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"Colonel Cooper, we're one hour out from the
Moon, Launch, Base," Atom, informs groggy Simon, after Simon's,
cryogenic, hibernation, pod, had, slowly, brought him back to
consciousness from a torpor, and opened.

"Thanks, Atom. Let me sleep five more
minutes, okay? And turn up the heat, will you? It's freezing in
here" Simon wants to roll over on his side, but can't because he's
still connected to the pod's life support.

"Roger, Colonel."

An hour later, Colonel, Simon Cooper, wakes
up and disconnects the pod's life support apparatus, and, after
taking several moments to clear his mind, gets dressed and makes
his way to the deep space, long distance, ship's, cockpit, to drop
into the pilot's couch. He looks through the forward port and sees
the Moon, Earth, and Sun, where they should be, and felt glad to be
home. "Damn, I'm hungry. How long was I in hibernation, Atom?"

"I'm not sure, Colonel. My chronograph was
deactivated while we were inside the dark matter slipstream."

"Oh, yeah, right. I forgot. We had the same
problem when we landed on Altier. With Lequotions not measuring
time the same as us, we had nothing to compare relative time spans.
I'll find out after I contact Mission Control." He flips on the
radio, and leans back in his seat. "Come in Moon Base. This is
Colonel, Simon Cooper, returning from mission, Outreach. Come in .
. . "

He receives no response with a lot of static
filling the radio's speaker.

He makes a minor adjustment on the radio
controls. "Come on fellas, wake up down there . . . Moon Base, this
is Colonel, Simon Cooper. Come in please . . . "

Still, no response.

"What the hell's going on, Atom? Is my radio
working?"

"Yes, Colonel, it is working just fine. You
are broadcasting at, one-forty-five-point-eight, megahertz."

"Okay, that's a solid signal. How's the
reception?"

"Within parameters, at,
one-forty-five-point-two, megahertz, Colonel."

"That's strange. Everything seems to be
working, so, why am I not receiving a signal from base?" He looks
up at the Moon, again, with a feeling something is desperately
wrong.

"Because Moon Base is not broadcasting any
form of transmissions."

"Not broadcasting? How the hell is that
possible? They're always broadcasting to someone on Earth, or in
contact with launch control on the Moon."

"Colonel, I don't detect any type of radio
broadcast anywhere. This entire area of space is radio silent."

"Radio silent? That can't be right. Run a
systems check on yourself, Atom."

"Yes, Sir." A few seconds pass. "Systems
check complete, Colonel."

"And . . . Well, what did you find? Are you
functioning properly?"

"Yes, Colonel, I am functioning
one-hundred-percent. And, while anticipating your next command, I
repeated a search for a radio signal from Earth, or Moon Base, and
Mars, and still don't detect any form of radio broadcast."

"That can't be. How about NORAD, or anything
that might be broadcasting some kind of signal? How about something
incoming from Mars?"

"I have scanned every possible broadcasting
frequency in this area of space and I detect nothing. Everything,
the Moon, and the Earth, as well as Mars, are radio silent."

"I still don't believe it. Something is
wrong with, either, you, or my radio. If nothing else, you should
pick up a signal from any one of the many satellites orbiting the
Earth. I guess we'll have to land on Moon Base without telemetry.
Set the ship down near the Moon Base hangar, fifteen. We'll take a
transport over to Moon Base Control."

"Roger, Colonel."

With Atom at the controls, the intergalactic
ship dipped down close to the mono gray of the lunar terrain that
zipped under in a blur. It banked left as it slid around a small
mountain, leveled off, and climbed over another, all while going a
bit too fast for Simon's liking, as he tightly gripped the armrest
of his couch. "Christ, Atom, do you have to fly this thing so fast
this close to the damn ground? After all, this ain't no
shuttle."

"Sorry, Colonel. I forgot you still don't
trust my abilities. I am capable of flying much faster and thought
I was flying slow enough for you. I'll slow down to one-thousand
miles per hour."

"Thank you. I know you're half computer, and
half mobile robot, with artificial intelligence and lightening
reflexes, but I just can't get used to flying this close to the
terrain, that fast in the ship. Shuttle, maybe, but not in this big
thing."

"I understand, Colonel. Is this slow
enough?" The shuttle slowed, but was still speeding too fast for
Simon.

"Yeah, that's better, but why don't you gain
a bit more altitude and fly over everything instead of—?"

Before Simon could finish his request, the
ship suddenly slowed to a crawl. "We're here, Colonel. That is
hangar fifteen on the right, but I don't see any activity or a
transport. With the radio out, we can't call for transportation. We
might have to walk to the hangar to find a lunar transport."

"Yeah, I see it, Atom. What the hells going
on? This place should be abuzz with activity, particularly, with
all the missions to Mars. Set the ship down here and we'll go to
the hangar to find out where everyone is."

"Roger, Colonel. I'll equip myself with a
plus riffle."

"Plus riffle? Why would you need a
riffle?"

"There is something very strange going on
here. I compute there might have been some kind of catastrophic
event, maybe mass insanity. It would be better to have a weapon and
not need it than need—"

"Yeah, yeah, I know. Okay, bring the riffle,
but I don't think we'll need it." Simon climbed out of his seat and
followed Atom as he passed by, while walking on his six, spider
like, legs. "Are you going to switch over to tread mode once we're
outside?" asked, Simon, as he watched Atom easily amble down the
aisle, and marveled at Atom's range of motion, as he had every time
he watched him move.

Atom's one, red, eye, spun around the edge
of Atom's disk shaped head to look back at Simon while continuing
to walk toward the gun locker. "No, Colonel. I can move faster in
legged mode."

"Oh, yeah. Just wondering. You know what — I
think I'll take a riffle too."

"Wise decision, Colonel."

The pair arrived at the gun locker and Atom,
after quickly running through a readiness check, handed a pulse
riffle to Simon. He picked up another riffle and ran a check on it,
his four, mechanical, arms and hands, a blur. Atom, then turned to
face Simon. "I'm going outside and I'll be waiting for you to put
on your space suit's helmet, Colonel."

Shaking his head, Simon, said, "Yeah, you do
that, Atom. I'll be out in a minute." Boy, I hope we don't run
into anything that needs shooting. It won't have a chance against
Atom, he thought, as he put on his helmet and ran a pressure
check on his space suite. "Radio check," he said into the helmet's
microphone, as he stepped into the airlock.

"Radio, five by five," Atom, responded, from
outside the ship in the vacuum of space.

"See anything, yet? Simon said, as he exited
the airlock and began walking down the ramp.

"Nothing so far. It's too quiet. Something
is definitely wrong."

"Yeah, I think you're right." Simon walked
next to Atom.

 


***

 


Outside the ship, Simon and Atom walked
toward, what appeared to be an abandoned, dome shaped, hangar. The
closer they got, the more it was obvious some kind of battle had
taken place.

Atom noted the many, odd shaped, footprints,
covering the lunar soil, everywhere. Up close to the hangar's
giant, partially opened, door, that had damage along the bottom,
and which seemed to have been forced open, the pair noticed many
blackened, blast holes, in the sides of the hangar, which indicated
a gunfight, but the ragged edged holes in the front of the hangar,
that were from, what had to be, pulse riffles, indicated they were
all caused by shots fired from inside the hangar. Whatever attacked
the hangar, and probably the base, didn't seem to be using
weapons.

While taking cover, the pair stopped at the
entrance. With no lights on, it's impossible for Simon to see
inside.

"No doubt about it, Colonel, there was a
fire fight, here."

"Yeah, I agree. I wonder how long ago?"

"With no wind blowing dust around, there is
no way to tell. It could have been hours or years, ago."

"So, what do you think? Should we go
in?"

"Yes, Colonel. My sensors detect no movement
inside. I'll climb to the top and you go in on the ground."

"Good idea, Atom." Simon watched Atom begin
the climb to the top of the entrance, it's six legs, equipped with
electro magnets at the ends, had no problem sticking to the metal
wall of the hangar.

Once in position just out of sight of Simon.
"Okay, Colonel, I'm in position," radioed, Atom, "and still don't
detect movement. You can go in now."

His riffle at the ready, Simon eased inside,
but still couldn't see anything. "Hey, Atom, can you turn on the
lights? It's kind of spooky in here."

"No, Colonel. I think the link to the
generator has been destroyed. Hold on . . . " Atom dropped to the
ground while creating a cloud of dust as he landed. As the dust
quickly settled in the vacuum, a search light emerged from the side
of Atom's, shoe box, shaped, metal body, and turned on while
filling the interior with a bright light.

"Thanks, Atom. That's much better, but look
at this place. Where is everyone? There should be bodies in here
after a fire fight."

"Maybe the survivors returned to Earth and
took any bodies with them?"

"Yeah, that makes sense. Come on, let's take
that transport over there and go to Moon Base Control."

"Yes, Colonel. You get the transport, but
before we leave, I want to take a closer look at the strange
footprints outside."

"Good idea. I'll pick you up outside."

 


***

 


After parking the six wheeled transport next
to Atom, who searched the ground, Simon gets out. "So, what do you
make of the tracks?"

"Some kind of mechanical tracks. Several,
individual, machines, judging by the depth and spacing of the
tracks. It appears to have two appendages. And they have to be
alien tracks because my memory bank has no record of such tracks,
and whatever made them, I would, also, guess, are intelligent."

"Alien, huh? I guess the Lequotion aren't
the only intelligent aliens in this galaxy, after all?"

"It would appear so, Colonel."

"But why would they attack this base. If
they have the intelligence and technology, to get here, they must
be way more intelligent than us and there is surely nothing here of
value to them?"

"I can not say, Colonel."

"Let's get over to the Mission Control Dome.
There are computers that record everything the cameras all over the
base, see. Maybe we can get a look at these aliens?"

"Yes, Colonel. There is nothing more we can
learn here."

The pair climb into the twelve passenger
transport and at a leisurely, twenty miles per hour, top speed, set
off for Mission Control, ten miles away, just past the long
distance ship, launch pads.

 


***

 


As the transport rolls past the launch pads,
several long distant space ships, similar to Simon's, sit
unattended. They don't appear to be damaged, just abandoned. Simon
and Atom only stare and say nothing as they ride past. They, both,
notice the many strange tracks they saw at the hangar. Whatever
attacked the hangar must have been here, also, thought
Simon.

The transport continued on past a large
sphere which contained the dark energy, conversion, electricity,
generator, and moved on past a giant, dish shaped, radio antenna,
designed to receive signals from Mars. Eventually, the Mission
Control building came into view from behind a large, impact
crater's, ridge. The Earth hang in dark space while looking
impossibly close, and the white band of stars, the galaxy on edge,
somehow, seemed less distant behind Simon's last voyage.

 


As the transport approached the dome shaped,
Mission Control, building, the pair can see the absence of any
indication of a fire fight. The lights were on inside the building,
but no activity visible. Off to the right, two transports sat,
empty, with a pair of alien tracks leading toward it, and back.

Simon stopped the transport. "Well, at least
the lights are on. I was worried we wouldn't have electricity to
run the computers." Simon, noted.

"You need not worry about sufficient
electricity with the dark energy electricity, generator, working.
It will produce electricity as long as it is not damaged."

"Yeah, I know, but the lights were off in
the hangar." Simon begins driving again.

"That was caused by a broken connection,
probably, shot out during the fire fight," offers, Atom.

 


The transport comes to a stop at the
entrance airlock in the front of the domed building. Several of the
strange tracks led into the airlock.

"There are a lot of the strange tracks here
and they seem to be going inside. Maybe we should be careful while
entering?" Atom, warned.

"I don't know, but I don't think so. If you
ask me, whatever attacked the base is long gone by now. I think
we'll be all right."

"Okay, Colonel, but I'll take the lead, just
in case."

"I won't argue with you there, buddy. Let's
go."

The pair get out and begin the trek to the
airlock. Simon notices how Atom's red eye circled the edge of his
disk shaped, head, like a, searching, radar antenna. He knew that
if there was anything dangerous around, Atom would detect it.

They enter the airlock, and after the outer
door closed, they can hear the sound of hissing air as the lock
equalized pressure with the interior of the building.

With Simon standing behind him, Atom raises
his riffle to the ready position as the interior, airlock, door,
opens.

The first thing the pair see is a room full
of dust covered, pressure suits. Several, alien tracks lead to the
next airlock, door.

"Well, we know someone is still in the
building, anyway, Atom, because no one can leave this place without
their pressure suit. If there was a battle in here, I'm sure the
human bodies are still here."

"Yes, it would seem so, Colonel."

"Come on, Atom. Let's go through the next
airlock into the equipment room."

Through the next set of doors, the pair
entered the tool and equipment room. They find the room empty with
a heavily, dust covered, floor, which had several of the same,
strange, tracks, as outside. The tracks seem to indicate traffic in
both directions, in and out of the room.

"That settles it, Atom. These tracks say the
aliens were in here and then left, but look at the coating of dust.
Whatever happened here had to have happened many years ago and I
don't see any indication there was a fire fight in here. Let's go
up to the communications room and see if the computers recorded
anything."

"Yes, Colonel, but I'll still take the lead,
just in case."

"Lead the way, buddy. I'm right behind
you."

After boarding a shaky elevator to the
second level, the pair enter a larger room with a model layout of
Moon Base. Through another airtight door, they enter the smaller
communication room. Along the walls are several panels lit up like
a Christmas tree, the lights blinking and a deep hum prevalent in
the silence of the room, but no people. It was as if everyone just
got up and left in a hurry, and, still no human bodies. But that
can't be true because the space suits are still hanging
downstairs, thought, Simon.

Simon and Atom stand in the middle of the
room looking around. A heavier covering of dust, covered everything
in the room including the leather seats in front of the
communications panels. One panel had the petrified remains of a
half-eaten sandwich resting on it.

"This just doesn't make any sense. It must
have taken years for that sandwich to become that hard, and where
did all this dust come from? But the big question is, where the
hell could everyone have gone?" asked, Simon. "The computers are
still up and running. Let's see what they've recorded."

"I'll pull up the most recent recordings."
Atom went to a panel and flipped a couple switches and turned on a
monitor. "The most recent recording should begin, now,
Colonel."

"Switch to the hangar recording first,
Atom."

"I did, Colonel. I want to see what happened
during the fire fight."

The snow filled screen on the monitor turned
into a recording of the outside of the hangar. For several minutes,
the recording showed normal activity. They showed a larger, long
distant, ship, being backed into the hangar and the tow vehicle
leaving, just before the hangar door closed. More activity of
technicians arriving and leaving the hangar continued for several
minutes, then no more activity.

"Speed up the recording until we can see
more activity," instructed, Simon.

Atom sped up the recording and slowed it to
normal speed as the ship was being towed out of the hangar, and
then no more movement was recorded for several minutes.

Atom sped up the recording, again, and
slowed it when half a dozen, two legged, machines, came into view.
The machines walked over to the closed hangar door and with two,
powerful, appendages, forced it half open, and that's when the fire
fight began from the inside. Many of the pulse riffle shots hit the
side of the hangar blasting holes through it, and many striking the
alien machines. The shots bounced off the machines as if no more
powerful than light coming from a flashlight.

The machines, while on the outside,
immediately, returned fire from some kind of ray cannon, their
shots disappearing inside the hangar.

Eventually, no more shots came from inside.
The machines entered for a few minutes and then emerged and walked
out of view of the camera.

"That's strange. The alien machines didn't
bring out any of the humans that must have been killed inside the
hangar. So, where are the bodies of the killed? Wait a minute —
what is the date of that recording, Atom?"

Atom looked at the chronometer running in
one corner at the bottom of the recording. "It's a hundred years
old, Colonel."

"Well, I guess that's long enough for
Earth's, Mission Control, to send up teams to remove the bodies,
but you and I weren't gone that long, were we? Switch over to the
most recent recordings of this place."

Atom did as was told, where images of the
same scenario took place, but this time, an alien shuttle was
captured landing next to the control building.

The shuttle didn't appear much different
than his shuttle, just way larger. When the shuttle landed, a half
dozen, two legged, nine-foot, tall, machines, approached the
control building's airlock. This time, the machines didn't have to
force their way inside. With no reason to have them locked, the
airlock door didn't have a security system. The machines, as would
any human, simply walked up to the lock and pressed the open
button, and then they entered.

Atom switched to the view inside the
airlock, as the aliens passed through the inner airlock door into
the pressure suit room. Atom switched to the pressure suit room,
where it was revealed how the alien's killed any humans they came
across, and what happened to their bodies.

As soon as the machines enter the suit room,
where two humans were present, the machines blasted them, turning
them into a cloud of gray dust that filled the room. The machines,
then, entered the elevator on the way up to the communications
room.

Atom switched over to the communications
room as the machines stepped off the elevator. They blasted every
one of the thirty or so people before turning to leave.

"So, that's what happened to the people and
their bodies. This dust we're standing in was once the people of
Mission Control. But, how can the recording be a hundred years old?
I left from here on my mission to Altier, the Lequotion's planet,
less than a day, ago, or it seemed like a day, although, while in
the hibernation pod, a hundred years might seem like a day. It
doesn't make any sense. Listen, I'm going down to Earth. Maybe
someone can explain the time differential. Come on, Atom. Let's see
if we can find out what happened." Lord, I hope the same thing
hasn't happened on Earth. But I think so. Otherwise, why isn't
Earth broadcasting any radio signals?


Chapter 2

 


 


"Come in Earth, Mission Control," Simon,
said, over the radio. No response. "Well, Atom, I guess you were
right. Even Earth is not responding. Can you initiate reentry
insertion the hard way without assistance from Earth's, Mission
Control?"

"Yes, Colonel. I will begin insertion when
the optimal reentry window has been obtained."

"And how long will that be?"

"In five minutes, thirty-one seconds."

"Great, just enough time to board the
shuttle and leave the ship up here in orbit.

 


The pair now in the shuttle, and with two
minutes to insertion, Atom begins the shuttle separation sequence.
"Vehicle separation beginning now, Colonel."

A hissing sound could be heard as the air
from the airlock is pumped back into the ship. The clank of the
docking locks tells Simon the shuttle and the ship are no longer
locked together. Then, several short blast of the retro rockets
separates the two vehicles.

"Separation complete, Colonel."

"Yes, I know. So, let's get on with it,
Atom. I'm in a hurry to see why there aren't any signals coming
from Mission Control."

"Yes, Colonel, but we must wait one minute
to reach the optimal insertion window. While we wait, I must ask,
doesn't the Earth look a bit different from the way it looked when
we left?"

Looking down, Simon, said, "You know what,
Atom, you're right. I hadn't noticed. It seems a lot greener,
doesn't it?"

"Yes, Colonel. I compute all cities have
been ninety-percent, overgrown, by forest."

"What the hell's going on, Atom? I wasn't
gone that long, was I? Only about a day . . . unless . . . unless
there was a time differential. But the experts said there wouldn't
be a time differential because traveling in the dark matter
slipstream would be about the same as entering a wormhole. Let's
see, how far away is Altier, what, about
twenty-million-light-years, or so, right?"

"Yes, Colonel."

"And I went into hibernation, before the
jump to Altier, about a week after leaving the launch base on the
Moon, and you were deactivated. If the scientist are correct, we
should have arrived in the orbit of Altier, instantly. Then I spent
a day on Altier before I had to return to Earth, and went back into
hibernation for the return trip, which was supposed to be
instantaneous. The Earth couldn't have aged that much in a day,
right, unless the scientist were wrong about the time differential
inside the dark matter slipstream?"

"That is correct, Colonel, but we won't know
for sure until we land and find verification of the date. I don't
know how many years I was deactivated. It could have been hundreds
or thousands of years for all we know. There is no way to estimate
because all chronographs were deactivated when we entered the
slipstream. Even the ships chronograph doesn't work. If you wish, I
can compare the positions of the stars and the Sun to derive an
accurate time frame, but that will take another obit around the
Earth so that I can view everything I need to compute."

"No, Atom, that won't be necessary. How much
longer before we reach the optimum reentry insertion window?"

"Thirty and one half seconds."

"Great, take us down."

"Reentry insertion beginning now."

 


Moments before the shuttle entered reentry,
Simon looked up to see the ship in all its grandeur. While
appearing like a cylinder, several-thousand-feet, long, and about a
thousand-feet, in diameter, with a large radio dish attached on
both ends, it appeared much too large to be propelled at the
unthinkable, hundreds of times, faster than lightspeed, it could
attain. He knew the two large dish were the secret. They were
designed to latch onto the predominate, dark matter, and while
implementing the endless force of dark energy to blast a hole in
space and propel the ship, as a dark matter slipstream forms,
inside which, a ship of any size could be propelled to speeds, some
predicted, impossible. The scientist said the ship, actually,
wouldn't be traveling through space, as such. They predicted the
dark matter slipstream would bend space much like a wormhole, only,
with the end, or exit, of the slipstream more predictable, whereas,
a wormhole's exit could not be controlled and might end anywhere.
They, also, predicted that, because, dark matter, and dark energy,
were so prevalent throughout the universe, the vast distances
between galaxies would no longer be a barrier to intergalactic
travel. They, actually, predicted, that in time, a ship could
venture deep enough in space to witness light originating from the
Big Bang.



Back in 2052, and after many years of
searching for the elusive dark matter and dark energy, they were
unmasked.

Once understood, it wasn't long before
scientist learned how to use them for space exploration as well as
to provide more than enough clean energy to power the Earth for
eternity.

Sure, the discovery of dark energy and dark
matter provided the scientist with the ability to create wormholes,
but it wasn't long before scientist discovered wormholes were
extremely unpredictable. A wormhole portal could, easily, be
opened, but where it ended was anybody's guess, whereas, dark
matter slipstreams could be directed and controlled, and became the
preferred method of long distance space travel.

It appeared humankind had finally become a
galactic species. But they also knew that Earth would not be around
forever. They realized the Sun, during its natural lifespan, would
eventually go red giant and incinerate Earth. So, the search for a
habitable planet, or, intelligent, extraterrestrial, lifeform, were
placed on the front burner.

Now, with an unlimited source of energy,
hundreds of space searching, radio disk, and telescopes, were
placed in orbit outside the orbit of Mars. With the new, powerful,
space machines searching the heavens, that intelligent,
extraterrestrial, lifeform, was found with the added benefit the
newly discovered species lived on a planet very similar to Earth
and they named that planet, Altier and it's inhabitants,
Lequotions. And, now, with the ability to go anywhere in the
universe, thanks to dark matter slipstreams, humankind soon
launched a single person mission to visit that Earth like planet
and, hopefully, begin a dialogue with its inhabitants. The mission
is dubbed, Outreach, and Colonel, Simon, Cooper, is that
person.


Chapter 3

 


 


Because Simon normally returned to the Moon
and boarded a larger reentry vehicle and reentered Earth's
atmosphere while accompanied by several other people, his lonely,
fiery, reentry, while onboard a small shuttle, was terrifying.
However, the reentry was flawless and he was glad when the small
shuttle slowed to Mach 2 at twenty-thousand-feet.

"Where are we, Atom? Nothing down there
looks familiar. It's as if we're over a South American rain forest
or something."

"No, Colonel, we're where we should be over
the Shuttle Landing Facility at the Kennedy Space Center in
Florida. This is where the reentry window is set up to bring us.
The reason it doesn't look familiar is because the entire facility
is overgrown with forest."

"Yeah, you're right. Now that you mention
it, I can barely make out one of the old launch towers and the
Atlantic ocean off to the right. But how can this happen in only a
day?"

"It couldn't, Colonel. Therefore, we had to
have been gone more than a day. Judging by the size of the forest,
below, we had to have been gone, at least, a hundred years."

"I agree, and that would match the
chronograph up on the Moon. I'm taking over control of the shuttle.
I want to fly lower and slower. I can't make out much detail at
this speed and height."

"Roger, Colonel. You now have control."

Under Simon's control, the shuttle slowed to
Mach 1 and descended to one-thousand-feet. A large, sweeping, left
turn revealed
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