect them?”


“We don’t know
yet,” replied Mase, understanding Anthony’s concern. He had the same worry. “We
will know more once we get the information back from Star One’s computers.”


The two stood
outside for several more minutes discussing the neutron star and what it might
mean to Farside, Tycho City, and their families on Earth. Both knew the
following months could be very difficult for everyone.


-


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 three
hundred and sixty 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 and experience a major shift in its orbit. 


Mase leaned
back in his chair and thought about what he had to do next. It was difficult to
think clearly as the enormity of this discovery weighed on him, knowing what
its possible ramifications could be. This discovery was overwhelming, and he
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 twenty-four 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, crowded 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’d
returned. Linda had a bad feeling that Mase was extremely upset about
something. He just wasn’t acting right, so she knew 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 and 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 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
counterpart 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,” replied
Mase 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 on Earth so he can brief the president.”


“This isn’t
going to be good, Mase,” Steve commented in a lower voice. “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 with 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, and 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 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 antenna 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. He also knew it might be necessary for him to contact his
brother Phillip and have him and his family come up to Tycho City much sooner than he had originally planned. It might be crucial to contact a number of key
personnel, and he speculated about how many additional people could be brought
up to Tycho City. He also wondered if Tycho City and Star One could survive
without Earth.







 



Chapter Five


 


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 aboard a shuttle. 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 disturbances from the passage of
the neutron star. They felt there was even a slim possibility that the Earth
might break up from the stress.


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 inside. “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. She had heard a few rumors, but they
were so fantastic she wasn’t sure what to believe. 


“Send them
in,” replied Mase, leaning forward in his padded chair and thinking about what
he was going to say to the two men. If Tycho City was going to have any chance
of surviving, it would depend considerably on the skills of the two men he was
about to talk to.


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 that something
was up. He didn’t know how she would react to this neutron star news,
particularly since she still had family living on Earth. 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 to his office immediately. 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. However, neither had ever heard or seen Mase pull such a
stunt. They looked nervously at each other and then back at Mase.


“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 so 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 so much it’s pulled much farther out away from the sun than
its current orbit, then yes, the surface could become uninhabitable,” replied Mase,
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 on Earth. This was not what he had been expecting when he had come into
Mase’s office. He had thought Mase had questions about the mining operations.


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 to the point 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 resources that could be put to use to allow us to survive.”


“Tycho City was never intended to be totally self-sufficient,” Isaac reminded Mase as he
mulled over the work that would have to be done. “It would take a lot of effort,
and we would have to bring a lot of supplies up from Earth, particularly spare
parts. We may even need some additional specialists to put in some of the
systems required for long term survival.”


“I’m not sure
that Tycho City’s current location would be the best for us either,” Steffan
said with a thoughtful look on his face. “We might be better off cutting into
the side of the crater wall. If we drilled in a thousand feet with our mining excavators,
we could put thousands of feet of dirt and rock between the surface and us.
That would give us a lot of added protection.” 


Mase studied
Steffan, 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 in drilling.”


“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. He knew that in order to keep all of their current projects running
and build a new city, it might be necessary to bring more qualified people up
from Earth.


“I will be
speaking with Commander Larson later today about the situation,” Mase informed
them. “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 on Earth, but
I suspect supplies and assistance won’t be a problem.”


“I will start
working up specifications for a new city beneath the outer rim wall,” Steffan
stated as he thought about everything that would be needed. “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 quickly. “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 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 two hundred 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 and get his input.


“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 on Earth; can we bring some of them up? I have a younger sister
attending college at Stanford, and I know your brother Phillip was already
considering bringing his family to Tycho City. I suspect once everyone knows
what’s happening there will be numerous requests to bring their families and
close friends up to Tycho City.”


“We can probably
bring some,” Mase replied startled at the suggestion and beginning to realize
how many people they might be talking about. 


Mase’s eyes
grew wide at the thought. In all of the discussions thus far, 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 drastically affect plans that had been made earlier. He knew he was going
to have to speak to Isaac and Steffan before they made too many plans.


Instead of
2,500 people, they might be talking about closer to 5,000 or even more. He also
realized there were a lot of people that might be essential to their survival
that were not even living on the Moon. That would be even more people they
would have to make room for. 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. Spotting Mase and Anthony, she made a beeline for their table. 


“Hello,
Linda,” Mase said in a friendly voice, forcing a smile. He didn’t want to sound
distressed in front of Linda and the 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 ninety-six
percent of their water and producing nearly ninety-eight 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. He was glad now
that Linda had brought the young woman over to meet him.


“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. Mase sensed that 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 communications 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 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,” Isaac added with worry in his
voice.


“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 on the massif. 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’d say it was 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. 


Even now,
after years of exploration, there were still science teams all over the Moon
doing research. They were expected to check in with Tycho City on a regular
basis, and occasionally they got into trouble.


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 towering mountain with
numerous antenna 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.”


“Put us on the
landing pad,” Mase instructed as he gazed at the damaged building with concern.
“We need to see if anyone survived.” Mase’s mind was full of worry and concern
for the people that should be inside. It bothered him that they were not able
to contact anyone.


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 informed him.


That really 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 braced himself 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 seventy-two hours if the center were
damaged.


Holding his
breath and saying a short prayer, 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 damaged 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. 


After 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 were injured.


Mase found out
from the young woman he had talked to earlier over the radio what 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 shook violently.


An overhead
support beam had broken loose when the meteor hit the building. The beam fell, striking
and injuring the lieutenant and the communications engineer. Everyone 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.”


“Thank you,
Sir,” Jenny replied in a quivering voice. She was still feeling shaken by what
had happened. “I thought we were all going to die.”


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. The only damage to the communication towers was a lack of power.
That situation had already been remedied with the emergency generator.


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 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. They had to
send a message to Tim McPhryson about the neutron star. He also wanted to talk
to Steve about their plans for survival. From what Jolene had said the night
before, Star One was already almost self-sufficient. Mase knew that Steve would
not be evacuating the station.


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!







Tycho City: Survival



Chapter Six


 


Mase laid the
phone down and let out a long and deep breath, straightened his shoulders, and
leaned back in his chair. He had just finished talking to Steve on Star One and
they had made an important decision. They were going to recommend to President
Kateland that they send the Jupiter probe ship to investigate the approaching neutron
star. It was the only spacecraft they had that could make it in the allotted time
frame because of the radical design changes that Steve and he had approved. Fortunately,
the president and McPhryson had both approved the changes, but had demanded in
return that Star One and Tycho City handle the extra costs. 


As a result,
they had a fusion-powered spacecraft that could travel to any place in the
solar system in just a few weeks or months. Mase just hoped it was ready for
the long journey ahead of it. He was a little concerned though, about what
would happen when others in the government found out what they had done to the
ship.


“So who is
going to be the pilot?” Anthony queried his eyes and voice showing how hard it
was for him not to ask for the job. This was the type of exploration mission
that every shuttle pilot or astronaut dreamed of.


“I need you
here, Anthony,” Mase said softly, looking across the desk at his friend.
“You’re my best pilot and we don’t know what may be ahead of us. I know you
want to go, and I understand your reasoning, but we’re going to need every
pilot we have, shortly. You’re going to be needed to help train some of the new
ones.”


Anthony let
out a deep sigh of disappointment. He had known the odds of him going were low.
Just the idea of piloting this new ship into the unknown was so captivating. 


“So who will
you choose to be the pilot?” Anthony asked after a moment of silence between the
two. 


He could think
of only two men he would trust if he couldn’t go, John Gray and Rodrick
Simpson. Both were well-qualified, exceptional pilots and were currently
working out of Star One. “It has to be either Rodrick or John. They are the
only two with the skills and knowledge to pilot the Jupiter probe ship.”


“It will be
Captain Simpson,” Mase replied after a moment. He knew Rodrick Simpson very
well, and the talented pilot was a good choice. “John has a family on Star One and
Steve feels he will need him on the space station just as I need you here.”


“I suppose
Tyler Erin will be chosen as mission commander,” Anthony continued his eyes
thoughtful. “He’s the only one I would trust with a mission like this.”


“Yes, he will
be finding out shortly,” continued Mase. “We are still evaluating some of the
data and working on a mission profile.”


Anthony looked
down at Mase’s desk and then forced his eyes back up. There was something
important that he had been thinking about for the last several days that he needed
to ask Mase. “Mase, I want to bring Jean up from Earth. She’s the only real
family I have since our parents were killed in that car wreck several years ago.
I want her here at Tycho City where she will be safe.”


Mase leaned
back in his chair and let out a deep sigh. He also wanted to bring his brother
Phillip and his family up as well. He knew there would be others with the same
requests. How was he going to decide who to approve and who to turn down? It
might be necessary to set up some type of criteria to ensure only people who
would be beneficial to Tyco City were approved. 


This was going
to be a delicate and tough situation soon. When word got out about the neutron
star, he suspected that his office would be flooded with requests to bring
additional family members and friends up to Tycho City.


“What’s Jean
studying in college?” Mase asked as he thought about how best to answer
Anthony. He looked over and saw the deep look of worry on his friend’s face.


“She’s a
senior this year. She has been studying to be a nurse practitioner and will be
interning at a hospital in San Diego.” Anthony was very proud of his younger
sister and what she had chosen to become.


Mase saw an
easy way out of this. “I think not,” he said slowly as a simple solution
occurred to him. “Call your sister and see if she would like to intern at the Tycho City hospital. I think Doctor Klein can help her immensely in her studies.”


“Intern up
here?” Anthony asked, his eyes lighting up. “Are you sure?” The Tyco City hospital under Doctor Klein practiced some very advanced medical procedures.


“Yes,” replied
Mase, evenly. “We are going to need some good, experienced people up here if we
hope to survive this thing. I think your sister will fit in very well. I’ll let
Doctor Klein know he has a new intern coming.”


“Thank you,
Mase,” replied Anthony, feeling a heavy weight lift from his shoulders. He
couldn’t wait to call Jean. He knew she would be highly excited about the
prospect of interning at the Tycho City hospital.


Anthony stood
up; he had to fly some supplies out to one of the research sites in a couple of
hours and he wanted to check to make sure the shuttle was ready. However, he
was curious about one more thing.


“When will the
Jupiter ship launch?”


Mase folded
his arms across his chest and looked over at Anthony. “A little over three
weeks. We have already started work on the modifications necessary to complete
the mission. There will be a short shakedown cruise before that to test the
ship’s systems.”


Anthony
nodded. He would be contacting his sister later on tonight. Her classes would
be completed shortly, and he wanted her up to Tycho City as soon as possible.
Just before he walked out the door, he stopped and looked at Mase. “Thanks Mase,
for allowing Jean to come up here.”


Mase nodded as
he watched Anthony leave. It felt good to have helped his friend. He just
wondered how many others he could help also.


-


President
Kateland let out a long, haggard breath. Tim McPhryson had just briefed her on Farside’s
discovery.


“Are they
certain about this?” she asked, standing up and coming around her desk to stare
directly at McPhryson.


“Yes,” Tim
replied. “Jane Kinsey and Warren Timmons have run the data through the NASA
computers and have come up with the same results. We’ve known for a couple of
days; I was just waiting until the results were confirmed before notifying you.”


President
Kateland gazed at her Science Advisor with eyes that didn’t want to believe
what she had just been told. “Tim, you’re telling me the world might be coming
to an end. How am I supposed to take that and, more importantly, what am I
going to do?”


“We need more
information,” replied Tim, sounding extremely serious. “We need to know for
certain how this is going to affect our solar system and Earth.” 


President
Kateland sat down in a comfortable chair across from Tim and looked intently at
the younger man. “Did Colton or Larson have any recommendations?”


“Yes,
several,” replied Tim, opening up a large folder he had with him. “They want to
send the Jupiter ship out to the neutron star for a thorough investigation.
They also want to make both Star One and Tycho City self-sufficient and try to
ride this thing out.”


“Can the ship
go that far?” Kateland asked, her eyes widening at the thought. This was much farther
than a trip to Jupiter.


“Yes, with the
changes that Steve and Mase authorized for the Jupiter ship, it’s well within
its range.”


“If this
neutron star is as dangerous as they say it is, can Star One and Tycho City survive?”


“Possibly,”
Tim replied with a hint of hesitation in his voice. “They would need a lot of
supplies and help from us to make it feasible.”


President
Kateland was quiet as she considered her options. “What about here on Earth? Is
there any way for people to survive the worst case scenario?”


“Only by being
deep underground,” Tim responded. He had already discussed this with some
experts. “We will have to work up what would be needed and what we can do in
the time we have left.”


“Underground,”
President Kateland repeated, her eyes narrowing. “Is that the only choice?”


“The only
viable one,” answered Tim, evenly. “I wish I could tell you there were other
possibilities, but until we know more, I can’t.”


“Very well,”
President Kateland replied with a heavy sigh. “Begin drawing up the plans for
these underground bunkers. We will use whatever resources we need to make this
happen.” 


“What do I
tell Steve and Mase about the space mission?”


“We launch
that ship on this mission and we’re going to ignite a hornet’s nest,” answered President
Kateland, closing her eyes briefly and then opening them. “Only a few people
know we have a fusion reactor on it.”


“Senator
Farley,” nodded Tim, knowing whom the president was referring to. “He may have
to be brought in just prior to the launch and briefed. Maybe when he understands
the gravity of the situation he won’t protest.”


“I doubt it,” responded
Kateland, letting out a deep breath. “How soon do they want to launch the
mission?” 


“Three weeks,”
Tim replied.


President
Kateland nodded. “Contact them and let them know they have my tentative approval.
We will give them the final approval for launch when we get closer to the
launch date. Once you have finished that I want to set up a meeting with the
NASA people and some of our own experts to discuss what we need to do.”


“Yes, Madam
President,” Tim responded. He stood up and left the Oval Office, shutting the
door quietly behind him.


President
Susan Kateland stood up and walked over to the large window behind her desk and
gazed out. If what Tim had just told her came to pass, she might very well be
the last president of the country. When she had run for office, she never
thought she might see the end of the world. She stood there for quite some time;
for some reason her office seemed unusually cold. She felt so helpless knowing
there might be very little she could do to prevent this coming catastrophe. 


-


Linda was
sitting at her desk feeling numb. Mase had just called her into his office and
told her everything that was going on. He had patiently explained to her all of
the ramifications and promised that he would do everything he could to get her
sister Karen up to Tyco City. He had stressed that they were going to do
everything in their power to try to survive here on the Moon.


Linda took a
Kleenex from the box on her desk and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Mase had
also told her there would be a general announcement to everyone living and
working on the Moon in a few more weeks, but for now the information was still
classified. She would have to be very careful what she said around her friend Jolene.
Jolene was currently staying with her until she could find a place of her own.


Taking a deep breath,
she forced herself to calm down. She needed to speak to Margaret Sullivan on
Star One about some supply schedules Mase was asking about.


-


Isaac Anderson
and Steffan Darrow were standing in the new excavation for the deeper section
of Tycho City that was scheduled to be built later. They were two hundred feet
farther beneath the lunar surface than the current city was. The walls of the
small excavation were still bare, and only a small portion of the roof was
finished. They had to come through a large airlock just to enter the work area.


“We’re five
hundred and twenty feet below the surface,” Isaac commented as he spread out
some schematics on a large desk that had been set up inside the excavation. There
were several work lights above them illuminating everything. He also had
several blank pages that he could write on.


“Figuring the
curve of the roof for a cavern the size we’re talking about, that puts the roof
within three hundred feet of the surface,” Steffan commented with a frown. “I
don’t know if that’s enough protection.”


“That’s too
shallow,” stated Isaac decisively, folding his arms across his chest and
looking around. The excavation had barely been started, so it wasn’t too late
to make changes.


“What if we
dig down another one hundred and fifty feet?” suggested Steffan, glancing over
at one of the large excavators that were setting nearby. “Assuming we make the
cavern larger and longer, the center height of the roof would be around two
hundred and fifty feet. That would leave a little over four hundred feet of
rock and dirt above us.” 


“I think two
hundred feet for the central height would be plenty,” countered Isaac, wanting
the extra protection above them. “That would give us an additional fifty feet
of lunar rock and soil.”


“Tycho City is currently 2,600 feet long, 600 feet wide, with a center height of 120 feet,”
mused Steffan. He sat down at the desk and began quickly sketching a new
cavern. “We have a little over 2,500 people that make Tycho City their home. Assuming we have twelve months to finish the new cavern, I would propose we consider
a longer length of, let’s say 7,500 feet and the width at 800 with a center
height of 200 feet.”


“That would
allow us to set up a reasonable environment,” Isaac said thoughtfully as he
looked down at Steffan’s sketch. “If we construct our buildings and living
quarters with several floors underground we could greatly enhance the number of
people we could support.”


“I suggest
making the underground levels with airlocks in case of decompression in the
cavern,” added Steffan as he added a note to his drawing. “We could put our
people in them for safety if we experience moonquakes from the close approach
of this neutron star. Once the quakes subside they can come back out into the
cavern if everything is deemed safe.”


 “We’re going
to need a lot of Luxen to do this,” Isaac commented with a frown as he bent
down and punched in some figures on a small laptop. “We’re going to need our
own fusion reactor, perhaps two of them, to furnish our power needs.”


“Wow,”
commented Steffan, shaking his head at what was ahead of them. “I guess we’d
better talk to the commander and let him know. We were going to install one
later, but I guess we need to push getting the first one installed as soon as
possible so we can get started on a second one.”


“That will
also allow us to produce our own Luxen,” Isaac pointed out. 


“I’ll turn
these sketches over to some of my engineers and get them started drawing up a
final plan for the commander to approve,” Steffan said as he stood and picked
up the papers he had been drawing on. “This is going to cost a hell of a lot of
money.”


“I don’t think
money is going to be an issue,” Isaac replied as he thought about what was
ahead of them. “We just have to remember we only have twelve months to complete
the biggest engineering project ever attempted on the Moon.”


“It’s going to
take a lot of manpower and equipment,” Steffan added as he looked over at
Isaac.


“We’re going
to have to pull in some of our miners and mining excavators from the lunar
surface,” Isaac said. “It’s the only way we can get this project done.”


Both men
became silent as they left the excavation. They had a lot of work to do, and
they were just realizing that every minute of time was precious. The neutron
star was coming and nothing they could do was going to stop it.


-


The next week,
Mase was at Farside meeting with Pierre LaRann and LeAnn Kelly. “Are you sure
you want to do this?” he asked, looking at the two in disbelief. He couldn’t
believe what they had just asked him.


“I don’t think
we have a choice,” replied LaRann, taking off his glasses and laying them on
the conference table. “We need some people on the mission that understand what
the ship and crew might be facing, and that’s LeAnn and I.”


Mase leaned
back and let out a deep breath. He had informed Pierre the day before that they
would be sending a space mission to the neutron star to study it. He had been
surprised when Pierre had asked him to come to Farside to discuss the mission.
Mase had never expected LaRann and Kelly to volunteer to go on it.


“Who will take
care of things here?” asked Mase, knowing that the two would leave a big hole
in the Farside staff.


“Adam and
Charles can handle what needs to be done,” responded Pierre, glancing over at
LeAnn.


“This is a
once in a lifetime opportunity,” LeAnn spoke, her eyes glowing with excitement.
“How can we not go?”


Mase nodded
his head; he knew the two were right. They were the type of people they would
need on the mission to ensure its success. “I will contact Commander Larson
later today. How soon can you be ready to go to Star One?”


“We can be
ready in forty-eight hours,” Pierre responded. “We still have a few things we
need to do here before we leave.”


“Very well,”
Mase responded with a sigh. He hated seeing the two leave. “I will have Anthony
fly you up to the station the day after tomorrow.”


“Thank you,
Commander,” Pierre replied with a pleased smile on his face. He was looking
forward to examining a neutron star up close.


-


Several days
later, Mase read the latest message from Steve on Star One. As he had expected,
Tyler Erin had been named commander of the neutron star mission. The crew had
renamed the ship FarQuest, which to Mase seemed appropriate considering how far
they were going. He had also talked to Pierre and LeAnn earlier. The two had
arrived on Star One and were already in the process of making sure the ship was
equipped with the proper equipment they would need to conduct their
observations.


“Are they
really going to the neutron star?” Linda asked from across his desk where she
was sitting. 


It seemed to
her that this mission was a horrendous risk. She still couldn’t believe that Pierre
and LeAnn had volunteered to go. They were much braver than she was.


“There’s a lot
of information that we’re recording that seems to be off,” explained Mase,
recalling what Pierre had tried to explain to him. “We have to send a ship out
there so we will know exactly what’s in store for us.”


“I guess I
understand,” replied Linda, feeling a cold chill run down her back just
thinking about being cooped up on a spaceship for the amount of time it would
take to complete this mission.


“How’s Jolene
doing?”


“Great!” Linda
replied her face breaking out in a smile. “She’s taking her new job assignment
very seriously and has been talking to Julie Gray on Star One every day. She
wants to adopt some of the same techniques Julie’s using to set up our own food
and oxygen systems. Of course, the new Tyco City cavern is going to be so big
it will be entirely different than what Julie is doing on Star One. Jolene says
it poses an entirely new set of challenges.”


Mase nodded.
He had talked to Julie in depth about Jolene and had been pleased to learn that
Julie had a very high opinion of the young woman. Mase had a suspicion that if
Julie didn’t have Kathleen Preen as her chief assistant she would have offered
the job to Jolene.


Mase knew he
needed to meet with Jolene and explain to the young horticulturist the urgency
of what he needed her and the specialized group she would be working with to
do. He also had a few more people he wanted to bring up from Earth to help her with
the project.


“Linda, have
you spoken to Karen about coming up to Tycho City?” Mase asked. He had already
approved and filled out the necessary paperwork for the young woman to come up
to the Moon. He knew it had meant a lot to Linda when he handed her the
completed paperwork and saw the relieved look in her eyes. 


“Yes,” replied
Linda, brushing her shoulder length brunette hair back behind her shoulders
with her left hand. “She was very surprised and excited. She will be coming up
as soon as she finishes her final exams at college.”


“That’s good,”
replied Mase, nodding his head. “I assume she will be living with Jolene and
you.”


“Of course,”
Linda responded. “We have discussed it. She met Karen while we were going to
college together. Of course, at that time Karen was still a teenager.” Linda
stood up to leave the office. She knew that Mase still had several more
meetings scheduled for that afternoon. 


-


Several more
days passed and Mase found himself in the Control Center, which was deep
underground and close to the landing pads. The FarQuest had been launched from
the Space Platform on a shakedown cruise to the Moon and back to Star One. Mase
was in the Control Center monitoring the approach of the experimental
spacecraft. He knew just the launch of the ship was going to cause some
problems as very few people had been informed about the launch ahead of time.


He had already
received several requests from Earth asking what was going on and why the ship
had been launched without permission. Mase only shook his head as more requests
continued to flood the com system. He had instructed the young woman sitting at
the communications console to ignore them for now. Only a limited number of
people, including the president and a few others on Earth, knew the true story
as to why the ship had been launched. For the moment, until the president made
an announcement, both Tycho City and Star One were ignoring all incoming
communications.


“FarQuest,
this is Tycho Control,” Mase spoke as he watched the ship on their tracking
screen. A lot was riding on this test flight being successful. It was
approaching very fast and would soon be going into a slingshot maneuver around
the Moon. “Mase Colton here, Commander. We have you on our screens and are
monitoring your approach.” Mase had worked with Tyler Erin in the past and was
very familiar with the veteran shuttle commander.


“FarQuest
to Tycho Control,” Commander Erin’s voice responded almost instantly. “We are
fifteen minutes away from nearest approach. Everything is in the green, and we
are dead center on our flight trajectory.”


“We
concur, FarQuest,” replied Mase, glancing at the tracking screen. His people
had been watching the FarQuest closely in case a rescue mission was needed. “We
have two rescue shuttles in low lunar orbit in case a serious problem
develops,” Mase stated. They had launched the two small rescue shuttles earlier
as a safety precaution. 


“Understood,
Tycho Control,” Ty responded in a calm voice. “Hopefully the rescue shuttles
won’t be needed.”


“Good
luck, Commander,” Mase spoke evenly, hoping everything continued to go smoothly.



He
knew the FarQuest was going to come within eighteen miles of the Moon’s surface
as Commander Erin attempted to put stress on his ship’s systems. Mase just
prayed the FarQuest didn’t end up shattered on the lunar surface. “We will
check back with you just prior to you starting your slingshot maneuver.”


“Roger
that, Tycho Control,” Ty responded. 


Mase
nodded and stepped back from the com system. He glanced around the small Control Center. There were a dozen men and women operating the different consoles. From here,
they could monitor all shuttle operations as well as the mass driver launches.
The various screens in the Control Center kept track of everything delivering
real time data on various missions. Currently they were tracking the FarQuest
and monitoring the ship for any potential problems.


“Everything’s
still in the green,” Captain Stephanie Daniels reported. Daniels was the chief controller
for the Control Center. She was military trained and had flown fighter jets
before transferring to Tycho City. “That ship’s really moving. They’re going to
take a lot of Gs on their slingshot around the Moon.”


“I’m
just glad it’s not me,” Anthony added as he watched the large tracking screen
and the bright green dot that indicated the FarQuest. 


He
had asked Mase if he could watch the test flight from the Control Center and Mase had given his permission. He felt sorry for Pierre and LeAnn, knowing what they
must be going through as the Gs would soon start to pile on.


“Make
sure we continue to monitor FarQuest closely,” Mase ordered as he sat down in
front of the large tracking screen, which showed the ship approaching the Moon.
He was prepared to order the ship to change its course if necessary. Captain
Daniels had been briefed my Mase as to what was going on with the FarQuest and
the mission the ship was soon to embark on. To say the captain had been stunned
was an understatement.


Mase
watched as the FarQuest came closer and closer to the Moon. He found himself
leaning forward, watching the tracking screen intently. Mase stood up, walked
the few steps over to the com panel, and sent a final message to the FarQuest.


“This
is a systems check, FarQuest,” Mase spoke over the com as he watched the
screen. “What is the current status of all onboard systems?”


“All
systems still in the green, no problems noted,” Erin’s calm voice responded.


“Roger,
FarQuest,” Mase replied in a steady voice. “Good luck.”


He
sat back down to watch the near approach of the ship that he and Steve had
spent billions of dollars on. They were about to find out if it had been worth
it.


Anthony
watched in silence. He could well imagine the excitement that both Captain
Simpson and Commander Erin were experiencing flying this new ship. He felt a
momentary tinge of jealousy. They were flying the type of spaceship that every
pilot had always dreamed about, the first true interplanetary ship!


On
the tracking screen, the ship came closer and closer to the Moon’s surface. It
seemed to be skimming just above the jagged craters and mountains.


A
few moments later, Captain Daniels turned toward Mase. “They are at their
nearest approach, Sir,” she reported, eighteen miles above the Moon’s surface
and starting to pull away.”


Mase
nodded and kept his eyes glued to the screen. The ship was so close to the
lunar surface that it would be visible from the ground if you were beneath it.
He wished he had put some cameras in place to show the ship’s approach to the
Moon. After a few minutes, he saw the FarQuest successfully complete its
slingshot maneuver around the Moon and begin rapidly pulling away. He let out a
deep sigh of relief and looked over at Anthony, who was smiling. 


“They
made it,” Anthony said. “That’s one hell of a ship, Commander.”


Mase
nodded in agreement and decided to contact Commander Erin one last time. 


“FarQuest,
this is Tycho Control,” Mase spoke into the com system. “We are monitoring your
flight and everything looks on the mark. Did you have any problems during the
slingshot maneuver?”


“We
confirm, Tycho,” Ty responded. “We had a few minor system problems from the
gravitational pull and the slingshot effect, but everything checks out fine
now. Thanks for keeping an eye out for us.”


“Any
time,” replied Mase, feeling relieved that everything had gone so smoothly.
“Have a good flight on your way back to Star One. Tell Commander Larson that he
built us a good ship.”


Mase
and Anthony stayed in the Control Center for another hour as they continued to
monitor the flight of the FarQuest. The ship’s journey to the Moon and back to
Star One was a short one compared to the trip it was about to make. There were
eight brave men and women on the FarQuest who were about to embark on the
greatest adventure in the history of the human race. In some ways, Mase almost
wished he could go with them. He knew that Anthony did.







 








Chapter Seven


 


Mase stared at
the message he had just received from Tim McPhryson. He had been ordered to
return to Earth and meet with the president and a few others over the
developing situation with the approaching neutron star.


“Go to Earth,”
Anthony laughed, his eyes widening at the thought. “They have got to be
kidding. It’s been over seven years since you were there last!”


“I’m afraid
they are deadly serious,” Mase replied with a heavy sigh. “Senator Farley is
demanding a full Congressional investigation into the unauthorized launch of
the Jupiter probe ship. He also wants Steve removed from command of Star One.”


“The
president’s not going to go along with that, is she?” Anthony asked with a look
of deep concern spreading across his face. “Commander Larson has to stay in
control of the space station.” Larson had been there from the very beginning,
and he couldn’t imagine anyone else running Star One.


“No, the
president isn’t going to cave in to Senator Farley and his demands,” Mase
replied with a shake of his head. “I suspect that’s part of the reason I’m
being summoned to meet with her. Get one of the long-range shuttles ready. You
will be flying me to Earth later this afternoon.”


Anthony
nodded. It had been a while since he had flown a shuttle all the way back to
Earth. He would also make sure he had a well-qualified copilot since Mase would
be on the trip.


A few minutes
after Anthony left to go to the shuttle bays, Mase called Linda into his
office. He needed to let her know what was going on.


“Yes, Sir,”
Linda said as she sat down across from Mase. She looked at him inquiringly.


“Linda, I’m
going to Earth for a day or two. Isaac will be in charge while I’m gone, so
route any important calls through to him. The president is going to be making
an address soon over this neutron star situation. I’ve left Isaac a recorded
message he is to play in case I don’t make it back before the president’s
address. Make sure that message is broadcast to all Tycho City personnel as
well as at Farside one hour before her address. I want our people to hear this
from me first. Once the message is broadcast there will be a full blackout of
outgoing communications until I return.”


“A lot of
people are going to be shocked,” commented Linda, knowing how she had felt when
Mase had first told her. She would also be glad that Jolene would finally know
the full truth. It had been difficult keeping this information from her best
friend. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”


“Yes,” Mase
replied. “A lot of people are going to have questions, particularly about their
families. We need to set up a small group of people to help answer those. I
need you to get with Doctor Klein and Isaac and pick six people to be available
to help answer those questions. Once I get back, I will give those six a
thorough briefing on the situation.”


“Okay,” Linda
replied as she thought about who might be good at doing this. “I will have you
a list of names when you return.”


Mase nodded.
Over the last several weeks, he had grown to depend more and more on Linda. He
was only now beginning to realize just how unique and talented she was. He knew
he was wasting her talents by using her as a secretary. When he returned, he
would be changing that by giving her a new job with additional responsibilities.


Linda watched
as Mase left the office. She was growing more fond of her boss every week. She
knew she needed to watch her feelings. It would be so easy to fall head over
heels in love with the guy. Letting out a deep sigh, she turned her thoughts to
the president’s address. Linda wondered just what President Kateland was going
to say. 


-


Mase looked
through one of the small viewports at the approaching Earth. He could see it
gradually getting larger as they got closer. They were in a small passenger shuttle
that was used primarily to transport a few people between Earth and Tycho City for business meetings. There were only two such shuttles based on the Moon. The
cockpit had room for a pilot and a copilot and six passengers in the small
passenger compartment. 


“Standby for
entry into Earth’s atmosphere, Commander,” Anthony warned through the open
hatch to the cockpit. He looked back at Mase, who was sitting in the first row
of seats. “It’s going to be a little bumpy. After all, I haven’t done this in
awhile.”


Mase nodded as
he felt the shuttle begin to vibrate slightly as it encountered resistance in
the outer reaches of Earth’s atmosphere. Over the next half hour, Mase felt the
resistance increase until the shuttle leveled out at last and began making its
final approach to the cape launch complex. He was still curious as to just why
he had been called to Earth. Leaning back in his seat, he thought about what
the meeting could be about. That it would involve the neutron star and Tycho City were foregone conclusions.


Ten minutes
later, the shuttle landed and gradually rolled to a stop. Mase reached up,
unbuckled his safety harness, and stood up. The entire cabin seemed to sway,
and he felt extremely dizzy. He grabbed the side of the acceleration couch to
help him keep his balance.


“Careful,
Commander,” Anthony cautioned as he stepped through the hatch and put out a
steadying hand on Mase’s shoulder. “You haven’t been in Earth normal gravity
for quite some time. It will take you a few minutes to adjust.”


Mase nodded as
he waited for the dizziness to go away. “How come you’re not affected?”


“I spend a lot
of time working out in one of the special gyms in Tycho City. There are two of
them that are kept at a full gravity for the pilots to use.”


“I may have to
start doing the same,” Mase commented with a halfhearted laugh. 


After a few
more moments, the dizziness went away, and Mase followed Anthony to the hatch
and watched as Anthony went through the necessary procedures to open it.


Swinging the
hatch open, Anthony watched as the ground crew wheeled up a stairway so they
could exit the shuttle. He held the commander’s arm as they descended the
stairs, and he could tell Mase was breathing a little heavy. “You will get used
to the gravity again after a while. Just don’t over do it.”


“Thanks,
Anthony,” Mase replied as they reached the bottom and he saw a dark black
ground car was waiting for him. “Get the shuttle prepped for our return flight.
I want to get back to Tycho City as soon as this meeting is over.”


“Yes, Sir,”
Anthony replied as he watched Mase get into the car. He turned back to the shuttle;
he wanted to do a quick inspection before it was wheeled into a nearby hangar
to be prepped for their return flight.


-


Mase
arrived at the White House at 7:00 p.m. and was escorted quickly upstairs to
one of the smaller conference rooms. He had been flown to Washington in an Air
Force high altitude jet. It had probably been close to ten years since Mase had
flown in such an aircraft. The pilot had orders to get Mase to Washington as quickly as possible. Once they reached Washington, Mase had been taken to a
motel where a room had been reserved for him. He had been allowed a few hours
to rest and change clothes before he was chauffeured hurriedly to the White
House.


Two
black suited security agents escorted Mase to his meeting and, opening a heavy
oak door, indicated for him to enter. Stepping through, Mase was surprised to
find a number of people already in the small conference room waiting
expectantly for him.


“Good
evening, Commander Colton,” President Kateland said, rising to her feet. “We
are expecting Commander Larson to be arriving shortly.”


Mase
looked at the president. This was the first time he had actually met her, even
though he had spoken to her several times in the past over the com system in Tycho City. Susan Kateland was in her second term of office, only the second woman to be
elected to the high post. She was a tall woman in her late forties with dark
brown hair and a strong, determined face, which had aged markedly over the last
month. Worry lines were visible on her forehead and under her eyes. They looked
tired as if from a lack of sleep. Mase could easily understand what was
responsible for her deep concern.


“I
believe you know everyone,” she said, gesturing around the room and indicating
for him to take one of the two remaining empty chairs.


Looking
around the room, Mase was surprised at who was there. Tim McPhryson sat to the
right of the president and Avery Karver, with four stars on his shoulders, the
top man in the Pentagon, to her left. 


Jane
Kinsey, the chief operations officer for NASA, and her assistant Warren Timmons
who worked primarily at NASA’s main computer center in Houston were also seated
at the long table. The Vice President, Mark Edwards, sat at a chair on the
opposite end of the table from the president with a serious look adorning his
normally well-composed face.


“How
was your flight?” President Kateland asked as she sat back down.


“It
was fine,” Mase replied as he sat down in his chair and found it to be
extremely comfortable. He was also glad to get off his feet. He spent the next
few minutes answering questions about Tycho City, Farside, and the mass driver.
He had just finished discussing the importance of getting a fusion reactor
installed in Tycho City as soon as possible when the door opened once more, and
Steve Larson stepped in.


“Hello,
Steve,” Mase said, smiling warmly. “What took you so long?”


Steve
took his seat responding to Mase. “I’m surprised to see you here. I know it’s
been over five years since your last trip to Earth.”


“Actually,
closer to seven,” Mase confessed. Steve and Mase were close friends. Mase had
been up to Star One on numerous occasions, and Steve paid occasional visits to Tycho City.


“We
felt it was important that both of you be present for this meeting,” interjected
President Kateland, looking over at the two. She stood up and continued
speaking. “There are some things going on that you both need to be made aware
of that have been kept top secret for nearly a month now. How much longer we
can keep those secrets under wraps is becoming a critical question.” 


Mase
and Steve both listened to the president, trying to read the hidden meaning
behind her words. Something was obviously going on as the two exchanged knowing
glances. They both suspected it had to do with the neutron star and the
upcoming FarQuest mission.


“Both
of you know about the neutron star and its current trajectory,” she began. “What
you don’t know is that we have used the computers at Houston to determine the
exact effects this will have on the Earth.” President Kateland paused, catching
her breath, and her face seemed to look much older.


She
thought about what the computers had told them. Only a few carefully selected
people were aware of what the computers had projected was going to occur. It
had been a closely guarded secret for the last several weeks. The ramifications
of those projections had been weighing heavily on her shoulders, knowing what
lay in the future for her country and the planet.


“Mr.
Timmons, will you explain in detail what your computers have predicted?” With a
tired look, President Kateland turned to Timmons as she sat down to listen once
more.


Standing
up, Timmons looked around the small group before his eyes focused on Mase and Steve.
“Our computers are a group of Super Crays recently installed in our system
upgrades last year. The only other computer that might remotely compare to
these is Teela on Star One, and she is years away from becoming adept at these
types of computations.”


Timmons
nodded at a security guard standing by the door. The guard pressed a switch,
turning down the lights. A large viewscreen descended to cover the front wall
behind the president. On it, the orbits of all the planets were shown. The
orbital trajectory of the neutron star, marked in red, intersected the plane of
the ecliptic just outside the orbit of Uranus.


“We
ran the orbital data we have on the neutron star and had the computers
extrapolate the effects on Earth,” Timmons spoke in a calm, lecturing voice.
“The results were shocking.” Pausing, Timmons looked at each individual in the
room.


“At
a minimum, we can expect hurricane strength storms all across the globe as the
approach of the neutron star begins to affect the sun,” he said in a more subdued
voice. “Intense plasma storms on its surface, increased sunspot activity, and
massive solar flares far greater than any recorded before will almost certainly
occur. These by themselves will disrupt communication across the planet and
adversely affect our weather patterns. But that’s not the worst of it.”


Turning
to face Mase and Steve, he continued. “As the neutron star makes its closest
approach, we can expect major earth movements along most of the planet’s fault
lines. Earthquakes far greater than any recorded in modern times will shake the
planet, causing massive shifts and uprisings in the crust. Huge tidal waves
caused by the earth movements will flood all the low-lying coastal areas around
the globe. We also expect intense volcanic activity to commence all around the Pacific Rim, throwing millions of tons of smoke and ash into the upper atmosphere. There is
even a possibility that the super volcano at Yellowstone will erupt.”


Mase
and Steve looked at each other, their faces ashen. These were their worst
fears. They wondered if anyone would be able to survive. They had known it
would be bad, but hearing it from Timmons put all of their fears into
perspective.


“If
a massive solar flare or CME strikes the Earth, temperatures could drastically
increase,” pausing, Timmons nodded, and another picture appeared on the
viewscreen. It showed massive shifts in the orbits of the planets. “When the
neutron star leaves our solar system, the Earth’s orbit will extend out close
to the current orbit of Mars and inward almost to the orbit of Venus. Life on
our planet will have ceased to exist, except possibly in the deepest of
underground shelters.”


The
room was so silent you could hear a pin drop as everyone digested the
information. Each person in the room except Mase and Steve had already been
briefed on this. However, hearing it again only reinforced the reality of the
dismal future they all faced.


“What
are you going to do?” asked Mase, looking at the president. “Can enough
shelters be built deep enough underground to allow some people to survive?”


“Naturally,
deep shelters will be built, but the massive earthquakes we’re expecting make
their survival very questionable,” President Kateland responded quietly with a
haunted look in her eyes. 


“Then
what are we going to do?” asked Steve, gazing at the president. “There has to
be something.”


“Ms.
Kinsey feels, and I agree, that our best hope of people surviving will be in
deep manmade caverns on the Moon and on Star One,” President Kateland answered,
looking at Mase and Steve.


“Deep
caverns on the Moon at Tycho City should be nearly impervious to quakes,” Jane
Kinsey added. “As everyone knows, Tycho City was built in a large meteorite
crater. The impact crater itself should cushion any devastating moonquakes, and
of course, since there is no atmosphere on the Moon, volcanic activity will be
less severely felt. There will be no severe storms on the Moon like here on
Earth.”


“What
we would like to do is begin a rapid expansion of Tycho City and move as many
people as possible to the Moon,” President Kateland said in a tired voice,
looking at Mase. “I believe you are already looking into this, and Isaac
Anderson and Steffan Darrow have already come up with a preliminary design for
a larger and safer Tycho City.”


“Yes,
Madam President,” Mase replied with a nod of his head. “Our engineers are
working up a final design, which should be ready for my review in a few more
days.”


 President
Kateland nodded pleased that Mase and his people were thinking along the same
lines as the people here in this room. “We would like for you to begin
screening your people on the Moon to weed out any undesirables. Those that
might not be productive or of benefit in a survival situation need to be
returned to Earth.”


Continuing
to look at Mase, she added. “We will submit for your review people on Earth who
we have screened and accepted as possible colonization candidates. You will
have the final say so on who may or may not be admitted to the Moon.” Stopping,
she looked briefly at some notes lying on the table in front of her. “These
people will be the Earth’s best and brightest.”


“Star
One has a good chance of survival also,” she continued, looking over at Steve.
“Being in space, there will be no threats from earthquakes or volcanoes. With
the new layer of Luxen that you are installing on its surface areas, it will
also be immune from all projected levels of increased solar activity from the sun.”


“We
are making arrangements to ship up to Star One any parts or equipment that we
can think of that you might need,” Jane Kinsey added, studying a report in
front of her. “I have a special team already formed that is looking into what
might be needed for a long term stay in space.”


“Once
again, we need to weed out any undesirables on the station and look at what
type of people the station could best use to increase its chances of survival,”
President Kateland said. “We estimate, from the information you have furnished
that Star One could easily accommodate another one thousand people. We believe
that by intensifying our efforts, we can end up with three thousand people on
Star One and nearly ten thousand on the Moon.”


Mase
and Steve stared at each other in shock. This news was far worse than anything
they had discussed in their communications the last several weeks. They had
expected the Earth to be affected, but nowhere near to this extent. They were
talking about the possibility of only thirteen thousand survivors! 


“Is
there any chance the data could be incorrect?” asked Steve, looking at the
president. “There are still a lot of anomalies we can’t explain.” 


“Thirteen
thousand survivors isn’t a lot of people to start over with,” Mase said,
glancing at Steve with wide eyes. Surely, there was someway to save more!


President
Kateland, looking weary, responded. “That’s one reason why the FarQuest mission
is so important. We have to know if there are any other potential threats out
there we must prepare for. However, the data we already have is indisputable.
Life on Earth will most probably come to an abrupt end very soon. The only
survivors may well be those we can get up to Star One and Tycho City.”


“What
about here on Earth?” asked Steve, refusing to believe that everyone on Earth
was destined to die. “Is there not anywhere underground shelters can be built
to save some people?”


“We
have two locations in the United States that might have a slim chance of
survival,” replied Tim McPhryson, glancing at some notes in front of him. “We
have already begun construction of deep underground bunkers at both sites. If
we are successful, we should be able to put between four to six thousand people
in each one. We are making them totally self-sustaining. They should be able to
survive for ten years without contact with the surface.”


“We
will also be building survival bunkers in some of the deep cave systems, as
well as other areas across the country,” President Kateland added. “However, it
is very doubtful that these will be able to survive the earth movements the
Crays have projected. However, we have to try. We will put as many people as we
can in deep shelters and hope for the best.”


“The
problem will be Earth’s new orbit,” Jane Kinsey added. “The Earth will almost
reach the orbit of Venus and experience extremely hot temperatures, perhaps
above the boiling point of water. Then, out near the orbit of Mars, intense
cold will set in. It will take years, but eventually the Earth will begin to
lose its protective atmosphere and become completely uninhabitable.”


“How
long before the atmosphere becomes unfit to breathe? Mase asked. It was hard to
believe that the Earth may someday look like Mars.


“It
may take a few hundred years or even longer,” replied Tim, carefully. “There
are a lot of unknowns in those calculations. It depends a great deal on how the
Earth’s oceans react to the wide swing in temperatures. Even among our experts
there is a lot of disagreement over this. However, the wide variance in
temperatures will also have a diverse affect on the planet’s climate. There
will be excessive droughts, unusually hot and cold temperatures, massive
snowfalls in some areas, and even flooding in others.”


“So
if anyone does survive, the harsh climate the planet will be going through will
ensure they can’t survive for long,” President Kateland said. 


Turning
to Avery Karver, the Pentagon man, she continued. “Avery, we must ensure that
the launch facilities at the cape are protected against any conceivable threat.
I want you to be personally responsible for setting up whatever is needed to
make the cape impregnable. We will need to secure a large area around the
complex since all of our people can’t be expected to live permanently at the
launch site.”


“I
can handle that,” Karver replied with a crisp nod. “We can secure a large area
of Florida around the cape with several marine divisions. We can also reinforce
the marines with mechanized armor to respond rapidly to any type of situation.
I can guarantee that we can protect the cape for as long as necessary.”


“Fine,”
responded President Kateland, looking around the group and weighing what she
was about to say. “When I go on the air tomorrow night, I will declare a state
of national emergency and impose martial law.”


Everyone
in the room looked uncomfortable with this. Martial law would be serious and
extremely unpopular with the public. However, once the news about the neutron
star was out, all hell would probably break loose. Many people would realize
that their lives had suddenly become considerably shortened.


“We
will tell the people that the neutron star will adversely affect the Earth and
that we will build new cities for the people deep in the bowels of the Earth,”
President Kateland spoke with a look of sadness in her eyes. She knew it would
be a false hope she would be offering.


“Even
using all the major cave systems and building as many deep bunkers as possible,
we can only hope to put several hundred thousand people in those shelters,”
commented Vice President Edwards, shaking his head. “At some point, the people
will realize that there are no shelters being built for most of them.”


“We
will show shelters being built on the media channels; hopefully this will buy
us some time,” President Kateland added. “Even so, we don’t feel that we can
keep the entire secret more than six months.”


“All
  U.S. military units across the globe will be recalled immediately,” General
Karver said. “Reserve and National Guard units will be activated and used to
secure their home regions. We can expect massive desertions as the situation
gets worse. Military personnel will want to be with their families toward the
end.”


“Our
ability to control the country will eventually escape our grasp,” President
Kateland spoke with a growing sadness in her eyes. “We will be looking at food
shortages, power problems, and possibly diseases from the adverse living
conditions as the neutron star nears. We will reach a point where we can’t cope
with it.”


“Once
people realize what is going to happen, we can expect massive riots and
possible human wave assaults on every installation on Earth that could mean
survival,” General Karver continued in a serious tone. “Initially, the people
will not want to believe that there is no hope; many will probably have a hard
time believing the threat to begin with. At some point in time, most people
will finally realize what is happening and what the future holds. We will end
up having to defend our launch installations and underground facilities from
attacks from our own people!”


“What
about other countries?” Steve asked, still hoping others could survive. “Will
they be building underground shelters also?”


“Some
will,” Tim McPhryson replied. “Those that have the resources and the ability to
build and protect them will undoubtedly try to construct what they can. Very
few shelters will have a chance of survival. The earthquakes, tidal waves, and
volcanic eruptions will destroy most, if not all of them.”


“What
about Senator Farley?” asked Mase, looking at the president. “How are you going
to handle him? I doubt that he is going to accept all of this.” Mase strongly
suspected Senator Farley was going to be a major problem.


“I
will personally meet with the senator after the news conference; perhaps he can
be persuaded not to resist us. If not, then we will just have to wait and see,”
President Kateland responded with a heavy sigh of resignation. “Nothing must
stand in our way of saving what we can of the human race!”


“That’s
why we wanted both of you to come to Earth now,” Vice President Edwards said,
looking over at Mase and Steve. “Once the two of you return to your respective
commands, you are not to return to Earth under any circumstances!”


“You
expect it to get that bad?” asked Steve, looking at President Kateland.


“Yes,”
President Kateland replied, her eyes focusing intently on the two of them.
“Probably not at first, but it will later. Effective immediately, you two are
now the permanent commanders of your respective facilities. No one may remove
you from command. Do you both understand that?”


“Yes,”
Steve and Mase answered in unison. 


“There
undoubtedly will be attempts to do just that,” Vice President Edwards spoke,
his eyes looking at Mase and then at Steve. “You are not to allow that to
happen. You are to do whatever is necessary to secure and defend your
respective commands.” 


“I
will ensure you have what you will need to protect your commands from attack,”
General Karver added. “I will be getting back with both of you later on those
details.”


The
group was silent, lost in thought. Hearing the words spoken only reinforced the
gravity of the situation. Tim McPhryson rose and handed Steve and Mase several
small cases containing computer disks.


“These
disks contain in detail what we think is going to happen. The predicted
stresses that the Earth will face and the consequences are there, as well as
what the Moon and Star One can expect as the neutron star comes closer. They
also contain several courses of action obtained through the Super Crays. You
both need to go over this data with your people and prepare accordingly.
Anything you need will be furnished, if possible. The entire shuttle fleet will
be at your disposal for the duration of this emergency. Any supplies or
equipment you think you may need, we will see that you get them.”


“We
also have four additional shuttles that are currently under construction,” Jane
Kinsey spoke. “We are speeding up their construction schedule, and they should
be available for use in two more months.”


Mase
and Steve took the computer disks, both deep in thought. They were still in
shock over the president’s revelations. They had known the situation was
serious, but they hadn’t realized just how bad it was going to get. Both had
believed that there would be some survivors on Earth. Now they knew there might
be no one. The future had suddenly taken a very dismal and foreboding turn.
They would both have a lot of work to do when they returned home. The survival
of the human race had just been placed squarely upon their shoulders.


“Is
there any way to get more people up to the Moon?” Mase asked. “We have nearly a
year to construct the new Tycho City site. I believe we can take more than ten
thousand people.”


“We
don’t know,” Jane Kinsey responded with a frown. “Between the supplies you’re
going to need and the deteriorating situation down here, we may be hard pressed
just to get ten thousand people up to you.”


“I
know you would like to save more,” President Kateland added with a weak smile.
“We will save those we can. If we can get more than ten thousand people up to
you, we will.”


Mase
nodded. As soon as he got back to Tycho City, he intended to order Isaac and
Steffan to begin construction immediately. He was determined that they would
save the maximum amount of people they possibly could.


The
meeting ended, and Mase and Steve stepped outside.


“How
soon are you returning to the Moon?” Steve asked.


“As
soon as I can get back to the cape,” Mase responded. “How about you?”


“We’re
launching the FarQuest in a few more hours,” Steve replied. “I think it would
be wise if we were both safely off the Earth when that happens.”


“The
president will be making her address tomorrow night,” replied Mase, agreeing
with Steve about the importance of both of them being safely off the Earth. “I
left a recorded message to be played to my people on the Moon. I won’t make it
back in time before she makes her speech.”


Mase
reached out and shook Steve’s hand firmly. “I don’t know when we will be seeing
each other again, Steve; good luck with Star One.”


“Same
to you with Tycho City,” Steve replied. “We have a tough twelve months ahead of
us.”


Mase
nodded as the two turned and started walking down the corridor.


President
Kateland stepped out into the corridor and watched the two leave. She let out a
heavy sigh, knowing that those two men held the future of the human race in
their hands. She also knew she wouldn’t trust anyone else except them with such
an awesome responsibility.


Turning
around, she went back into the conference room; she needed to finish preparing
for the speech she was going to make. It would be the hardest speech she had
ever made. How do you tell the world that the end was coming and nothing could be
done to prevent it?







 



Chapter Eight


 


Linda and
Jolene were in her quarters and had just finished listening to Mase’s recorded
message. Linda could well imagine how people all over the Moon were reacting.
Earlier today, many had watched live as the FarQuest had launched from the
Space Platform next to Star One. It had been an awesome sight as the large
spacecraft had accelerated away under power from two of its four solid fuel
rocket boosters.


The launch had
been carried live since it would be plainly visible to everyone who was on the
surface and happened to look up. It had been mentioned that FarQuest was being
sent on a special mission approved by both Mase Colton and Steve Larson. There
had also been an outgoing communications blackout since that time. Rumors had
been running rampant until Mase’s message had been broadcast. Everyone was
stunned to learn that the FarQuest had been launched to investigate a possible
neutron star that was approaching the solar system.


“What’s the
president going to say?” Jolene asked nervously, looking over at Linda. She
suspected that Linda had known the truth for quite some time. She also needed
to read up more on exactly what a neutron star was. It also explained why the
commander wanted her to work on making Tycho City self-sufficient.


“I’m not
sure,” Linda replied as the presidential seal suddenly appeared on their
viewscreen, which was set to show the main news channel being broadcast from
Earth. “I think we’re about to find out.” On the viewscreen, the American
President suddenly appeared. Linda leaned forward waiting to hear the
president’s words. She could feel her heart beating faster, and her eyes
focused intently on the screen.


-


“My
fellow Americans and citizens of Earth,” President Kateland began, her eyes
focusing steadily on the cameras. “I come before you tonight with news of an
impending danger to our world. A danger that even now we can only guess as to
what its final consequences may be. As some of you may have already heard, just
over a month ago the giant radio telescopes at the Farside array on the Moon
detected a mysterious object coming toward our solar system.” The president
paused, letting the audience grasp what she had just said. Her throat already
felt dry as she prepared to deliver the rest of the speech. 


“Upon
further investigation, the experts at Farside determined that a neutron star is
approaching our solar system at a tremendous speed.” she spoke, gazing steadily
at the cameras. “For those of you that don’t know, a neutron star is a star
similar to ours that has used up most of its energy and collapsed into a dense,
compact ball of matter fifteen to twenty miles in diameter.” She reached down
and picked up a yellow tennis ball that had been lying on her desk and held it
up for the audience.


“The
matter on this star is so dense that if this tennis ball were composed of that
matter, the strongest person on Earth couldn’t pick it up. In fact, this ball
would weigh more than the biggest aircraft carrier ever built. It’s because of
this tremendous mass that the neutron star may pose a future danger to us here
on Earth. We know from computer studies that the star will come far into our solar
system, close enough to affect the orbits of almost all of the planets. It will
certainly affect the Earth, but just how severely we don’t know,” she paused,
looking directly into the camera at her now captive audience. 


Many
of the well educated, she knew, would understand what she was saying. She also
knew that there would be many people who wouldn’t.


“We
could see an increase or decrease in temperatures. We may be in for periods of
heavy storms, and there is a possibility of increased earthquake and volcanic
activity. Much of this is still conjecture; it still remains to be determined,”
President Kateland paused again for a moment before continuing. The next part
would be the hardest.


“As
a result of this impending danger, as president and with the approval of the
Joint Chiefs, we are placing the country under a state of emergency. Until the
exact threat of this impending danger is determined, it will be necessary for
us to take some extraordinary steps to ensure the safety of the people of this
great country. All the resources of our country will be used to build safe
bunkers deep underground away from the coming storms. We shall store large
supplies of food and other materials to ensure that we survive as a nation. We
will be furnishing instructions to everyone on what they must do in order to
survive this coming cataclysm. Information will be mailed to every American detailing
what needs to be done to make your homes safer, prepare basements or storm
shelters, and make living in the months ahead possible. There will also be a
government website online tomorrow with the same information but in much
greater detail. The coming days will try many of us, but I have faith in my
countrymen that we will triumph over this great danger.” The president paused
once more, taking a sip of water and allowing her audience time to digest what
she had just said.


“In
an effort to learn more about this threat, a special space mission commanded by
Commander Tyler Erin of Star One has been launched using the Jupiter probe
ship. That was the bright light that many of you saw earlier today in the sky
as the ship blasted off from the Space Platform to undertake this dangerous
journey. Changes were made to the Jupiter probe to allow it to make the long
journey required to rendezvous with the neutron star. Even as I speak, the ship
is already well underway. The crew has renamed the ship FarQuest because they
will be going much farther into space than man has ever gone before. I would
ask that each one of you say a special prayer tonight for the safety of the
ship and its brave crew. What they discover in a few short months will allow us
to better prepare to deal with the approach of this star.”


President
Kateland was silent for a moment, and then continued in a serious tone of
voice. “I know that many of you have a lot of questions. Right now, we don’t
have all the answers. In an attempt to allow everyone to understand the
situation, we are distributing stellar photographs of the neutron star with
additional information to all of the major newspapers. There will also be a
special video of the FarQuest launch for the media stations to broadcast. All
of this will also be available on the government website. Because of the
seriousness of this situation, and I repeat it is serious, the military in this
country has been placed on alert to ensure that there will be no violence in
the streets of our cities. Violence of any type will be dealt with quickly and
severely under martial law.”


President
Kateland was quiet for a long moment, gazing into the cameras. “I know some of
you will not want to believe this information. As president, I will do my best
to protect and preserve this great country of ours. I just ask that each one of
you remain calm,” she paused, looking down at her desk, and then her eyes rose
to meet the camera once more. “May God be with all of us in this time of
judgment, and may He see fit to preserve this great country. Thank you and good
night.”


-


“Oh my God!”
Jolene uttered with her hand over her mouth. “Linda, what are we going to do?
It sounds like we’re all going to die!”


Linda stood up
and went over to sit next to Jolene on the sofa. She reached out, took her
friend’s hand, and gazed calmly into her eyes. “We’re going to try to survive
here on the Moon,” she explained. “We are going to build a larger and safer Tycho City deeper beneath the surface. That’s why your job is so important.”


“Survive
here?” Jolene asked, her eyes growing wide at the thought.


“Yes, survive
here,” replied Linda, nodding her head. “Isaac Anderson and Steffan Darrow are
in the process of designing a new and much larger Tycho City. It will be far
enough underground that we should be able to ride this thing out.”


Jolene was
quiet as she took in the information, and then finally spoke as she thought
about the task before her. No wonder Commander Colton had asked her so many questions
about what she had learned from Julie Gray on Star One. “I think I need to
speak to Julie on Star One again; I’m going to need some help.”


“Julie will be
glad to help,” Linda replied with a supportive smile. “I also know that
Commander Colton will make sure you have whomever and whatever you need to get
the job done. All you have to do is ask.”


Jolene nodded
and swallowed nervously. She had a lot to think about.


-


On Earth, President
Kateland was meeting with Tim McPhryson and the vice president. “Senator Farley
wouldn’t even listen,” she informed them as she described her meeting with the Michigan
Senator just a short time earlier. “He thinks this whole thing is a farce to
increase the space budget.”


“A farce?” uttered
Tim, shaking his head in disbelief. “With all the evidence we have how, can he
doubt us?”


“It’s Senator
Farley,” Vice President Edwards explained with an angry frown. “He will try to
use this entire neutron star danger for political gain. He could cause us a lot
of problems.”


“Well, we
can’t worry about him right now,” President Kateland commented as she sat down
behind her desk. “We need to do everything we can to get those two deep bunkers
completed and staffed. We also need to keep their construction top secret. I
don’t think I want the senator finding out about them either.”


“Both are in Colorado and should be secure,” Edwards spoke. “They are being built beneath mountains in
areas the military has strict control over. We can easily restrict who has
access.”


“What else do
we have that might be secure and be able to survive?” President Kateland asked.
She leaned slightly back, resting her hands on the desk.


“There are
several large government bunkers left over from the cold war that could be
refurbished,” Vice President Edwards answered. “We also have quite a few
survivalists in the country that have built their own private doomsday bunkers.
It’s possible a few of them could survive. A number of them are very well
constructed.”


“We need to
contact those people at some point in time and offer whatever assistance and
supplies they may need to increase their chance of survival,” President
Kateland replied. “I want to look at every possibility of building or finding
safe places for people to survive. Don’t leave any stone unturned.”


Vice President
Edwards nodded his head in agreement. “We also have a few military command bunkers
that might be able to survive; everything depends on the severity of the
earthquakes.”


“That’s the
problem,” Tim said with narrow eyes and a deep frown on his face. “Very few
areas in the country will be safe from the earthquakes and tidal waves we are
expecting. Even in Colorado they will experience some earth movements.”


“We can only
hope and pray for the best. If only one bunker out of ten survives, that’s a
victory for us,” President Kateland informed them. She leaned back and closed
her eyes in thought and then opened them, looking at the vice president and Tim
McPhryson. “Use whatever resources you need to make this happen. Get the
military involved if necessary; they can help build bunkers if necessary.
Coordinate through General Karver; it is crucial that we do everything in our
power to give our people a chance to survive.”


“We’ll get it
done,” Tim promised.


“One other
thing,” added President Kateland, leaning forward. “Make sure Star One and Tycho City have first priority on all supplies and equipment. They are still our best hope
of saving people.”


After the two
left, she walked over and gazed out of the window. She had a beautiful view of
the lights of Washington D.C. For nearly ten minutes, she stood there looking
at them and thinking about the events of the last few days. She knew she had
some hard decisions ahead of her, she just hoped she was ready for the coming
days and months. They would be difficult for her, the country, and the entire
world.


-


Mase arrived safely
back in Tycho City. The first thing he did was to go to the Control Center to check on the FarQuest mission.


“What’s the
current status of the FarQuest?” he asked Captain Daniels as he stepped into
the Control Center.


“On course and
all systems showing in the green,” she replied as she glanced at a couple of
computer data screens. “Commander Erin reports that the ship is functioning
like a dream.”


“I hope it
continues that way,” Mase replied, pleased to hear the mission was proceeding
smoothly. 


Captain
Daniels stepped closer to Mase. “Sir, what is this neutron star stuff?” she
asked in a quiet voice. “A lot of my people are asking questions. Is it true
the president is placing the country under martial law?”


“I understand
your concerns, Captain,” Mase answered evenly. “I will be issuing a detailed
statement later to help clarify the situation. I am sure a lot of our people
have questions. We will also be posting additional information on Tycho City’s internal internet site sometime tomorrow. And yes, the president has placed
the country under martial law until this emergency is over.”


Captain
Daniels nodded uneasily. There were only a few military people on the Moon, and
she was one of them. “A lot of people are worried, especially after the
president’s address. They’re concerned about their friends and family on
Earth.”


“I think we
all are, Captain,” Mase responded. “Keep me posted on the FarQuest mission and
let your people know we are working on keeping them safe.”


-


It had been
nearly a week since Mase had returned to Tycho City. He had spent much of that
time meeting with department heads and explaining what he intended to do. The
department heads in turn were expected to inform their people as to what was
going on.


“How soon before
we can start on the new cavern?” asked Mase, looking over at Isaac. He was
meeting with a number of people to get some special projects rolling. 


“We can start
tomorrow,” answered Isaac, glancing over at Steffan who nodded in agreement.
“We have the two main excavators in position, and the crews are ready.”


“We will be
digging down another one hundred and seventy-five feet,” Steffan informed them,
unrolling a large drawing of the proposed cavern on the table so everyone could
see. 


Mase stood up
and came around the large conference table so he could see better. “You’ve
changed this some since we last spoke,” he commented as he looked at the
completed drawing.


“Yes,” replied
Steffan, gesturing toward the drawing. “We added several smaller caverns off to
the side. The main cavern will be seventy five hundred feet long and eight
hundred feet wide. It will have a center height of two hundred and twenty-five
feet. The ceiling will be slightly curved until it meets the outside walls,
which will be one hundred and fifty feet tall. This will give it added
strength.”


Mase pointed
to several roof supports that were drawn in. “How many of those will there be,
and what will they be made of?”


Isaac took a
deep breath before he answered. “The supports will be made of Luxen, and there will
be one every three hundred feet along the center of the cavern.”


“Luxen!” Mase
spoke surprised, his eyes narrowing. “How many supports are there, and where
are we going to get that amount of Luxen?” 


Steffan
pointed to one of the small caverns off to the side of the main one. “We will
complete this cavern first,” he responded. “It is only six hundred feet long,
one hundred wide, and fifty feet tall. The cavern will contain our new fusion
reactor as well as several processing facilities for raw materials. Once the
fusion reactor is installed we can begin producing our own Luxen.”


“How long?” demanded
Mase, knowing it would take some time to complete the reactor. “We don’t have a
lot of time to get all of this done.”


“Three months
to construct the cavern and get the fusion reactor up and running,” Isaac
replied. “Tim McPhryson has promised we will have all the necessary parts
within four weeks.”


“We will be
working on the main cavern as we wait for the Luxen,” Steffan continued. “We
will also be putting a one inch layer of Luxen on the curved ceiling of the
main cavern.”


“Can we make
that much Luxen in the time we will have?” Mase asked. They were talking about
thousands of tons of the alloy. Luxen was created in the center of the reactor
because of the tremendous heat that was necessary to create the alloy. 


“Barely,”
Isaac confessed. “It will be close, but we should be able to do it. We plan on
running a three shift operation on the reactor.”


Mase nodded
and then looked over at Jolene. She still looked nervous from all the responsibility
he had given her setting up the ecology for the new habitat and making it self-sustaining.


“Jolene, how
are your plans coming for the new habitat?”


Jolene took a
deep breath before replying. “I have talked to both Julie Gray and Kathleen
Preen on Star One. They are sending me samples of the plants they are using and
suggestions for animals.” She stood up and, leaning over, pointed to two more
small caverns off to the side of the main Tycho City one. “We will be setting
up both of these two smaller caverns to grow food. We will be using a lot of
hydroponics and intensive small plot gardening methods. The environments in
both of these will be controlled so we can substantially increase plant
growth.”


Mase looked at
the two indicated caverns; they appeared to be twice as long as the one the
Fusion reactor was going in. “How many people are you going to need for this?”


Jolene sat
back down and opened a notebook she had brought. “Each food cavern will have
its own control room where nutrients, humidity, temperature, and other
variables will be monitored. They will be computer controlled but will also
have a small staff twenty-four hours a day. In addition, there will be crews
tending and harvesting. I estimate I will need close to forty people for each
food cavern. These will be very similar to the ones already established on Star
One. We just need to duplicate what Julie and Kathleen have already done.”


Mase nodded. What
Jolene proposed sounded reasonable. “I know we don’t have the qualified people
here in Tycho City for this. Get with Linda and tell her the type of people you
will need. She will help to find qualified candidates we can bring up from
Earth.” Mase had assigned Linda the job of working with the various department
heads to determine the personnel they would need to keep their areas operating
during this crisis. She was also helping to screen candidates from Earth.


The door to
the conference room opened, and Captain Daniels stepped in. She had a worried
look upon her normally calm face. “Sir, you need to see this.” She walked over
and turned on the main viewscreen on the wall to an Earth broadcast station.


Instantly, the
scene of a massive riot appeared on the screen. There were burning buildings,
and police lines were being pushed back and overrun. It was obvious numerous
people were being injured.


“Where’s
this?” asked Mase, leaning back in his chair and gazing at the screen.


“There are a
number of riots that have broken out,” Daniels reported. “This is going on in a
number of cities around the world. This particular riot is in Chicago and was
caused when several grocery stores ran out of food.”


“People are
panicking,” Isaac said his eyes glued to the viewscreen. “They are trying to
stock up on supplies, particularly food.” He could see several police vehicles
on fire even as more were arriving. “The news of the neutron star and what it
may do to the Earth is all over the Internet. People are starting to question
what the president said about the nation surviving.”


“It’s only
going to get worse,” Captain Daniels informed them. “I received a message from
Jane Kinsey earlier today. They are setting up a list of protocols that all
inbound shuttles will have to go through shortly. There is some concern that
one might be hijacked and used against Star One or us.”


“This
situation is getting serious, fast,” Steffan commented worriedly. “These riots
are only the first; there will probably be many more in the coming days.”


Mase nodded,
tearing his eyes away from the screen. “It just stresses how important it is
for us to move as quickly as possible. If the situation on Earth continues to deteriorate,
it could endanger the shuttle launches. We need to make sure we get everything
and everyone we need up here as soon as we can.”


The group
nodded as their eyes went back to the viewscreen. It showed mobs breaking into
stores and looting them. The police seemed helpless to control the situation.
Many of the people on the Moon would be concerned about friends and family on
Earth after seeing this. They would be demanding to know how soon their friends
and family members could be brought up to Tycho City and possible safety.


-


On Earth in Colorado, Warren Timmons was outside one of the new bunkers that was being built into the
side of a small mountain.


“How soon
before construction is complete?” he asked the supervisor in charge of the
operation as he watched several large yellow trucks hauling rock away. Everywhere
he looked were armed soldiers. The area was restricted, and no one could get
within five miles of the construction site without being stopped. 


“Four months,”
the supervisor replied as he looked at a clipboard he was carrying. “That will
complete the basic internal structure. If necessary, some of the living
quarters can be completed after it’s closed up.” 


Timmons
nodded. He had just been told by President Kateland that he would be in charge
of this facility. Already six thousand people were secretly being chosen to be
brought here. Every effort possible was being used to keep what was being built
in the Rocky Mountains in Colorado out of the public’s knowledge. 


Warren just hoped the facility would survive. It would be capable of surviving a nuclear
strike, but the expected earthquakes were another matter. He let out a deep
breath as he contemplated living years deep underground. In his heart, he
wondered what the point was. If the Earth’s orbit was changed significantly,
they might be trapped underground permanently. It was not a prospect he cared
to think about.







 



Chapter Nine 


 


Mase was at
Farside meeting with Adam Strong and Charles Turner to discuss the future of
the astronomy complex. The discussion had been heated as neither of the two
scientists wanted to abandon Farside.


“Adam, it
could be extremely dangerous to stay here once the moonquakes begin,” Mase
insisted, not wanting to see the people at Farside put in danger.


“Commander,
our entire living area is one hundred and twenty feet underground. Surely if we
reinforce it we could ride out the quakes,” replied Adam, stubbornly shaking
his head in denial. “Once the neutron star passes, Farside is going to be
needed to determine exactly what has happened to the solar system and what the
long-term effects will be on the orbit of the Earth, as well as the Moon.”


“The orbits of
all the planets are going to be affected,” added Charles, wanting to stress the
importance of keeping Farside up and running. “It will take time to determine
the exact orbits of the planets once this is over. It might be several years
before the final orbits can be determined.”


Mase shook his
head feeling exasperated at the two scientists. “I don’t think you two
understand what I’m saying. It’s just too dangerous to stay. Perhaps after the
neutron star has passed, we can reactivate Farside.”


“Commander,”
Adam spoke once more, disagreeing with Mase. “I am not saying we keep the
entire staff. Just enough people to help make repairs in case the complex is
damaged by a moonquake and to keep the Albertson reflector operating. We have
other instruments that will also be invaluable in observing the passing of the
neutron star. This is an opportunity we can’t just throw away!”


Mase leaned
back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. He knew the two had
made some good points. “Just how do you propose to protect the reflector if
there is a moonquake? I can guarantee you that some of the dish antennas are
going to be lost.”


“We have
talked to several of our structural engineers,” Adam replied. “Andrew Carnegie
believes with a few modifications he can strengthen the dome of the reflector so
it will withstand a strong moonquake.”


“How?” Mase
demanded, already suspecting the answer.


“With Luxen,”
Charles answered, his eyes taking on a serious glint. “Andrew believes if he
can put a half inch layer of Luxen around the dome it can survive.”


Mase let out a
heavy sigh. “I just don’t know if we will have the Luxen,” he responded,
shaking his head. “We are going to be pushed just to have enough to build the
new Tycho City cavern and the smaller ones next to it.”


“Commander,
all we are asking is that if we can use Luxen to strengthen the dome a small
number of people be allowed to stay,” Adam implored. “Just thirty people would
allow us to keep the complex online and make repairs if they’re needed.”


Mase was
silent for a full minute as he thought about what the two were proposing. He
admitted to himself that having the complex operational could be extremely
beneficial. 


“All right,”
he finally said. “But only if we have the extra Luxen for the dome and some of
your living quarters. I won’t risk your lives needlessly.”


“We can accept
that, Commander,” Adam replied with a relieved smile. “We wouldn’t be
suggesting this if we didn’t think we could do it.”


Mase nodded. Once
they knew if they were going to have the extra Luxen, they could discuss this
again. “How are things running without Pierre and LeAnn here?”


“Fine, Sir,”
Adam replied. “Charles and I have assumed the duties they were doing. I am
taking care of the dish antenna array, and Charles is handling the reflector.
So far, there have been no problems.”


“I’m glad to
hear that,” Mase responded. He knew the two were extremely talented and had
expected no problems from Pierre and LeAnn’s absence. “Let’s go on a quick tour,
and then I need to return to Tycho City.”


-


On Earth,
President Kateland was meeting with Jane Kinsey, Tim McPhryson, General Karver,
and Vice President Edwards.


“What’s the
latest from other countries?” asked President Kateland, looking over at the
vice president, who had spent the last several days flying around the world
talking to key U.S. allies.


“Britain, Japan, Australia, and Canada have followed our lead and pledged to support us,” Edwards
replied. “They have declared states of emergency and are in the process of
determining the best locations to build underground bunkers. France, Germany, and   South Africa are planning on building bunkers, but their governments have
stressed serious doubts about their survivability in the conditions we have
described.” 


President
Kateland nodded and turned her attention to Jane Kinsey. “What’s happening at
the cape?”


“We are
preparing to go to around the clock launches with the shuttles, including the
six military ones,” Jane replied. “There is some concern about possible
attempts at sabotage from several radical groups. We have had several reports
from the NSA about potential threats. ”


“We are
placing an aircraft carrier battle group off the coast next to the cape,”
General Karver added. “We are also in the process of moving two full marine
divisions around the cape facility to protect it. That will include missiles
that can shoot down anything threatening.”


Tim McPhryson
looked questionably over at the president. “There are reports that Senator
Farley has called a special session of Congress to attempt to impeach you and
put a stop to our efforts to prepare for the neutron star. He has also asked
you to resign.”


“Yes,”
President Kateland replied, her eyes heavy with concern. “I have the votes to
stop the impeachment proceedings and Farley knows I won’t resign, but I fear
the senator and his allies are going to be an ongoing problem.” Then, in a more
serious tone, “We need to move quickly; the future is growing more uncertain
every day.”


-


Mase was
eating lunch in one of the small restaurants in Tycho City when he received an
urgent summons to report to his office. He looked over at Anthony as he stood
up. “Something’s going on; Linda just called and said she needs me back at the
office immediately.”


“Mind if I tag
along?” Anthony asked. 


He had hoped
that Jolene could join him and Mase for lunch, but she had gotten tied up in a
meeting she was having with Steffan Darrow. He knew it had something to do with
the ecological habitats that were going to be built next to the new Tycho City cavern.


“No, come on,”
Mase replied as he turned and began making his way toward the door.


A few minutes later,
the two stepped into his office. Linda came out of the main conference room and
gestured for them to follow her. She had a look of worry and possibly fear on
her face. “You need to see what’s on the viewscreen. Isaac and Captain Daniels
are already here.”


Going inside,
they saw Isaac and Captain Daniels sitting at the conference table. They were
staring at the large viewscreen on the wall, which showed a scene of turmoil.


“What’s going
on?” Mase asked. Then his eyes widened in shock when he saw what they were
looking at. On the screen, he could see an overturned army personnel carrier
and numerous soldiers standing around with assault rifles. Even more
frightening were all the bodies lying on the ground.


“Did the
soldiers do that?” demanded Anthony, finding it hard to believe the military
would commit such an atrocity.


“They were
fired on first and then the crowd rushed them,” Captain Daniels replied in a
deeply worried and constrained voice. “Some of those soldiers are very young
recruits just out of boot camp. They panicked and fired into the crowd.”


Mase turned to
listen to the news announcer. 


“This
was the scene in Los Angeles earlier today after Senator Farley denounced the
president and the establishment of martial law,” the monotone male reporter’s
voice said.


“Senator
Farley is calling on people across the country to denounce the government of
President Kateland. He is demanding the immediate rescission of martial law and
the resignation of the president,” the newscaster paused for a moment and then continued.
“The senator is quoted as saying it was the president that brought about the
riots today, the worst of which was in Los Angeles. The death toll is expected
to rise to over 100, with nearly 1,200 injured in the rioting and fighting.
Military casualties are reported at 22 dead and 37 injured. The Senate is
expected to vote tomorrow on Senator Farley’s bill restricting the president’s
use of funds in this supposed national emergency.”


“They’ve
gone crazy down there,” muttered Isaac, turning his eyes away from the
viewscreen and the horrible scene it was still showing.


“They’re
just frightened,” spoke Linda, shaking her head in sadness. “The Secretary
General of the UN coming out yesterday and basically announcing that he
supported and believed what Senator Farley has been saying only made matters
worse. People aren’t sure what to believe anymore.” 


Linda
had also spoken to her sister Karen the night before and had detected the fear
in her sister’s voice about what was going on in the country. She was currently
at their parent’s home in Kansas City. So far there had been no riots in their
hometown, but Linda feared it was only a matter of time.


“I
spoke to Jane Kinsey at the cape early this morning,” Mase said, looking around
the small group. “They are going to start sending one passenger shuttle and one
cargo shuttle up each day for as long as possible. We need to decide where we
are going to put all these extra people.”


“We
can set tents up on the outskirts of Tycho City,” Isaac commented. This was
something he had already looked into. “From what I have calculated we can
easily accommodate several thousand additional people if we do that. We also
have room in Tycho City itself for about three hundred more.”


“Then
what?” Mase asked. “We need room for ten thousand until the new cavern is
completed.”


“I
don’t know,” admitted Isaac, shaking his head. “We’re going to be stressing our
oxygen and water recycling systems as it is.”


“We
need to come up with something,” Mase informed them with a serious look. “If
necessary, we can request more oxygen and water recycling equipment from Earth.
We may be crowded for awhile, but at least we can survive.”


Mase
looked back at the viewscreen. It was showing a scene from another country, and
it was very similar to the one of Los Angles. He just hoped that General Karver
could keep the cape and the two military launch centers operational. They had a
lot of people and essential supplies that were waiting to be brought up to Tycho City, as well as Star One.


-


Later
that afternoon, Mase was sitting at his desk reviewing the latest supply requisitions
from several department heads. Linda opened his door with a worried and
confused look on her face. “I have Adam Strong on line one. He is saying that
they are having major computer problems at Farside, and he needs to speak to
you immediately.”


Mase
nodded and, picking up his phone, pressed the blinking white button. “What’s
the problem, Adam?” Mase asked. Everything at Farside had been running smoothly
up to this point.


“It’s
Teela, that crazy AI on Star One,” Adam said speaking rapidly in an irate voice.
“She has taken over all of our computer systems as well as the arrays. I don’t
know why she’s doing this, but she’s going to break something!”


“Do
you have any idea what she’s doing with the array?” asked Mase, trying to
figure out what was going on. Teela had never interfered with anything on the
Moon before.


“Teela’s
got the array pointed at the neutron star!” Adam replied. “I think she’s taking
some kind of readings.”


“I’ll
contact Commander Larson immediately and get to the bottom of this,” promised Mase,
feeling agitated that Teela would do something like this. 


Steve
had only told him a few days back that Star One’s AI was behaving normally
again. Now it looked as if it had developed additional problems. He also
wondered what Teela was doing by taking control of Farside. Why was the AI
looking at the neutron star with the dish antenna array?


Mase
quickly put in a call to Steve and was hurriedly connected by Margaret Sullivan,
the communications specialist on Star One.


“What’s
going on, Mase?” Steve asked in a pleasant voice. “Margaret said it was
urgent.” 


“You
won’t believe this,” replied Mase, trying to keep the aggravation at the AI out
of his voice. “But I have just received a report from Farside that Teela has
somehow seized control of the array’s computer systems. This occurred twenty
minutes ago, and she has directed them to make some type of unknown
observations of the neutron star.”


“Are
you certain, Mase?” Steve asked, hardly believing that Teela would do such a
thing. She had been behaving so well recently. 


“Yes,”
replied Mase, with growing concern in his voice. “She has overridden our
computer controls completely, and we haven’t been able to regain control of the
arrays. Can you find out what’s going on and have her release the arrays back
to us before something is damaged? The scientists and technicians at Farside
are in an uproar. We have detected a tremendous amount of data being
transferred between the array’s computers and Star One.”


“We’ll
take care of it, Mase,” promised Steve, determinedly. “I’ll get a hold of her
now and see what the hell is going on. She will definitely have some explaining
to do.”


“That
won’t be necessary, Commander,” Teela’s feminine voice spoke, unperturbed,
breaking in over the communication’s line. “I am through with the arrays and
have returned control back to the Farside computers. It is imperative that
Commander Jones, you, and I talk immediately in your office. I have discovered
something of immense significance that will force even Mr. Colton to agree that
I did the right thing. I’m sorry Mr. Colton, but what I did was necessary.”


“Very
well,” replied Steve confused but determined to get to the bottom of this. “But
this had better be good, Teela! I’ll get back to you as soon as I can, Mase.”


Mase
hung the phone up even more confused now than before. What the hell was going
on, even more important, just what had Teela discovered? Mase had a haunting
feeling that it wouldn’t be good.


A
few minutes later, Steve called back and explained that Teela had discovered
something of tremendous importance and needed to use the arrays at Farside for
an additional period of two hours uninterrupted. With a heavy sigh, Mase agreed
to Steve’s request. He had known Steve long enough to know that he wouldn’t be
making such a request unless it was extremely important. 


“I
will contact Adam Strong at Farside and explain to him that Teela needs the
array. He won’t be happy, but I will make him understand it’s important.”


“Thanks,
Mase,” Steve replied. “I will be sending you the information that Teela has
come up with on the next shuttle. I don’t want to risk this getting out on our
regular communication lines.”


“Okay,
Steve,” Mase replied. “I’ll be waiting for it.” 


Mase
leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes in thought. Just what the hell had
the AI discovered? Mase felt a cold chill run down his back. Whatever it was,
he strongly suspected it wouldn’t be good, and he wondered how it would affect
the FarQuest mission.


-


The
next day, Mase was in the large conference room next to his office with Adam
Strong, Charles Turner, Isaac Anderson, Steffan Darrow, Jackson Pierce, and
Jolene Lang. Linda was sitting in to take notes of the meeting. He handed out a
report to each one describing what Teela had discovered. What she had found
with the array was frightening beyond belief. 


“A
black hole?” spoke Charles skeptically, as he looked at the data. “How is that
possible? According to Teela, the neutron star is orbiting a black hole that is
forty-two miles in diameter and twelve times the mass of the sun.”


“A
black hole,” muttered Isaac, wondering how this was going to affect their plans.
This situation couldn’t get any worse. All their planning may have been for
nothing!


“The
neutron star in is orbit around the black hole at a distance of 12,000 miles,” Adam
commented as he continued to read the report. “No wonder our data has been off.”


“I
guess the dust cloud could have been masking it,” Charles said, running his
hand through his hair. “It does explain some of the discrepancies in the
readings from the neutron star.”


“What
are we going to do?” Isaac asked as he looked at the predictions from Teela on
how quickly conditions on Earth were going to deteriorate. “According to Teela,
life on Earth will be questionable in six to eight more months. The launch
centers could only be expected to function at most for four more months.”


Mase
let out a deep breath as he considered the ramifications of Teela’s discovery.
“We continue as we had planned. Even if Earth becomes untenable, we can carry
on our work here. We also need to prioritize what the shuttles are bringing up.”


“Teela
mentions there is a forty percent chance the Sun could go nova,” Charles spoke,
his face creased in worry. “If it does, even the new Tycho City won’t be safe.”


The
room became very quiet as everyone thought over what Charles had just said. Did
it mean all of their hard work would be for nothing?”


“But
there’s a sixty percent chance that it won’t,” Mase pointed out. “Let’s assume
the nova is not a threat and continue from there.”


Everyone
nodded in agreement, but the worry and fear about the nova would be in the back
of their minds for quite some time.


Linda
listened carefully to what everyone was saying. The black hole stuff she didn’t
quite understand. She would have to ask Mase about it after the meeting was
over. She also knew that she needed to get Karen up to Tycho City as soon as she could. After what had been occurring on Earth, Linda didn’t feel it was
safe for Karen to be there any longer.


-


A
few days later, Mase was inside the Control Center with Captain Daniels as the
first of two special military shuttles arrived from Earth. The two shuttles had
been launched from one of the military’s two space launch centers.


“I
wonder what General Karver is sending us?” Daniels asked as the first shuttle sat
down smoothly on a landing pad. 


The
pad gradually began to descend and deposited the shuttle safely in one of the
underground hangars. The second shuttle was in the process of commencing its
descent and would be arriving shortly.


“I
don’t know,” Mase replied a little uneasily.


“It
has to be some type of weapons,” Daniels said. She knew that General Karver had
promised to send them what was needed to defend Tycho City if it became
necessary.


 Mase
nodded in agreement. Knowing General Karver, anything could be on the two
shuttles. He watched as the second shuttle landed and was taken down below.


“Let’s
go find out from the pilot’s just what’s going on and what they brought us.”


“I’m
guessing it’s weapons,” Daniels said. She knew that if she were General Karver
that’s what she would be sending up to Tycho City.


A
few minutes later, they were at the first shuttle and watched as its hatch
opened and a young marine captain stepped out. Spotting Mase and Captain
Daniels, he came over and saluted.


“Captain
Struthers reporting for duty, Sir,” he said, snapping smartly to attention.


“At
ease, Captain,” replied Mase, returning the salute. “What’s going on?” Mase
could see other marines coming out of the shuttle. He hadn’t expected this and,
looking over at Captain Daniels surprised face, she evidently hadn’t either.


“I
have some information from General Karver and the president that will explain
everything, Sir.” Struthers replied as he reached into a pocket and handed Mase
two small computer disks.


Mase
nodded. There was a small conference room next to the Control Center. They could view the disks there.


A
few minutes later, they were in the conference room, and Mase placed the first
disk into the computer terminal for playback. The message would be displayed on
the single large viewscreen on the wall. The screen flickered on instantly with
a view of the president and General Karver sitting in her office, looking grim.


-


“I’m
sorry to have to keep this mission so secret, Commander Colton,” President
Kateland began amiably. “But if the word was to get out it would create a
serious uproar and possibly even an international incident. Who knows what
Senator Farley would do with this information?”


Pausing
she looked over at General Karver before continuing. “We presume from the
activity with Teela and the Farside array that you now know about the black hole
that is with the neutron star.”


Mase
looked at the screen in surprise. What was going on? How could the president
know about the black hole? They hadn’t sent that information to Earth yet.


 “The
Super Crays located the black hole several weeks ago, and we have kept it a
secret,” President Kateland continued evenly. “If the word were to get out, we
believe the entire world would go off the deep end in just a matter of a few
days. Yes, we know that the Earth probably cannot survive the passing of both.
We also know that when people and nations here on Earth realize that Star One
and perhaps Tycho City are the only hopes of real survival there could be
attempts made to seize or even destroy one or the other, or even both. That’s
what these military shuttles are there to prevent. The two shuttles contain eighty
highly trained men and women in equal numbers whose job it will be to protect Tycho City and Farside. I will let General Karver explain the particulars,” she stopped,
looking over at the general.


“These
men and women are highly trained in various fields and can be used to help
wherever needed as well as in their military capacity,” General Karver began. “On
the other disk Captain Struthers has given you is a complete dossier on each
member of his team. You have final say so in all matters, and Captain Struthers
understands that you, then Isaac Anderson followed by Captain Daniels, are the
direct line of command. Captain Daniels is also promoted immediately to the
rank of major.”


Steve
looked over at the young marine captain and then over at now Major Daniels. She
looked stunned by the sudden promotion.


“Captain
Struthers and his marines have been instructed to obey your orders without
question,” General Karver continued. “In the cargo holds of these two shuttles
are forty Black Knight interceptor missiles, similar to the ancient Patriot
missiles of the late twentieth century, but highly upgraded versions. The
missiles are fourteen feet in length, contain conventional explosives, and are
capable of intercepting any threat that may come within 250 miles of Tycho City or Farside. We are sending a larger contingent of marines and missiles to Star
One as they are between you and Earth. If an attack comes, they will bear the
brunt of it.”


 “There
is an awful lot of behind the scenes maneuvering currently being done by
Senator Farley,” President Kateland began after General Karver had finished.
“He has been contacting people in the military and other power groups around
the country. Some of my people have even suggested that we arrest the senator,
but the general and I feel that would only ignite the powder keg that is coming
even sooner.”


The
president paused, looking over at General Karver before continuing. “We are
sitting on a time bomb that could go off at any moment. I have instructed Jane
Kinsey to increase shuttle launches to the maximum possible without violating
too many safety protocols. I fear that we will not be given the time to get as
many people up to the Moon as we had originally hoped,” she paused and took a
deep breath. She had an extremely sad and haunted look in her eyes.


“Tycho City has a remote chance of surviving if the underground caverns can survive the
stress from the neutron star and the black hole. We are still working on the
two secret underground complexes in Colorado. They might survive if the Earth
doesn’t break up due to the stresses it will be subjected to from the neutron
star and the black hole. Their top-secret communication frequencies are on the
other disk. Make no attempt to contact them until after the black hole and
neutron star have passed. Several other countries are also building underground
shelters that might have a slight chance of surviving. You need to prepare for
the worst. We will be in touch,” she finished as the screen went dark.


Mase
looked over at Captain Struthers as he tried to decide what to do with the
marines. “Captain, for the time being, we will be putting your people in tents
on the outside of Tycho City.”


“We
were expecting that, and brought our own tents,” the captain responded. “We
will be quite comfortable in them.”


“We
also need to decide where to store these missiles of yours for the time being.”


“Commander,
we have an empty hangar that can be locked that would serve,” Major Daniels
said as she considered the options that were available to her.


“Very
well, Major,” Mase spoke. He had called Stephanie captain for so long it was
going to take awhile to get used to calling her major. “See to it, and once you’re
done contact Linda and inform her. I will check and see where the best location
for Captain Struthers and his marines will be to set up their tents. Also,
Captain, I would feel more comfortable if a guard or two were placed at the
hangar with the missiles for security reasons. I don’t expect any problems, but
I want to make sure those missiles stay secure.”


“Yes,
Sir,” Captain Struthers replied. “I will take care of it. Two of my marines
will be on guard at all times.”


Mase
nodded. Thinking about what the president and General Karver had said, the
future was quickly growing much more dangerous. If the situation on Earth fell
apart, then none of them would survive. The launch centers had to stay
operational for at least a few more precious months. 


Mase
also knew he needed to get his brother Phillip up to Tycho City as soon as possible, as well as Linda’s sister Karen and Anthony’s sister Jean. Mase let
out a deep breath; there were so many decisions that needed to be made. At
least some might be able to save a few lives. 


 







 



Chapter Ten


 


Mase and
Anthony were on the outskirts of Tycho Crater. With the aid of some engineers
and several of Captain Struthers marines, a large platform had been built and
two missile batteries set up. Three small white domes set off to the side
contained the controls for the missile batteries as well as quarters for the
four marines that would be stationed here. Each missile launcher contained four
of the deadly Black Knight interceptor missiles.


“I can’t
believe we’re actually doing this,” Anthony spoke as he watched one of the launchers
swivel around until it was pointed almost directly toward Earth, high above the
horizon.


“You should
see what they’re doing on Star One,” Mase replied. Steve had told him that
General Karver had sent ten of the new experimental railguns to the giant space
station to aid in its defense along with the Black Knight missiles. Nothing
could reach the Moon without going past Star One first, and Steve didn’t intend
for that to happen.


Anthony gazed
up at the distant Earth. “Do you really thing it’s going to get that bad,
Mase?” From here, the Earth looked the same as always.


“It might,” Mase
said, looking over at Anthony. His tinted visor was down, and his face was
barely visible through his spacesuit helmet. “The situation is getting worse
each day. The last I heard, General Karver was moving even more marine and army
units around the launch centers.”


“They have to
hold those launch facilities,” replied Anthony, hoping that it didn’t come down
to Americans fighting one another. That hadn’t happened since the Civil War.


Mase gazed
across the crater. He knew on the far side another set of missile batteries had
been installed. Major Daniels and Captain Struthers were both over at that site
conducting an inspection. The crews would be rotated once per week.


Nearly eight
weeks had passed since Captain Struthers and his men had arrived at Tycho City. In that time over three thousand men, women, and children had been sent to Tycho City from the cape launch facility. Every day at least two shuttles landed, one containing
forty more evacuees from Earth and the other with essential supplies. On some days,
they received three of the large shuttles. 


Special
preference had been given to close family members of people already living on
the Moon. There were also a number of additional scientists, doctors, nurses,
technicians, teachers, engineers, and others from various professions that had
been invited to come up to Tycho City.


“It’s getting
crowded in Tycho City,” commented Anthony, recalling the long line he and
Jolene had been forced to stand in the night before to get into their favorite
restaurant. “I was speaking with Jolene last night, and she said she has one of
the new ecological habitats nearly ready. She’s been speaking to Julie Gray
nearly every day, and Julie even sent down a couple of her assistants to help
Jolene finish setting up the first habitat.”


Mase smiled to
himself. Jolene and Anthony were seeing each other on a regular basis. Sometimes
he and Linda would go out with them to one of the restaurants in Tycho City. Mase had to admit that he did enjoy going out with Linda, she was bright, easy
going, and a lot of fun to be around.


“I spoke to
Julie yesterday, and she is quiet confident that Jolene will be able to handle
the habitats,” Mase replied with an easy smile. “Julie also suggested several
people from Earth she thought would be a big help in monitoring the habitats
and assisting with setting up future ones. I don’t want Jolene overworking
herself.”


His suit com
system suddenly blinked a yellow attention light inside his helmet, indicating
an incoming message from his office. He knew it had to be Linda, and if she was
calling him now it had to be important. He pressed the receive button on the small
com panel on his wrist.


“This is
Mase,” he spoke. “What’s wrong, Linda?”


“It’s
terrible, Mase!” Linda spoke in a frightened and upset voice. “I just spoke to
Margaret on Star One, and she is saying that both the president and vice
president have just been killed. It seems that Senator Farley and part of the military
are in the process of staging a coup. There is fighting breaking out everywhere
on Earth. There have even been some nuclear weapons used in the Middle East and
between China and Taiwan.”


Mase was
silent for a moment, his mind reeling in shock from what Linda had just said.
“Linda, we’re on our way back. Send a message to Major Daniels and Captain
Struthers to meet me in my office. Also, have Jolene and Isaac come too.”


“What’s going
on?” Anthony asked. He hadn’t been able to overhear the private conversation.


Mase shook his
head and proceeded to explain what Linda had said as they rushed toward their
small shuttle. Mase knew the world had just become very small and much more
dangerous.


-


“Are we sure
both are dead?” Major Daniels asked, shaking her head in disbelief. Stephanie
couldn’t imagine any part of the military going along with Senator Farley.


“It’s
confirmed,” Mase replied in a firm voice. “I just finished talking to Commander
Larson on Star One and Teela has confirmed the information. We also know that
Senator Farley was at the White House when the president was reportedly
killed.”


“What else is
going on?” Isaac asked trying to understand the sudden changes on Earth. “Surely
not all the military is backing the senator?”


“Unfortunately,
a lot of them are,” Mase replied as he took in a deep, steadying breath. “For
weeks now, the senator and his group have been telling everyone the neutron
star threat is a joke. He has gained public sentiment by promising to end
marital law and the policies of the current administration. From the reports we
are getting, over seventy percent of the military has gone over to his side.”


“Seventy
percent!” Major Daniels repeated, her eyes growing wide in disbelief. She found
it hard to believe that so many could have turned against the president. It
just served to indicate how bad the situation on Earth was becoming.


“What about
the launch complexes?” Isaac asked with deep concern on his face. “We still
have a lot of people and supplies that need to come up. We can’t hope to
survive on our own without them.”


“Evidently
General Karver was not in Washington when it fell,” Mase replied, relieved that
they still had the general to depend on. Jane Kinsey and Tim McPhryson are also
at the cape. The general is pulling all of his loyal units in to defend the
launch complexes. He feels he can hold them until we get everything and
everyone up here.”


“That still
might pose a problem,” spoke Captain Struthers, arching his eyebrows. “Some of
the people on the primary lists may not be able to make it to one of the launch
complexes if Farley and his crowd control most of the country.”


Mase nodded,
knowing they were going to leave some valuable people stranded on Earth. He had
already thought about that. “Every effort will be made to get those people
safely to the cape; if not, then others will have to be substituted.”


“We’re going
to have a lot of people coming up in the next several weeks,” commented Jolene,
thinking about the monumental task in front of her. “Our systems are already being
heavily stressed just from the people we currently have in Tycho City. It won’t take much more for everything to come apart on us.”


“We may have a
solution to that,” answered Mase, recalling the conversation he’d had with
Doctor Wruggi on Star One several nights back. He looked slowly around the
small group, knowing what he was going to suggest was a drastic measure, but it
might just allow them to survive and reduce their use of non-replaceable
supplies. 


“As all of you
know, a new deep sleep drug was used on the crew of the FarQuest. This will
allow them to sleep until they reach the neutron star and not use any of the
ship’s consumables. I intend to use the same drug here at Tycho City to put as many of our own people into deep sleep as we can. Then, once the danger from the
neutron star has passed, we can reawaken them.”


“Deep sleep?”
Isaac repeated, his eyes widening at the idea. “For how long?” He hadn’t
thought something like this would be possible, at least not on the scale Mase
was suggesting. 


“A year or
more if necessary,” Mase replied evenly as his eyes moved across the group. “It
will reduce our usage of food and water supplies until after the neutron star
passes. It will also give us the necessary time to complete the new Tycho City cavern and the smaller ones.”


“How many
people are we talking about putting under?” Anthony asked curiously. 


Mase had
allowed him to attend the meeting so he would know exactly what was happening on
Earth. Anthony had been involved in training additional pilots for the shuttles
and needed to know the conditions the pilots would be flying in.


“As many as
possible,” Mase replied. “I have already spoken to Doctor Klein, and he in turn
has spoken to Doctor Wruggi who is sending another doctor and several nurses
down that are familiar with the procedure. Star One is going to be doing the
same thing with part of the people that are evacuating to the space station.”


“Where are we
going to get the people to build these deep sleep chambers?” Isaac asked as he
thought about all the projects he currently had his engineers working on. “I
don’t have anyone to spare at the moment, and I suspect the chambers will be
highly technical constructs.”


“I believe
Captain Struthers can spare a few of his marines,” responded Mase, recalling
what he had read in the marines dossiers. “A number of them have the technical
training to be able to help. Also, many of the new evacuees from Earth should be
useful. I know we have some engineers and others that could be used that have
come up recently. Linda should have a list of those that are qualified. Get the
rest of the people we need from them and let’s get this started. I am afraid we
are rapidly running out of time.”


“I have a
lieutenant that is highly trained in technical matters that could lead the
team,” Captain Struthers volunteered. “Her name is Macy Kingston. I can assign twenty
of my marines to assist who have some additional training in technical matters.”


“That sounds
like a plan,” Mase replied with a nod. “Let’s get moving on this. The sooner we
can begin constructing the deep sleep chambers and putting people under, the
less strain we will have on our resources.”


“What about
the nukes that went off on Earth?” Major Daniels asked. 


Stephanie was
concerned about a full-fledged nuclear war breaking out on Earth. The Middle
East had always been unstable, and the fact that China had used nuclear weapons
against Taiwan highlighted how badly the situation on Earth was rapidly
deteriorating. Too many countries had nukes they could throw around, particularly
if they fell into the wrong hands.


“A terrorist
group seized several launch facilities in the Middle East and struck Europe, as
well as Israel,” replied Mase, recalling what Steve had told him. He had spoken
briefly to Steve when he had returned to his office. “Of course, Israel retaliated. They took out all the launch sites in their nuclear strike. It looks as
if that nuclear exchange is now over, and the situation in the Middle East has stabilized. Reports put the casualties in the tens of millions, and it will
only go higher.”


“What about Taiwan and China?” Captain Struthers asked. He had a cousin stationed at an American base in Japan.


“Taiwan is a total loss, and China only suffered a few small strikes,” Mase answered. He couldn’t
imagine some of the horrors that must be occurring in the vicinities of where
the nuclear weapons had gone off. People would be dying for months from the
increased radiation. “That nuclear exchange is also over.”


“What does
General Karver intend to do?” Isaac asked with deep concern in his voice. From
what he had heard, the United States had fallen into a new civil war. Those
supporting General Karver and the dead president against those supporting
Senator Farley and the military that had sided with him.


“General Karver
is pulling all of his loyal troops back to the three launch facilities,” Mase
informed them. “Troops are being brought in from all over the country using
what air assets he has available. Those assets are also gathering up as many
people as he can off the lists that Star One and we have furnished him while
there is still confusion across the country over what is happening.”


“That sounds
like a big job,” Jolene said, thinking about everything involved.


“It is,”
Captain Struthers said with concern in his eyes. He couldn’t believe that U.S. military units were even now fighting one another. “General Karver probably only has a
brief window to pull this off. Right now there is a lot of confusion on both
sides. Once that confusion dies down, any chance of moving people or soldiers
around the country will evaporate.”


“How big a
window?” asked Anthony, concerned.


His sister
Jean had just come up a few days earlier. It had been a big relief to know that
she was safe. Anthony had moved her into his apartment and taken her to meet
Doctor Klein. She was scheduled to begin work at the Tycho City hospital in a few more days. He knew that many others still had loved ones at the cape or were
preparing to go to the cape to come up to Tycho City.


“I would guess
twelve to twenty-four hours at the max,” Captain Daniels replied in a low
voice. “After that it will be too dangerous.”


“Once General
Karver has pulled in all the troops and people he can, he intends to order the
rest of the troops that can’t reach the cape to surrender,” Mase informed them.
“He feels they will be better off going home to protect and be with their
families in this emergency.”


“I suspect
many may have gone anyway,” added Stephanie, shaking her head over the events
that were occurring on Earth.


“A lot of
people have died today,” Mase continued in a somber voice. “We can only hope
the fighting stops soon.” In the back of his mind, he knew that it probably
wouldn’t. The days ahead around the cape and the two military launch facilities
were probably going to be full of violence and death.


Everyone was
silent as they thought about all the people who had died. However, the nuclear
exchanges and fighting were nothing when compared to what Earth would face in a
few more months as the neutron star continued to come closer. Once the weather
began to change and storms intensified, the misery would only grow worse. Then
later the earthquakes and the volcanic eruptions would begin, sealing the fate
of the Earth.


The group sat
around for another few minutes discussing the situation and then broke up. They
had a lot to get done if they hoped to have a chance to survive.


-


Mase, Linda,
Jolene, and Anthony were eating out at a small restaurant that had always been
one of Mase’s favorites. The restaurant was packed, and there was a long line outside
waiting to get in.


“I was talking
to Margaret today,” Linda said as she picked at her food. “She says that Teela
feels the weather could start getting bad soon.”


“The neutron
star and black hole are coming closer every day,” Anthony commented as he cut
off a hefty slice off his steak.


“Enjoy that
steak,” Mase said, eyeing his friend. “They will be few and far between
shortly.”


Anthony’s eyes
widened as he thought about that. Then he turned toward Jolene with a pleading
look in his eyes. “You are going to have cattle in one of those habitats you’re
working on, aren’t you?”


“A few,”
Jolene admitted as she looked over at Anthony. “About a dozen is all. Cattle
are just too big, and they eat too much. We are focusing more on animals like
pigs, chickens, and fish.”


“Fish?”
Anthony spoke, his face brightening. “Please tell me we’re talking about
catfish.”


“Catfish and
several others,” replied Jolene, smiling. “We can grow them quickly and
efficiently.”


“So, no more
steaks,” Anthony said as he cut off a smaller slice. He was going to take his
time and enjoy this one. It was hard to imagine not having steaks to eat.


“If we can
build a larger ecological habitat later, perhaps then we can expand our cattle
herd,” added Jolene, seeing the disappointed look on Anthony’s face. “But I am
afraid that the number of cattle we have is always going to be severely limited
due to space. Steaks are probably going to be few and far between.”


Linda turned
and looked over at Mase. She knew the commander had been under a lot of
pressure recently and was spending a lot of time talking to Jane Kinsey about
the supplies they still needed. “Are we going to be able to get all of our
supplies and people up here?”


“Hopefully,”
Mase replied with a heavy sigh. “We have twenty-six shuttles available,
counting the military ones. Jane Kinsey has ordered the shuttle’s maintenance
checks after a flight to be shortened. Once a shuttle arrives here, we have
twelve hours to refuel it, check its systems, and get it launched. It gets a
twenty-four hour check when it lands back at the cape.”


“That’s
skipping a lot of safety protocols,” commented Anthony, thinking about all the
intricate systems on the large shuttles. We could lose a shuttle or two because
of it.”


“I know,” replied
Mase, somberly. “But we have no other choice. Already, Senator Farley’s forces
are moving toward the cape. Heavy fighting will break out there soon. I spoke
with General Karver earlier; he and his men do not intend to surrender until
the cape has launched everything they have stockpiled there. That includes
people and supplies.”


“How heavy
will the fighting be around the cape?” Jolene asked. She still found it hard to
imagine Americans fighting Americans.


“It could be
very heavy,” answered Mase with a heavy sigh. “There are currently two carrier
battle groups off the Florida coast, so General Karver should be able to
control the air space around the cape. He has two full marine divisions as well
as several army divisions he has put together just to the north of the cape
complex. It just depends on how badly Senator Farley wants to take the cape and
stop the launches.”


“Farley’s a
madman,” Anthony spoke, his eyes glinting in frustration. “A good fourth of the
people we still plan on bringing up are trapped away from the cape and probably
won’t be able to get there. Farley has restricted travel in the county until
the military situation has been settled.”


“A few are
still straggling in,” added Mase, wishing more had been able to make it. There
were a number of distinguished scientists that were still at various
universities that now would not be coming up to the Moon or Star One.


After they had
eaten, Mase walked Linda to her quarters. Anthony and Jolene had gone on to pick
up Jean and then they were headed off to watch a movie. It seemed strange that,
in the middle of everything that was going on, people could still live a normal
life.


“My sister
Karen is at the cape and should be coming up tomorrow,” Linda said with obvious
relief and excitement in her deep brown eyes. “My parents are too old, and they
feel their place is to remain on Earth.”


Mase nodded,
very few people over the age of fifty were coming up. Some of that was
intentional. Only older people who were versed in a needed profession were
being allowed to come up to either Star One or Tycho City. 


“I’m glad
she’s coming up,” Mase responded. He knew that Anthony’s sister had arrived a
few days earlier. “I received word late this afternoon that my brother Phillip
and his family have managed to make it to the cape. Phillip called me and said
they had to travel at night and use the back roads. He said they were lucky to
have made it at all with all the new checkpoints being set up to control travel.
Where will your sister be staying?” 


“Here with
Jolene and me,” Linda said as they arrived at her small apartment building.
Linda’s apartment was a two bedroom. “She gets the couch for the time being.”


“Better than a
tent,” said Mase, grinning. “I can’t wait to meet your younger sister.”


Linda smiled.
It had taken her several weeks to let her guard down with Mase. She still felt
a little uncomfortable dating him since technically he was still her boss.


“You will like
Karen,” Linda said. Her little sister had a great sense of humor and was very
mature for her age.


“Have you
decided on a job for her yet?” asked Mase, curiously.


“Yes, I have,”
replied Linda as they went up the stairs to her third story apartment. “She has
always loved gardening. Jolene has a load of dwarf fruit trees coming up
tomorrow on one of the shuttles, so I think we’re going to put her to work in
one of the ecological habitats. She can help with planting the trees and taking
care of them.”


“Sounds like a
great idea,” Mase said as they reached the door to her apartment. “It will at
least give her something constructive to do.”


Linda entered
her personal door code, and her door unlocked. She opened the door and then
turned back to face Mase. She leaned forward, and he gently kissed her lips.


Mase stepped
back, smiling. “I will see you tomorrow; I want to meet this sister of yours.”


“I will bring
her by the office when she gets here,” Linda promised as she stepped inside her
apartment and closed the door behind her. 


She could feel
her heart racing. She wondered if Mase knew just how much being near him affected
her. Having Jolene and her younger sister living with her would definitely
restrict any alone time she would like to have with the commander. Then again,
she thought, Mase did have a large, roomy apartment of his own. However, she
wasn’t sure if she was ready to move their relationship to that more intimate
stage.


-


Mase was out
at the mass driver watching the launches from the large viewscreen that Jackson
Pierce had installed in his office. The viewscreen had been put in immediately
after the accident a few months back.


“Everything’s
functioning fine,” Jackson said from behind his desk. “Since we’re only
launching to Star One, there is no stress at all on the mass driver.”


Mase nodded.
“We’ve had several threatening messages from Senator Farley demanding that we renew
launches back to Earth, but we’re ignoring those. Somehow I don’t think we
would get paid for our efforts.”


“Doubtful,” Jackson agreed then he looked at Mase with a thoughtful look upon his face. “I just wonder
if we will need the mass driver again once this neutron star passes.”


“Hard to say,”
Mase replied as he watched a mass driver cargo pod accelerate up the rail and
into space toward Star One. “I think the bigger question is will the mass
driver survive some of the moonquakes we will be experiencing in a few more
months?”


“We could
strengthen the rail,” Jackson suggested. “That would increase its survivability.”


“Perhaps,”
Mase said doubtfully. “But what if the crater wall becomes unstable?”


Jackson shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “It could happen if a powerful enough
moonquake was to hit us. In that case, everything could come crashing down. What
else can we do?”


“How hard
would it be to disassemble the entire mass driver?” Mase asked as he considered
the options. He wanted the mass driver available just in case they might need
it in the future. Star One might still need raw materials when all of this was
over.


“The entire
mass driver?” Jackson spoke, his eyes widening at the thought. “That would be a
major job.”


“Could it be
done?” persisted Mase, his eyes focusing on Jackson.


“Yes,” Pierce
finally responded as he thought about everything that would have to be done to
disassemble the mass driver. “It would be a big job, but we could do it. I
would recommend removing the magnetic accelerator coils and leaving the rail; it’s
anchored deep into the side of the crater wall. We can always rebuild the rail
if we need to; it would be harder to replace all the coils.”


“Make plans to
do it then,” ordered Mase, as he reached a decision. “At some point it may
become unsafe to continue to operate the mass driver. At that time, we will
disassemble it and move the parts a safe distance from the crater wall.”


“I will get
with Jase on this,” replied Jackson, thinking about the effort that would be required
to do as Mase was suggesting. He knew that Jase would not be happy to hear
this. “What’s the current situation on Earth? I heard there is already fighting
around the cape.”


Mase nodded.
“General Karver is well dug in with his marines and a few army units. There
have only been a few half hearted attempts to take the cape so far, even though
General Karver expects the attacks to increase over the coming weeks.”


Jackson nodded. His older brother was supposed to come up, but the last he had heard, Adrian was still in Illinois with no way to safely reach the cape.


-


Thirty-two
miles north of the cape, Lieutenant Trace Lewis and his twelve-man squad were
slowly edging themselves along a small ravine. They had been sent out to
reconnoiter the enemy positions in this sector and were doing everything to
approach their objective undetected.


Lewis held up
his hand in a fist and indicated for his men to stop. He could feel his heart
racing, and he took a moment to get his breathing back under control. A small ridge
ahead of them would give them a good view of the enemy forces. The only problem
was he was pretty certain that the ridge was held by enemy troops, and his
squad would be detected if they attempted to ascend it.


He held his
breath as he raised his binoculars to his eyes and studied the terrain ahead as
well as the ridge. Sure enough, he could see movement atop the ridge. Gesturing
for the radioman to come up, Lewis sent word back that the ridge was occupied. The
captain had set up a contingency plan in case the ridge held enemy troops. Turning,
he gestured for his marines to take cover.


In a few
moments, Lieutenant Lewis heard a loud whistling sound pass overhead and
suddenly the ridge erupted with a serious of large, deafening explosions. Dirt
was hurled high up into the air, and he thought he could hear screams mixed in
with the shells going off. For a full minute, the cape’s artillery pounded the
top of the ridge, blasting the enemy positions, and then everything fell
silent.


“Let’s go,” he
ordered, gesturing for his men to follow him. He took off at a trot, wanting to
reach the top of the ridge before the enemy could send reinforcements.


It only took
them a few minutes to reach the summit and his entire squad came to a horrified
stop as they gazed at the carnage from the artillery bombardment. Trace watched
sympathetically as several of his marines threw up at seeing what the artillery
had done. The bodies of the enemy had been severely mutilated by the explosions,
and it wasn’t a sight anyone wanted to see. It was also one you were likely
never to forget.


Lewis
carefully examined the bodies, doing his best not to show any revulsion at what
he had to do. There were sixteen they could find and that were recognizable. Of
them, only four wore military uniforms and the rest were obviously civilians.


“It’s as we
thought,” Corporal Higgins reported as he walked up to Lewis. “They are using
civilians to fill in for a lack of trained troops.”


Lieutenant
Lewis nodded. This was one of the things that General Mann had wanted to know.
General Mann was second in command to General Karver.


He reached for
his binoculars at his waist and, putting them to his eyes, carefully scanned
the terrain on the other side of the ridge. He could see a few uniformed troops
moving around, but primarily what he was seeing were lightly armed civilians.
Most of them seemed to be carrying shotguns and hunting rifles, and only the
soldiers seemed to have the heavier weapons.


“We’ve got
what we came for,” he said after a few more minutes. He was pretty certain he
had spotted a few enemy troops already making their way toward the ridge.
“Let’s get back and report; I don’t think we have to worry about a major attack
against our lines from this sector. At least not for a while.”


Higgins nodded
as he rounded the men up and they began descending the ridge. “They will need
to bring more trained troops up before they become a threat to us,” Higgins
commented as he stepped around several small bushes.


“They will
eventually,” Lewis responded, worried about what could soon be ahead of them.
“They’re still in the process of pacifying the country. Once that’s done, the
troops will arrive.”


Higgins
nodded. He knew that the big battles were still in the future. Idly, he
wondered how his family in Nebraska was doing. Currently there was no way to
contact them as all lines of outgoing communication were down. He hoped that when
this was over he could get back home. His dad had a large farming operation he
needed help with, and Higgins had always planned on following in his father’s
footsteps and eventually taking over the family farm when his father retired.


Lieutenant
Lewis watched as his men made it down the ridge and started along the small
ravine that led back to safety. He wondered how many of his marines would still
be alive when this was over. He had a sickening feeling it wouldn’t be many.







 



Chapter Eleven 


 


Mase was
talking to Steve on Star One about the current situation on Earth and the
worsening condition around the cape. Over the last six weeks, mountains of
supplies and thousands of people had been sent up from the cape and the two
military launch centers. However, it hadn’t been without cost. During the last
four weeks, the forces besieging the cape had managed to shoot down five of the
valuable and irreplaceable shuttles with long-range interceptor missiles.


“It’s coming
to an end rapidly,” Steve warned with anxiety in his voice. “I spoke to Jane
Kinsey earlier this morning, and she said that General Karver feels the cape
will fall in the next twenty-four hours. The general’s forces have taken a
beating but are still holding their positions against everything Farley’s
troops have been able to throw at them.”


“Damn!”
responded Mase, shaking his head in anger. He knew that thousands of lives were
being sacrificed to buy the time needed to get the shuttles and their precious
supplies launched. “How many shuttles do they have left at the cape?” 


“Two,” Steve
answered. “John just launched from the cape and his shuttle was nearly shot
down. From what he told me, a missile got within one hundred yards of them
before it was intercepted. He’s away safely now and heading to Star One.”


“I’m glad
John’s okay,” Mase replied with a sigh of relief. John’s wife Julie would be
devastated if anything happened to her husband.


“Jane and Tim
will be aboard one of the other two shuttles,” Steve continued. “They are
trying to talk General Karver into going on the other one. We can’t afford for
any of those three to be captured by Senator Farley’s people.”


“I hope the
general does come up,” Mase said somberly. “We could really use his experience
if Farley decides to attack us up here.”


“I hope so
to,” Steve replied. “I should mention that Teela expects us to see storms
increasing radically on Earth in the next few weeks. Once the storms start, the
shuttle launches will have to stop anyway.”


“What’s going
to happen at the cape once the last shuttle is launched?” Mase asked. 


It worried him
that Senator Farley would have control of the cape launch facilities. It would
make a good platform to launch an attack against Star One or Tycho City. There were still some very large and long-range missiles on Earth.


“I’m not
sure,” Steve replied in an uncertain voice. “All Jane would tell me is that
Farley would not be able to use them.”


“You don’t
think they’re going to blow everything up?” Mase asked, his eyes widening at
the thought. He couldn’t imagine the cape complex and all of its history being
destroyed.


“It’s a
possibility,” Steve admitted. “It would set any attack against us back for
weeks or possibly months. Christy just came in and said they need me in Main
Control; I’ll get back to you later, Mase.”


“Sure thing,
Steve; keep me informed.” Mase hung up his phone and gazed worriedly at the far
wall. 


Events on
Earth were rapidly nearing their conclusion. He knew that after today, their
last link with Earth would be gone. The previous night the insurgents had
managed to nuke both of the military launch centers. Mase also knew that
General Karver had threatened immediate retaliation if nukes were used against
the cape. Mase closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh, he wondered how things
could have gotten so bad so fast. It seemed as if the entire world was falling
into mayhem.


-


Lieutenant Trace
Lewis was in a small line of foxholes and trenches that stretched for several
miles in front of the enemy’s forward positions. He had eight members of his
original squad still with him as well as Corporal Higgins. Two more squads had
been assigned to him and anchored down his flanks. He had two fifty caliber
machine guns and three mortars to hold this area of ground with. Lewis knew it
wasn’t enough if the enemy attacked in force.


“What do you
think, Lieutenant?” Corporal Higgins asked as he slid into the foxhole. 


The corporal’s
shirt was torn, and he looked as if he had worn the same shirt for days. The
truth was they all were beginning to look like that. It was getting harder each
day to get supplies and they were running low on ammunition. 


“Are they
going to hit us again?” Higgins asked as he took a small sip of water from his
canteen. 


“Yeah, they
will,” replied Lewis with tired lines around his eyes. “They hit us yesterday
with a massive human wave attack. We just barely managed to throw it back. They
will come at us with their armor next.”


Higgins
nodded; he knew the fighting would be over in the next day or two. If he could
just survive one more battle, he could return home to Nebraska and his family.
Privately, he had thought about sneaking off in the night as many others had,
but he felt he owed the lieutenant his loyalty and had stayed.


Lewis and
Higgins ducked instinctively as several insurgent artillery rounds hit just
behind them. It was common practice for the insurgents to lob a few shells
close to the defending army’s positions to disallow them any sleep. Everyone
looked haggard and worn down from the constant shelling. More rounds started
falling, throwing up large clouds of dirt and dust as well as black smoke.


“It’s starting,”
Lieutenant Lewis said as he watched the shelling increase. “Get back to your
men, Corporal, and good luck.”


“You too, Sir,”
Higgins replied as he climbed out of the foxhole and ran bent over to his
position.


Lewis looked
over the edge of his foxhole and reached for his binoculars. He felt a chill
run down his back when he saw insurgent tanks and personnel carriers coming
toward him. At the same instant, a shadow passed overhead, and a group of
attack helicopters from the cape flew by.


Lewis hadn’t
known they still possessed so many. Over the past few weeks, numerous attack
helicopters and aircraft had been shot down on both sides. The battlefield was
littered with their burned out remains.  


In moments,
the helicopters were engaged with the insurgent armor as they let loose their
tank busting missiles. He also heard a loud roaring noise and saw that General
Strong had committed his last six heavy battle tanks. This is it, Lewis thought
as he watched the battle slowly come toward his position. He checked his rifle
making sure it had a full clip. He had two other clips and then he would be out;
it was the same for the rest of his marines.


Lewis ducked
as an artillery round struck the ground just in front of him, showering him
with dirt. He brushed the dirt off and looked back over the top of the foxhole
to see what was going on. The attack helicopters and General Strong’s tanks were
taking a heavy toll on the insurgent’s advancing armor. For a moment, Trace
felt a surge of hope as the enemy forces staggered and ground to a halt under
the heavy attack.


However, the
insurgents hadn’t been completely unprepared. Lewis could see a number of
attack helicopters burning on the ground that had been shot down by enemy fire.
The few remaining continued to pound the enemy armor trying to turn back the
advancing tide. 


Lewis saw a
missile arc into the air to strike one of the helicopters, exploding against its
side. It nosed downward and crashed into the ground in a fiery explosion. Lewis
knew that no one could have survived. Artillery fire began to increase as a
rolling wave of explosions began to march toward his position as the insurgents
intensified their attack and started moving forward again. 


Looking toward
General Strong’s battle tanks, he saw that four of them had been destroyed, and
the remaining two were slowly pulling back. Then a massive series of explosions
covered the retreating tanks as insurgent artillery fire zeroed in on them.
When he looked again, they were burning and several men were running away.


It’s over, he
thought as he raised his rifle and braced it on a sandbag. In just a few more
minutes, the enemy troops would be within rifle range. He knew the odds of him
making it back home to Oklahoma and his wife and young son were bleak. In all
likelihood, he would die here on this field of battle. He just prayed that it
had all been worth it.


Over a four-mile
stretch, the insurgent juggernaut advanced. Over twenty thousand troops plus
tanks and armored personnel carriers followed the artillery barrage toward the
hard pressed defenders. The generals in charge had used massed human wave
assaults composed of green civilian troops to weaken this area over the past
several weeks. Now they would use their seasoned troops to annihilate the
weakened opposition, push on to the cape, and capture it. Senator Farley had
made it clear that he wanted the cape and its facilities captured intact. 


Lieutenant
Lewis ducked as machine gun fire raked his position. To his left and right he
could hear the fifty calibers firing back. He heard a sudden loud roar behind
him and, turning saw a shuttle rising up into the air. Moments later a second
joined the first as they fled upward on twin pillars of fire toward safety.
Lewis knew these were the last two and there would be no more. The days of
launching shuttles from the Earth were about to come to an end. He held his
breath as he watched the two shuttles climb higher into the sky.


Lewis became
aware of a sudden cessation of firing. The battle had stopped as everyone
focused their attention on the escaping shuttles. Suddenly, missiles trails
appeared heading toward the two spacecraft. Defending missiles arched upward
trying to destroy the dangerous weapons before they reached their vulnerable targets.



Lewis moaned
aloud as two missiles made it through the defensive fire and struck one of the helpless
shuttles. In a brilliant explosion, the shuttle blew apart in a tumultuous roar
and flames.


Lewis stood in
shock at seeing the shuttle’s sudden destruction. He saw that the other one was
still safely climbing and would soon be out of harm’s way. He prayed that no
one important had been on that shuttle. Little did he know that Jane Kinsey and
Tim McPhryson had just died in the fiery explosion.


An artillery
round struck the ground behind him, and he heard a marine scream out in pain.
The firing was resuming as the insurgent army began to move again. Peering
through the scope on his rifle, he saw the enemy was almost within range. He
said a quick prayer and prepared to fire. This would be the last battle, and he
doubted if he or any of his marines would survive it.


-


Mase’s face
was ashen as he hung up the phone. Steve had just called him with the news that
both Jane Kinsey and Tim McPherson had been killed when their shuttle had been
destroyed soon after launching from the cape. Fortunately, the other shuttle
containing General Karver had gotten away safely. 


Steve had also
gone on to say that demolition charges had been set off, and the cape was now a
twisted pile of steel and smoking rubble. There would be no launches now or in
the future from the cape complex. 


“It’s over,” spoke
Anthony, finding it hard to believe that the cape was actually gone. Mase had
been telling him what Steve had been saying during their brief conversation.


“Yes, it’s
over,” Mase replied, his eyes focusing on Anthony. “General Mann surrendered as
soon as the cape was destroyed. According to Steve and Teela the fighting has
stopped.” Mase had already told Anthony that Teela, Star One’s AI, had taken
control of all the military satellites above the Earth and had been monitoring the
battle.


“How many
people did we end up getting to Tycho City and Star One?” asked Anthony,
knowing there would be no more. It was hard to imagine that the cape was gone;
it had played such a big role in human history.


“Steve said
they had 3,824 on the space station. We have 8,270 safely here on the Moon.” Mase
let out a long breath as he realized that no one else would be coming up from
Earth. “We had hoped to have closer to ten thousand, but now that isn’t going
to happen.”


Anthony
nodded. He knew that twelve thousand people were not a lot to start a new
civilization if the neutron star destroyed life on Earth. However, it was a lot
more than what they had a few months back. Now they just needed to survive.


-


Lieutenant
Lewis was sitting on the edge of his foxhole. The fighting was over, and they
had been told they could go home. He stood up and looked at a long row of body
bags that contained the dead from the recent battle. At the moment, both forces
were intermixed as they tended to their dead and injured. He walked up to one
of the body bags, unzipped the top, and gazed down at Corporal Higgins. He had
been cut down toward the end of the fighting by machine gun fire from an
armored personnel carrier.


Looking
around, Lewis realized that only two others from his original squad had
survived. Lewis would write a letter to Corporal Higgins’s parents letting them
know how their son had died. He knew Higgins also had a girlfriend, but he
wasn’t sure where she lived. Higgins’ parents would have to let her know that
the corporal wasn’t coming home. The dead would be buried here where they had
fallen in service to their country. With a heavy sigh, Higgins knew the world
would never be the same; he just prayed that it had all been worth it.


-


Deep in the
Colorado Rocky Mountains, Warren Timmons let out a deep sigh of regret. His
heart was still pounding at hearing of the deaths of Jane and Tim. He had known
both extremely well. He was in the Command Center of the large underground
bunker that he had been entrusted with. It was sealed up, and the entrance had
been camouflaged to avoid detection. 


Inside he had
6,240 people entrusted to his care. “What’s the current status on supplies and
construction?” he asked, turning to look at Major Burns who was the highest ranking
military officer in the bunker.”


“We have
enough supplies for six years,” Burns responded. “We’ll have all of the
interior work done in another two months. The civilian quarters still need a
lot of work to finish up.”


Timmons nodded
as he looked around the large Command Center at the busy people who sat in
front of consoles and viewscreens. From here, they could monitor the entire
complex as well as conditions outside. Hidden cameras gave them a good view of
everything within several miles of the bunker. They also still had a few satellites
they could tap into to monitor communications from around the country and the
world. There were twenty highly trained men and women currently staffing the Command Center. Timmons just hoped they continued to go undetected. He didn’t want to think
what would happen if Senator Farley found out about the two hidden bunkers and
the people within. 


-


Lieutenant
Lewis had finally made it home to Tulsa Oklahoma. He managed to catch a ride on
a semi carrying a load of oil field pipe to Cushing. His wife had been staying
with his parents on some acreage they owned between Tulsa and Owasso. The semi
driver had been polite enough to go out of his way to drop Lewis off at the end
of the long winding driveway that led to his parent’s home.


His parents
lived in the center of a four hundred acre plot of land. The land had a number
of small hills covered in trees and thick brush with the large wood frame house
setting between two of them. If you missed the driveway, you would never know
the house was there.


Lewis was
halfway up the long driveway when he heard a young boy scream. “Dad! It’s Dad!”


Lewis looked
up and saw his seven-year-old son running down the driveway as fast as he
could. He dropped his duffel bag and rushed forward, meeting his son, lifting
him up, and hugging him tightly. “Hello, Nate,” Lewis said, thrilled to be able
to hold his son in his arms. “Where’s your mom?” 


“She’s in the
house with grandpa and grandma.”


Lewis put his
son down and, walking back, picked up his bag. Then taking his son’s hand, they
walked quickly to the house. He couldn’t wait to see his wife and parents.


Emily Lewis
stepped outside to see what her young son was screaming about this time. She
dropped the historical romance novel she had been reading when she spotted her
husband Trace coming up the long drive with Nate. She ran down the three steps
of the porch and was soon wrapped up in Trace’s arms.


“I was afraid
you weren’t coming back,” she choked out, her eyes filled with tears. “They
said on the TV that the fighting at the cape was horrible and thousands of
soldiers and civilians had been killed.”


“It was bad,”
Trace admitted as he released his wife. He saw his parents come out to stand on
the porch. His father had a big all knowing smile on his face. “A lot of good
men and women lost their lives in the battle.”


“I’m just glad
you’re safe and uninjured,” Emily managed to force out. 


She could feel
her heart racing and felt as if she were about to faint. Emily took several
long deep breaths. It had been so difficult not knowing where Trace was or what
had happened to him. They knew he had gone with General Karver to the cape, but
little else.


“Let’s go talk
to Mom and Dad; we have some things we need to discuss,” Trace said as he
released his wife.


“What type of
things?” Emily asked, her eyes glistening from her tears. “The fighting’s over
and the government will soon sort all of this out.”


Trace didn’t
respond; he hated to be the bearer of bad news. While at the cape, he had heard
a lot of rumors about this supposed neutron star. 


A short while
later, the family was sitting around the large kitchen table, and Trace was
enjoying some of his mother’s ice tea. He took a deep drink and smiled. “They
have nothing like this in the marines!”


“What’s going on,
Trace?” his father asked in his deep voice. “We’ve heard so many rumors it’s
hard to tell fact from fiction.”


Trace leaned
back, hearing his chair creak and seeing his mother give him a sharp frown, he edged
back forward with his left hand wrapped around his ice tea glass. “What do you
know about this neutron star that’s been on the news?”


“Everyone says
it’s not real that President Kateland made it all up,” his father answered.
“It’s been on all the news stations for days about how it was all fake. They
have shown numerous astronomers saying that it was all a hoax in order to get
the government to drastically increase the space budget.”


“Well, it’s
real,” Trace replied, his eyes taking on a serious look. “My marines and I just
spent the last several months watching as every type of emergency supply and
equipment you can imagine was launched from the cape up to Star One and Tycho City. They also sent close to ten thousand people up as well. You don’t spend that
kind of money and risk losing the country over a lie.”


His father let
out a deep breath and shook his head. “I was afraid of that. I voted for Susan
Kateland in both elections. It just didn’t seem possible to me that she would make
up such a story and lie to the people of this country.”


“Trace, what’s
going to happen?” his wife asked with a frightened look on her face. She was
holding their young son in her lap. She had hoped now that Trace was back their
lives would return to normal and they could go back home to Tulsa.


“I heard some
people talking once while I was on guard detail at the cape,” Trace spoke as he
recalled the worrisome conversation. “They were saying this neutron star will
dramatically affect the Earth. They were talking about massive storms and
extremely violent earthquakes. There was even some talk about a lot of
volcanoes erupting and causing a nuclear winter.”


The room was
silent, and his father looked over at Trace’s mom, who nodded. Trace didn’t
know everything that had been going on at the farm. There were a few things
that James had kept secret from Trace, feeling that his son would have
disapproved.


James stood up
as he reached a decision. “Trace, come with me. I want to show you something.”


Trace stood up
and followed his father out of the house; he saw they were going out to where
his father had the large family storm cellar built into the side of a small
hill a short distance from the house. With the tornado threat in Oklahoma, it wasn’t uncommon for homes to have a shelter. There was a smaller shelter next
to the house, but the big one had been built when his mother had complained
about being claustrophobic in the smaller one and worried that the house could
fall on the shelter if a tornado hit.


“Dad, I’ve
been in the storm shelter before, what is it you want to show me?”


His father
didn’t reply as he opened the large heavy wood door and began descending the
steps. As they reached the bottom, Trace could feel how much cooler it was in
the shelter compared to outside. The storm shelter was also used to store
canned food and other necessities. His father lit a Coleman lantern and then
turned to face Trace.


“Years ago, I
joined a survivalist group,” his father began his eyes focusing on his son.


“A survivalist
group?” Trace echoed in surprise. 


He had never
heard this before. Of course, his wife and he had been living in one of the
suburbs of Tulsa and only visited his parents every other weekend. But he had
never imagined his father joining one of those crazy groups.


“Yes, a survivalist
group,” replied James, nodding his head. “As you know, we’ve always been well
off from some oil and gas properties I own out in Western Oklahoma in Custer
and Washita counties.” 


James walked
over to a large cabinet that contained blankets, and enough food and water for
two weeks. This was normal for a storm shelter, as you never knew how long it
might be necessary to take shelter from a severe storm or how long it might be
before you could get back into town to get supplies. 


James reached
behind the cabinet and unhooked a hidden latch. Instantly, the cabinet swung
out, revealing a heavy metal door, which had been hidden behind it. The door
had a combination lock and James rapidly moved the tumblers to the correct
combination and then pushed the door open. Stepping inside, he reached over and
turned on the lights.


Trace stepped
inside, his eyes widening in shock. “What is this place?”


They were in a
long, brightly lit corridor with several doors on each side and what looked
like a junction at the end of the corridor that led to other areas. James opened
one of the nearer doors and stepped inside, motioning for Trace to follow him.


Trace entered
the room behind his father and looked around in shock. The room they were in
was full of shelves and cabinets stocked full of food and water and about everything
else you could possibly need to survive. On the far wall, he saw a weapons
cabinet with a number of shotguns and automatic assault rifles.


“A number of
us got together and secretly built this survival bunker,” James explained as he
led Trace down the aisles between the supplies. “It has two water wells drilled
down deep to furnish water. There are two wind generators on the far side of
the hill out of sight to furnish power. In addition, we have batteries that can
provide electricity for forty-eight hours if the wind stops blowing. There are
also two large diesel generators in a concrete blockhouse behind the hill that
can power everything in an emergency if necessary.”


“This is
amazing,” Trace replied as they reached the weapons cabinet. He saw a number of
twelve gauge shotguns as well as AR15s of both 22 and 223 calibers and other
weapons.


“How many
people is there room for?” asked Trace, looking over at his father. He couldn’t
believe this had been on the farm all this time and he hadn’t known about it. 


“We can put
twenty-eight people in here comfortably,” James responded. “Thirty-five at the
most.”


Trace nodded.
“I want to see the rest of it. I’m afraid we’re going to need it shortly if
what I heard at the cape is true.” Trace paused and looked seriously at his
father. “Dad, I’m really glad you and your friends built this. You may have
just saved our lives.”


James nodded.
His wife Alice had always given him a hard time about building the bunker; now
he was glad that he had. If what Trace was saying was correct, it just might be
their salvation.







 








Chapter Twelve


 


Mase was
standing in the large cavern that would eventually house the future Tycho City. In the distance, he could see excavators still at work and hear occasional
explosions as mountains of dirt and rock were blasted out of the distant wall.


“How much
longer until the excavating is complete?” asked Mase, glancing over at Steffan
Darrow. Mase knew that Steffan was spending most of his time supervising the
excavation to make sure everything stayed on schedule.


Mase wanted to
get started on the interior as soon as possible. The original Tyco City cavern was overflowing with people even though Doctor Klein was in the process of
putting hundreds of people into deep sleep. Captain  Struthers’ people were
helping in the construction of the deep sleep chambers along with a number of
qualified people from the survivors that had been brought up to the Moon. A lot
of progress was being made, but they still had a lot of work to do.


“Another week
and we will have the excavating finished,” replied Steffan, turning to face
Mase. “We have already started on the roof and some of the support structures.
It will take us an additional six weeks to finish that. In the meantime, we can
actually start on the infrastructure for the new Tyco City as well as the
ecological systems we want to install. I have already spoken to Jolene about
that, and she is supposed to have a completed plan for us to review in another
few days.”


“Speaking of Jolene,
I want to go check on this habitat of hers. I understand she is finished with
the first one.”


“It’s
fantastic what she has done in there,” Steffan responded with a big grin on his
face. “We’ll have the second chamber finished sometime next week, and she will
be starting on that one shortly.”


“We’re going
to need them,” responded Mase, recalling the food and water usage currently
occurring in Tycho City. “We need to get some additional food sources going, or
we will find ourselves eating MREs.”


“I will tell
my crews that,” Steffan promised with a grin. “They will do anything to stay
away from having to eat those readymade meals.”


Mase nodded. While
he shared Steffan’s viewpoint about the MREs, they would suffice if needed.
However, if they could get the second food cavern finished they might not have
to worry about that. He would prefer to save the MREs for an emergency. 


Linda had
furnished the data for him on their food and water usage, and he knew they
really needed to start raising more of their own food quickly. They were also
putting a heavy strain on the city’s recycling systems, and Isaac was in the
process of adding more water purification and recovery systems. Isaac had
assured him the water problem would be solved within a week and they would not
have to resort to rationing.


“MREs,” Steffan
muttered with a frown, still thinking about the readymade meals and recalling
the numerous cases of emergency food in one of the storage areas in Tycho City. “They’re not bad, but I definitely prefer real food.”


“They will get
us by in an emergency,” Mase replied as he studied the work going on around him.
Numerous work lights throughout the cavern made everything easy to see. He
spent a few moments watching some workers pour the footing for one of the large
roof support beams. “We have enough MREs to feed everyone three meals a day for
four years if need be.”


“If we can get
both of those ecological habitats up and running, plus enough people into deep
sleep, those might not be needed,” Steffan commented as he watched the workers
pouring the footing critically. He would see if he couldn’t rearrange some work
schedules so they could finish the other habitat quicker.


“I guess I
will go see what Jolene has done,” Mase responded with a friendly nod. “Keep me
informed of progress.”


Steffan nodded
and walked over to where the workers were pouring the support footing. He
wanted to ensure everything was being done right. As soon he reached them, he
quickly began pointing out some potential problems and giving instructions.


Mase walked
two hundred yards to a large sealed door. He paused, gazing at the large metal
obstruction, knowing it was actually an airlock that protected the ecological
habitat from contamination. Mase opened the outer door and stepped inside a small
interior room. The room was white and sterile with several small benches along
the wall.


A computer generated
voice began speaking, informing him to stand still during the decontamination
process. He watched as several different colored lights came on in the room and
felt a prickly sensation on his skin. He knew his body was being hit with
specific wavelengths of light aimed at destroying certain bacteria and
contaminants. Once the lights went off, the next airlock door swung open.


Mase stepped
out and was greeted by a young woman sitting at a work desk just off to one
side of the airlock door. “Hello, Karen,” Mase spoke upon seeing Linda’s
younger sister. Unlike Linda who had brunette hair, Karen’s was a dark black
and cut shorter. He also knew she was twenty-four years old. 


“Hello,
Commander,” Karen responded with a big smile upon seeing Mase. Her sister had
introduced the two of them and, from all signs, her sister had a thing for the
commander. “Let me call Jolene and she can show you around. She’s been hoping
you would come and see what’s she’s done here.” Karen picked up the phone on
her desk and made a quick call.


Mase nodded as
he gazed around in awe. He hadn’t expected to see anything like what was spread
out before him. He knew the ecological habitat was 1,200 feet long, 300 feet
wide, and 100 feet tall. Everywhere he looked was greenery. He could see plot
after plot of growing vegetables and what looked like small orchards of fruit
trees. He thought he could actually hear a few birds calling in the distance.


“Are those
real birds?” he asked, glancing to look over at Karen his eyes growing wide in
surprise.


“Yes,” responded
Karen, grinning. “We have released a number in the habitat. I think Jolene said
there were four different species she has introduced. They are all small birds,
such as finches and hummingbirds, because of the restricted space we have. She
has some larger species she plans on releasing in the main Tycho City cavern when it’s completed.”


Mase paused as
he saw Jolene hurrying in their direction. “I’ll talk to you later, Karen,” Mase
said as he began walking toward Jolene.


Karen nodded
as she watched the commander. From the few times she had met him when he had
come over to see Linda, it was easy to see what her sister saw in him.


“Hello,
Jolene,” Mase spoke as the young woman reached him. “You didn’t need to rush;
Karen was keeping me occupied.”


“Karen has
been a huge help,” Jolene replied with a nod. “Today she is in charge of the
airlock and the contamination procedures. Later she is going to learn how to
tend all the different vegetable plots we’ve planted.”


Mase nodded as
he gazed about. He was surprised to see a few butterflies and what were
obviously honeybees buzzing around. 


Jolene noticed
what he was looking at and smiled. “The butterflies and the bees are for cross pollination
of our crops,” she explained. “We have a number of honeybee hives spread
throughout the habitat. We also have nearly a dozen different varieties of
butterflies.”


“So we will
have honey too,” Mase spoke with a pleased look upon his face.


“Some,” Jolene
responded with a nod. “There will be more when we get the second ecological
habitat completed and the new Tycho City habitat ecology up and running.”


“How are your
crops coming?” asked Mase, looking at several of the small plots around them.


“We will begin
harvesting our first crops in just a few more days,” Jolene replied with
satisfaction in her voice as they walked over to a plot that contained tomatoes
growing high up off the ground on trellises. She reached out and touched one
that was just starting to turn red. “All the individual plots are monitored
through our control systems and receive the proper water and nutrients through
an underground system. It’s the same type of system that Julie has set up in
Star One’s ecological habitats.”


“Impressive,”
Mase said with a nod. “How much food can you grow in just this one habitat?”


“The dwarf
fruit trees are still a year away from providing a good harvest,” answered
Jolene, gesturing toward several small orchards. “Some of the crops, such as
radishes, tomatoes, lettuce, okra, green beans, cucumbers, and others will be
providing bountiful harvests shortly. Others, such as potatoes, beets, carrots,
and corn will take a little longer. We should be able to feed over a thousand
people out of this habitat alone if they don’t mind being vegetarians.”


“I can’t see
Anthony being a vegetarian,” commented Mase jokingly, knowing how well the
shuttle pilot enjoyed his meat.


“He may have
to get used to it for a while until we get more habitats set up,” replied
Jolene, knowing how Anthony liked to eat. She knew he always ordered a large
portion of meat when they went out to eat on their dates.


In the
distance, Mase thought he could hear the faint sound of a rooster crowing.
“Chickens?” he asked, glancing back over at Jolene.


“Yes,” Jolene answered
with a nod. “We have several varieties from Leghorn to Rhode Island Reds. There
are four separate enclosures with close to five hundred in each. That will
furnish us with a source of eggs as well as meat eventually.”


“Any other
sources of meat?” Mase asked. He wasn’t a big fan of a vegetarian diet though
he could get by on it if he had to.


“Don’t worry,
Commander,” Jolene replied with a knowing smile. This had also been one of Anthony’s
biggest concerns, one he had broached more than once when the two of them were
out. “Follow me.”


They walked
toward the far wall of the ecological habitat and passed through another small
airlock where they had to go through decontamination procedures once more. They
entered a large room that was about a hundred feet long and thirty feet wide.
Once inside, Mase instantly noticed the room seemed to have a higher humidity.
He could see a number of large tanks with pumps circulating water spaced evenly
throughout the room.


“What’s in the
tanks?” he asked, stepping over to look down inside of one. He was surprised to
see what looked like hundreds of small fish.


“Fish,” Jolene
replied with a grin. “We have four separate species in twelve different tanks.
I spoke with Julie on Star One earlier, and they have come up with a new and
safe growth hormone that can cause the fish to grow quite rapidly. Once we have
the next habitat ready, we will be establishing several small ponds to grow
fish in to eat. The tank you’re looking at now contains catfish.”


“What about
cows, pigs, and sheep?” Mase asked. He knew that a few had been brought up.


Jolene frowned
at the question. “We have a few of each to keep the species going,” she
admitted. “There are also a lot of eggs and sperm from different cattle, sheep,
and pig species frozen in our gene bank. As for actual live animals, we have a
dozen sheep, a dozen pigs, and six cows at the moment. We just don’t have room
for more; those three species eat a lot and take up room we don’t have.”


Mase nodded,
he knew Anthony would have a hard time shortly when steaks disappeared from the
restaurants. “What are the future plans for those animals?”


“I’ve spoken
to Steffan and Isaac, and they have agreed to build a third habitat once the New Tycho City is finished. The pig herd can be expanded quite rapidly, and they will eat just
about anything. We also feel we can grow enough hay in the third habitat to
allow us to feed about twenty head of cattle.”


Mase nodded.
He knew that once the neutron star had passed they could continue to expand the
ecological habitats even more. It would be a lot of work, but it could be done.
“Do you have enough help?” asked Mase, knowing Jolene was putting in a lot of
hours. Anthony had been complaining that sometimes he had to go to the habitat
to see her.


“For now,”
Jolene responded. “We have a number of people that came up from Earth that are
well qualified to help in the habitats and I think some of them just want
something productive to do.”


“I can
understand that,” answered Mase, thinking about the thousands of people
currently living in tents on the outskirts of Tycho City. “Make sure you have
one or two people who are qualified to handle the habitats if you’re not
available. I don’t want you overworking yourself.”


“I won’t,”
promised Jolene, knowing that Anthony had probably said something to Mase about
the long hours she was putting in. “I actually have four people that I’m
training to run the habitats. Eventually there will be one or two people responsible
for each habitat, and they in turn will report to me.”


“Sound like a
good plan,” responded Mase, folding his arms across his chest as he walked over
to another tank and gazed at the small fish swimming in it. He had always liked
eating fish and was glad to see they would be a major part of their diet in the
future.


Jolene
continued to show Mase around, and he continued to be impressed by what he was
seeing. It was obvious she had everything well in hand. When he left, he made
sure she understood if she needed more people or anything else not to hesitate
to ask. He also told Karen he was glad to see her working in the habitat and to
listen to Jolene. He explained that Jolene needed proficient help in the
habitat and he wanted Karen to learn as much as possible.


After leaving
the habitat, Mase started walking toward the Control Center. Steve Larson had
spoken to him earlier concerning a daring maneuver about to be done up in
space. Steve was going to attempt to join the large space station and the Space
Platform together into one unit. 


Steve was
hoping to give the station some additional maneuverability and perhaps move it
farther out into the solar system where it might be safer. They had come up
with a crazy plan to install four ion drives on the Space Platform to increase
their maneuverability. Actually, from what Mase understood, the plan had
originated with Teela, the station’s AI. 


Mase was also
growing concerned about the worsening weather on Earth. While it hadn’t gotten
as bad as quickly as they had originally thought it would, they were beginning
to see an increase in the number of storms across the planet.


-


Lieutenant
Lewis stood on the large porch of the family home watching the rain fall in torrents.
Already, the bridge to town was reportedly out, and water was rapidly rising in
all of the nearby creeks and ponds. Fortunately, the house and the surrounding
area were relatively high, so any threats from flooding were extremely low.


“Still raining
I see,” James commented as he stepped out onto the porch and gazed at the dark
clouds.


“Yeah, Dad,”
Trace replied as he listened to the ominous rumble of thunder in the distance.
It was obvious the rain wasn’t going to let up anytime soon.


“I checked the
rain gauge earlier, and we’ve already had over three inches since last night.
That makes nearly ten in the last seventy-two hours.”


“I heard
several of the NASA people say we would see more storms as the neutron star got
closer.”


James nodded
his head as he looked over at his son. “I’m just glad some of the others came
early. We’re only missing the Galleger family and the Kingstons. The rest
brought their RVs and are riding out the storms in the meadow behind the
shelter.”


“I’m surprised
they aren’t already in the shelter,” spoke Trace, flinching slightly as thunder
roared loudly above them. He could see a few small hailstones falling and
making splashes in the puddles of water that were everywhere.


“We don’t want
to use any of the supplies or put any stress on the shelter until we absolutely
have to,” responded James, looking down toward the barn. There were several
cows inside as well as his two horses. He could also hear hail hitting the roof
of the large metal shed just to the side of the barn. “I hope the hail doesn’t
get any larger.”


“Have you
heard anything else on the TV or the radio?” 


“Not much,”
James answered with a frown. “The government is acting as if nothing unusual is
going on, but the local stations are starting to report widespread flooding all
over the eastern part of the state. The governors of Arkansas and Missouri have already declared states of emergency and have called out the National Guard
to help sandbag towns from the rising water.”


The door to
the house opened once more, and Trace saw his wife step outside. She shivered
from the cool wind caused by the heavy downpour.


“It’s chilly
out here,” Emily complained as she came over and stood next to Trace. “Is this
rain ever going to stop?”


“Eventually,” replied
Trace, reaching out and putting his arm around his wife’s waist. “It’s not
going to rain for the next forty days.”


“I hope not,”
Emily responded with a halfhearted laugh. “If it does we may need to build an
ark.”


Trace and
James laughed at her comment, but both knew that this rain might just be the
beginning of something far worse.


-


The next
morning, the rain let up somewhat. James and Trace were down at the barn
feeding the animals when they heard the sound of vehicles coming up the drive.
James glanced worriedly at Trace and then walked over and unlocked a small
cabinet on the wall. Inside were two twelve gauge shotguns that he kept there
in case of an emergency. James handed one of them to Trace with a handful of
shells. The other he took for himself and began to slide shells into the loading
chamber. 


“I don’t know
who that can be,” James said as he glanced worriedly out the open door and down
the drive. 


“It could be
the Gallegers and the Kingstons,” Trace spoke as he slid the last round into his
shotgun.


After another
minute, they saw two four-wheel drive pickups come around the corner. Both were
covered in mud, and one was pulling a small trailer.


“That’s them,”
James said with relief in his voice as he sat the shotgun down next to the door.


Trace followed
suit, glad they were not going to need the weapons. He had seen enough killing
while at the cape and didn’t want to see any more.


The two
stepped out of the barn as the pickups pulled up. Once they stopped, the two
went over to greet the new arrivals.


Phillip
Galleger opened his pickup door and climbed out. “That was one hell of a
drive,” he complained as his wife and two kids piled out of the pickup and
headed for the house. “The main bridge is out, and most of the roads are
flooded. I didn’t think we were ever going to find a way around all the flooded
areas to get here.”


“You can say
that again,” added Cole Kingston as he and his teenage son walked over. His
wife and two daughters were headed to the house where the others were now busy
talking to Alice and Emily.


“We thought
you might wait until the rain stopped,” James said as he motioned for them to
follow him and Trace back to the barn. It was starting to rain and they could at
least go inside where it was dry.


Once inside,
the men became quiet as they heard the rumble of thunder in the distance. It
sounded as if the rain was going to start pouring down shortly.


“It was getting
too dangerous in town,” Cole spoke with a heavy and worried frown. “We were
starting to hear reports of widespread looting, and the National Guard is now
being used to enforce the law. The police can’t handle the situation on their
own anymore.”


“People were
starting to run out of food and the stores were closed,” added Phillip, shaking
his head sadly. “There is so much flooding in the streets the employees just
couldn’t make it in to work. People got frustrated, and some of those with four
wheel drive vehicles began breaking store windows and taking what they wanted.”


“There were
even a few reports of people’s homes being broken into,” Cole continued. “We
felt it was time to get out of Dodge, so here we are. That trailer and the
pickups are full of all the food and other supplies we could bring.”


James nodded.
“Let’s park the trailer in the shed. It will be dry there and also out of
sight.”


Phillip
noticed the two shotguns next to the door and nodded his head approvingly. “I’m
glad to see the two of you are not taking any chances. Trace, I’m pleased to
see you made it back safely. Your military training may come in extremely
useful if things continue to deteriorate.”


Trace nodded,
hoping that wouldn’t be necessary. “Everyone’s here now; how much longer before
we go into the shelter?” he asked. 


Once inside
the shelter, they could seal it up and they should be safe from any looters
that might appear, though in this weather Trace didn’t see how anyone could get
around. The Gallegers and Kingstons had made it, but from what they had said,
it had been a major ordeal from all of the flooding.


“Not until we
have to,” his father replied, looking outside as the rain began to fall in
earnest. “We don’t know how long we will have to stay inside. It could be for a
few weeks or even months.”


Everyone
became quiet at the thought of that. The idea of spending months in the cramped
environment of the shelter was not appealing to any of them, but they all knew
it might become a necessity.


-


Warren Timmons
gazed at the latest report on the condition of the underground bunker complex.
The civilian quarters were nearly complete, and plans were already underway to
dig even deeper into the mountain to create additional space for the people
inside.


“The grumbling
has decreased considerably since we started moving the civilians into their
permanent quarters,” Major Burns reported. “We need about another week to
finish all of them and then we can start working on other projects.”


Timmons was
studying one set of plans, which depicted a deep underground tunnel if it could
be called a tunnel. He turned to Allen Summers. “What is this?” he asked,
pushing the plans toward the engineer.


Summers
glanced at the plans and then looked back up at Timmons. “As you know, we are
building several additional storage areas as well as more recreation
facilities. This tunnel will serve as both and should help the long-term morale
in the bunker. The tunnel is six hundred feet long, thirty feet wide and twenty
feet tall. We will be installing growing lights inside and a variety of plants
inside the tunnel. There will be a walking trail down both sides where people
can go and stretch their legs.”


“What about
food?” Warren asked, his eyes focusing on the engineer. “I assume part of this
tunnel will be for growing things we can eat.”


“Of course,”
Summers replied. “It’s been suggested that we allow the civilians to help with
this. It will give them something constructive to do.”


“Sounds like a
good idea,” Warren responded. “Just make sure it’s well supervised and doesn’t
get out of hand. Now, what about up on the surface; what’s going on up there?”
He turned his attention toward Major Burns.


“As you know,
we still have some data coming in from several weather satellites,” Burns
replied. “Storms are definitely on the increase across the globe. There are
also reports of flooding and losses of power in some areas.”


“What about
Star One and Tycho City have we heard anything about them?” Warren asked. He
hoped both were still okay.


Major Burns
leaned back with a look of worry on his face. “There are some rumors going around
about an unsuccessful attack by our government on Star One,” Burns reported.
“We haven’t been able to substantiate them, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it
were true.”


Warren shook his head in frustration. Knowing Senator Farley, there was no doubt in his
mind that the rumors were correct. Leave it to Farley to try to destroy one of
the few places humans could be safe with the coming of the neutron star. He
wished there was something he could do, but he knew there wasn’t. Only by
keeping their existence a secret could they remain safe from Farley. He also
knew that General Karver had arranged for Star One to be armed so the space
station could defend itself. Warren knew that when Farley found out about that
he would be highly upset.


One thing that
pleased Warren was the recent report he had received from the other complex. An
underground line connected the two so they could stay in constant communication.
The leader of the bunker had reported that General Mann and a Colonel
Wilmington had made it safely there. 


Command of the
bunker had immediately been turned over to the general. Warren knew that
General Mann had played a huge role in the defense of the cape, and he was glad
to have the talented general in the other bunker. There was no doubt that
General Karver had given Mann the bunker’s location. He also knew that Senator
Farley would be searching the entire country for the general. Warren smiled.
Farley could search all he wanted; he would never find the general now that he
had made it safely to the underground refuge.


Leaning back, Warren closed his eyes. There was still so much to do, and the worst was still ahead of
them. He just hoped that when this was all over the bunker and the people
entrusted to him were still here. The bigger question was what type of world
would they find themselves in? What would the surface be like when the neutron
star and black hole exited the solar system? Warren opened his eyes and shook
his head. He couldn’t afford to think about that now; he had over 6,000 people
to look after. They had to be his first priority. 







 



Chapter Thirteen 


 


Mase was in
the Control Center with Major Daniels and Captain Struthers. For the last month,
they had been carefully detonating nuclear weapons deep beneath the surface of
the Moon in an attempt to reduce the threat of moonquakes later when the
neutron star approached. General Karver had sent the small nukes up just before
the cape fell on two special shuttles launched from the military launch centers.



In order to
relieve the pressure from known quake zones around Tycho Crater, they had a
crew that had been carefully drilling deep beneath the Moon’s surface. Under
the watchful eyes of a number of Captain Struther’s marines, who were familiar
with nuclear weapons of this type, they lowered the nukes down the holes and
then detonated them. The current drill hole was one hundred and twenty miles
north of Tycho Crater. Lieutenant Macy Kingston was supervising the positioning
of the nuke in the hole at the drill site.


“Nuke is at
the proper depth,” Kingston reported from the Moon Buggy she had just returned
to. Tycho City had furnished a mining crew to operate the drill, and she had a
squad of her marines that were trained in the use of nuclear weapons to do the
rest.


“Two thousand
feet,” reported Major Daniels, turning to look at Mase. 


“That’s the
correct depth,” Isaac commented from where he was standing looking down at a
table with some seismological charts spread out. “If we set the nuke off there
it should relieve the pressure off of a major underground fault that runs
through that entire area.”


Mase nodded.
General Karver had sent up forty of the small nukes, and this would be the
twenty eighth one they had used. “Major Daniels, give Lieutenant Kingston the
go ahead to arm the nuke and move off to a safe distance.”


Stephanie
passed on the order. Now they would have to wait until the drilling team and
the marine squad moved out of the area.


Twenty minutes
later, they received the all clear from Lieutenant Kingston. They had moved
back to a small hill that overlooked the drilling site where they could observe
the results of their handiwork.


“Ready to
detonate,” Major Daniels informed Mase.


Mase nodded,
and Major Daniels transmitted the detonation signal to the nuke.


They all
turned to look at the main viewscreen, which was transmitting a video feed from
one of the Moon Buggies. In the distance, they could see the gray pockmarked
surface of the Moon. Suddenly, in one small area, the lunar surface seemed to
rise up and then fall back in on itself. Lunar dust spread out and began to
fall slowly back down in the light lunar gravity.


“We have
confirmed detonation,” Captain Struthers reported from where he was watching
some instruments. 


“I would say that
blast was a success,” Isaac added as he looked at several seismographs that had
recorded the blast. There were still some major aftershocks occurring beneath
the blast site, but he knew that those would gradually taper off. “That’s the
last one.”


“I’m glad,”
Mase responded with a sigh of relief. “Setting off nukes on the Moon is a
little unnerving.”


“Isn’t the
FarQuest supposed to rendezvous with the neutron star today?” Captain Struthers
asked as he turned around to face Commander Colton.


“The crew is
supposed to be wakened later today,” responded Mase, recalling his latest
conversation with Steve up on Star One. “We should have some preliminary data
from them on the neutron star and black hole soon after.”


“I still can’t
believe a damn black hole is with that neutron star,” Isaac muttered,
worriedly. “How close are they now?”


“About 8
billion miles,” Mase answered. He had spoken to Adam Strong at Farside earlier
and asked some of the same questions.


Isaac only
shook his head. He was just glad he wasn’t on that ship. If something went
wrong, there was no way to send a rescue mission. He still found it hard to
believe that Pierre LaRann and LeAnn Kelly had volunteered to go on the
FarQuest. He had known both for quite some time and hoped they made it back safely.


-


It was several
days later and Mase had just finished talking to a distraught Steve on Star One.
He looked over at Charles Turner and Adam Strong who had flown in from Farside
just for this meeting.


“It’s
confirmed,” Mase said, leaning back in his chair with a heavy sigh. He looked
slowly around the small group in the conference room. “The FarQuest is gone.
From the last reports, we believe that Commander Tyler attempted to fly the
ship through the wormhole in the center of the black hole.”


“Why?” Isaac
asked in shock. “Why would they attempt to do that?”


“The ship was
badly damaged in an accident,” Mase responded. “There was some type of
explosion on board that damaged their drive systems. By the time they finished
the necessary repairs, they were trapped in the gravity field of the black hole
and were being pulled in. Professor LaRann felt their only hope of survival was
to attempt to navigate through the wormhole at the black hole’s center.”


“LaRann has
always theorized that a non rotating black hole of just the right size might
have a traversable wormhole,” commented Adam, shaking his head in disbelief. It
was difficult to acknowledge that Pierre and LeAnn might be gone. He just hoped
  Pierre’s theories had been correct and they had made it through safely.


“Tyler wouldn’t have agreed to it if he didn’t think they had a chance,” Anthony added, not
wanting to believe that two of his good friends had just died. “If anyone could
pull something like this off and survive it, it would be Ty and Captain Simpson.”


“What does
Teela say?” Isaac asked, curious to know what Star One’s AI thought about the
chances of the FarQuest surviving the passage through the wormhole.


“She claims
there is a fifty percent chance that they made it,” Mase answered. “Needless to
say, the people on Star One are very upset about these developments.”


“I don’t blame
them,” spoke Adam, knowing the research staff at Farside would be deeply
saddened upon learning the fate of LeAnn and Pierre.


Mase took a
deep breath and then looked at the assembled group. “The situation on Earth is
rapidly deteriorating also. There is widespread flooding and dangerous storms
spreading across the globe. From the few news reports we have been able to pick
up, it is utter chaos down there.”


“It’s the
affects of the neutron star and the black hole,” stated Adam, recalling the
latest data. “I have seen the simulations run by Teela on Star One. We’re about
thirty days away from seeing additional earthquake activity and sixty days from
increased volcanic eruptions. Millions of people are dying daily, and it’s only
going to get worse.”


“Millions,”
Linda uttered, stunned. She wondered how her parents were doing. They lived on
the outskirts of Kansas City in the Midwest and, with most communications out,
she had no way to contact them. She had tried several times but to no avail.
Major Daniels had even used one of the military communication satellites to try
to ring Linda’s mom’s cell phone, but there had been no answer.


“Yes,
millions,” Adam reiterated in a somber tone. “The harvest for this year has
pretty much been lost due to the storms. Crops that were ready to harvest are
being subjected to heavy rain, and the harvesting equipment can’t get into the
fields. In other areas, it’s so muddy that crops can’t be planted. There is
already widespread hunger, and the power grids are starting to fail.”


“It’s only
going to get worse,” Charles continued as he looked around the group. “I have
seen some of the weather satellite downloads, and there are massive hurricanes
in the Atlantic and typhoons in the Pacific. Several are larger and more
destructive than any ever recorded before. Shorelines are becoming inundated
with massive flooding and will never be the same again.”


Mase nodded;
he had seen Teela’s forecasts of what Earth was going to go through. “That’s
why it’s important we get the habitats completed. We’ll start seeing some
effects here as well shortly with an increase in moonquakes. Isaac, where are
we on the new Tycho City habitat and our reactor?”


“The digging
and blasting are finished, and the walls and the roof have been smoothed out in
the main cavern,” he reported as he glanced down at several sheets of paper in
front of him. “The fusion reactor is functioning normally and we are running
three shifts a day producing Luxen.”


“What exactly
is Luxen?” Jolene asked with a frown on her face. She had heard this metal
mentioned numerous times, but no one had really told her why it was so
important.


“It’s a
special alloy that can only be created under tremendous heat and pressure,”
Isaac explained. “The only way Luxen can be formed is inside a fusion reactor.
Until recently just Star One could produce Luxen, but with the construction of
our own reactor we are now producing it ourselves.”


“Luxen is
unusually strong and resilient, as well as impervious to most forms of
radiation,” continued Mase, arching his eyebrows. “Since its discovery it has
been used to line all of the rocket tubes, engines, and SRBs for our shuttles.”


“We will be
using Luxen for the main roof supports in the new Tycho City cavern as well as
a layer to cover the walls and the roof,” Isaac added. “We’re going to need a
lot of it, and that’s why we’re running a three shift operation.”


“Eventually we
will be adding a second fusion reactor, but that will have to wait until the
city is done,” Mase said.


Jolene nodded.
They were trying to do so much that, at times, it seemed almost impossible.
Only yesterday, they had finished the cavern for the second ecological habitat,
and she already had a team formed to begin working in it. She had also drawn up
plans for a third cavern if they could find the resources.


“We have
nearly finished laying the infrastructure for the new city,” added Steffan,
looking down at his notes. “We will begin actual construction of buildings in
about another week.”


“Sounds good,”
responded Mase, nodding his head and feeling pleased with the progress they
were making.


They continued
to discuss what else needed to be done as well as what had happened to the
FarQuest. Once the meeting was over, Mase intended to contact Steve again and
see if he had heard or found out anything more about the spacecraft. 


-


Trace was
standing on the porch looking down the long, winding drive. It was dark, and he
thought he had seen a light in the distance. The rain had stopped several hours
ago, and now only a light mist was falling, but Trace knew this was only a
brief respite. 


“See anything?”
his father asked, peering intently down the drive. His father was holding a 223
caliber AR-15 with a night scope on it. 


Trace reached
down to his waist and, pulling his nine-millimeter pistol from its holster, he
popped out the fifteen round clip to make sure it was fully loaded. Looking
down the driveway, he thought he saw the dim flash of a light again. It was
difficult to tell for certain through the mist. He replaced the clip, chambered
a round, replaced the pistol in the holster, and glanced over at his dad.
“There’s someone down there.”


“I know,”
James replied as Phillip Galleger stepped out onto the porch. He was carrying
his twelve-gauge shotgun and a pair of night vision goggles.


“You two stay
here and let me check this out,” Trace said as he stepped off the porch. “It
will be best if I do this alone.”


“Be careful,”
James cautioned. “You don’t know who may be out there.”


“I will,”
Trace responded.


The two older
men watched as Trace vanished into the night. “I hope he knows what he’s
doing,” spoke Phillip, gazing nervously down the road.


“He does,” responded
James, trusting his son’s military experience.


Trace moved stealthily
through the trees, being as quiet as possible. He had hunted this farm when he
was younger and was intimately familiar with every inch of it. He had to move
slowly as the ground was extremely muddy and slippery. After a few minutes, he
reached the point he wanted behind a large old oak tree at a bend in the
driveway. From here, he would be able to see anyone attempting to come up the
road. He had only been there for a minute when he heard voices.


“You think
they will have food here?” a man’s voice spoke.


“Damn right,”
another responded. “James Lewis and his wife Alice will have everything we
need.”


“Will they
give it to us?” another asked.


“It doesn’t
matter,” the second voice spoke. “We kill them and take what we need. A farm
like this, they’re bound to have a tractor or a four wheeled drive pickup we
can take. Hell, after we kill them we can just stay here for a while or at
least until this damn weather clears up.”


“It didn’t
feel right killing those farmers at that last house,” spoke the first man.
“They were out of food and hungry too.”


“Survival of
the fittest,” the second man spoke in an uncaring voice.


Trace took a
deep breath, slowly took his pistol out of its holster, and slid the safety
off. He took careful aim and waited. It was obvious that these men had already
killed and would kill again; that didn’t leave him much of a choice. He could
see three dim shadows out on the driveway.


“Crap,” one of
the men said as he slipped and fell in the mud. 


A light
flashed on, and that was all that Trace needed. One of the men was lit up lying
on the ground, and he had good silhouettes of the other two. His finger
tightened on the trigger and the man next to the one holding the light dropped.
Two more quick shots and there was silence. The light was still on, but now it
was lying on the ground.


Trace walked
out of the brush and flipped on the flashlight he had brought with him. Holding
his pistol at the ready, he walked slowly over to the three prone figures.


Two were
obviously dead, but the third was still alive. He was the one that had fallen originally
in the mud. He looked up at Trace with obvious fear in his eyes. “Don’t shoot,”
the man begged. “We didn’t mean any harm.”


Trace knew all
three of these men had already killed and would have tried to kill his parents
if the situation was different. Almost mechanically, he felt his arm rise and
the pistol bucked in his hand once more with a sharp, echoing report. The man
slid back down into the mud, joining his other two friends.


“What’s going
on?” Trace heard his father shout. 


James and
Phillip came running through the mud, their weapons at the ready. Both came to
a stop as they saw the three dead men at Trace’s feet.


“They were
coming to kill us and take our food,” Trace explained, trying to hold in his emotions
after killing three men. “I heard them talking about how they had already
killed another farm family earlier.”


“You did what
you had to do,” Phillip said as he shined his light over the three bodies. He
stepped over and checked to make sure all three were dead. “We will leave them
here for tonight and bury them in the morning once the sun comes up.”


“It’s getting
more dangerous every day,” James said as they turned and started walking back
toward the house. “We’re either going to have to post a guard or go into the
bunker.”


“I hate going
into the bunker so soon,” Phillip said with a frown. “But we may have no other
choice. There may be more looters like those three roaming around, and isolated
farms would be a good target.”


“We will get
together with the others in the morning and discuss it,” James suggested. He
looked over at Trace, who was very quiet. “You had no choice, Trace,” he said,
reaching out and putting his hand on his son’s shoulder.’


“I know, Dad,”
responded Trace, feeling an emptiness inside. “It’s just so hard.” He had hoped
that once the fighting at the cape was finished he would never have to use a
weapon again to take a life.


“We’re all
going to have to make hard decisions at some point in time,” James said. “Let’s
just hope we all make the right ones.”


-


Warren Timmons
was in the Control Center for the bunker, gazing at a number of screens on the
wall. Scene after scene of the ongoing disaster upon the surface was being
displayed. Some of the video feeds were being picked up from orbiting satellites
and others from a hidden antenna array upon the top of a nearby mountain.


“It’s getting
worse every day,” spoke Major Burns, shaking his head. “There are reports now
of widespread flooding worldwide, and the hurricanes and typhoons are flooding
vast areas of the world’s coastlines.”


“What about
our own government, how are they doing?” Warren asked. They had heard a few
government broadcasts, but all they seemed to be trying do was attempting to
blame the changes in the weather on Star One.


“Just the
usual propaganda,” Burns replied with disgust in his voice. “The individual
states are doing the best they can and the Federal government seems to be
helpless to deal with the worsening situation. From the latest reports, nearly
sixty percent of the power grid is now down and food is becoming scarce. We are
receiving widespread reports of looting and a complete breakdown of civil
control in some sections of the country.”


Warren nodded. This was just what the Super Crays had predicted. Once the earthquakes and
the volcanoes begin to erupt, the surface would quickly become uninhabitable.


“Do we have
room for more people?” he asked, turning to face Major Burns. He wondered if it
were feasible to try to rescue more people and bring them into the shelter.


“We would need
more supplies,” answered Burns, looking quizzically at Timmons. “Adding more
people would seriously stretch our resources and require us to open up the
bunker and reveal our location. Even with the horrid conditions on the surface,
word of our location would spread quickly through word of mouth. It would take
only one of the surviving radio stations to broadcast our position and Senator
Farley would be aware of our existence.”


“It was just a
thought,” Warren responded with a deep sigh. 


“Warren,” Burns spoke in an understanding voice. “We all know the hardships the people up
above are going through. We just need to concentrate on those we have been
entrusted with to make sure they survive this calamity.”


“You’re right
of course,” Warren replied as he watched one of the viewscreens, which showed a
small town inundated with rising water. There were a number of people trapped
upon roofs, and from what he could see; no one was attempting to rescue them.


“That is being
broadcast from a helicopter in Illinois,” a young blonde lieutenant reported
from her communications console. “We are receiving numerous video feeds similar
in nature from all over the country. The flooding is so bad, local governments
and even state governments are being overwhelmed. They just don’t have the
resources to respond to an emergency of this size.”


Warren nodded his head sadly. The scope of the human tragedy was beyond belief. What was
even more frightening was that this was only the beginning; the worst was yet
to come.







 



Chapter Fourteen


 


Mase was
standing on the lunar surface in his white spacesuit along with Anthony and
over a dozen others. They were all staring upward toward space. Up above a
brilliant light was visible where the Star One space station was in orbit. If
you watched closely, you could almost see it moving. Steve Larson and his team
had decided to move the station out of the Moon’s orbit and take it deeper into
the solar system. They had even been discussing taking it to the black hole and
attempting to take the station through the wormhole to escape a possible nova.


The reason for
this thinking was that Teela, the AI on Star One, was forecasting a good chance
that the sun would undergo a nova-like transformation due to the gravitational
stresses put on it by the close approach of the neutron star and black hole.
How serious this would be was still up for conjecture. Teela was unclear how
large the nova would be. Her simulations showed anything from a minor flare up
of the sun to a full sized nova, which would destroy the entire solar system.


Mase tapped
his com panel to send a message up to Star One. He was quickly put in touch
with Margaret Sullivan, the communications specialist on the station.


“Tell Steve he
has really lit up the night sky,” Mase commented as his gaze stayed riveted on
the sight above. The station had been equipped with four ion drives, and they were
slowly moving the station out of the Earth-Moon Lagrange point. “Some of us are
out on the surface watching the show, and the rest of Tycho City’s inhabitants are watching from their viewscreens. We all wish you the best of luck.” 


“Commander
Larson says thank you and that he will contact you later with the status of the
station,” Margaret replied. “Everyone’s pretty excited up here; we’re anxious
to see how well this works.”


“They’re
actually doing it!” Anthony spoke as he gazed upward in awe at the spectacle. 


The light had
become much brighter, and he knew that special SRBs attached to the station’s
hull had been fired to help accelerate the massive space station on its long
journey. Anthony knew special Luxen cables had been stretched between the three
wheels of the station to help stabilize it. There had also been a thick layer
of Luxen placed upon the outer hull to strengthen it for what was ahead.


It was sad to
know that so many of his friends were leaving. If they were successful in their
attempt to transit the wormhole, they would be permanently out of reach,
leaving Tycho City on its own. The station seemed to be moving faster, and Anthony
continued to watch with interest.


“We’re on our
own now,” Mase commented as he glanced over toward the edge of the crater where
he knew a Black Knight missile battery was located. 


He hoped
Senator Farley didn’t turn his wrath on Tycho City now that Star One was out of
his reach. They would have to be on guard the next few weeks for any signs of
interference from Earth. He also knew that shortly the worsening weather
conditions on Earth would make any attempt to attack Tycho City impractical.


“We were going
to be eventually anyway,” Anthony replied. “Star One might be able to survive in
the short term for a few years, but in the long term the space station is not a
viable option. At some point in time, if they had remained in orbit, they would
have had to come down here in order to survive.”


“Where’s
Jean?” Mase asked. Jean was Anthony’s younger sister.


“Doctor Klein
let her off to watch Star One,” Anthony replied. “She is over at Linda’s
apartment with Jolene and Karen.”


Mase nodded;
he knew very little work was currently being done because of all the excitement
about the space station leaving orbit. That had been the main topic of
conversation for the last several days. There had been a lot of calls made back
and forth as friends said goodbye to each other. The station would still be
within easy communications range for a few more months, but it wouldn’t be the
same when you looked up into space and Star One wasn’t hovering protectively
overhead.


“Linda wants
to cook us all supper tonight,” Mase added as he continued to watch the space
station slowly pull away from the Moon. 


He had a
number of close friends on Star One. It was sad to know that he would never see
any of them again. Steve Larson and he had been through a lot together over the
years as Steve built the massive space station and Mase did the same thing with
  Tycho City.


Captain
Struthers came over to stand next to Mase and Anthony. “Commander, I have
ordered the crews at the Black Knight stations to be extra vigilant for the
next few days.”


“I was going
to recommend that myself,” Mase replied with a nod. “I don’t think we’re in any
immediate danger, but we should be watchful in any case.”


“Do you think
they will make it?” asked Anthony, referring to the planned attempt by Star One
to transit the wormhole.


“I hope so,”
replied Mase, turning to look at Anthony. “Teela thinks they have a good chance
or they wouldn’t be considering it. If they make it they will be starting a new
human civilization somewhere else in our galaxy.”


The group
became quiet, as they all looked upward at the receding Star One space station.
Around them, the desolate gray lunar landscape seemed even lonelier as Star One
left its protective position above them.


-


Later that
evening, Mase was at Linda’s apartment with the others. “How is progress coming
with the second ecological habitat?” he asked from where he was sitting on the
couch. 


Linda and
Karen were in the small kitchen cooking. From the tantalizing aromas coming
from the kitchen, there was not doubt in Mase’s mind that this was going to be
an excellent meal.


“Great!”
Jolene replied with an excited smile. She was sitting in a chair across from
Mase. “The soil has been prepared, and we have already laid out the feeder
lines for nutrients and water. We will begin putting in the first garden plots
in a couple more days.”


“What about
the ponds for the fish?” asked Mase, recalling that Jolene had mentioned
raising fish in several small ponds in an earlier conversation.


Jolene brushed
her black hair back behind her shoulders with her left hand. “Steffan has a
crew coming tomorrow to build them for us. There will be four small ponds,” she
replied, recalling the latest designs. “Each will be one hundred and
twenty-five feet across and four feet deep. We will be raising four different
species of fish. We should have our first harvests in a little over six weeks
from the time the fish are first introduced into the ponds until they are large
enough to eat.”


“Any chance we
can fish in the ponds?” Anthony asked with a thoughtful look on his face. He
was sitting next to Jolene in one of the dining room table chairs. It had been
years since he had gone fishing on Earth. 


“I don’t think
so,” admonished Jolene, reaching over and poking Anthony in the side. “Tyler
Erin and John Gray tried that on Star One, and Julie confiscated all of their
fishing gear after she chased them out of the habitat where the fish were.”


“Yeah, John
told me about that,” replied Anthony, shaking his head. He could well imagine
his friend trying to escape his wife’s ire. It was a very comical thought.


“So, we’re
going to have fish to eat?” Jean asked surprised. She had been staying
extremely busy with Dr. Klein and hadn’t thought much about where their food
was going to come from.


“Yes,” Jolene answered.
“Once we get the third habitat built we should have fish, chicken, and pork
available to add to our meals.”


“No steaks?”
Anthony asked with a disappointed look on his face. It was going to be a big
disappointment to go into a restaurant and not find steaks on the menu. 


“Not for a
while,” replied Jolene, reaching over and patting Anthony on the leg. “I’m sure
you will be able to survive.”


“How’s your
work with Doctor Klein going?” asked Mase, looking over at Jean who was sitting
on the far end of the couch.


“It’s great,” she
replied with a big smile. “I’m learning so much and we have been really busy
getting the deep sleep chambers ready.”


“I was going
to ask Doctor Klein about that earlier, but never got around to it,” Mase said.
“How many people do we have under now?”


“Twelve
hundred,” replied Jean, promptly. “Doctor Klein says we have enough material
and medical supplies to put another one thousand into deep sleep over the next
six weeks.”


Mase nodded;
that would still leave over six thousand people awake. He would have a talk
with Doctor Klein about speeding up the process. That number needed to be fewer
than four thousand when the neutron star and black hole made their closest
approach.


“Supper’s
ready,” Linda informed them as she stepped into the room, taking off her apron.
“I hope everyone’s hungry!”


They all
gathered around the table, and their eyes widened upon seeing what Linda and
Karen had prepared.


“I didn’t know
you two could cook like this,” Mase said as he eyed the broiled rib-eye steak
on his plate. Looking across the table, he saw Anthony had a big happy grin on
his face.


They had
steaks, baked potatoes, green beans, fried okra, a green salad, and baked
rolls. Mase thought he could smell cinnamon, which hinted at a dessert hiding
somewhere out of sight.


“Linda, you
and Karen did great with this meal,” Jolene commented as she reached for the
salad. She knew that everything in the salad had been grown in her ecological
habitat, and she was anxious to taste it. She had offered to help with the
cooking, but Linda and Karen had insisted that they could handle it.


“We used to
cook together at home,” Linda said with a smile, remembering those days a few
years back. Then the smile slowly faded as she thought about her parents still
trapped on Earth.


Mase saw
Linda’s look of concern and could easily guess what she was thinking about. He
cut into his steak and took a bite. “This tastes great!” he said, breaking out
into a grin. He saw with satisfaction that a smile had returned to Linda’s
face.


“I don’t know
how often we can do this,” Linda spoke as she ate one of the small cherry
tomatoes in her salad. “I had some things put away in our small freezer.”


“Is this salad
all from the habitat?” Anthony asked Jolene as he took a cautious bite and his
eyes widened. “It actually tastes pretty good!” 


“Everything
except the salad dressing,” answered Jolene, pleased that Anthony liked the
salad. “We are already sending a lot of vegetables to the restaurants in Tycho City. If everyone would just eat a salad we could feed a big part of the refugees
that came up from Earth.”


“As we put
more of them into deep sleep it will put less stress on our food resources as
well as our recycling systems,” Mase commented as he cut another slice off his
steak. 


He knew that
currently Isaac and Steffan were spending much of their time making sure Tycho City’s systems stayed online from all the stress they were under. There was a full
time maintenance crew assigned just to handle the recycling systems.


“Mom and I
used to bake a lot back home,” Karen said as she buttered a roll. She had made
the rolls from scratch using one of her mother’s recipes. “Commander, what do
you think happened to our parents? Do you think they’re still alive?”


Mase looked
over at the twenty-two-year-old and for a moment, a serious look came over his
face. “It’s hard to tell,” he said, looking into Karen’s eyes. “There’s been
some flooding around Kansas City, but not as bad as the rest of the country.
From our latest reports, even their electricity is still working. There’s a
good chance your parents are fine and just trying to ride these storms out.”


“Don’t forget,
Karen,” spoke Linda, feeling her sister’s pain and concern. “There is a large solidly
built basement beneath the house. Dad made sure of that when they had the house
built. I’m sure they will be fine.”


Karen nodded
and slowly finished buttering her roll. She hoped that Linda was right.


Mase knew many
of the people in Tycho City were asking the same question that Karen had just
asked. Everyone still had loved ones and close friends trapped on Earth. The
coming months were going to be hard on everybody as the situation on Earth steadily
worsened.


-


 Warren
Timmons was in the Control Center of the bunker staring at Major Burns in
disbelief. “Star One did what?” he said in a loud and stunned voice.


“They left the
orbit of the Moon and, from what we can tell, are accelerating the station on a
course to rendezvous with the neutron star and black hole.”


Warren sat down in a chair and looked around the Control Center, feeling confused. “Why
would they do that?”


“No one knows,”
answered Major Burns. “I spoke to a few of the scientists earlier and they are
just as mystified as we are. We know something happened to the FarQuest a
number of days ago, and now Star One is under acceleration and rapidly leaving
the Earth and the Moon.”


“They must
have a reason,” said Warren, looking intently at Major Burns. “Something they
discovered about the neutron star and black hole from the FarQuest mission.”


“We may never
know,” replied Burns, shaking his head. “We don’t dare attempt to contact them
in case our transmission is picked up by Senator Farley’s military.”


“What about
General Mann?” Warren asked. “Does he have any idea?”


“No,” Burns
replied, shaking his head. “I spoke with the general earlier, and they are just
as mystified as we are.”


“I bet Senator
Farley is fit to be tied about this,” Warren added with a haunting smile. “Star
One is now effectively out of his reach.”


“Perhaps
that’s why they moved the station,” suggested Burns, thoughtfully. “Farley has already
attacked them with missiles; perhaps they are doing this to make the station unreachable
to further attacks. There is still a possibility they may change course away
from the neutron star.”


“I’m picking
up some radio transmissions from various stations reporting that Star One has
left the Lagrange point,” Lieutenant Reynolds reported from communications. She
checked several more stations and then turned around to face Major Burns and
Warren Timmons. “No one seems to understand what is going on with the space
station.”


“Steve Larson
knows what he’s doing,” spoke Warren, decisively. “I also bet that Mase Colton
on the Moon knows what’s going on. When things calm down some, we may attempt
to contact Colton and find out what Larson is up to. I’m really curious as to
what they had to do to make the station maneuverable like this. It wasn’t
originally equipped to be able to move out of the Lagrange point.”


Major Burns
nodded his head in agreement. It wouldn’t be much longer if the conditions on
the surface continued to deteriorate, that any type of reprisal from Senator
Farley would be impossible. Each day there were fewer and fewer radio stations
on the air as power grids continued to fail due to the inclement weather. It
wouldn’t be much longer until Farley’s control of the country was gone forever.


“What’s the
current status of the bunker?” asked Warren, turning to look at Major Burns
once again. “How are we doing on the new tunnel?” 


“Progress is
going well,” Burns replied. He had been on an inspection tour earlier. “Allen
Summers is spending most of his time in the tunnel supervising its construction,
and it’s coming along quickly.”


“What about
the dirt and rocks from the digging?” Warren asked with concern. “Where are we
putting that?”


“We have multiple
access tunnels dug into several old gold mines,” Burns responded. He walked
over to a cabinet on the wall and took out several maps, which showed the old
gold mines that honeycombed the area. Returning to the small table where Warren was sitting, he rolled one of them out.


“Old gold
mines,” mused Warren, looking down at the map. He could see a number of
underground tunnels that were marked in red.


“We’ve sealed
off the surface entrances, and we’re putting the dirt and rock inside the
tunnels,” Burns explained. “We have plenty of room and no one will ever know
what we’re doing.”


Warren nodded. Anything they could do to expand the bunker only made it more comfortable
for the 6,240 people that had made the bunker their home. Warren just hoped he
could continue to protect the people in the bunker and that they would all come
through the rough days that were still ahead.


He leaned back
in his chair and thought about all the people they had lost. President
Kateland, Jane Kinsey, Tim McPhryson, and the many others that had lost their
lives to ensure that some people could survive. Now, Steve Larson and General
Karver were leaving as well as Star One fled deeper into the black void of
space. 







 



Chapter Fifteen


 


Mase,
Anthony, Isaac, and Major Daniels were in the Control Center, staring in shock
at the main viewscreen on the wall. It showed that disaster had struck Los Angeles. The Pacific Ocean had moved in and reclaimed the city for its own. 


Only
a few of the city’s tallest buildings were still visible above the dark blue, turbulent
ocean water, and even those showed a tremendous amount of earthquake damage.
Most of the windows in the buildings were broken, and several were leaning over
at odd angles as if they were about to teeter and fall into the swirling water
below. Numerous helicopters could be seen flying over the cataclysmic scene
broadcasting to the few still operating media stations.


Debris
and countless bodies were plainly visible in the swirling water around the
surviving structures. Even as they watched, one of the remaining buildings
seemed to tremble and then disappeared as it collapsed on its foundation,
allowing the ocean waters to swallow it with little effort. On the roofs of a
few of the buildings, people could be seen waving frantically to the circling
helicopters, but none dared land for fear of not being able to take off again.


“From
the scans we have taken, an area of nearly 4,200 square miles has been taken
over by the ocean,” Major Daniels reported as she looked at the latest data
from the orbiting satellites.


“Millions
of people must be dead from this,” Anthony spoke in a low voice. “Where’s the
help; why is no one trying to rescue those stranded people?”


“There
is no organized federal government left,” Mase responded. He was briefed daily
on the evolving situation on Earth by Major Daniels. “Only a few of the state
governments are still functioning. For the most part, most communities are
finding themselves on their own and having to rely on their own resources.”


“There
is earthquake damage throughout California,” Major Daniels continued as she
studied some data coming across a computer screen. She turned and looked
intently at the others. “Numerous communities are begging for help from the
damage suffered in the earthquake and the influx of people. They are being
overwhelmed and have no resources available for the refugees.”


“There
is no help for them,” Anthony spoke his eyes glued to the screen that showed
hundreds if not thousands of people clinging to the wreckage and drifting out
to sea. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like to know that there was no help
coming. 


Mase
walked over and turned the viewscreen off. It was too depressing to watch, and
he could tell by the shocked silence in the Control Center that everyone had been
affected by what they had just witnessed.


“Earthquakes
have been gradually increasing for the past several weeks now,” Mase informed
them. “The situation on Earth will deteriorate even more rapidly now as the
neutron star gets nearer. The disaster in Los Angles is going to be repeated
hundreds if not thousands of times.”


“It’s
just hard seeing it for ourselves,” Isaac commented, his face ashen from what
he had seen on the screen. Taking a deep breath, he continued. “I just spoke to
Jackson Pierce at the mass driver and they are well underway with disassembling
it. We sent him some extra help so he can get the parts stored safely and
properly.”


“I
wonder if we will ever need it again?” asked Anthony, looking at the others.
“Star One is gone, and the Earth is in shambles. Even if people survive, I
seriously doubt if they will need any raw materials from the mass driver.”


“You’re
probably right,” replied Mase, looking at Anthony. He knew taking the mass
driver apart was a big project, but if they ever needed it again at least they
would still have it.


“I’m
getting a broadcast from an underground bunker in the Northeastern United
 States,” Corporal Stewart spoke suddenly as she listened more intently to the
broadcast. “A General Marcus Young is claiming that Senator Farley has been
removed as head of state. Local state governments are being given full
authority to deal with the current National Emergency and the Federal
Government, other than some parts of the military, is being disbanded.”


Everyone
looked at each other in surprise. They hadn’t expected to hear anything like
this. They wondered if the disaster in Los Angeles had anything to do with it. 


“Is
this for real?” asked Anthony, raising his eyebrow. “I’ve never heard of a
General Marcus Young before.”


“I
once knew a Colonel Marcus Young in the marines,” Captain Struthers mentioned.
“He was a good officer. If this is the same man, he would have been unwilling
to go along with Senator Farley’s ambitions. If he had the support, he could
very easily have removed Farley from power.”


“I
guess we will just wait and see,” Mase said, wondering what the ramifications
of this would be. It would be a huge relief not to have to worry about the
crazed senator anymore. “This doesn’t change anything, but it might make the
situation on Earth a little better for the survivors, at least for a while.”


“I
wonder what happened?” Anthony asked as he looked around the small group.
“Farley must have pissed off the wrong person.”


-


Mase
was standing in a secure bunker two hundred feet beneath the recently finished Tycho City cavern. The bunker was forty feet wide and over three hundred feet long. He
gazed carefully at the six long rows of glass cases that were laid out before
him. The cases were stacked four high, and there was a human body inside each
one. Each case was hooked up to monitoring equipment, and a low hum could be
heard throughout the bunker.


“How
many people are in here?” he asked, turning to face Doctor Klein who was
standing next to him.


“Nine
hundred,” Doctor Klein replied as he glanced at the monitors on a stack of
cases. He made a notation on a computer pad he was carrying and seemed to be
satisfied with the readings on the cases. “We have another six hundred in the
second bunker and Steffan has started work on the third.” 


Mase
nodded as he stepped over and gazed at a young woman in one of the cases. She
looked as if she were just sleeping. “How long can we keep them under?” he
asked, turning back around to face Doctor Klein.


“We’re
not certain,” confessed Klein, hesitantly. “This deep sleep drug was perfected
by Doctor Wruggi on Star One. I have spoken in depth to him about it, and he
feels like one year should be safe. More than that and we could lose some
people.”


“So
it wouldn’t be practical to keep them under for two years then,” Mase said,
feeling disappointed. He had hoped to be able to keep the sleepers under until
after the neutron star and black hole had passed and all construction work in
the new Tycho City and the ecological habitats was completed.


“There
is a way,” Doctor Klein said, hesitantly. “If we rotate the sleepers. Allow
this bunch to sleep for a year, awaken them, and then put a second group into
deep sleep.”


“How
many people can we put into deep sleep with the equipment and resources we have?”
Mase asked. 


He
had originally considered putting everyone except for about five hundred essential
personnel under until this crisis was over. It was taking longer than he had
thought, and he strongly suspected his original plan was not going to be
feasible.


“We’re
not going to have the time or the resources for more than three thousand,”
Doctor Klein said after a moment. “The time it takes to construct a deep sleep
chamber as well as the necessary monitoring equipment makes it impractical to
do more than that. We could rush everything, but it might result in us losing
some of the sleepers.”


Mase
nodded. He had hoped for greater numbers, but three thousand were that many more
people who were not going to be eating or consuming other valuable resources.
It would probably be wise to get with Isaac, Steffan, and Jolene to discuss further
expanding their food resources. He wondered how difficult it would be to add
several more ecological habitats to raise food. He knew they were being
stretched pretty thin with all the projects they were working on.


A
number of the mining operations on the lunar surface were in the process of being
shut down, and he would also have the crews from the mass driver available
shortly. That might give them the experienced people needed to build additional
habitats for Jolene. 


“Keep
me informed if you need anything,” Mase told Doctor Klein. “As you said, we
don’t want to rush this; if more people have to stay awake than we originally
planned, we’ll just have to find a way to deal with it.”


Mase
still wanted to visit the newest ecological habitat and check out the
fishponds. Then later, he was going to have Anthony fly him over to Farside to
meet with Adam Strong about whether to keep the observatory complex open much
longer. Mase knew that shortly they would start feeling the effects of the
neutron star and black hole, even here on the Moon.


-


Warren
Timmons was in the Control Center talking with Major Burns and General Mann.
General Mann was on the com system and currently speaking. “I have checked into
this General Young,” he was saying. “He was a colonel in the marines and a fine
officer. There is no doubt that he has indeed gotten rid of Senator Farley. He
has made several broadcasts and pretty well disbanded most of the military,
ordering them to return to their homes and help their families.”


“Should
we look for more survivors?” Warren asked. “We have several military bases
close by that might still have stores of supplies that could be used to feed
additional people.”


“I
don’t think so,” said General Mann after a moment. “Our best security is no one
knowing we’re here. Between the heavy rain and the earthquakes, the surface is
pretty well impassable. I think it’s best if we hunker down in our bunkers and
try to wait this out. I know that numerous people have been taken to caves and
other shelters around the country. Once this is over, we can try contacting
them.”


“The
earthquakes seem to be getting stronger and more numerous each day,” added Warren, recalling the tremors that seemed to be a normal part of their life now. “The
seismographs never seem to stop registering new quakes.”


“Another
good reason for us to stay inside,” General Mann commented. “The outside
conditions are steadily getting worse. Anyone you send out to look for survivors
could find themselves casualties.”


Warren let out a heavy sigh. He knew the
general was right. Their first priority had to be to the people that were in
their shelters and making sure they survived.


-


Trace
was standing on the porch of the house looking around. Everyone had gone into
the bunker and were now staying there. The house shook slightly, and he could even
see the trees swaying. After a moment, the tremor stopped and only the light rain
remained.


“Another
earthquake,” Phillip Galleger spoke as he stepped back out onto the porch
carrying two cups of coffee, one of which he handed to Trace.


Two
people were staying in the house on guard duty to ensure that no one came
snooping around. Since the three men that Trace had killed earlier, there had
been no signs of any other trespassers. It probably had helped that they had
gone down to the beginning of the long driveway and dropped several large trees
across it. 


Trace
nodded as he took a sip of his coffee. “We’re starting to get several of them a
day. I just hope the bunker can stand up to them if they get worse.”


Phillip’s
attention suddenly focused on the drive. “Trace, I think I saw some movement
down at the bend.”


Trace
put his coffee cup down and picked up his rifle, bringing the scope up to his eyes.
He watched for several moments and then put the rifle down, looking confused. “There
are three kids down there. Looks like a teenager and two younger ones.”


“Kids!”
Phillip exclaimed, and then his eyes narrowed. “It could be a trick to lure us
out.”


“I
don’t know,” Trace replied doubtfully as he picked up a pair of powerful
binoculars lying on a nearby chair. He put them to his eyes and after a moment,
laid them back down. “That teenager is Stew Donaldson and the two kids are his
younger brother and sister. Something’s wrong.” Trace knew the Donaldsons; they
lived a couple of miles down the road.


Trace
stepped off the porch leaving his rifle. He still had his nine-millimeter
pistol at his waist if he needed it. “Phillip, stay here and cover me. I don’t think
this is a trick, but let’s play it safe. I will go talk to Stew and see just
what’s going on.”


Trace
walked slowly down the drive. The light rain had changed to a mist and the
closer he got to the bend, the clearer it became that it was indeed the Donaldson
kids.


“Stew,
what’s wrong?” Trace asked as he finally reached them. The three were standing
there looking lost and confused.


“It’s
our parents,” Stew sobbed. “Two men came to the house demanding that we turn
over all of our food to them. Mom told us to go out the back before they saw us
and come here to ask for help. We’ve been walking for several hours in the mud
and rain. I didn’t think we were ever going to make it.”


Trace
looked around and saw that there was no one else in sight except the three
kids. “Let’s go up to the house and get all three of you cleaned up and
something warm to eat.”


“What
about mom and dad?” asked Stew, worriedly. “Those men might hurt them.”


Trace
was quiet for a moment. “Let me worry about your parents, I’ll go check on them
as soon as we get the three of you taken care of.”


Trace
took the kids up to the house and turned them over to Phillip. They also used
their handheld radios to call down to the bunker and inform them of what had
happened.


“What
are you going to do, Trace?” Phillip asked with concern in his voice as he saw
Trace pick up his rifle with a determined look upon his face.


“I’m
going to go check on the Donaldsons,” Trace answered as he checked his rifle
and made sure he had several extra clips of ammunition. He heard steps on the
porch and his mom and dad appeared. Alice went immediately to the Donaldson
kids and began attending to them.


“What’s
the plan, Trace?” asked James, seeing his son was getting ready to leave.


“I’m
going to the Donaldsons and check things out,” Trace replied as he popped the
clip out of his pistol and made sure it was fully loaded.


James
stepped closer and spoke in a lower voice. “Trace, if those were looters
there’s little chance that the Donaldsons are still alive.”


“I
know, dad,” replied Trace, softly. “But this way I can make sure they don’t
come here or attack another family.”


James
nodded. He understood and agreed with Trace’s reasoning. “You want any of us to
come along?”


“No,
I’m going to take a shortcut through the woods and come up behind the Donaldson’s
house. It should be nearly dark by the time I get there.”


“Be
careful,” Phillip cautioned. “These men could be dangerous.”


“I
doubt whether these men will be expecting any trouble,” Trace responded as he
slipped on a dark colored poncho. “I’ll be back as soon as I’ve taken care of
this.”


Phillip
and James watched from the porch as Trace walked over to the woods and vanished
from sight.


“There’s
an old game trail he can take almost all the way to the Donaldsons,” James
spoke as he watched the forest where Trace had entered. He let out a deep
breath, knowing he would be worried about Trace until he returned. “The
Donaldsons are good people, something like this shouldn’t be happening to
them.”


“What
do we do about these three kids?” asked Phillip, looking back toward the door
of the house. He could hear Alice trying to soothe the children.


James
was silent for a moment. “If their parents are dead, then we take them to the
bunker. I’m not going to turn these kids out alone.”


“I
wasn’t asking you to,” Phillip responded as he looked inside the door at the
three Donaldson kids. “We will make room for them.”


-


It
took Trace a little over an hour to make it to the Donaldson’s house. It was
nearly dark, and he could see no lights inside the old wood farmhouse. Trace
decided to wait a few minutes before making his move. Once it was dark, he
would go up to the farmhouse and see just what had happened.


Trace
waited patiently and soon everything was covered in a veil of darkness. Moving
as stealthily as possible, he reached the house and began to make his way
around it toward the front where the porch was. He was almost there when he
heard two men talking.


“At
least there was food here in this house,” one was saying.


“There’s
more in the cellar over there,” the other replied. “There are enough jars of
canned food to last us for months.”


“It’s
a shame you had to kill the woman,” the first man replied. “I would have liked
another turn with her.”


“You
got her first,” the other replied. “Besides, by killing them the food will last
longer. We also don’t have to worry about watching someone. Take my word for
it, it’s better this way.”


Trace
felt anger spread through him. It was evident these men had killed Fred
Donaldson and then raped his wife. The Donaldsons had been a good family and
friendly neighbors. They had even been offered a place in the bunker but had
politely refused, saying they would be fine at their home.


Trace
edged to the corner of the house and risked looking around it. The two men were
sitting on a couple of chairs with a small Coleman lantern on a table giving
them light. Both looked as if they hadn’t taken a bath or changed clothes in
days.


Laying
his rifle down, Trace pulled out his pistol and chambered a round into the
firing chamber. With his thumb, he slid the safety off. Then he stepped out
into the open where the two men could see him.


“Don’t
move a muscle,” he warned in a cold voice. “Where are the Donaldsons?”


The
two men looked at Trace in shock and then at each other. They had rifles but
had left them inside.


“Who
are the Donaldsons?” one of them stammered.


“We
didn’t find anyone in this house,” the other added, his eyes darting from side
to side as if looking for a weapon to use.


“The
Donaldsons are the people you killed and whose food you have been eating,” Mase
replied as he raised his pistol.


“Crap,”
one of the men said, standing up. “Look here mister, we will share the food
with you. It’s getting scarce as hell, and there’s plenty of it here. We hadn’t
eaten for days until we found this farmhouse. These people were hoarders
keeping all of this for themselves.”


Trace
felt emotionless as he looked unsympathetically at the two men. He didn’t even
notice when his pistol went off, putting a bullet in the head of the man that
was standing. It bucked in his hand again, and the one sitting down slid out of
his chair to collapse unmoving on the porch.


Stepping
up on the porch, Trace checked both men, satisfying himself that they were
indeed dead. Then he went inside the house to check on the Donaldsons. Fred
Donaldson he found in one of the kid’s bedrooms with a bullet in his chest. In
the main bedroom, he found Fred’s wife. He carefully covered her body with a
sheet and took another to put over Fred. He felt cold anger and revulsion over
what the two men had done to the Donaldsons. 


Going
back out onto the porch, Trace sat down on the top step and took a deep breath.
He had hoped that when he came home all the killing would stop. It almost
seemed as if it had followed him here. Trace sat there for several minutes and
then stood up. He would go back home and then come back in the morning. They
would need to get some of the kid’s clothes and move the food to the bunker as
well as bury the Donaldsons.


As
he walked back through the woods, his mind was full of concern and dread. How
do you tell three young kids that their parents are dead? Somehow, he was going
to have to find a way.







 



Chapter Sixteen 


 


Mase
was at Farside speaking with Charles Turner and Adam Strong about the future of
the observatory complex. He had been debating for quite some time now on
whether it should be shut down or not. The decision needed to be made quickly
as moonquakes were becoming more frequent each day.


“Just
forty people,” Adam pleaded not wanting to see the complex abandoned. “We have
a deep shelter that can handle that many if the living quarters become
compromised. Even as he spoke, he felt the conference room shudder slightly
from a distant moonquake. 


Mase
leaned back in his chair frowning, and then he glanced over at Andrew Carnegie
the chief engineer for Farside. “Andrew, what do you think? Would it be safe
for the number of people that Adam wants to stay?”


“The
deep shelter is sheathed in Luxen,” Andrew replied in a calm and steady voice.
“We have done a lot of work in strengthening the dome for the Albertson reflector.
As long as we don’t have a major moonquake beneath us we should be fine.”


“This
complex is built on a stable area of the Moon,” Adam spoke. “We did that
because of the reflector and the dish arrays. There is a very low chance of a
major moonquake.”


“We
can’t miss this opportunity,” Charles added in an extremely serious voice. His
eyes focused intently on Mase. “The opportunity to study a neutron star and a
black hole at close range will never occur for us again. Not only that, but we
need to continue to track Star One.”


“We’ve
also built a safe room inside the dome,” Andrew continued. “If we suffer a
major moonquake, anyone working in the dome will have ample time to get inside it
if there is a failure in the dome structure.”


“How
many people will be inside the dome at any given time?” Mase asked. 


“About
ten at the most,” answered Adam, thinking about the plans that he and Charles
had discussed. “We can control the Albertson reflector as well as the dish
array from there with only ten people.”


“Most
of the time there will only be four or five people in the dome,” Adam said, placing
his hands on the table. “We will only have one shift per day with a crew of ten;
the other two work shifts will only have four or five people.”


After
more discussion, Mase finally agreed to allow forty people to stay at the
observatory complex. The rest would be evacuated to Tycho City gradually over
the next several weeks.


“Don’t
let me down,” he said as he stood up. “This complex isn’t worth someone losing
their life over.”


“We
won’t,” promised Adam, feeling relieved that the commander was going to allow
the complex to stay open. “If the quakes get bad we will evacuate everyone to Tycho City.”


-


An
hour later, Mase was staring out the cockpit window of the shuttle at the
desolate gray lunar landscape below. Then, taking a deep breath, he looked over
at Anthony. “Did I make a mistake in letting them stay?”


Anthony
was silent for a moment. “I don’t think so. While you were in the meeting with
Adam, I went down and inspected their deep shelter. It’s built as well as
anything in Tycho City. They have spacesuits placed at strategic locations,
including the safe room in the dome. Carnegie has thought this through very
well. Unless they have a moonquake that just swallows the entire observatory
complex, they should be okay.”


Mase
nodded, turning his gaze back toward the Moon’s surface. His eyes wandered up,
and he could just see the Earth on the distant horizon. It looked so much
different than it had just a few months back. The blue and white globe had
changed. Now it had a brown tinge in the atmosphere from the dust and other
pollutants that had been thrown up from erupting volcanoes.


“What
about this General Young that has been trying to contact us?” Anthony asked as
he reached forward and made a slight adjustment to the shuttle’s controls. “Are
you ever going to respond to him or try to contact the other bunkers?”


“Yes,
I think so,” answered Mase, folding his arms across his chest. General Young
was sending a message once a week to Tycho City asking to speak to Mase.
“General Karver says the man is a good officer and trustworthy. We’ve just been
waiting for travel on the surface to become impossible. We don’t want to
endanger any surviving bunkers by allowing anyone who might intercept our
conversations to figure out where they are. The survivors are having enough
problems without us adding more to them.”


Anthony
nodded as he scanned his controls. The shuttle he was flying was one of the
smaller ones and very dependable. He made a minor adjustment to their course
and began to climb higher. Off in the distance he could see a volcano erupting
and he was changing their course to go around it. There had been very few
volcanic eruptions so far on the Moon. The lava was down so deep that only a
major seismographic event could cause one of the ancient dormant volcanoes to
erupt.


“What’s
the latest situation report from Earth?” Anthony asked as he gazed down at the
volcano. He knew that Mase was briefed daily by Major Burns.


“It’s
steadily getting worse,” Mase replied in a somber tone. “The earthquakes are
getting more powerful, and it’s not uncommon to have several massive tidal
waves a day hitting the coasts all over the world. There have been so many
volcanic eruptions the past month that the atmosphere in most places is no
longer safe to breathe.”


“What
about survivors?” asked Anthony, knowing that the death toll on Earth had to be
in the billions by now. 


He
knew it would be difficult to survive out in the open with all the pollutants
in the air. In only a matter of a few more weeks, the surface would probably be
uninhabitable. The only survivors would be in the deep cave systems and the
underground bunkers.


“We’re
still picking up a few civilian stations, but most of the bunkers are staying
quiet,” Mase responded. “There’s also a lot of interference in Earth’s
atmosphere from the volcanic eruptions and the dust and ash. Teela has turned
control of all of the military satellites over to us. She also programmed the
computers on the satellites so no one else can access them without our
permission. We have been discussing communicating with the survivors so we can
better assess who has a chance of surviving.”


“I’m
glad we can access the military satellites,” commented Anthony, knowing that
some of them had really powerful cameras and observation equipment on board.
Several of them were also capable of measuring contaminants in the Earth’s
atmosphere.


“They
have been useful,” admitted Mase, thinking about all the information that Major
Daniels gathered daily from them and then condensed to cover in their daily
meeting.


Anthony
nodded as he looked up into the deep darkness of space and the unwinking stars.
Somewhere out there was Star One as it moved ever closer to the neutron star
and black hole. He let out a deep sigh, knowing he would never see or talk to
his friends on the station again.


Mase
watched the lunar surface below as he made a decision. In two more weeks, he
would authorize contacting General Young and perhaps the two secret underground
bunkers. He was pretty sure the military communication satellites they
controlled could cut through the interference in the Earth’s atmosphere. 


He
was also fairly confident that he would not be putting any of the three bunkers
in danger by communicating with them. After speaking with the three bunkers, he
would decide about attempting to contact others. If everyone was in agreement,
he might have Major Daniels launch a search to see just who else was still
alive on the planet.


-


General
Young was in the communications center speaking to Captain Wells. “So you don’t
feel it’s safe to search for any more survivors out on the surface?”


“No,
Sir,” Wells replied as he studied the general’s face. “The conditions outside
are steadily getting worse, and we now have to wear breathing masks
continuously. We have only found half a dozen additional survivors this past
month.”


“I
still think we should keep a patrol or two out,” Young spoke. He didn’t want
anyone sneaking up on the bunker and causing problems, particularly Senator
Farley if he was still alive. Even though the conditions up on the surface made
that doubtful, he would still rather play it safe.


“I
will talk to Sergeant Adams about sending out several small patrols,” Wells
responded. “Shortly they will have to wear full containment suits just to go
outside.”


“I
don’t want them going more than a few miles from the bunker,” Young added. “I
also want them to stay in radio contact.”


“Sir,
I have Mase Colton on the com system,” Corporal Anise Fransen suddenly reported
with an excited look upon her face. She reached up and brushed her blonde hair
back as her deep blue eyes gazed at General Young.


“About
time!” Young said, walking hurriedly over to the com panel. “Put him on the
speaker.”


“Yes,
Sir,” Anise replied as she pressed the appropriate button on her communications
panel.


“General
Young, this is Commander Mase Colton. I understand you have been wanting to
speak with me?”


“Commander,
it’s a relief to hear your voice,” Young began. It was great to hear from other
survivors. He had so many questions he wanted to ask the Tyco City commander. “We have been curious about some things down here.”


“We
have some questions as well,” Mase responded. 


“I
can guess what about,” answered Marcus as he recalled some of the horrendous
events that had occurred in the bunker while Senator Farley was in charge. “I
will start first and explain what has happened.”


Marcus
spent fifteen minutes explaining what Senator Farley had done and how he had
finally been deposed. Once he was done, there was silence from the other end of
the com. 


Finally,
Mase spoke again. “We suspected something like that. We have been hesitant to
contact you because we were not sure who else might be able to intercept our
communications. Now, with the conditions on the surface, that is no longer an
issue. What I would like to do is see how many survivors we can locate and what
their current situation is. It might be useful once the neutron star and black
hole have passed.”


Marcus
hesitated for a moment and then began speaking again. “We are currently in
touch with two other bunkers here in the eastern part of the United States. We suspect there are others, but due to the interference in the atmosphere
have not been able to contact anyone else for quite some time.”


“Our
communications satellites should be able to cut through most of the
interference,” Mase replied. “We also have a list of potential bunker sites
that General Karver has furnished us.”


“General
Karver,” spoke Marcus, feeling surprised at hearing the name. “Is he still
alive?”


“Yes,
he’s on Star One.”


“Speaking
of Star One, why is the space station heading toward the black hole?”


-


Mase
had finally finished speaking to General Marcus. Marcus had spent some time
describing the conditions around his bunker and the other two he was in contact
with. Overall, between the three bunkers, there were 6,800 survivors. Mase just
wondered how many more they could reach.


“Major
Daniels, we have the list from General Karver, which designates the potential locations
for survivors. I want you to begin sending messages to those locations and see
if we can get a response.”


Daniels
nodded as she examined the comprehensive list. There were over eleven hundred
potential sites listed in the United States alone where there could still be survivors.
Some of these were military bunkers, others were civilian, but the majority
were private bunkers built by small groups of survivalists. There were also
cave systems as well as numerous underground areas in some of the major cities.
The list even contained the bottom floors of parking garages, subway systems,
and underground transit tunnels.


“This
will take a while,” commented Daniels, letting out a deep breath. She knew this
was going to be a big project as it might take more than a couple of attempts
to break through the atmospheric interference in some areas.


It
was going to take days to send messages to all of those locations. Even if
there were survivors in some of the locations, there was a good chance they
would not have a powerful enough transmitter to send back a response.


“I
realize it’s going to take some time,” Mase responded. “Just do what’s
necessary.”


Daniels
nodded; she would call in some more of Captain Struthers’ marines, who were
communication experts. This was going to be a major undertaking. 


When
Mase was finished in the Control Center, he made his way to the new Tycho City construction site. As he entered the cavern, he paused and looked at the work
that was being done. Over twelve hundred people were currently involved in the
construction of the new city. Already over half a dozen ten story apartment
buildings had been completed, and twenty more were in the process. 


Each
building would have three underground levels. Private homes and other public
buildings would also have underground levels. It was a massive building project,
but it was progressing rapidly. The new Tycho City would extend seventy five
hundred feet along the center of the eight hundred foot wide cavern. A wide, two-lane
street would divide it. 


There
would only be a few streets large enough to allow access to battery operated
vehicles. For the most part, going from one section of the city to another
would be done by walking. There would also be an underground transit system
that ran below the street to allow more rapid access to different parts of Tycho City if it were needed.


“It’s
coming along quickly now,” Isaac commented as he walked up to Mase. “Two more
months and we will be able to start moving people in.”


Mase
nodded, he felt the ground tremble slightly and looked over at Isaac. 


“Ground
tremors,” Isaac confirmed with a frown. “They’re almost nonstop now.”


“Are
they causing any damage?” Mase asked with some concern in his eyes. This was a
large cavern and their future depended on it staying intact.


“No,
not yet,” Isaac replied. “As long as we don’t have a major ground movement
close by we should be fine. The Luxen support beams should be able to handle
the moonquakes.”


Mase
nodded and watched as two excavation machines rumbled past toward a digging
site. He just hopped they could get everything done in time.


-


Deep
beneath the Pacific, a major fault line suddenly ruptured from the tremendous
pressure it had been under. The ocean floor, in some areas, dropped by nearly
one thousand feet in just a few minutes. Several underwater mountains collapsed
as the massive earthquake intensified, sending shock wave after shock wave
through the sea floor.


As
the tremors raced toward the west coast of the United States, a series of
massive waves began to build. Off the Oregon and Washington coasts, the water
suddenly began to recede, exposing the sea floor for several miles. In the
distance, a deafening, roaring sound almost like a freight train began to grow.



There
was nothing living to watch as the two mile high mountain of water struck the
coast, destroying the last vestiges of human civilization along the shore and
far inland. The wave traveled for hundreds of miles in some areas, wiping out
towns and homes that lay in its path. Behind it, other waves hammered the coast,
some almost as large as the first.


In
other areas of the United States volcanoes continued to erupt. Mount St. Helens exploded in a fiery blast that made the eruption back in 1980 look minuscule.
Mountains of lava poured forth, and fiery ash and smoke billowed up into the
sky. The area for miles around was leveled.


In
 Yellowstone, the caldera began to stir. There were several minor eruptions and
releases of gases, but no major eruption. The magma chamber continued to fill,
and pressure was steadily mounting. It was only a matter of time before it had
to be released.


In
  Florida, a massive tidal wave swept completely across the state, eliminating
all signs of the former cape complex and the battlefield to the north of it. The
highest point in Florida was Britton Hill at 345 feet above sea level. The wave
height was two hundred feet above it as it swept on past and rolled into Southern Alabama.


In
North Carolina, in a sheltered valley in the Blue Ridge Mountains, a small
village still held a few people struggling to hold on to life. Each day their
lives were becoming harder as their food supplies began to run low and the air became
more difficult to breathe. Less than two hundred people remained in the small
village, and it had been weeks since they had any contact with the outside
world. 


Most
of the trees in the surrounding forest were dead or dying from the acid rain
and general pollution in the atmosphere. The only doctor in the village knew that
their days were numbered as more people came by his office daily with severe
respiratory problems. The few people who ventured outside their homes had to
wear white masks to help with the air, but even those were beginning to have
little effect.


The
few hunters who were still going out searching for wild game were coming back
with stories of finding dead deer and even a few dying black bears in their
dens. There was very little if any game remaining alive in the nearby
mountains.


The
doctor walked over to the large window in his office and gazed out. He had
known these people all of his life, delivered most of their children, and now
he would have to oversee them as they died. He knew their time was rapidly
running out. Letting out a deep sigh, he went and sat down, his head lowered
toward the floor. In a few more days, he knew it would be over, and he could
finally find peace from this ordeal.


In
deep space, the neutron star and black hole came ever nearer. They were now
less than seven billion miles from the Earth. Already, their gravity was
beginning to pull the planets out of their orbits and cause the sun to blaze up
with massive solar flares.


On
the Moon at the Farside complex, Adam Strong and Charles Turner kept a careful
watch on the approaching duo as well as upon the sun. They were recording
everything. Their biggest regret was that LeAnn and Pierre weren’t here with
them. Both of the astronomers had gone back and read over Pierre’s research notes
on black holes and traversable wormholes. 


It
did seem slightly possible that the FarQuest might indeed have survived its
passage through the wormhole. If it did, it could be lost in space as well as
in time. What made both of them nervous was that Steve Larson and Star One were
now bound toward the black hole to attempt to traverse the wormhole also. They
knew that all they could do was watch. There would be no way to know if the
space station would survive its valiant attempt to leave the solar system.







 



Chapter Seventeen


 


Mase was in
the Control Center anxiously watching one of the two main viewscreens. It
showed the massive Star One space station on a trajectory to intersect the
black hole. The view was from a trailing satellite probe that was recording
everything. 


From their
most recent communication with Star One, the station was now just four hours
away from entering the absolute darkness that was the black hole. They had
already lost voice communication from the interference. Mase just hoped and
prayed his friends would make it through the ordeal they were about to go
through. There was also a video feed being sent from Farside where they were
using the Albertson reflector to keep track of Star One’s progress.


“I hope they
make it,” Anthony said as he watched intently from Mase’s side. “John is piloting
Star One and is going to try to keep it in the center for its passage through
the wormhole. It will be very difficult with the gravity extremes he will be
dealing with.” 


Anthony knew
this would be a herculean task for the talented shuttle pilot. The station had
been equipped with ion drives, SRBs, and additional thrusters to keep it
aligned properly. Teela the AI would also be assisting as her reactions were
almost instantaneous.


“If they make
it, they will be safe from the neutron star and the black hole,” Isaac added as
he gazed fixedly at the two screens showing Star One. “They will be starting
the human race over in another part of the galaxy.”


“They’re
really starting to pick up speed,” Major Daniels reported as she studied the
data from Farside as well as the probe that was following Star One. The neutron
star and the black hole’s gravity are pulling them in.”


For the next
several hours, everyone was silent as they watched the scene being played out
on the viewscreens. Minute by minute the space station rushed nearer to the
black hole at an every increasing rate of speed.


“They’re
almost there,” Anthony whispered as the station and the black hole seemed to
reach toward one another. He knew that Teela had plotted their course to avoid the
neutron star and allow the black hole to drag them down toward its dark center.


He could sense
the tension in the room as everyone hoped Star One would succeed in its daring
gamble. If they were successful, the human race would go on even if it died out
here in the solar system. It became suddenly quiet as everyone watched the end
of the drama being played out on the screens.


“Insertion,”
Daniels spoke as Star One vanished into the event horizon of the black hole. Then
she looked over at Mase and Anthony. “It’s over.”


“It was over
hours ago,” commented Mase, cocking his eyebrows. “What we are seeing occurred
over six hours ago, and by now Star One is in another solar system far away
from here.” 


Mase let out a
deep sigh. It was hard to accept that Steve Larson and the rest of the people
on the massive space station were now gone. The night before Mase had sent a
farewell message to Steve wishing him and his people the best of luck. For a moment,
Mase felt an overwhelming sense of loneliness. Up until this time, Star One had
shared the burden of what was happening in the solar system. Now they were
gone. The sad thing was they would never know if Star One had been successful
in transiting the wormhole.


A sudden
rumbling shook the Control Center and Mase nearly fell. The lights dimmed
briefly and then brightened back up. He managed to grab a console to keep his
precarious balance as he looked around. No one was panicking; they were just
waiting for the tremor to stop. After a few moments, the rumbling ceased.


“They’re getting
worse,” Isaac spoke worriedly as he stepped closer to Mase and Anthony. “We’re
beginning to experience one or two major moonquakes a day now besides the
smaller ones.”


Mase nodded.
The Control Center had been heavily reinforced with Luxen and should be safe,
as well as the hangars and the landing pads above. There were twelve of the
large shuttles inside the hangars as well as the normal shuttles that were
commonly used on the Moon. It was essential that they survive intact in case
they were needed in the future.


The small group
made their way back to Tycho City and soon found themselves staring out over
the original cavern. All the tents were gone as well as most of the people.
They had been moved into the larger and sturdier cavern that contained the new Tycho City. The power was still on, and it looked as if the city had just been left as it
was with the lights on.


“I hope this
cavern survives,” Isaac commented as they got into an elective car to make the
trip to the far end of the cavern and into the larger one.


“What do you
think the odds are?” Mase asked. He hoped the cavern survived also. It would
give them additional space to expand back into later if it was needed.


“Fifty fifty,”
Isaac responded after a moment. “Steffan ran some computer simulations on the
stress the cavern might be subjected to. If we had the extra Luxen we could
strengthen the ceiling, but we need everything we are producing for the second
fusion reactor cavern as well as the new ecological habitats we are adding.”


Mase nodded.
Jolene had recently requested they build another and larger ecological habitat
to ensure they had an adequate food supply. Mase had agreed to this, as it
would provide more variety in what they could produce.


“Commander, we
need to return to the Control Center,” Major Daniels spoke nervously as she
listened to a message over the small radio she always carried. Her eyes grew
wide with concern as she added, “Yellowstone is erupting!”


-


Warren Timmons
looked over at Major Burns with a look of great worry. “Are we certain it’s Yellowstone?”


“Yes, we’ve
confirmed it,” Burns replied in a steady voice. “We have had a series of
steadily increasing earthquakes there for the past week, and now they are
nearly off the scale. From the satellite data, there is no doubt that Yellowstone is experiencing a major eruption.”


Warren sat down and let out a deep breath. “Yellowstone is a supervolcano. It can cause
more damage than all the other volcanoes currently erupting in the entire
hemisphere.” Warren had seen computer simulations in the past of what an
eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano would look like as well as its
disastrous consequences.


“If there are
any survivors in that area or to the east, this will finish them off,” Burns
said, shaking his head. “Even a bunker might not be safe from this. The air
will be fouled, and there will be a tremendous amount of ash.”


Warren nodded in understanding. Over the last several months, the situation on the surface
had steadily worsened. It was nearly impossible to go outside now without a
full containment suit on. He doubted if there was anyone still alive outside of
an underground facility.


-


The ground
around Yellowstone shook, and massive fissures opened up. From several of these
red hot lava flowed freely. In other areas, geysers of lava leaped hundreds of
feet into the air. The trees and wildlife around the park had long since died.
There was not a living creature within one hundred miles as the caldera finally
let forth with its full, unbridled fury. 


Four massive
explosions rocked Yellowstone as the super volcano finally erupted as the magma
chamber was fully breached. Smoke and rocks were hurled thousands of feet into
the air. The trees in the surrounding forests were leveled from the blasts, and
then the deadly ash began to fall. The ash cloud in the coming days would cover
a good quarter of the United States.


-


Trace was
eating a light meal in the underground bunker thinking about what needed to be
done for the day. The bunker was laid out along a long corridor that branched
off into a T at the end. Sixteen small eight-by-ten rooms off the T served as
bedrooms. There were also four large storage rooms, which contained enough supplies
for several years. There was a large dining room with half a dozen long tables
where everyone could eat if they wanted or spend time playing games. On one
side of the room were several large couches, which faced a wall with a large TV
screen on it where movies could be watched. 


Emily had
checked and been pleased at the large selection of videos that were available. Several
of her favorites were included as well as some that Trace enjoyed. There were
also several game consoles against another wall, which helped to occupy the
younger kids. Their son Nate and Stew Donaldson spent a lot of time on the game
consoles competing against one another.


“Do you have
to go outside today?” Emily asked with anxiety in her voice. “It always makes
me nervous when you do.”


“You know I have
to,” replied Trace, putting his arm around his wife. “I have to check the air
filters in the generator room.” 


While most of
their electricity was furnished by the two wind generators, the wind did not
blow all the time. A small concrete blockhouse behind the hill that contained
the bunker had two large diesel generators inside. When the power from the wind
generators dropped too low, one of the generators would automatically kick in.
There was a large, open window on each of the four walls of the generator room
to allow air in. In each window was a double air filter to keep contaminants
from getting in and fouling the generators. The filters had to be changed at
least once per week.


Trace looked
over at the Donaldson kids. They were still having a hard time adjusting to the
loss of their parents. All three of them were currently over at a game console
playing a video game with Nate. There were other children in the bunker and
sometimes life almost seemed normal when you heard them laughing. The three
Donaldson kids kept to themselves for the most part. Emily and Trace’s mother
were spending a lot of time with the kids helping them to adjust.


Later, his
father helped him put on his containment suit. For now at least, oxygen tanks
were not needed, but a special breathing mask was. Once the suit was on Trace
opened up the inside door of the bunker and stepped into the cellar. The cellar
had a shower and drain installed where he could rinse the suit off once he
returned. He stepped over to the cellar door and, opening it, stepped through
and shut it securely behind him. He was surprised to find himself standing in
several inches of volcanic ash.


 “Crap,” he
muttered as he looked around, taking note of the change in his surroundings. 


It was the
middle of the afternoon and normally you could still see quite well in the
reduced light caused by the heavy cloud layer. But not today. It was almost
dark outside. He went back inside the cellar, opened a small cabinet on the
wall, and took out a large flashlight. Flipping it on, he went back outside. 


He could see heavy
gray ash falling from the sky. A volcano had erupted somewhere close by, or a
massive one farther away. He wondered if it could be Yellowstone. He had read somewhere
that the ash cloud from a major eruption at Yellowstone could even reach this
part of Northeast Oklahoma.


Taking a deep
breath, Trace closed the cellar door behind him and secured it. He then trudged
around the hill toward the generator building. Looking down at the ground, he
guessed the ash was nearly six inches deep in places. If this was indeed Yellowstone, he would hate to think what it was like closer to the volcano.


Reaching the
blockhouse, Trace opened the door after using his feet to clear the ash that
was piled up in front. Stepping inside, he closed the door behind him. Reaching
over to the wall, he flipped on the light switch and a light on the ceiling
came on, illuminating the two large diesel generators. Trace knew there were
two, ten thousand-gallon diesel tanks buried just outside which furnished fuel
to the generators. Currently they were both off as there was just enough wind
blowing to turn the wind generators.


Trace checked
all four of the large window air filters, finding two of them completely
clogged with ash. Opening a large cabinet, he took out two replacements and
soon had the filters changed. 


Satisfied that
everything was as it should be he went back outside, making sure the door was
securely shut behind him. He then walked the long distance to the house to
check on it. This was something Trace did each time he came out to check on the
filters or the wind generators. Fortunately, the wind generators were sealed
units and hopefully the ash would not affect them.


Coming around
the corner of the shed, he was surprised to see that one section had collapsed
from the weight of the ash that had accumulated on the roof. Glancing at the
house, he saw with relief that the steep roof was still relatively clear of a
buildup of ash. 


A few moments
later, he climbed up on the porch and, after checking the door, was satisfied
that no one had been snooping around. Since the incident at the Donaldsons,
there had been no signs of anyone else prowling around the property.


After walking
around the house, Trace began making his way back toward the bunker. He could
still see ash falling steadily in the beam of his flashlight. If this
continued, they would have to check the filters in the blockhouse more often.
They couldn’t allow the generators to become fouled with it.


Reaching the cellar,
Trace spent some time clearing the ash from around the cellar’s entrance.
Finally satisfied that he had done as well as he could, he went back inside. He
would tell the others about the ash. For weeks now, they hadn’t been able to
pick up anything but static on their radio receiver. Trace hoped there were
other survivors, but this ash would make surviving for some even more
difficult.


-


Mase was
standing inside the most recent addition to their ecological habitats. Linda
and Karen were with him as they listened to Jolene explain what they had done.


“This is the
newest ecological habitat we have built,” she said with a big pleased smile on
her face.


“What’s going
in this one?” Linda asked as she gazed down the length of the cavern. She knew
they were growing more dependent each day on the food that Jolene and her
people were growing.


“We’re putting
in two more fish ponds and the rest will be fruits and vegetables,” Jolene
replied. “In sixty days we will be harvesting our first crops.”


“Is this the
last habitat you’re going to build?” Linda asked. She knew this was the fourth
one.


“One more is
planned,” answered Jolene, brushing her thick black hair back behind her
shoulders.

We are building one more for the larger animals.”


“The pigs and
cows,” explained Karen. 


She knew this
would make Anthony happy. That’s all he talked about anymore when he came by
the new larger apartment the girls had all moved into. He constantly complained
that he hadn’t had a steak in over two months.


“We will also
be putting more chickens in also,” added Jolene with a nod of her head.


“More
chickens,” commented Karen, with a frown. She and four other girls had just
finished cleaning one of the chicken houses the day before. She had not
realized how bad something could smell until then.


Jolene laughed
with a smile spreading across her face. “Karen got to help clean out one of the
chicken houses yesterday,” she explained. “It’s not a popular job, but it has
to be done and the waste is used as fertilizer for our crops.”


“At least I
haven’t had to clean out the pig pens yet,” Karen added with distaste. “Those
really smell! I never knew an animal could smell so bad.”


Linda laughed
and patted her younger sister on the shoulder. “Just look at everything you’re
learning.”


It was at that
moment that a sudden sharp tremor struck, throwing Linda and Karen painfully to
the ground. Karen screamed loudly, her face covered in fear. Mase braced his
feet, feeling the ground trembling beneath him and then, after a few moments, it
stopped. He could now hear loud alarms sounding. His heart quickened as he
realized the significance of those alarms. They signaled a drop in pressure in
the new Tycho City cavern. The alarms were a signal for everyone to report to
their emergency stations and for those not needed to go into the underground
sections of Tycho City and seal themselves in until the all clear was sounded.


“What is it?”
Karen spoke with panic on her face as she stood back up, wiping the dirt from
her pants. She stepped over closer to Linda who was also back on her feet.


“An oxygen
leak,” Mase explained as he started making his way toward the exit. “You should
still be safe in here; I don’t see any of this cavern’s warning alarms
flashing. It’s the main cavern that has suffered damage.” 


There were
special alarms set every one hundred feet to monitor the air pressure in the
caverns. If the pressure dropped, the alarms would go off and the attached
lights would start flashing red. The alarms they were currently hearing were
placed at the air lock to indicate a drop of air pressure in the main Tycho City cavern.


“I hope it’s
not serious,” Linda said with obvious concern in her voice. She also hoped no
one had gotten hurt. This was the first time these alarms had sounded.


“So do I,”
Mase replied as they reached the exit. At the exit there was a phone, which he
could use to contact the Control Center.


Picking it up,
he quickly reached Major Daniels. “What’s the situation?”


“That last
moonquake cracked a support beam in the new cavern, causing damage to the
roof,” Daniels reported. “Steffan is already on it. We’re showing a slight
pressure decrease also. “Isaac is in the process of taking a work crew outside
to see if they can seal it up from there. He thinks there might be a small
fissure that has opened up.”


Mase nodded.
“I will be there shortly.”


-


Steffan looked
up at the ceiling two hundred feet above his head. He could see a jagged forty-foot
hole that ran across the roof. Looking back down at the floor, he gazed at the
large and heavy Luxen support beam that was lying there. This was going to be a
big job to fix it, set it back up, and then repair the roof. 


He looked over
at one of his assistants. “Get a Luxen welder and cutting torch. We’re also
going to need the big crane.”


-


Isaac looked
at the large fissure that had opened up above the new Tycho City cavern. He estimated it was a good three hundred feet long and twenty feet wide. He also
knew that it was deep enough to allow oxygen to escape from the rip in the roof
of the cavern below them.


“Get the
bulldozers out here,” he ordered as he assessed the situation. “We will use
them to shove dirt back into the fissure and seal it back up once Steffan has a
patch on the ceiling.”


Two hours
later six bulldozers specially designed to be used on the lunar surface were
busy pushing dirt back into the fissure. Isaac knew this job was going to take
a while. He was aggravated that the roof of the new cavern had been damaged. He
knew that it should have held up to the quake. 


Isaac gazed
off looking around the crater. Everything seemed the same. Looking up, he could
see the Earth. It was covered in a thick dark cloud layer. He knew much of what
he was seeing was ash from erupting volcanoes. He shook his head; even if the
neutron star and black hole left the Earth and the Moon intact, nothing would
ever be the same again.


Mase was
standing next to Steffan as he watched the repairs being done. Already the hole
in the ceiling had been repaired and the Luxen beam was in the process of being
put back up.


“We were
lucky,” said Steffan, looking over at Mase. “The hole didn’t go all the way
through, but it exposed just enough of the overhead rock to allow some air to
escape. Isaac reports that the fissure above the cavern is about three hundred
feet deep at its deepest. He’s using the bulldozers to fill the fissure back
up.”


“That was
close,” replied Mase, knowing it could have been a whole lot worse. “Let’s plan
some disaster drills over the next few days so our people will get used to
going to the underground shelters. I wouldn’t want to lose anyone if we did
suffer major damage to the ceiling.”


“There’s a lot
of air in this cavern,” Steffen informed Mase, agreeing with him about the
drills. “Even with a large hole, everyone would have some time to evacuate.”


“I know,” Mase
responded taking a deep breath. “I worry sometimes about us becoming too
complacent. We have become so used to moonquakes that, at times, we scarcely
notice them anymore.”


Mase watched
as Steffan’s crew finished the repair and then he left to go to the ecological
habitat to let the girls know that everything was safe. He knew that all three
had been quite frightened when the alarms had sounded. It had shaken him also
as it was so unexpected. 


As he walked,
he heard the all clear signal being sounded to allow everyone to come out of
the underground shelters. Looking over at Tycho City, he marveled how it looked
almost identical to the old one. The only difference being that the buildings
were much larger. There was still an amazing amount of greenery about. Jolene
had made sure that every available space had been filled with plants.


In the distance,
he could see several birds flying through the air. It had been a good decision
to add the birds to the cavern. Mase knew that eight different species of small
birds were now free in Tycho City. It made everything seem more normal. Jolene
had also added a number of helpful species of insects as well as butterflies
and honeybees. 


If they could
just survive the next few months, there was no doubt in Mase’s mind that they
could have a good life here. However, Mase also knew those months would be critical
ones. The neutron star and black hole would make their closest approach, which
could drastically affect the sun. If it went nova, then it would be over.
Nothing would survive on the Moon or on Earth.







 



Chapter Eighteen


 


Mase was in
the Control Center, his eyes glued to the main viewscreens. One screen was
focused on Earth and the other on the sun. The neutron star and black hole had
reached the closest point they would come in the solar system, and their
effects upon the Earth and the sun were becoming devastating. 


Looking at the
Earth, Mase could see massive super storms moving across the surface. Some of
the remaining weather satellites showed wind speeds in excess of three hundred
miles per hour. But what was even more worrisome was the sun. Massive solar flares
and CMEs (Coronal Mass Ejections) were visible, and one of the larger ones was
coming directly toward Earth.


“That solar
flare and CME will significantly raise the temperature on the planet,” Charles
Turner spoke over the com system from Farside. “The Earth’s magnetic field and
the intense cloud cover will give it some protection, but on the side the flare
and CME hits we could see an increase in temperature of over one hundred
degrees, perhaps much more.”


“A lot of the
surviving shelters won’t survive that,” Anthony commented with growing worry in
his eyes. “Should we warn them?”


Over the past
several months, they had located over two hundred and twelve surviving bunkers
and shelters across the planet. Some were large, containing thousands of people,
while others held only a few dozen. They also knew there were probably many
others they had not been able to contact due to the interference prevalent in the
atmosphere.


“The biggest
impact is going to be over the Western Pacific and Asia,” Mase replied as he
studied the data from Farside. “We will warn those we can. If they can close
off their bunkers, particularly their air systems until the temperatures drop
back down, perhaps some of them can survive.”


Anthony
nodded. He had just returned from Farside, and even the surface of the Moon now
looked considerably different. There had been some massive moonquakes and even
more long dormant volcanoes had erupted. Deep fissures marred the surface in many
areas where massive moonquakes had struck.


The Control Cent  er shook slightly, but no one paid it any attention. Small tremors were a
normal occurrence and at times seemed to go on for hours. So far, there had
been no additional major moonquakes close to Tycho Crater since the one several
months back. They could only hope that their luck continued to hold.


-


General Young
looked over at Captain Wells with growing concern on his face. He had just
finished talking to Commander Colton and was fearful about what was in store
for the Earth. There had always been a chance that the sun might go nova and
destroy the planet. Now it seemed likely that they would see more major
eruptions from the sun’s surface, particularly solar flares and CMEs like the
one currently headed their way. If they could just get by for another month,
the likelihood of a nova would greatly decrease, or so said the astronomers at
Farside.


The scientists
at Farside felt the approaching solar flare and CME would greatly affect the
weather upon the planet. There would be some drastic temperature extremes, but
the large oceans should rapidly bring the temperature back down as the excess
heat was absorbed into the water.


“Contact all
of the bunkers we are in communication with and inform them what’s about to
happen,” ordered Young, hoping the United States would avoid the worst of what
was coming toward the planet. “We don’t know what the affects here will be, but
I suspect we will see some changes in the weather at a minimum. I want everyone
to be prepared just in case.”


With the help
of Tycho City, they had managed to establish communication with twenty-three
bunkers and shelters in the Eastern United States. He knew that some of them
were just barely getting by. The CME and solar flare would probably knock out
communications for a while.


“This is going
to be rough,” Wells said as he looked over at the communications console where
Corporal Fransen was sitting. “Some of those smaller shelters in those Asian countries
might not survive. We may even lose a few here.”


“I know,”
Young replied with a look of pain in his eyes. “Fortunately we’re going to be
spared the brunt of this one, though Farside believes we will see a temperature
rise and an increase in severe storms.”


All those
months that Senator Farley had refused to believe in the neutron star was now
going to kill even more Americans. If that time had been used to supply and
build better shelters, tens of thousands more could have been saved. 


General Young
let out a deep breath; there was not a night that went by that he didn’t wish
that he had acted sooner to remove Senator Farley from power. If so, perhaps
more people would have survived. He knew this regret would haunt him for the
rest of his life.


-


Warren Timmons
looked at the latest estimate from Farside concerning the expected effects of
the oncoming solar flare and CME. He knew that this flare could wipe out the
few surviving shelters and bunkers in the part of the world that was directly
in its path. Every day the number of humans living on Earth decreased as
earthquakes, volcanoes, and floods took their toll. There was currently no way
to estimate how many people were still surviving across the planet.


People in his
bunker were now accustomed to the new type of life they lived. Finishing the
long tunnel and growing more of their food had been a big positive for morale. Work
crews were still busy adding more room to grow food. Two additional tunnels,
similar to the one recently completed, were already being planned.


“Contact Cheyenne Mountain and NORAD and let them know what’s headed our way,” Timmons
ordered Major Burns. “Tycho City will be sending a warning to the bunkers in
the Western Pacific and Asia.”


Both of the
two military command centers had survived and fallen into line once General
Mann had spoken with then. He had signed orders from General Karver placing him
in command of all surviving military facilities and units. The two generals at
the Command Centers had quickly recognized General Mann’s authority.


The command
facilities would also be contacting other bunkers and facilities in the United States that Tycho City had managed to locate. They needed to do everything in their power to
make sure as many humans as possible survived the coming days.


-


Mase was over
at the girl’s apartment in Tycho City taking some much needed time off. The solar
flare and CME were due to hit the Earth early the next morning. Anthony had
taken a quick flight to Farside to deliver some additional supplies to the
forty men and women who had chosen to stay there. Jolene was working late in
her newest habitat trying to get the larger animals settled in.


Karen and
Linda had prepared a simple meal of fresh salad and chicken and some homemade
bread.


“We’re lucky
Karen learned how to make bread from Mom,” Linda said as she sat down and
reached for the salad. We have plenty of flour and yeast, so that should last a
while.”


“I enjoy
baking,” Karen spoke with a pleased smile. She used to spend hours in the
kitchen with her mother, watching her cook.


The three
didn’t speak of the girl’s parents often anymore. They all knew the odds of them
still surviving in Kansas City were almost nil. 


“How soon
before the effects of the neutron star go away?” Karen asked as she buttered a
roll and took a big bite.


“Four more
months and things will begin to calm down,” responded Mase, recalling the
latest reports and simulations from Farside. “We will be on the far side of the
sun, and the effects will be much less noticeable. As we swing back around, we
will know more about our new orbit.”


“I heard
Jolene say that the Moon has already been pulled farther away from the Earth.
We’re not going to go drifting off into space are we?”


“No,” replied Mase,
reassuring Karen. This had concerned him also and he had spent several hours
talking to Charles Turner and Adam Strong about this very issue. “We will be in
a more distant orbit around Earth, but we will stay in orbit.”


The three
continued to eat and discuss what was going on in Tycho City as well as on
Earth. After the meal, Karen volunteered to do the dishes while Linda and Mase
went off into the small living room.


The two sat
down on the comfortable couch, and Linda turned on the video screen. She
selected some soft music and then turned to face Mase. “Are we going to survive
this?” she asked. She had been afraid to ask this question in front of Karen. “I
mean, when the neutron star is gone, will we still be here?”


Mase was
silent for a moment. He did spend some time each day thinking about the future
that was in store for them. “I think so,” he responded, his eyes focusing on
Linda. “We have the two nuclear fusion power plants plus a huge supply of solar
panels if we ever need them. We can grow our own food, and we are recycling our
air and water. We can get more water ice from the poles if necessary. It won’t
be easy, and there will be problems, but I think we will do just fine.”


Linda nodded, and
then a serious look crossed her face. “But what kind of life will this be for
our children, to live underground from now on? Is there any way we will ever be
able to return to Earth?”


“It will be a
good life here,” promised Mase, sliding his arm around Linda’s shoulder. “I’ve
lived in Tycho City for years, and it has been a good home. This new Tycho City is much larger and will have so many more options. We have the ability and
knowledge to build almost anything we need. As for Earth, our new orbit will
almost definitely prevent us from returning to the planet. There will only be
about six months out of the year where it will even be safe to venture out of a
shelter onto its surface.”


“So the Moon
will have to be our permanent home,” Linda said in a soft voice. It was hard to
imagine never going back to Earth again. It was difficult to accept that she
would never again to be able to see the snow covered mountains, the lakes, or
swim in the ocean.


Karen came into
the living room and, after glancing at Mase and her sister, decided that she
needed to go to her bedroom. She figured the two could use some privacy.


-


Jolene opened
the door to the apartment and her face immediately flushed. Mase and Linda were
wrapped up in each other on the couch.


“Take it to
the bedroom,” she commented as she closed the door behind her.


Linda
instantly untwined from Mase with an embarrassed blush on her face and began smoothing
down her blouse. “Hi Jolene; did you get the animals settled in?”


“Yes, they’re
doing nicely,” she replied, going over and sitting in a plush and comfortable
chair across from them. “We will be planting the hay and feed crops over the
next few days. Steffan had some of his people run the nutrient lines in the
hayfield for us earlier today. We should get a full cutting of hay every four
to five weeks. If we have figured it correctly, we can increase our cattle herd
up to twenty head.”


“Twenty head,”
mused Mase as he thought about how expensive those steaks would be. Anthony was
going to have a hard time adjusting.


“I spoke to
Isaac about creating two more caverns,” continued Jolene, raising her eyebrows.
“Another for general fruits and vegetables, and a larger one for more cattle
and pigs. He is supposed to run it past you in a few days to see if it’s
practical.”


“If we do as
you suggest, what will it mean?” Mase asked. Food production would be essential
if they wanted to expand Tycho City in the future. Also, more variety in their
meals would highly improve morale. 


“It will give
us a surplus of fruits and vegetables, as well as allow us to expand the cattle
heard to nearly sixty animals and the pigs to over two hundred.”


Mase nodded.
People were used to certain foods; a variety in their diet would be nice. After
all, people would eventually get tired of eating chicken and fish all the time.


“I will speak
to Isaac about it,” Mase promised. “Keep in mind though, that we are still in
the process of strengthening the roof in the original Tycho City cavern, I’m not sure what resources we can spare at the moment.”


“Perhaps when
Phillip awakens we can have everything done,” Jolene spoke. 


Phillip was
Mase’s brother, and he and his family had gone into deep sleep. Phillip had not
wanted to subject his family to the stress of going through the approach of the
neutron star and black hole. Jolene knew it had been hard on Mase to see his
brother make this decision, but he had understood it.


“That would be
great if we can manage it,” Mase responded. He missed speaking to Phillip, but
he understood why his brother and his family had requested deep sleep. 


“It would be
nice to have your brother and his family around,” spoke Linda, knowing that
Mase missed his brother. 


She knew that
Mase was under a lot of stress, and it would be good for him if his family were
around to talk to particularly his older brother. Unfortunately, that was
probably going to be another few months at least.


“I need to be
going,” Mase said as he stood up. He leaned over, kissed Linda on the lips, and
then headed for the door. He knew he would have a long day ahead of him
tomorrow as the solar flare and CME struck Earth.


After Mase had
left, Jolene turned to Linda. “Why don’t you just haul him off to bed?” asked Jolene,
grinning. “I know you both want to.”


Linda turned
an even darker red. “Eventually,” she replied in an embarrassed voice. “There’s
just so much going on right now that I don’t want to add anything more to what
Mase has to deal with. He’s what’s holding all of us and this place together.”


Jolene just
shook her head. She would have a talk with Karen. The next time Linda and Mase
were together here in the apartment, they would make sure the two were truly
alone. She was convinced that a good session in bed would be great for both
Linda and Mase.


-


Mase was in
the Control Center early the next morning. Already the effects of the solar
flare were affecting the Earth. He knew that the flare would be screwing around
with the Earth’s magnetic field and any surviving electronic equipment down
below. There were twenty bunkers in the Easter Pacific and Asia that they were
in contact with. But they had already lost communication with eight of them. 


“The CME will
be arriving in four more hours,” Major Daniels reported as she studied the
latest data being relayed by several of the satellites in orbit above the
Earth.”


“We are also
starting to lose contact with some of the other shelters due to the solar
flare,” Corporal Kelly Stewart reported as more satellites began experiencing
failures in communication. “We have Cheyenne Mountain, NORAD, and the two
emergency bunkers still online, but the others are starting to go silent.”


“Now we just
wait and see what happens,” Isaac commented as he sat down to wait. “I just
spoke to Adam Strong, and he’s not completely sure how the Earth will be
affected by this.”


Mase nodded as
he took a seat also. He knew it was going to be a long day as they waited for
the solar flare and the CME to subside and allow them to establish contact with
the bunkers and shelters. He just hoped they all survived; they had already
lost too many people and they couldn’t afford to lose any more.


-


Hours later,
Mase stared at one of the main viewscreens at the Earth showing a view above Asia. The clouds seemed to be swirling, and layers of glowing red could be seen in some
areas. 


“The
temperature’s definitely rising,” Major Daniels reported. “It’s up nearly fifty
degrees in some areas. The storms are intensifying, and we have recorded wind
gusts in excess of four hundred miles per hour in some locations.”


-


In Japan, the wind howled across the islands, scouring the ground of any vegetation. Dead
trees and vegetation were ripped out by their roots and tossed around as if
they were matchsticks. Massive waves hundreds of feet in height slammed into
the coasts, flooding those areas once again. There were only two major bunkers
still surviving in Japan as well as ten smaller ones. All of these were sealed
up tight, hoping to ride out the onslaught.


The
temperature continued to rise and was soon over one hundred and sixty degrees
Fahrenheit. Massive downpours of rain fell, with the heated water rapidly warming
up the ground. In two of the smaller Japanese bunkers, the seals to their doors
failed as the wind finally breached them. They had already been weakened from
earthquakes and the half-completed repairs gave way. In a few short minutes,
everyone inside the two bunkers died.


Across Asia, the wind and heat continued. Hundreds of people died as their bunkers failed from the
worsening conditions. Dams that had so far withstood the earthquakes and floods
collapsed from the wind and the added stress placed on their weakened
structures. 


In China, the Three Gorges dam on the Yangtze River finally gave way. It had already been damaged from
a major earthquake and had several small fissures running through it. The added
heat and wind, coupled with another ground tremor, was enough to cause the dam
to suffer a catastrophic failure. As the flood waters cascaded down the Yangtze,
there was not a living soul to watch as hundreds of thousands of square miles
of land were covered in the swirling floodwaters.


-


For two days,
the Earth responded to the devastating hit from the solar flare and the CME until
finally things began to calm back down. The Earth’s magnetic field returned to
normal, and the storms began to weaken to only Category Five and Six
hurricanes.


At Tycho City, Mase studied the latest data from their scans and the satellites still
operating above the Earth. Much of the Western Pacific and Asia had been
devastated by the onslaught of the solar flare and the CME. They were back in
touch with the two big bunkers in Japan as well as several others in Asia, but a number of the smaller ones had fallen silent.


“I just
finished talking to Warren Timmons and General Mann,” Mase spoke as Anthony and
Isaac came into the Control Center. The effects from the solar flare and the
CME were minimal in the United States. Warren said they only recorded a six
degree temperature increase which they could attribute to it.”


“I spoke to Adam
Strong at Farside yesterday when I took them some supplies,” Anthony responded.
“The Earth’s orbit is about to go behind the sun away from the neutron star and
black hole. He feels that the earthquake activity and the volcano eruptions
might begin to lessen shortly. By the time we swing back around the sun, the
neutron star and black hole will be well on their way to leaving the solar system.”


Mase let out a
deep sigh. Even with the neutron star and black hole’s departure, there were
still a lot of unanswered questions. What would Earth’s orbit be like, and what
about the other planets? How many people on Earth would survive, and could they
continue to survive?


The three
continued to watch the viewscreens in silence. The two main screens showed the
Earth wrapped in a solid layer of clouds. They could see obvious swirls where hurricanes
or typhoons were pummeling the coasts and clouds that were moving at terrific
speeds. The world had been changed, and it would never be the same again.







 



Chapter Nineteen


 


Mase, Linda,
Anthony, and Jolene were walking through the latest ecological habitat that
Steffan had just finished constructing. It had taken two months and a
tremendous amount of resources to create this new world of Jolene’s.


“This place is
amazing,” Linda said as she gazed about in amazement at all that had been done.
“How did you do all of this?”


Jolene smiled,
knowing her best friend was excited about the new habitat. It had taken a lot
of work, but it was finally finished. “This is the sixth habitat we have built
and by far the largest. It is 2,400 feet long, 400 feet wide, and the ceiling
is 150 feet above our heads.”


Everywhere
they looked it was green. There were small orchards planted, long rows of
vegetables in their plots, and winding paths one could walk down to take it all
in. Over to the far side there were cattle grazing in a field that seemed to
extend the entire length of the habitat.


“Are those
cows?” Anthony asked as he looked excitedly at the large black animals in the
distance. He wondered how many steaks they would make.


“Yes, Anthony;
those are cows,” replied Jolene with a pleasant laugh. She knew exactly what
Anthony was thinking. “We have a new hybrid wheat that grows rapidly with the
right nutrients. That wheat field is 150 feet wide and 2,400 feet long and it
will allow us to increase our cattle herd to a little over 120 animals. Not
only that, but we should be able to get several good cuttings of hay later.”


“Steaks,”
spoke Anthony, his eyes still focused on the cows and feeling his stomach
growl. “Those cows look like steaks to me.”


“That’s all
you ever think about,” Linda teased as she reached out and took Mase’s hand. 


She didn’t
tell Anthony that Jolene had brought home several large packages of steaks for
later. The rest of the meat had gone to the restaurants in Tycho City. Portions being served in the restaurants were small, but at least you could order a
small steak or hamburger once again.


The ground
trembled slightly but came to a quick halt. Over the past two months, the lunar
quakes had been gradually subsiding. The Moon seemed to be stabilizing again as
the neutron star and black hole continued to move away. 


“I’m glad the
big tremors have stopped,” Jolene commented as she bent down and picked several
plump, red tomatoes from a vine and placed them in the specimen bag she always
seemed to have hanging from her shoulder. They would go well with the steaks
later.


“Everything is
returning to normal,” responded Mase, nodding his head in satisfaction. “In
another month, we will be sending additional people back to Farside to help
staff the observatory complex.”


“So we are
going to keep it running?” Anthony asked as he stopped to watch a small hummingbird
that was flitting around a small bed of roses. 


“Yes,” Mase
replied. “I spoke with Adam Strong and Andrew Carnegie, and they both feel we
can move a few people back into the complex. Andrew has spent the last month
repairing all the damage the quakes did, and he feels quite confident that the
facility is secure.”


“What about
the dish antennas?” asked Anthony, looking over at Mase curiously. “Over half
of them have been damaged to some extent.”


“For now we
are going to leave them,” Mase answered as they continued to walk down a stone
path that wound around several fruit orchards. “Adam says he will put about a
dozen back online and leave the rest until sometime in the future. They still
have the Albertson reflector, and that will keep them occupied for some time.”


“I wonder what
happened to Star One and the FarQuest?” Linda asked as she listened to several
birds calling in the distance. It felt so relaxing here in the habitat. It was
quite remarkable.


“We may never
know,” responded Mase, wishing he knew what the fate of his friends had been.
“They could be colonizing a new world for all we know. We can only hope that
they made it through the wormhole safely.”


“What do we do
now?” Anthony asked. He kept glancing over at the cows. He had almost forgotten
what steak tasted like.


Mase paused as
he looked at the other three. “The worst is behind us,” he answered. “With the
habitats that Jolene and Steffan have created, we have plenty of food and
resources for the people in deep sleep. We will start awakening them in another
few months.”


Linda knew
that Mase was really looking forward to awakening Phillip and his family. Mase
really missed speaking to his older brother. Linda was just glad she had Karen
living with her. She had always gotten along extremely well with her younger
sister, and Karen seemed to enjoy her work with Jolene in the ecological
habitats.


“What about
Earth?” Anthony asked. “It’s still covered in clouds. What do we know about its
new orbit?” 


“Charles
Turner and several of the other scientists believe we will see some clearing in
the next few months,” Mase answered. “Of course, there is so much ash in the
atmosphere from the volcanoes it may take years for it to clear completely. In
the meantime, we will continue to attempt to contact as many survivors as we
can and help to coordinate their survival. As for Earth’s orbit, we will know
more soon.”


“At least all
of the heavy rain helped reduce some of the ash that was in the air,” Anthony
added as they reached the end of the path.


Mase nodded.
The new Tycho City was finished and ready to receive the sleepers. Many people
were already living there, and they still had the old Tycho City Complex to
fall back on if needed. They had accomplished a lot, but they still had a great
deal of work ahead of them.


-


Trace was
outside the bunker once again. The ash had finally stopped falling several
weeks back, but the sky was still an ashen gray. He was standing next to the
door of the cellar and examining the area as closely as he could. The breathing
mask kept most of the contaminants out, and the plastic shield across his face
gave him a good view. 


He was wearing
a basic environmental protection suit that still allowed a lot of flexibility
in movement. The suit he had on would protect him from most contaminants, and
so far he hadn’t had to resort to using oxygen tanks and the bulkier suits that
went along with them. 


Looking at the
ground, he noticed that much of the ash fall had been washed away by the heavy
rains from the previous week. There was no doubt in Trace’s mind that the
ponds, creeks, and rivers would be clogged up with it. Taking a deep breath, he
began trudging toward the house, noticing that his feet were sinking a good
three to four inches into the ground. The soil was still saturated from all the
rainfall and would take some time to dry out. 


Only yesterday,
they had managed to establish radio contact with another small bunker across
the state border in Arkansas. There were forty-two people in it and they seemed
to be doing quite well. Trace’s bunker had thirty-one with the advent of the
three Donaldson kids. Just being able to talk to someone else had been a big
morale booster.


Looking around,
Trace noticed sadly that many of the towering old trees from his childhood had
succumbed to the heavy weight of the ash and had fallen over or split into. The
trees had already been dead from the deadly toxins being released into the
atmosphere by the volcanoes, and the heavy ash fall had finally finished them
off.


As he neared
the house, he saw without surprise that the large metal shed had finished
collapsing. The weight of the ash had finally been too much for it to
withstand. With relief, Trace saw that the house and old barn were still
standing. He was extremely grateful that both had such steep roofs. A few more
minutes and he was on the porch at the house. He noticed that all the windows
were intact and the door was still securely locked. 


Standing on
the porch, he took a minute to look around. In the distance, he thought he
could actually see a small break in the gray clouds and the faint hint of a
blue sky above. Perhaps the cloud cover is finally breaking up, he thought. The
ground tremors had almost completely stopped over the past few weeks. Trace
stood on the porch for a while thinking about what was still ahead of them.


Perhaps if
things continued to improve they would be able to contact more surviving
shelters. Trace knew there had to be others. But he also recalled a worrisome conversation
he had overheard at the cape. Something about the Earth’s orbit being
drastically changed by the neutron star and black hole. He wondered what that
might mean for their future.


Trace hoped
that, at some point in time, they would be able to come out of the shelter. The
house was still intact and so were the camping trailers back behind the bunker.
It would be nice to get out of the bunker, if only for a short time. Everyone
would enjoy a little privacy, which was one of the reasons he volunteered to go
outside and check on everything. It was just a relief to get out of the bunker
even if it was only for an hour or two.


Taking a deep
breath, he went down the steps and began heading back toward the shelter. He
still needed to check the filters in the blockhouse before he went back inside.
He had promised Emily that they would all play a game of Monopoly with the
Donaldson kids later. 


-


Warren Timmons
was walking down the center of the large tunnel they had built and filled full
of vegetables and other growing things. Two more tunnels were nearing
completion, and they would soon be growing enough food to add substantially to
their daily meals. He was growing tired of the MREs, and he knew everyone else
was too. Adding more fresh vegetables would be a big boon to their diet.


Looking along
the brightly lit tunnel, he saw others out walking down the narrow paths and
stopping occasionally to gaze at the growing plants. Warren wondered if he
would ever see this sight back out on the surface again. 


He had spoken
to Adam Strong earlier, and the astronomer had confirmed that the Earth was
well on its way into a new orbit. As it finished swinging around the sun, it
would head out nearly to the orbit of Mars before falling back in toward the
orbit of Venus. This orbit wasn’t as severe as the one they had predicted
previously. That one, which took the Earth out beyond the orbit of Mars and
nearly in toward the orbit of Mercury, would have made the planet completely
uninhabitable.


In this new orbit,
they were going to experience a little over four months of relatively normal
temperatures, and then it would gradually get colder as they went through two
months of frigid temperatures when the Earth neared the orbit of Mars. As it
fell back toward the sun, there would be over four months of near normal
temperatures again, followed by a rapid warm up until the temperature were
nearly scorching as they neared the orbit of Venus. For two months, the
temperature on the surface would be too hot to go out during the day. 


Timmons
wondered what the effects of that would be on the Earth’s ecosystem if it still
had one. Strong had also mentioned that, with the change of the Earth’s orbit,
instead of there being twelve months in a year there would now be fourteen. 


“Out for a
walk, Sir?” asked Janet Reynolds, one of the communication specialists who worked
in the Control Center.


“I just wanted
some fresh air,” he responded, noticing the young woman who was standing next
to him.


“I did too,”
she replied, gazing down at a plot of lettuce. Her family had grown lettuce in
their garden back on the family farm. “We spend so much time trying to contact
other shelters and sometimes I wonder what the purpose is. Do you think we will
ever be able to leave this bunker?”


Warren hesitated before answering. “I don’t know,” he replied truthfully. “I think we will
be able to for short periods eventually and hopefully, once we learn how to
adapt to the new conditions on the surface, perhaps even longer. It will be a while
before we know.”


“I would like
to go back outside,” Janet spoke in a wistful voice. “I would like to return
home someday and see what’s left.”


“Where are you
from?” asked Warren, curiously. 


“Charlotte, North Carolina,” Janet replied. “My parents had a home and small farm in the
mountains and I was living with them while I was in the military. I don’t think
the flooding from the tidal waves reached that far inland.”


“Your home may
indeed still be there,” Warren replied. His own home was in Houston, but he was
not anxious to see if anything was left. There would be too many depressing memories
at the space center.


Janet nodded. There
was no doubt in her mind that someday she would return home. Then, nodding at
Timmons, she turned and began walking back toward the main part of the bunker.
Her duty shift began in a few more hours and she needed to eat and get ready.


Warren watched her leave. It was becoming more difficult every day to live in the bunker.
People were meant to be out on the surface of the planet. He just hoped the two
new tunnels would help. With a heavy sigh, he turned to follow Janet. He had
some reports to go over, and then he needed to speak to General Mann as well as
Mase Colton.


-


Beneath the
shuttle, the rugged lunar surface looked more desolate than ever. The volcanoes
had stopped erupting, but the lunar quakes and eruptions had only added to an
already scarred landscape.


The shuttle circled
Tycho Crater, then flew high above the massif, and Mase looked down at the
damage done to the small communications outpost. Steffan Darrow had already
sent a crew to begin repairing the antennas and all of the damage caused by the
lunar quakes. The small control building was still intact, but Steffan’s people
would be giving it a close inspection before Mase agreed to send people back up
to it. They hoped by getting the big antennas back up they could communicate
better with the surviving shelters on Earth.


From above
they could see that several of the big antennas had collapsed, and others were
leaning at precarious angles. A shuttle was currently parked on the massif’s
landing pad, and a crew of eight were already busy with repairs.


“Everywhere
you look, there is damage,” Anthony commented as he adjusted the shuttle to fly
back over Tycho City. “I guess all things considered we got off pretty
lightly.”


“It could have
been worse,” Mase agreed as he looked down. 


The shuttle
was passing over the landing pads, and Mase could see several small fissures
that ran dangerously close to one of them. A construction crew was out, and they
were using several of the enclosed Moon bulldozers to push dirt into the
fissures to seal them back up.


“Do you think
we will ever be able to make trips back and forth between the Moon and the
Earth?” Anthony asked as he glanced up at the distant planet that was just
above the horizon. 


“No, at least
not for a long while,” Mase responded with a sigh. “We can launch a shuttle and
possibly land it on Earth, but there is no way to launch it back. All three of
the shuttle launching sites have been destroyed. There is no way to fuel a
shuttle or attach SRBs even if we had them.”


The shuttle
arrowed back up toward space as Anthony gained altitude and he set a course for
Farside. “I was pretty sure that was the case,” Anthony said disappointedly.
“Do you think the survivors on Earth will be able to make it?”


Mase looked
out the cockpit window at the pockmarked surface below. He knew in some ways
Earth probably resembled the Moon now, particularly after all the volcanic eruptions
and the ash that had settled everywhere.


“I don’t
know,” answered Mase. He had spoken for quiet sometime with Warren Timmons and
General Mann about this very thing. “It depends on how well the Earth’s
atmosphere clears up and how the new orbit affects the Earth’s ecological
systems.”


“What
ecological systems?” asked Anthony, raising his eyebrows. “It’s dead isn’t it?”


“The oceans
may not be,” Mase replied. “Some of the scientists think the deeper parts of
the ocean may have come through pretty much intact.”


“I guess there
would still be some seeds in the ground that would germinate under the right
conditions,” Anthony added thoughtfully.


“Perhaps,”
Mase answered. “We will just have to wait and see.”


The two were
quiet for a while as the shuttle continued on its flight. Anthony made a few
adjustments on the control console, and soon the shuttle began to descend. In
the distance, the massive dome of the Albertson reflector was visible. As they
approached, the numerous dish antennas could be seen. Some of them looked
perfectly normal, still pointing up toward space where they had last been
focused. Others were bent or had toppled to the ground in the quakes.


“I’m glad Pierre didn’t have to see this,” Mase spoke quietly, thinking about how heartsick LaRann
would be to see his life’s dream in ruins.


Anthony looked
down at several dish antennas that lay shattered on the ground. He could well
recall his flights with the brilliant scientist as Pierre went on and on about
all that would be discovered when his array went online. It was hard to believe
all that had happened since then.


Looking out,
Mase noticed with concern several large fissures that had come uncomfortably
close to the Albertson reflector. One was within a few hundred yards of the
dome. He would have to get a crew out here to begin filling the fissures up.
There was a lot of lunar soil that would need to be moved. He also wasn’t happy
with the fact that Adam Strong had never mentioned how close the fissure had
come to the dome. 


Anthony
brought the shuttle to a point just above one of the landing pads and gently
set it down. He was still the best pilot on the Moon and he took pride in
keeping that title. Looking over at Mase, he suspected that Adam was going to
get a big ass chewing for not mentioning the fissure. But Anthony knew that
Adam had been afraid that if he mentioned it Mase would shut Farside down
completely. Anthony heard the docking port connect and, glancing down at his
instruments, saw that it was showing a smooth seal.


“We have a
good seal,” he reported, looking over at Mase.


Mase let out a
deep breath as he stood up and moved toward the hatch. After this inspection,
he had a meeting with a group of scientists about the new orbit of the Earth as
well as the Moon. Mase knew that the Moon, at the most distant part of its
orbit, was now an additional fifty five thousand miles farther out from Earth.
The hatch opened, and Mase stepped out into the docking tube. Walking its
length, he entered the underground section of the complex.


-


Adam Strong
braced himself for the upcoming meeting with Commander Colton. He knew he would
get chewed out over the fissure outside the dome. When it had occurred he
thought they were going to lose the reflector, and they had been forced to ride
the lunar quake out in the big underground bunker. Luckily, the dome had
survived intact. Now Adam just hoped that he survived intact. Adam let out a
deep breath. It had been his decision, and he would live with it.







 



Chapter Twenty


 


Several more
months passed, and the Earth began to move out toward the orbit of Mars. On
Earth, the earthquakes continued to subside even though there were many more
now than in the past. Volcanoes continued to erupt, hurling poisonous gases and
ash up into the atmosphere, but even these were fewer than they had been a few
months back. Storms began to lessen, and hurricanes and typhoons were now very
seldom above a category four or five.


There were
actual days now where sunlight would break briefly thorough the clouds and
things almost seemed normal. However, one look at the desolate, ruined
landscape on humanity’s home planet made one wonder if they were on an alien world.
Nothing was growing, the trees were dead, and there were no birds singing in
the air. The quiet drone of insects as the sun went down was also missing, and
the only sound was the wind rustling the few dead leaves that remained hanging
loosely on the trees.


The world was
a place of the dead. The constructions of man had largely been erased due to the
floods, the earthquakes, volcanoes, and the high winds. In places, it looked as
if the constructs of man had been swept bare. Building foundations and
occasional stonewalls were all that remained. Only in the mountains and other
sheltered areas were there still buildings standing intact. In a few areas,
small groups of survivors dared to venture out to see what remained of their
world.


-


Trace Lewis
was standing outside of the bunker with his father, Cole Kingston, and Phillip
Galleger. For several days now, the weather had steadily improved, and Trace
firmly believed it was due to the high-pressure system that normally took up
residence over the state during the hot summer months. 


“The sun’s out
again today,” James said, looking over at his son. They were all standing
outside without breathing masks. There was still a slightly foul odor in the
air similar to sulfur, but they were able to breathe without a problem.


Looking around
in the sunlight, Trace noticed that the majority of the trees in the woods
nearby had fallen. In some areas, it looked as if an explosion had gone off and
leveled everything. “Let’s walk down and check on the house and barn,” Trace
suggested. This would be the first time he could actually look at everything
with the sun out.


The four began
walking along the trail that led to the house. It had been raining less
frequently recently, and the ground was partially dried out. As they neared the
house, they noticed that a layer of thick volcanic ash was prevalent in many
low-lying areas.


“That ash is
going to be a problem,” Cole said as he stopped and kicked at a pile. He was
surprised to see that it was deeper than he thought. Bending over, he dug down
and discovered that it was nearly a foot deep.


“I have two tractors
in the barn,” James commented with a frown as he gazed at the ash. “We can use
them to clear the ash from the topsoil if we need to. There’s plenty of fuel in
the underground tanks.”


He was hoping,
if the sun remained out, they could clear some ground and plant a garden. They
still had food supplies for several years in the bunker, but some fresh
vegetables would be nice.


“We may have
to do that,” Cole said as he stood back up and wiped his hands on his jeans. “I
don’t think anything will grow through this thick layer of ash.”


“At least it’s
not everywhere,” Phillip added. “Just in the low spots.”


The men continued
to walk and going around a small protective hill, they entered the farmyard.
The large metal shed was almost smashed to the ground, and the vehicles and equipment
that were stored inside were covered in ash. The barn was still intact, as well
as the house.


“I’m glad to
see the house is still here,” commented James, knowing that would make his wife
Alice happy. They had lived in that house for a long time, and it held a lot of
treasured memories.


“The barn
looks pretty much intact too,” Phillip said as he paused to gaze inside. The
wind had blown one of the large doors on the front open. Phillip noticed there
was some ash inside but not that much. It would be easy to clean up.


The men walked
over to the house, and James used his key to open the front door. Stepping
inside, they gazed around. Everything was covered in a thin layer of ash.


“That damn ash
is everywhere,” complained Cole, reaching down and running his hand across a
coffee table. 


“This is going
to take a lot of cleaning,” James added with a sigh.


“What do we do
now?” Phillip asked as he looked over at the others.


“You all heard
that broadcast from Tycho City yesterday,” James responded. They had started to
pick up the broadcasts once the sky began to clear. “There are quite a few surviving
bunkers scattered across the world. From the last report, there are at least six
here in Oklahoma, almost all of them in the eastern part of the state. We know
of several more in Arkansas and Missouri. The problem is that the roads are
impassable and many of the bridges are out. That means everyone, at least for
the immediate future, will be on their own.”


“Commander
Colton also mentioned that the Earth is heading out almost to the orbit of Mars,
and we can expect some frigid temperatures in a few more months,” Cole added as
he thought about what that might mean.


“Even more of
a reason to get a garden in as quickly as we can,” James replied. “We have the
parts to build a small greenhouse, and I suggest we do that immediately. It
will give us some additional growing time for vegetables. We can get one of the
tractors out tomorrow and start clearing off a larger garden plot. We can water
it from one of the wells.”


The other men
nodded. They had work to do if they hoped to continue to survive. Phillip was a
good mechanic, and he planned to go over the two diesel generators while the
weather was decent. They would also be checking the two wind generators.


Closing the
door to the house, James locked it and they all began walking back toward the
bunker. If the weather was decent tomorrow, everyone would be allowed to come
outside for a short while.


-


To the east,
General Young was standing outside next to the small blockhouse that contained
the elevators to the large bunker below. They were in a mountainous region, but
the desolation he now looked at made it look more like a war zone. He was
standing outside with a small group, all of which were wearing simple breathing
masks.


“It’s still
cloudy,” Captain Wells commented as he gazed upward at the overcast sky. He
knew from reports that brief breaks in the clouds had been observed in some
areas of the country.


“At least the
air is clearing up some,” Sergeant Adams added as he briefly took off his
breathing mask and after taking a few breaths, put it back on. “If we can get a
little more rain it might be breathable.”


General Young
nodded. Thanks to Tycho City and the surviving communication satellites, they
could now talk to a number of the other bunkers in the United States. There were four large bunkers still intact in the Eastern United States, as
well as the four large command bunkers back in Colorado. Young had already
recognized General Mann as being in charge of all surviving military assets. 


“Let’s get
some jeeps out of storage and see if we can scavenge anything up,” General
Young suggested as he turned to face Captain Wells. “I don’t think we will find
any survivors, but there may still be supplies on some of the farms and in the smaller
towns nearby.”


Captain Wells
nodded. They had checked a lot of them before they had closed the bunker up,
but there were probably some places they had overlooked.


“I’ll
volunteer to lead a team,” Sergeant Adams said stepping forward. “I’ve been
cooped up in the bunker way too long.”


“Very well,”
Captain Wells responded. “Tell Corporal Strong he volunteered also.”


Adams laughed as he nodded. “I’m sure the corporal is ready to get out of the bunker for a
few days.”


General Young
nodded. According to Commander Colton, they had a few months before the
temperatures became too cold to safely move about outside. He planned on
spending a big part of that time searching the surrounding area for additional
supplies. 


He already had
plans to construct several large storage buildings on the surface. There were
numerous items they could use, fuel, spare parts, equipment of various types;
the list was unending. Young intended to give his people every chance he could
to survive.


-


Warren Timmins
was sitting in his office speaking to General Mann and Mase Colton about the
number of survivors they were finding.


“It’s hard to
believe so many have survived,” Warren spoke as he looked over the latest list
that had been sent from Tycho City.


“Larger
numbers than we ever expected,” Mase responded. “Every day we are finding more.
In the United States alone, we have located sixteen major bunkers and
eighty-seven smaller ones owned by private citizens. We have put the estimated
number of survivors at over fifty thousand. There are probably others we
haven’t been able to contact yet.”


“Some of those
will need help to be able to continue to survive,” General Mann added. He had
talked to the people in charge of all sixteen large bunkers. Most of them were military,
but several were being run by civilians.


“We still have
some tough times ahead of us,” Warren spoke over the com line. “Anything we can
do to help the survivors, we need to.”


“I know where
there may be some large stores of MREs,” General Mann commented. “I have a list
of the major distributors and their warehouses. We need to check them as soon
as possible. I would suggest that any we locate be taken to the sixteen large
surviving bunkers for storage and distribution.”


“How?” asked Mase,
knowing it would be a very difficult task. “Travel by road is going to be
nearly impossible, and even by air it will be tough with all the ash in the
atmosphere. It will clog up any aircraft’s air filters.”


“Both NORAD
and Cheyenne Mountain have helicopters we can use,” General Mann replied.
“These were specially constructed to operate in a post war environment. I’m
also pretty certain that Mount Weather and Raven Rock in the east have
helicopters we can use also.”


Warren nodded his head at hearing this. He knew that both of the two survival bunkers had helicopters,
but they were in a separate facility buried deep under a mountain a short
distance away.


“The
scientists at Farside believe the weather will continue to clear over the next
few weeks,” Mase informed them. “It might be wise to wait those few extra weeks
to ensure you don’t risk losing those helicopters. That would give you at least
six weeks to find supplies and get them to whoever needs them before the cold
sets in.”


“I agree,”
General Mann responded. “I will get in touch with the commanders of the four
bunkers that have the helicopters and assign each an area to search for
supplies. The only location we are not going to be able to cover is the west
coast.”


“Not much left
of the West Coast anyway,” responded Mase. “The Earthquakes and the tidal waves
pretty well wiped it out. We have found no surviving bunkers in California,  Oregon, or Washington.”


“We lost a lot
of good people,” General Mann replied somberly as he thought about the events
of the last year. “We just need to ensure now that we don’t lose any more.”


“What about
drones?” Warren asked as another idea came to him. “I know we have some of
those in our storage facility. Can we use them to search the country for other survivors?
There are cave systems we need to check and numerous other areas that people
could have taken refuge. We may be missing a lot of survivors.”


“The drones
are not designed to work in ash,” General Mann replied. “However, we may be
able to modify them, and they would allow us to search a larger area for survivors.
I will get some people on it immediately.”


Once the
conference was over Warren leaned back in his chair and thought about what they
had just discussed. He hoped they could find other survivors. They had
contacted a few bunkers in the U.K., Canada, Australia, Japan, South Africa,   Germany, and several other countries. However, Warren was concerned about
what was still ahead of them. They had the frigid cold they would soon have to
deal with and then, later, searing heat. The big question in his mind was what
could they do to ensure long-term survival for as many people as possible?


-


Mase stepped
out of the Control Center and let out a deep breath. They had found many more
survivors than he had ever expected as the airwaves cleared and they could
communicate better with the surface. It was difficult to realize that there was
nothing they could do from the Moon to help the situation. All they could offer
was a means of communication between bunkers. He was just thankful that General
Mann and Warren Timmons had survived. Between the two of them, they were bound
to come up with a plan.


After a few
minutes, Mase found himself back inside the cavern that contained the original Tycho City. He paused, as he looked at all the work that was being done. The roof was being
strengthened with a layer of Luxen, and Luxen support beams were being
installed. 


It had been
necessary to reactivate a few of the mining sites outside of Tyco Crater so
they could get the raw material to produce more of the wonder metal. If all
went according to plan, in another month people could move back into the old Tyco City if they wanted. There had already been some discussion about changing the name.
Mase was leaning toward Luna City.


All the
sleepers had been awoken. Accommodations had been found for all 8,270 survivors,
and Tycho City now seemed more like a vibrant living city. The restaurants and
shops were open; people were going about their daily business as if nothing
catastrophic had occurred. Just standing on the main street in the small city
you would find it hard to believe that the world had nearly ended.


As Mase walked
through the nearly deserted city, he stopped in front of the building that had
held his former office. So much had occurred since he had received that first
call from Pierre LaRann demanding that he come to Farside. Thinking of LaRann,
Mase wondered what had happened to Star One. Were they somewhere else in the
galaxy, building a new human civilization and wondering if the Moon or the Earth
had survived? Perhaps someday far in the future they would know each other’s
fate. For now, Mase had work that needed to be done.


-


Jolene was in
the apartment with Linda discussing an important development in her
relationship with Anthony. Karen was busy at one of the ecological habitats and
would not be home for another few hours.


“Anthony has
asked me to move in with him and Jean,” Jolene confessed, her face glowing with
excitement.


“Really?”
Linda replied, surprised that Anthony was ready to make such a commitment. Of
course, he and Jolene had been nearly inseparable for the last several months.
“Are you ready for such a move?”


“I think so,”
Jolene replied, her face flushing slightly. “If things work out with us living
together, then we will go ahead and get married.” She pulled out her hand from
behind her back and showed Linda the ring she was now wearing.


“Married!”
spoke Linda, raising her eyebrows. It was hard to imagine Jolene and Anthony
married, but there was no doubt that they were deeply in love with one another.
She reached out and took Jolene’s hand, gazing at the ring. It was definitely a
nice one with a decent sized diamond. “The ring’s gorgeous!”


“I hope you
approve,” Jolene spoke her eyes searching for support.


“Of course I
approve,” Linda said with a big smile. “I just hope that Mase and I can join
you someday.”


“I’m sure you
will,” Jolene replied with a grin. “He has a big load on his shoulders, and he
needs someone to help take that off, if only for a little while. It will only
be a matter of time before he sees that also.”


Linda nodded.
She hoped Jolene was right. She was in love with Mase, and she was sure he felt
the same way about her. Someday it would be her turn; she just had to be
patient.


“So, when are
you moving out?” Linda asked as the two went into the living room and sat down.



In just a few
moments, the two were lost in conversation as they discussed their futures and
possible wedding plans for Jolene. It was a good sign and showed that even in
the midst of disaster life went on.







 



Chapter Twenty-One


 


Mase was out
on the lunar surface inspecting the work that had been done in the past few
months to seal up all the small fissures that had opened up due to the lunar
quakes that had shaken the Moon. Work crews had been toiling steadily to ensure
that there were no future pressure leaks in the habitats caused by the
fissures.


“We filled
them up, and everything is looking good,” Isaac commented as he and Mase walked
along in their cumbersome white spacesuits. “With the work we’ve done in Luna City, I feel confident that we don’t have to worry about any pressure drops there
either.”


Mase nodded.
At a recent meeting, they had decided to change the name of the old Tycho City to Luna City. With it now being usable again, they had plenty of room for future
expansion of their population. There were also a lot of various production
facilities that could now be put back to use making products for the colony.
That’s what they were now, an official human colony on the Moon trying to
preserve the human race and its heritage.


“How’s the
mass driver?” Mase asked as they stopped to watch a lunar dozer slowly piling
dirt up over what had at one time been a deep fissure. He didn’t know if they
would ever need the mass driver again, but he was curious to know how it had
made it through the quakes.


“There’s a lot
of damage on the rim, and both the control building and the mass driver
building suffered some damage,” Isaac replied. He and Jackson Pierce had driven
out in a Moon Buggy several days back to do an inspection. “We stored the mass
driver a safe distance from the rim, and it seems to have come through intact.
Pierce said if we ever needed to, he thought he could have it operational in
three to four months.”


“There has
been some discussion about using it to launch some supplies to Earth,” Mase
commented. “But I don’t think it would be practical. We won’t be able to
control where the pods come down that well, and there is no guarantee that what’s
inside would survive the passage through the atmosphere and landing.”


“It would be
difficult,” Isaac responded. Then he looked up at the beckoning stars. “It’s
starting to get colder on Earth now. Are they ready for what’s ahead?”


“I hope so,”
Mase replied as he thought over his recent conversations with Warren Timmons
and General Mann. “They’ve done everything possible to get ready. Now we just
have to wait and see how bad the cold gets.”


-


Trace was
wearing a light jacket as he looked at the long rows of vegetables. They would
be harvesting them in a few more days as it was starting to get colder each
night now. He suspected they would have their first freeze within the next
week.


“We’re going
to have to go back inside the bunker and stay again, aren’t we?” Emily asked
from where she was standing at his side. “Are we ever going to be able to stay
out on the surface again permanently? I feel so claustrophobic at times knowing
we can’t go outside.”


Trace knew his
wife didn’t like the cramped living quarters inside the bunker, but it was a
necessity. “Perhaps someday,” Trace spoke as he looked over at Emily. “We would
have to build houses that are better insulated and find a good heating source.
Then, as the days get warmer we might have to go down and live in our
basements.”


Emily was
silent for a long moment; she knew that would be a massive undertaking to build
the houses that were needed. Perhaps it would be simpler just to stay in the
bunker during those months when it was too hot or too cold. She could endure a
few months as long as she knew they could go back outside later.


“Would it be
easier just to expand the bunker?” she asked as she reached out and took
Trace’s hand. “If we just had a few larger rooms to go into it would be so much
better.”


“It might be,”
Trace responded as he looked up into the air. He thought he could hear a
helicopter.


“There it is!”
his father yelled from where he was standing next to the greenhouse.


Trace looked
to where his father was pointing and sure enough, there was a large helicopter
coming directly toward them. The helicopter was bringing them some emergency
supplies to ensure they had plenty of food to get through the cold spell. 


The helicopter
circled a few times and then landed on a flat area close to the large garden. Several
uniformed men stepped off holding assault rifles. Trace walked forward, making
sure they could see he was unarmed.


“Are you
Lieutenant Trace Lewis?” one of the soldiers asked as he lowered his rifle.
Trace noticed the soldier was a corporal.


“Yes,” responded
Trace, nodding his head. “We’re glad to see you. You’re the first people we’ve
seen since the disaster.”


“We have some
supplies for you.” The corporal gestured back toward the helicopter and several
more soldiers jumped out and began unloading cases. 


“Are you sure
others don’t need this more than us?” Trace asked as he saw how much they were
unloading. They still had food supplies for several years plus the greenhouse
and garden.


“We’re taking
extra supplies to all of the survivors,” the corporal replied. “There are MREs,
medical supplies, and a few other things that you might need. We have spent the
last six weeks searching the country and bringing in everything we could find
that might be useful. At the moment, we have a pretty good stockpile, and we
want to get part of it distributed.”


James walked
up to stand next to Trace and the corporal, watching, as the supplies were
unloaded. He saw several electric heaters being unloaded and smiled. When they
had first been contacted and asked what they might need he had suggested the
heaters to help combat the cold. The bunker had a heating system, but he wasn’t
sure it could handle the frigid cold that would soon be upon them.


The corporal
saw what James was looking at and smiled. “We’ve had requests for a lot of
heaters,” he said. “I suspect later, when it starts to get hotter, we will have
requests for air conditioners.”


When
everything was unloaded, the corporal turned back to Trace and James. “If you
need anything else we will be flying for another two to three weeks, then we
will have to shut down until the warm weather returns. Once it starts to warm
back up we will be back. We plan on making routine flights to visit all of the
survivors. There will also be some doctors and nurses along on future flights.”


Trace nodded.
“Thanks for the supplies, Corporal. It will be good to know we have them if
they’re needed.”


The corporal
nodded and gestured for his men to get back into the helicopter. A few minutes
later, it was back up in the air and vanishing toward the northwest. 


“Let’s get
this stuff inventoried and put in the storage rooms,” James commented as
several of the other men walked up. “I’m glad to hear they will be bringing
doctors with them on future trips.”


James looked
up toward the sky, seeing that the helicopter was already out of sight. The bunker
was well stocked, but there was no way he was going to turn down additional
supplies. They would get the garden harvested shortly but could probably wait
another week or two on the greenhouse. Then it would be back inside the bunker
for two or three months. James let out a deep sigh. At least everyone had gotten
to spend some time outside over the last few months. Now it was time to go back
inside the bunker once more.


-


Warren Timmons
smiled at the latest reports. The resupply of the shelters was going well. Over
twenty large supply helicopters were flying around the country delivering extra
supplies to all the known shelters. Over the last two months, they had found
even more survivors. Some in subway systems, underground parking garages,
caves, and even in a few basements. 


Some of the survivors
had been moved to better locations, and others had been equipped better to
survive the coming cold. They’d found a wealth of supplies at some of the
factories and warehouses they had been searching. While many areas had been
leveled by the weather, earthquakes, and volcanoes, others had survived
relatively intact. At last count, they had found slightly over 80,000 survivors
in the United States.


“I have some
tentative plans from the engineers,” Major Burns spoke as he slid some drawings
across the conference room table toward Warren. 


Warren gazed down at the sketches the engineers had come up with. After speaking to the
scientists at Tycho City as well as the ones that had survived in the bunkers,
it had become obvious that, due to Earth’s new orbit, long-term survival on its
surface was going to be impractical. After speaking to some of the other major
bunkers, they had decided to follow Tycho City’s example. They would be moving
underground permanently and building habitats similar to those on the Moon. 


The sketches he
was looking at were of a habitat 10,000 feet long, 400 feet wide, and 75 feet
tall. It would be able to hold 3,200 people and provide most of the food the inhabitants
would need. The rest of the food would be grown up on the surface when the
weather was warm enough. The plan was to build four of these habitats around a large
central hub. They would use solar power and wind generators to furnish the
majority of the power that was needed to operate the habitats. Current plans
were to build six of the new habitat centers in different sections of the
country. 


Warren and
General Mann had decided this would give people the best chance of survival.
Construction would start as soon as the temperature warmed and would probably
take four to six years to complete.


“Are we doing
the right thing?” Warren asked as he looked over at Major Burns.


“I believe
so,” the major replied. “After everything we have been through, this will at
least allow our people to live normal lives again.”


Warren nodded. He wondered what President Kateland and General Karver would have thought
about all of this. Somehow, he thought they would have approved. 


-


At Farside,
Adam Strong was feeling extremely excited about a recent discovery made by the
Albertson reflector. Just before the FarQuest had gone through the black hole,
it had sent back a photo of stars that could be seen on the far end of the
wormhole. It was a mystery to this day, as to how the photo had been taken. 


The astronomers
operating the reflector had finally found a match. If they were correct, the
FarQuest and Star One had exited the wormhole in a star system 57 light years
away from the solar system.


Adam leaned
back in his cushioned chair and thought about this. In astronomical distances,
they were relatively close, almost neighbors. It would be centuries before the
Earth’s population or those living on the Moon reached the point where they
would be ready to reach for the stars. Perhaps sometime in the remote future, people
from Earth would be able to journey to where their long lost cousins had gone.
Adam wished he could be there to see it. It would be a glorious day!







 



Chapter Twenty-Two


 


Mase was in
the expanded Control Center speaking with General Mann and Warren Timmons. It
had been over five years since the neutron star and black hole had exited the
system. During that time, much had been accomplished. Additional ecological
habitats had been built, and now Tycho City and Luna City had an excess of
food.


A smaller habitat
had been built at Farside, and the dish array had been repaired and was now
back in full operation. Mase suspected this would have pleased Pierre LaRann
immensely. Nearly 600 people were now living at Farside. 


On Earth, most
of the new habitat centers had been finished and the survivors moved into them.
Other countries across the world had followed suit and built new underground
habitats for their people. The latest census had indicated that there were
220,000 survivors worldwide. While not a staggering population, it was enough
to start over.


“It’s amazing
how much the Earth has recovered from the cataclysm,” Warren spoke over the com
system. Everything’s starting to green back up across the globe. Even a few of
the hardier trees have made an appearance.”


“But there’s a
lot less variety than what there was in the past,” General Mann commented.
“Some of the scientists estimate that over seventy percent of the plant species
from before the passage have died out.”


“Same with the
animal life,” Warren added. “All the larger species of animal life are gone;
only the smaller ones that could take refuge underground have survived.”


“Has everyone
moved into the new habitats?” Mase asked. He knew that some had been resisting
the move.


“Almost
everyone,” Warren replied. “A few have built new homes on the surface and have
elected to stay there. They agreed to let us send engineers to inspect what
they have done, and we have agreed to let a few remain.”


“We’re not
giving up the surface completely,” General Mann spoke. “In a way, I’m glad that
a few people will still be there.”


Mase nodded.
So much had changed in the years since the passage. “We will speak again
tomorrow,” he said. The three of them made it a point to talk daily. 


As he turned
the com off, he looked over at Major Daniels. Stephanie had been a key figure
in finding the survivors on Earth and communicating with them. The Control Center had been changed over the last few years; it now served as a news center for
Earth. Hourly broadcasts were being made describing current conditions,
weather, and upcoming events. In between the news, music broadcasts were
played. There had even been some discussion about broadcasting movies to Earth.


“It’s all
yours, Stephanie,” Mase said as he stood up.


Stephanie
nodded. She had a special team that broadcast the news and several others that
enjoyed doing the music. “I hear you’re having a cookout tonight.”


“Yes, we’re
celebrating our anniversary. Today makes three years since Linda and I got
married.” 


“Save a steak
for me,” Stephanie added with a smile. “I bet Anthony is happy we finally have
steaks again.”


“Definitely,”
Mase replied with a grin. “The new animal habitats have allowed us to greatly
expand our cattle herd.”


“Don’t spoil
Anthony and Jolene’s kids too much,” Stephanie went on. “Their little boy is the
spitting image of his father.”


“And the girl
looks just like Jolene,” Mase added. Mase didn’t add that he and Linda had an
announcement for tonight. In six more months, they would be having their first
child.


-


Trace stood
looking out the thick, reinforced window in the new structure they had built
just outside the bunker. The large, two-story building was very similar to a
hotel. The second floor contained twenty-four small suites of rooms, each with
a small living room and a spacious bedroom. The outer walls were made out of
thick concrete blocks with multiple layers of insulation.


The bottom
floor contained a large cafeteria, comfortable rooms with couches to relax,
several rooms set up to watch movies, a workout room, and even a sauna. There
were also a few more living quarters on the bottom level. A concrete tunnel
connected the new structure to the bunker. The bunker itself had been expanded
over the years with added rooms and larger quarters.


“I like living
here,” spoke Emily, walking over and putting her arms around Trace. “It’s so
nice to be able to see outside.”


“I didn’t
think we would ever get this built,” Trace said as he looked out toward where a
large greenhouse stood. 


This one was
much more substantial and could be used nearly year round. The only time it had
to be shut down was for six weeks when the temperature outside became too hot.


“I’m glad the
people from the other bunker came to live with us also,” Emily said. “It’s good
to see new faces.”


Trace nodded.
They had found another group of survivors just east of Tulsa. There had been twenty-six
in the other group and the two separate groups of survivors had decided to
combine their resources and build this new structure where they could all live.


It had been
necessary to repair a couple of bridges and a main road, but it had been worth
it. It had allowed them to greatly expand their search for material to build
the new building.


“Let’s go
downstairs and watch the news,” Trace suggested. He enjoyed watching the
broadcasts from the Moon. “Then later, I understand they’re broadcasting music
from the sixties.”


Emily laughed
and punched Trace in the side. “I can’t believe how you like that old music.”


Trace smiled.
Life was getting better every day. He was just glad he had Emily and Nate to
share it with.


-


Mase was in
the backyard of the small house that he and Linda lived in on the outskirts of Tycho City near the outer wall. 


Standing in
the small backyard, Mase took in a deep breath. Taking a long fork, he checked
the steaks that were cooking on the grill.


“Still not
done?” asked Anthony, impatiently. He had been starving ever since Jolene had
told him they were going over to Mase and Linda’s for steaks.


“Be patient,
Anthony,” Phillip said with a friendly laugh. “The steaks will be done when
they’re done.”


Mase looked
over at his brother. It was great to have his family and friends all here
together. Phillip and his wife and their two kids, Anthony and Jolene and their
two young children, and then of course there were Karen and Anthony’s younger
sister Jean.


“The rolls are
done and the salad,” Karen said as she walked over to gaze at the steaks on the
grill. “I even managed to make up some potato salad to go with the steaks.”


“Potato salad!”
Anthony said, his eyes lighting up. He hadn’t had any potato salad in years.


“Yes, potato
salad,” Karen repeated with a big smile. “We have plenty of eggs from the
chickens, and we just harvested our first really big crop of potatoes.”


“How was your
trip to Farside yesterday?” Mase asked. Anthony still insisted on flying the
shuttles and had flown some food supplies over to the observatory complex.


“It was
routine,” Anthony reported. “Charles is all excited about a new comet he has
discovered. He says it will pass close to Earth and will be a spectacular sight
in the night sky.”


Later everyone
was eating and enjoying casual conversation. Mase looked around and smiled. It
was at times like this that he knew everything was going to be okay. He heard
the phone inside the house ring and wondered who could be calling. Since things
had calmed down, he received very few calls in the evenings.


Linda went
inside and then, after a few moments, reappeared with an incredulous look upon
her face. “That was Adam Strong over at Farside. They have made a fantastic
discovery!”


“What now?”
Anthony said feeling a cold chill run down his back. He well recalled the last
fantastic discovery the Farside scientists had made.


Linda grinned
and then made her announcement. “The comet that Charles discovered yesterday is
not a comet.”


“Not a comet?”
Anthony repeated. “Then what is it?”


“It’s the
FarQuest, and it’s rapidly approaching us,” Linda announced.


“The FarQuest!”
exclaimed Mase, standing up feeling an excited chill run up his back. “That’s
impossible! It went through the black hole!”


“Well, the
astronomers have used the Albertson reflector, and they have confirmed that it
is indeed the FarQuest and will be in communications range early tomorrow
morning.”


Mase looked
over at Anthony, his eyes shining with excitement. “I think we need to be in
the Control Center bright and early tomorrow. I just don’t see how this could
be the FarQuest. If it is, they would have to have travelled faster than light
to return here. We know the system they went to was over 57 light years away.”


“This means
they made it!” Anthony exclaimed with a big grin spreading across his face. 


For the next hour,
they all were talking about the possibility of this indeed being the FarQuest
and what it might mean. In all the excitement, Mase and Linda forgot to make
the announcement about Linda being pregnant.


-


Mase and
Anthony were in the Control Center early the next morning. On the main
viewscreen was a faint dot.


“Is that
them?” Anthony asked excitedly as he gazed at the screen.


“Yes,” Major
Daniels replied. “They are traveling at an amazing speed and should be entering
easy communication range at any moment.”


“Sir, I’m
receiving a communication message from the FarQuest,” Kelly Stewart reported
from her com panel.


“Put it on the
speaker,” Mase ordered, his eyes lighting up. After so long he was about to
discover what had happened to Star One and the people that had been aboard the
giant space station.


Almost
instantly a familiar voice spoke. “This is General Avery Karver aboard the
FarQuest to Mase Colton. Mase are you still there?”


“It is them,”
Anthony shouted, his eyes lighting up. “If General Karver is on the FarQuest,
then that means that Star One made it safely through the wormhole!”


The entire Control Center grew loud with excited voices, and some people broke down in tears. Their
friends that had left the solar system over five years ago were still alive.


Mase stepped
over to the com panel and pressed the transmit button. “General Karver, this is
Mase Colton. It’s good to hear your voice again, Sir.”


A minute
passed and then the reply came over the speaker. “It’s good to hear your voice
also, Mase,” Karver said. “I am on the FarQuest, and we should be landing in a
few hours.”


“Landing?”
Mase spoke his eyes growing wide in surprise. “How is that possible?”


A minute later
General Karver replied. “We have made a number of changes to the ship,” Karver
explained. “Not only can we land on the Moon, but we can also land on Earth.”


The entire
Control Room grew quiet at those words. If the FarQuest could land on the
Earth, then perhaps they could adapt the same technology to the large shuttles
they had stored in the landing bays.


Anthony looked
over at Mase as he realized the ramifications of what General Karver had just
said. “We can travel to Earth,” he whispered in a stunned voice.


“We won’t be
separated anymore,” Mase spoke as he realized that the people on the Moon, the
Earth, and potentially Star One could travel to see each other again.


Anthony looked
at the viewscreen and the steadily growing white dot that was the FarQuest. “We
can travel to the stars,” he spoke quietly his eyes growing wide at the thought.


“Mase, Steve
Larson told me to tell you hi,” said General Karver, over the com. “You should
know he finally married Christy, and they have a little girl now.”


“Oh crap,”
Mase said as he looked over at Anthony, realizing what they had forgotten to
announce the previous night. “I forgot to tell you that Linda is pregnant; we
were going to announce it last night.”


“That’s great!”
said Anthony, smiling. He knew that Jolene would be really excited to hear the
news. 


Mase looked
back at the viewscreen. He knew that, with the return of the FarQuest, their
future was now assured. He couldn’t wait to show General Karver what all they
had accomplished and tell him about the survivors on Earth. He was also sure
that the general would have an interesting and exciting story to tell all of
them as well. Mase smiled to himself; there was no doubt in his mind that the
human race was indeed going to survive.


 


The End


 


If you enjoyed
Star One: Tycho City Survival and want the series to continue, please post a
review with some stars. Good reviews encourage an author to write and help
books to sell. Reviews can be just a few short sentences describing what you
liked about the book. If you have suggestions, please contact me at my website
listed on the following page. Thank you for reading Star One: Tycho City
Survival and being so supportive. 


I reduced the
price of this book from $3.99 to $2.99 since it starts out with an expanded
version of Star One: Tycho City Discovery. I didn’t feel that readers should
have to buy the same book twice, so I reduced the price to compensate.


There are a
few events in Star One: Tycho City Survival that I only touch on briefly. Those
events are covered in depth in Star One: Neutron Star and Star One: Dark Star.
These two books cover what happens with the space station, as well as other crucial
events on Earth and are a two-book story.


I am
considering several more future books in this series if there is enough
interest and the reviews are good. The new books would involve the survivors on
the Moon and the Earth as well as the survivors from the space station. They
would involve some galactic exploration and encountering alien races both
peaceful and hostile. If you’re interested in the series continuing please post
a review.


 


For updates on
current writing projects and future publications go to my author website. Sign
up for future notifications when new books come out on Amazon.
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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 1,200-meter
battle cruiser StarStrike slid quietly through empty space. The ship was a
Conqueror Class Command Cruiser, one of the most powerful warships ever built
by the Human Federation of Worlds. There were only four of the powerful ships
of war in the Federation’s entire fleet. The StarStrike and its small fleet
were on a fact finding mission deep within suspected enemy territory. The
1,500-meter Galaxy Class Battle Carrier Victory was above the StarStrike, along
with its four light cruiser escorts. Several small fighter craft flew around
the small fleet keeping a constant vigilance for any incoming threats. Two
space destroyers were ahead of the fleet scanning for any potential enemy
targets. It was essential that the human fleet remain undetected until it had
completed its reconnaissance mission.


Fleet Admiral
Hedon Streth sat at his command console watching the main viewscreen on the
front wall of the Command Center. He was of medium build, and his dark hair was
just starting to turn gray on the sides. The admiral was forty-two years old,
and the worry lines on his face showed that he had been through a lot the past
few months. Months he would like to forget. It had been a trying and desperate
time for the entire human race.


The viewscreen
showed unwinking stars ahead, and the scanners and long-range sensors were free
of threats. The Command Center was in the shape of a rectangle, and its
twenty-crew personnel were efficiently going about their jobs. At the
reinforced security hatch, two heavily armed marines stood guard. No one
entered the Command Center without the proper clearance. Two more similarly
armed marines stood just outside the hatch in the corridor. Security now was
much more obvious than a few short months ago.


 “Still
nothing,” Colonel Amanda Sheen, the executive officer, spoke. She was standing
next to the holographic plotting table, which showed the present fleet
disposition and the CAP fighters that were flying their routine patrol routes.
She was currently checking the large tactical screens above her as well as the
information appearing on the table.


“Confirm
mission status,” ordered Admiral Streth, letting out a deep breath and shifting
his gaze from the viewscreen to his executive officer. 


They had
picked this system hoping it would be clear of enemy activity. Their mission
was extremely sensitive, and the security of the Human Federation of Worlds
depended upon its success. Hedon felt the full weight of that responsibility on
his shoulders and knew that this mission just had to succeed. Failure was not
an option. The entire Federation was in extreme danger, and this mission might
well determine the future of mankind in the galaxy.


“Navigation, I
want a position status report,” Colonel Sheen barked, her blue eyes turning
toward the two officers sitting at the main navigation console. 


“We are
currently one hundred and eighteen astronomical units out from the target
system’s primary. Fleet is currently moving in system at eighteen percent speed
of light on sublight engines,” replied the chief navigation officer.


“What do we
have on the long-range sensors?” Sheen asked over her mini-com, glancing over
at the large scanning and sensor console, which was manned by two fleet
officers. She wore a small communications device in her right ear, which
allowed her to contact any station on the ship in an instant.


“System has
two planets,” Lieutenant Stalls reported smoothly as he checked the latest
information coming in on his computer screens. “Both are gas giants in distant
orbits. No asteroid fields or moons detected. System is absent of any
artificial emissions.”


“System is as
we had hoped,” reported Colonel Sheen turning to face the admiral. “There are
no signs of any enemy vessels, and the system has no significant resources to
attract any type of mining or scientific activity.”


Admiral Streth
nodded his head in acknowledgement. He knew that Amanda was a highly qualified
officer graduating in the top ten percent of her class at the fleet academy.
She was a brunette with a trim figure and thirty-two years of age. She was also
a firm disciplinarian. The crew respected her, and she was everything he could
ask for in an executive officer.


“Get me the
Victory, I think it’s time we get some information about this area of space,”
ordered Admiral Streth, reaching a decision. They had been moving steadily
deeper into suspected Hocklyn space for the last eight weeks. “It’s time we
launch the stealth scouts and find out what’s out there.”


Colonel Sheen
nodded. This was their mission and she was ready to get it started. Glancing
back at the sensor and scanner screens, she noted that they were clearly empty
of any hostile threats. That needed to continue for several more days if they
hoped for any chance of success. Looking around the Command Center, she could sense the heightened vibrancy in the crew at the admiral’s announcement to
begin the actual mission.


-


On board the
Victory, Commander Adler listened as the admiral ordered the launch of the
stealth scouts. The Victory had six of the highly advanced scout ships on
board, which were nearly undetectable to normal methods of scanning. It was
hoped that the Hocklyns would have no way to detect the small surveillance
vessels. Their entire mission and the safety of their fleet depended on it.


Adler ended
the communication with the admiral and turned to his executive officer Major
Timmins. “I want all six scout ships ready to launch ASAP. Mission is a go.”


“Finally,”
responded Major Timmins letting out a deep breath and then announcing over his
mini-com, “All stations stand by for scout ship launch. Mission is a go. Flight
bay, begin launch preparations.”


Instantly the
tension and excitement in the Command Center notched up. This was what everyone
had been waiting for. It was time to find out just how large the Hocklyn Empire
was and how big a threat they were to the Federation.


Commander
Adler turned toward the lieutenant in charge of Navigation. “I want a list of
the twenty nearest stars that are capable of supporting life-bearing planets.”


“Yes, sir,”
the young blonde replied as she began entering commands into her computer. 


Lieutenant
Ashton was rated as one of the top navigators in the entire fleet. She also
held an advanced degree in Stellar Cartography. She had written an impressive
thesis on deep space navigation her senior year at the fleet academy on Tellus.



-


Down below in
the main flight bay, the six scout ships were brought up on elevators from
their secure hangers beneath. The ships were covered in a layer of dark
composite material that the scientists swore would be impervious to Hocklyn
scans. Power sources were muffled, and the ships were built to present a
minimal profile to enemy ships. 


Each scout
could carry a six-man crew and were capable of operating independently of the
fleet for eight to ten days. They had FTL drives as well as powerful sublight
engines. The ships were wedge shaped with gentle curves. Each was twenty-two
meters long and twelve meters wide. Weapons consisted of six Hunter
anti-fighter missiles hidden inside the wings and two medium lasers in the
nose. The nose lasers were a recent development and had been added at the last
minute to the scouts. The pilots were still arguing whether the lasers were an
improvement over the 30 mm cannons they had replaced. 


Technicians
quickly checked over all six ships, making sure they were ready for their
missions. The ships had been kept on standby for nearly two weeks. A quick
check and all the scouts were deemed ready for immediate launch. The deck chief
notified flight control that all six scouts were mission ready. 


Flight control
was at the far end of the massive flight bay. Large reinforced glass windows
looked out over the bay allowing the controllers inside to see the activity in
the bay. Inside flight control was a hum of busy activity as men and women
watched their consoles and kept track of all the activity going on inside the
bay as well as outside. The CAG was standing next to the flight operations
officer at the main control console. Across the back wall, numerous viewscreens
depicted activity inside the bay. Several large scanner screens showed the
flight space around the fleet and the current locations of the CAP fighters
that were out on patrol.


Activating his
mini-com, the CAG gave the order for the flight crews to board their scouts.
The technicians were finished, now it would be up to the highly trained crews
to begin their mission and bring home the information the Federation so
desperately needed. 


The waiting
crews quickly made their way into their respective vessels. They had been in
the pilot’s ready room, hoping this star system would be secure enough so they
could start their covert mission. Nerves had been getting on edge and tempers
had been flaring as they moved farther away from the Federation and deeper into
what was suspected to be Hocklyn controlled space. They all felt relieved and
energized that it was finally time to launch the mission.


Captain Karl
Arcles settled down into his pilot’s seat in one of the scouts and looked over
at his copilot, Lieutenant Lacy Sanders. The young twenty-six-year-old blonde
looked slightly pale. It was one thing to train for this type of mission; it
was another to actually do it.


“Nothing to be
nervous about Lieutenant,” Arcles said with a reassuring smile. “Just treat
this as a routine flight. We’ve done this often enough in practice.” 


“Yes, sir,”
replied Lieutenant Sanders taking a deep breath. Lacy could feel her heart
racing. She looked over at Captain Arcles and said nervously. “Only this time
it’s for real, and what we find may determine the future of the entire human
race. I know they said the Hocklyns shouldn’t be able to detect our scout
ships. We all know that the Hocklyn’s technology level is higher than ours.
What if the experts are wrong?”


Arcles leaned
back in his seat and didn’t reply. The lieutenant was correct. The future of
humanity's home system and its four outlying colony worlds rested on what this
mission discovered about the Hocklyns. The Hocklyns had attacked the Human
Federation of Worlds without provocation. Millions of innocent people had died
in the brutal attack. 


The mission of
this fleet was to find out just how large an empire the Hocklyns controlled,
and what could be done to prevent future attacks. Was it just a few worlds as
the Federation government hoped, or was it a large galaxy-spanning empire? The
Hocklyns held a decisive edge in technology. That had already been determined
from the technologies on their ships. Did they also hold a decisive edge in
population as well as natural resources? Karl just hoped the experts were right
and the scout ships were undetectable.


“Launch at
your discretion, Captain Arcles.” The CAG’s voice came over the com system.
“Good luck and good hunting.”


“Let’s get the
systems powered up,” ordered Arcles glancing over at Lieutenant Sanders. “It’s
time to get this show on the road.”


It only took
the two a few minutes to finish powering up the small ship and complete their
final preflight checks. The techs had already checked everything earlier, so it
was mainly a matter of flipping a few switches and powering up the sublight
drive.


“Everything
shows green,” Lieutenant Sanders reported as she tightened her safety harness.
She closed her eyes briefly and said a short prayer. This mission frightened
her. They were so far away from home, and if anything happened, they would be
on their own. No one would be coming to save them.


Captain Arcles
reached forward, taking the scout ship’s controls. A moment later, the little
ship darted out from the flight bay and moved away from the majestic battle
carrier. “Insert first FTL coordinates,” he ordered, looking over at Sanders.
He had flown with the lieutenant often enough that he knew that once the
mission began she would calm down. She was a very capable officer; she just
needed to learn to control her anxiety.


The lieutenant
tapped a few commands into her navigation computer and then nodded as she
double-checked the results. “Coordinates locked in.”


Arcles nodded
and turned the controls over to the ship’s flight computer. He watched as the
FTL timer began counting down and soon neared zero. The other scout ships
didn’t show on the small ship’s scanners and sensors, but he knew they were out
there.


“Standby for
FTL insertion,” Arcles spoke over the com to the other crewmembers. There were
two mission specialists in the cockpit behind him who were responsible for the
scout’s sensors and stealth systems. Two more technicians were back in the
small crew compartment. 


Moments later,
a spatial vortex of blue-white light appeared directly in front of the curved
nose of the scout ship. The scout ship darted into the vortex, which instantly
vanished, leaving no sign of the scout. Within a few minutes, the other five
scouts had vanished in the same way. Each scout had a different set of
destinations to search.


-


Admiral Streth
watched as the six scout ships vanished into the blue-white vortexes of light.
He let out a deep breath and wondered about what they would find. They were
nearly six hundred light years from home, and in what was believed to be enemy territory.
The entire outcome of the war might very well rest on what the scouts
discovered.


“It’s begun,”
Colonel Sheen commented quietly, seeing that the six blips representing the
scouts had vanished from her plotting table. They had been tracked by high-resolution
cameras as they left the Victory.


In a way, she
felt relieved that the mission had finally been launched. Not knowing what the
Federation actually faced had been gnawing fearfully in the pit of her stomach
for quite some time. Amanda just wanted her parents to be safe back home on
Aquaria. Recent events had made her extremely concerned for her parents'
safety.


Colonel Sheen
pursed her lips, feeling apprehensive at what the scouts might discover. When
she had entered the fleet academy, she had never dreamed she would become part
of an interstellar war. That was something that only happened on the holo vids
or in books. Her parents lived on the colony of Beltran Three, called Aquaria
by its inhabitants. The planet was nearly eighty percent water and possessed
the most beautiful ocean beaches of any of the four major colonies. Amanda knew
that the orbital defenses above her home planet were being heavily strengthened
to protect the colony from another Hocklyn attack. She just prayed that it
would be enough and that her parents would remain safe.


“Mission counter has started,” she reported as a timer began moving on the plotting table.
“First system emergence should occur in twenty-two minutes.”


Admiral Streth
nodded. “I want the fleet kept at Condition Two. We don’t know how well the
stealth protection on those scouts will hold up. If the Hocklyns detect them,
we could have their warships here soon after.”


“Yes, sir,”
responded Colonel Sheen, hoping that was not the case. She walked several paces
over to a set of consoles manned by two lieutenants and two ensigns. “Keep all
weapon systems on standby. If any unknowns are detected, I want firing
solutions yesterday!”


Lieutenant
Jacobs instantly responded. “All targets will be locked upon FTL emergence until
deemed friendly or unfriendly.”


Colonel Sheen
nodded and passed the same order over her mini-com to the rest of the fleet
after setting her com to fleet-wide so she could communicate the admiral’s
orders to the other ship commanders. She then continued to walk from console to
console in the Command Center, talking to the men and women who manned them. At
the helm control console, she ordered Lieutenant Jenikens to be prepared for
emergency maneuvers upon her command if they went to Condition One.


Satisfied that
everything was as ready as it could be, she returned to her station at the
plotting table. She could have done the same thing over her mini-com, which
connected her to all the stations, but she preferred to talk to the individual
crewmembers whenever possible. She felt it made a better impression upon them. 


Admiral Streth
had watched Colonel Sheen move through the Command Center talking to the crew.
He leaned back in his seat, thinking about what had brought them to this point.
It had all started eight months back when a strange vessel had entered the
Stalor System, which contained a small mining operation. The miners had
instantly screamed for help when their scanners had detected an alien ship
going into orbit above the volcanic moon they were mining. It was the first
alien ship ever encountered by the Federation.
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