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WIRE SHIP XERXES


Hints of a Dragon

“Hey, you wasted or something, dude?”

Terry spun about, ready to smack his friend a good one. “Do I look wasted to you?”

“No! You look pissed.”

“You would too if you thought you saw a dragon in space!”

Spin backed up. “You saw it too?”

Terry’s eyes widened in alarm. “Impossible!”

“Not if we’re looking out the same portal.”

“We weren’t.”

Terry suddenly realized how tense his muscles were, his neck aching, back sore, and eyes burning sockets. He was a WireShip waiting to break loose and have a meltdown. And he didn’t want to be the latest in that miserable slagpile.

Fumbling in his pockets for something not even there, he remembered Captain Kleg, who had gone space crazy and severed his wire, which was damn near impossible, sending himself and the entire crew of WireShip Red Dawn into the sun as it was heading for the WireStation Mercury.

Terry and Spin had been close buds to the Russian. The man had practically raised them in the WireShip Corp from babies. 

“You’re nothing but Pups,” he would joke when one of them made a mistake, then he would laugh gently and show them the correct way to handle a problem, use a tool, adjust a control, maneuver a craft.

He was Pup Poppa to the budding WireShipNauts.

His loss was felt around the planet, but more so by the young recruits he would discover during his travels to the various countries where he would speak to the Biggies...Presidents, Premiers and Dictators...about the benefits of WireShip travel and how there was no need to fight over the Earth.

It had worked.

Over time the world became a more peaceful place as his good humor and patient work brought to fruition the hope of generations, culminating in the International WireShip Corp, a loosely joined group of nations that contributed product and students to the expansion of the WireVerse and some young writers called the new world of space.

So, no wonder that his going bananas, and for no apparent reason became worldwide, bigtime news. No surprise that space became tainted now with the fear of an invisible force that could strike even the bravest and most courageous of WireShip Captains and drive them mad! WireShip travel became a place to fear more than just being alone on long journeys.

For some years eager volunteers and happy space visitors dwindled, until a new round of volunteers ran into no issues long enough for the fear of space disease to pass.

Terry sighed, finished fumbling in his pockets, letting go the liners which felt gritty from all the nervous grips he had been giving them lately.

Nothing else in them. There wouldn’t be. Weight was precious during interstellar WireTravel. He looked out the huge window of WireShip Xerxes and sighed so deeply he almost sounded like one of those red bears he and Spin had been photographing in the Artic area. A rare breed that had been showing up more frequently as climate change began calming down.

As he further relaxed, his mind spun off into another memory, the struggle of nations to let go of the carbon past and embrace the Solar future. It wasn’t just WireShip travel that was changing mankind’s outlook for the future, it was also the utilization of nature’s treasure to open the world and supply its population with cheap ready to have power. 

The economies of the world thrived as never before.

For a long time, it looked as if humanity were going to fry itself or drown itself as the planet spun ever higher temperatures, and worse yet, climate changes like tornados in Southern California and Tsunamis from melting mountains of icebergs that were taking out some coastal cities, and forcing others to run for their lives to higher ground as the oceans rose from the melting flow of ice.

“Yeah. You’re right. He finally said. I guess we’re both a bit edge about where we’re heading.”

“Don’t Kleg out on me, Terry.”

Terry grimaced at the term, then sprouted his more normal grin. “Long as you don’t tsunami on me, I’m good!”

“That was mean!” Spin laughed. Everyone knows my ass is already earthquaked enough that falling apart from a tsunami is impossible.”

“Touché!”

Spin clamped one of his huge hammy hands-on Terry’s shoulders and gripped it warmly. “That’s what buds are for dude. To piss each other off and then offer a towel of peace.”

“Don’t see any towel.”

Spin barked with that deep throated laughter he was famous for. “Weight limit. Your towels are too heavy. And too many!” He added with a greater emphasis than Terry would have preferred.

“Right again. Shit, Spin, I’ve become a Troll, haven’t I?”

“Worst kind. Hairy armpits and no deodorant.”

Terry burst into laughter and his eyes began taking in the spacescape before him as WireShip Xerxes rode its elevator wire to the distant moon of Xerxes. Xerxes had been discovered about ten years ago by accident, when several scientists on the moon had noticed that Solar Flares had a pattern that didn’t match the rotation of the Earth that they should have. Earth rotates around the Sun and the patterns were going counterclockwise. Hence, something else was affecting the Earth and the Solar Flares, causing the perturbations that otherwise made no sense.

Solar Flares have a pattern that has been known for decades. They appear whenever a planetary structure, or a large comet or swarm of meteorite bodies interfere with the radio fields of the Sun. The radio fields are far flung Proto Rays...somewhat akin to X-Rays, but not as lethal that the Sun flings to all its children planets, keeping them properly aligned to their orbits and each other.

Xerxes had been deduced from the bounce of the Proto Rays, or Baskin Robbins, as Doctor Heinlein had so fondly named them after his favorite choice of ice cream. The planetary body had been finally discovered by several exploratory launches of drone ships that flew free of any attaching wires and were guided by various planetary WireStations.

They had discovered a parallel world to Earth. One that was an exact duplicate of Earth in every which way, except temperatures. No human being would be able to survive on that planet without a heat suit because the average daily temperature ranged between zero degrees Celsius and Ten.

Terry shivered at the thought of running naked on that rocky surface without a heat suit.

“Terry, you’re getting that look again.”

“Shut up! You’d get it too if you were freezing your balls off!”

Spin barked with laughter, let go of Terry’s shoulder and went to the Comboard. Punched a green button. “Please add a note that our Captain is going stir crazy. Spin out.”

“Not funny!”

“Neither is a man with vacant eyes like a zombie.”

Terry turned to his co-conspirator and fellow cellmate aboard the WireShip. “I just had a stinking premonition.”

“Oh?”

“Remember how Michael used to get those, back when we were still trying to figure out the weird Solar Flare bounces?”

“Yeah. He was nutso, just like you.”

“Precisely.”

Spin’s face lost its smile. “Oh!”

“Oh indeed. Michael may be my older brother, but he ain’t dead. And I still share his genes, if not his comfy retirement on Mars.”

Spin sat on the stool poking out from the cabinet wall, which he slid out without thinking to a comfy position. The cabinet wall is an all things to everyone space saver that has drawers that pull out with tools, clothing, supplies, desks, chairs, and entertainment when needed. All the interior walls of modern WireShips had them on all sides now. The earlier ships had cruder versions, but only on one wall.

“So hit me with it.”

Terry considered his words carefully. “Michael figured out that we are outliers.”

“Yeah. Like the first monkeys that talked.”

“Something like that.”

“And?”

“And,” Terry’s bronzed face tightened as he remembered. “And that something big, really, damned, horribly big was coming our way and our world and all the worlds before it had been seeded.”

“Seeded, like plants?”

“Go on, dig if you want, but it’s true.”

Spin sighed. “I don’t dig the idea of being a space seed planted in some kind of primordial soup to create consciousness.”

“No. no, no, not what I meant.”

“What did you mean t hen?”

“That this alien intelligence planted a certain kind of awakening in us before their civilization died.”

“And?”

“And you know the story.”

“Yeah. I do. But I just love the way your face contorts when you tell it.”

“You’re a real shit sometimes, you know that?”

“I do. But it takes one to know one.”

Terry grunted with laughter, then looked out the portal into the spacescape again. Xerxes should be coming into view soon. He turned back to Spin, who had opened a frig drawer to pull out a ham and egg sandwich, which he was now chomping on with obvious delight as he smacked his lips.

“Yeah. Well, pretty much when Michael figured that out, the WireShip program came to a screaming halt. The radical religionists protested with bombings and threats of open warfare across the planet when they had to face the reality that they had been seeded into consciousness with the help of an alien civilization and not some mystical God that even they don’t really believe in, or they wouldn’t have been so destructive during that time.”

“Yeah. Sucked. I lost my father then.”

Terry stiffened. “Shit, Spin. I’m such a guff.”

“No, you’re not a guff. Guff’s have a heart, you’re a vac, you suck out my happy memories.”

They both remained silent a long time.

“Anyway,” Terry began again.

“Shit! Here it comes again,” Spin commented, raising his sandwich to finish it off, his momentary despair now lost to hunger once more.

“Anyway, once all that Earthcrap came to a closure, humanity grew up and now here we are.”

“Yup. Sandwich?”

Terry had only enough time to grab the sandwich flung at him before it struck his face.

He sniffed it. “Mayo. You know I hate mayo!”

“Eat up, they all have mayo. You should never have pissed off Penny.”

Terry nodded, unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite. God! He hated mayo, but he hated even more the fact that he had hurt his girlfriend’s feelings. Badly.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah,” Spin agreed. “Dragons are real. You should never have made fun of them.”

“I know they are, but they’re manufactured. A cross of DNA from lizards and birds.”

“Sure, they’re funky looking like hell, and instead of shooting fire from their beaks, they shoot methane.”

“Stinks!”

“Yeah. It does. But a good woman like Penny smells better in your arms than being right about how much a dragon stinks!”

“Point taken!”


Xerxes

Shrouded in thick red mists, WireStation Xerxes, is both mystical and tantalizing. The empty WireStation orbits ten thousand miles above the strange alternate Earth below it, catching displays of reddish light upon its fresh painted hull, giving it a look as if it had been an actor in a play about Hades, where the monster God, tortures his prisoners, the souls who have been captured by him for torment by the Gods.

The mists are both cloud like and not. They dissolve in and out of each other, creating a very insubstantial feeling to the body hidden within. 

The droid mechanism that delivered the WireStation to its goal, taking almost a decade to reach its position, lay dormant several hundred miles away from WireStation Xerxes. The station’s lights have been dimmed for almost two decades now. It took a decade for the news of success to reach back to Earth.

A second droid ship had to connect the WireShip Station back to Earth, using the substance, metal, and electronics of the first droid to construct the wire path back to Earth, which would also connect to all the other WireStations that orbit within the solar system.

A laborious process if handled by human with, to be sure, but an effortless one for the droid bot, which had no sense of time, urgency, or fatigue, only a programming that would not allow rest until the wire connecting WireStation Xerxes to Earth was complete.

All WireStations look from some angles like fat metallic spiders caught in a web of massive webbing, which are the wires which supply energy and power to the WireStations, as well as the WireShips that course from one to the other and to planets below.

The terraforming of Mars began almost two decades ago, and Elon Musk set up the Capitol City of Mars himself, when he retired from his ventures, happily seeking the new challenge of settling a new world.

Now, the terraforming was beginning in earnest on the Moon. Not on the outside, but the interior, when it was discovered that the moon was basically a series of intricately laid out tunnels, left there undeniably by an ancient space fairing race, long lost to time.

A wonder to scientists and civvies as well.

WireShip Xerxes curved along the wire that led to WireStation Xerxes, still some 1000 nautical miles away from docking, where normally a crew would be anxiously waiting to take their WireShip back home for rest and relaxation, but in this case, the only crew were AIP, or APES, as they were referred to. AI Robots that resembled humans in every which way, but minus the emotional, soul factor that made a human truly human.

It had taken humanity some time to adjust to APES taking over the menial chores of hauling garbage, mowing lawns, digging mines, and so forth, but as Utopia seemed closer and closer for the masses and not Terminator rose threatening from the ever-growing masses of APES, they became normalized and accepted.

Mothers didn’t mind whether their boys wrestled with male APES or their girls baked cakes with them. Hell, they even became pseudo sex partners when one of the other partners in a marriage needed variety, though not openly.

Monogamy was still the norm, but there were always the few who wanted more than what they could otherwise have and abused the norm. They weren’t ostracized or punished, but they weren’t well liked either.

So, they weren’t relieving humans, but APES, who would fly the WireShip back for the next and larger crew to board and return to WireStation Xerxes to fully man it.

No one wanted to risk a full crew on a question mark planet. APES were expendable, but humans were not.

“Just look at that,” Spin told Terry, as he leaned into the portal window. The brightly lit screen was so clear that it seemed as if he could poke a finger through it and touch the thick wire that led their WireShip to WireStation Xerxes.

“Shhh! I’m talking.”

Spin looked at Terry, who had a finger to his right ear where the Bluetooth earbud was stuck. “Who?”

“No one so far and that’s strange.”

He looked at Spin. “Their communications stopped when we broke the two thousand league point.”

“That’s odd. Why would it do that?”

“Got me on that one.”

Terry punched the com again. “WireStation Xerxes, WireShip Xerxes live and on the wire, coming at you fast, please reply.”

Static.

Frustrated, he finally pulled the earbud out and squinted at it. “Don’t seem bad.”

Spin tossed his.

Terry caught it made an adjustment and stuck it into his right ear. “WireStation Xerxes, this is Wire Ship Xerxes. Speak to me.”

Even louder static.

Spin’s eyes widened when Terry shook his head and pulled out the earbud. “Something’s wrong.”

“Shit!” Spin swore. “And I was hoping for a greeting party with champagne and dancing girls!”
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Transformation One

He stood in his space suit, feet caught in drifting blue mist that hovered above river of the same, flooding from a distant figure who was watching him down the length of the cairn. 

Alien?

Human?

Couldn’t tell.

The alien landscape of the frozen moon fit the terminology as surely as predator fit the name Alien, the creature from that old movie that had scared the crap out of him as a kid. Huge walls stabbed frozen skies above, jagged edges puncturing space and threatening to do the same with the pin prick stars clustered like a vast and infinite string after string of Christmas Lights.

And the old man of the solar system, Saturn, ruled in malevolent hues of orange and white, its methane clouds churning storms the size of Earth. It was not a kind god, nor a lovely one, but in its fearsome aspect it, in some ways, reminded him of the scary pumpkin that Old Man Creary used to set on his porch on Halloween that would emit ghostly screams when you touched his doorbell button.

Holy hell that was the most frightening thing that stuck from his childhood. Children beware of pumpkins he mused to himself in a humorous tone.

His eyes swept left and right, taking in walls thickly crusted with fighting, clawing rivals of stone and frozen gas, mostly methane. 

Like father like son, he thought to himself. Still amused, even though the view was equally as frightening as awesome. As an astronaut, he was in awe, but the child part of him had its hair standing up on end, was kicking at the blankets over him to keep the boogey man away.

Course it didn’t help any that there appeared to be some kind of boogeyman standing several hundred yards ahead of him, rooted in the strange blue mist that flowed forth from the direction. He was assuming a lot with that limited view.

His helmet scan didn’t help him any either. In fact, whatever was watching him. Whatever its physical makeup was, it didn’t register on his scanners. Not even one bit.

He frowned, flicked the scanners off with a nod of his chin. Up chin; scanners on. Down chin; scanners off. Easy. But whatever you do, don’t yawn.

“Why?” He had asked during training with the new suit.

The Colonel. A good man had given him a stony look, then raised a balloon from the desk he stood against, blew hard into it, and then let go.

Everyone laughed.

Then without a hint of humor on his face or in his eyes had said, “That’s why!”

“Shit!

He still remembered the silence after he uttered that word.

The Colonel had nodded, now with a hint of a smile. “Damn right, son.”

He smiled at that memory, still frozen in his tracks. Immobilized by indecision. This could be first contact. What should he do? He had been prepared for such inevitability, but he hadn’t thought it would be with something like this...that could survive in this frozen hell without a suit. 

No one had.

Sure, some of the scientists had guessed. But there’s a huge leap of logic between speculation and reality.

His eyes flicked to the blue mist again. Since whatever it was seemed to be in no more of a hurry to make contact than him, he took the time to consider the mist more. Chin up. Nothing still.

“Damn!”

Chin down.

Scanners off.

He sighed wearily. It had taken him only a few minutes for his WireShip to drop to the frozen surface, but it had taken him days of silent observation, measuring, sampling, scanning to make sure that once he stepped outside, he would be safe.

A lot was invested in him.

Emotionally. And physically.

The crew above must be wondering what he was going through with all the cursing he had been doing. He hoped the transmissions were breaking atmosphere. They should be. But there were so many unknowns. 

“And people were worried about cow farts back home. They should get a load of this,” he mused to himself as his eyes took in the view. “Enough gas to light up Earth.”

The figure ahead of him seemed as frozen as the terrain scabbing the sky above him. Yet, it seemed alive somehow. Was it a figment of his imagination or had he seen some kind of movement? He stared hard for a long time, nosing the zoom on his view screen, and watching the vid capture of the human or alien situated ahead of him at the head of the river of blue mist.

For some reason even the zoom did not identify whatever it was. As soon as the lens would stabilize the view, it would change, almost as if whatever it was shifting in shape, or...and this made the old pumpkin memory come back again...or it was deliberately altering the signals coming back.

If that were so, it would indicate an extremely high level of technology. And if it was doing it to confuse or confound him, it was working. He just kept praying it wasn’t going to turn out to be the Old Pumpkin trick. Or if it was, it turned out to be a cute joke and not a final entry in his career.

Was the mist coming from it? Or was it part of the ground and ice?

Unable to hold back a moment longer, he began treading carefully along the frozen path that edged the strange mist. How could there be mist without atmosphere? Too many things that didn’t make sense about this encounter.

He checked his helmet readouts. No atmosphere. Zilch. Yet, there was mist. It didn’t just suck into space like the rest of the atmosphere had...it clung to the frozen landscape, following as certain a course as water might through banks of a stream or river.

Still no reading.

This time he left his readings on. If something changed, he wanted to know. Yeah. It was going to suck up power like a meth addict sucking white powder up their nose, but this was first encounter time...maybe.

Yeah. Plenty of gas. Frozen gas, but nothing from the mist.

Strange.

Odd.

Insane.

But he was the first man here.

He expected odd and strange. Just not insane.

He shrugged. As long as he could get back to his WireShip and the nice hot chocolate waiting for him there he would be fine, even if the drink was recycled urine.

He laughed.

“Drinking your own piss. Who would think?”

Brian froze as a slash of pure white light flooded the wall ahead of him and then began moving towards him as if it were alive.

It was coming fast.

Even the blue mist was agitating as it passed over it. Even so, the mist didn’t disperse. It was as if alive somehow, gelatinous, even though ethereal in appearance. 

Looks can be fooling, just like the first date he had in high school. She was a looker, but she was mean. Took her to the rave and she danced all night. With someone else.

Sucked, but...

The light was continuing towards him. 

Now the insane had gone to terrifying.

He didn’t think he would be able to make it back to his WireShip before the living light struck him. But he had to try.

All that flashed through the back of his mind as his trained reflexes had already started him turning on his pivot to return to safety

“Never give up, man!” He heard his old school bud, Herman tell him, his mop of red hair flaring about him like a wild version of Einstein. His blue eyes darting around like they were about to go into orbit. He grinned. “Move your ass, dude!”

He moved his ass, but not fast enough.

The living light struck him.


Mission Enceladus

“Good luck, Captain!”

Brian snapped a salute to the station commanding officer, Colonel Harding and moving silently, like a cat stalking its prey on a carpeted floor, he sprang onto the first rung of the hatch ladder, and then pulled himself up and into the WireShip that was cradled in the WireStation journey tube.

WireShips had an incoming and an outgoing tube that connected them to space and the mother WireShip Station that berthed them. When not in use, the tube was withdrawn, the extra WireShips strung like Christmas Lights, and shelved until needed for their next mission.

Fortunately for the engineering crew they didn’t have to do this constantly, as it was a dangerous process that needed great precision of movement or damage to the Mother Station might prove disastrous. A puncture through the WireShip exterior/interior would be catastrophic, sucking into space crew members and anything not locked down into deep, frozen space for cruel and swift death.

Brian stopped at the hatch and looked down at the Colonel. “Like a souvenir when I come back?”

“Just get your ugly face back here safe and sound, Captain.”

“Sure about that?”

“Not really; but it’s the right thing to do.”

Brian barked a laugh. The old coot was a by the numbers military officer, but he had heart. His first experience with him when he had done the balloon trick had made him fear the man, but in time he had come to realize that beneath the granite of the man’s face was the caring heart of a good parent.

He did care what happened to his men. And Brian was one of his men, even if officially attached to WireShip Exploration and not the Patrol.

Brian nodded, held up a gloved hand, then snapped a last salute and swung himself effortlessly into the WireShip interior. 

Almost zero gee gravity at the core of any WireStation allowed for easy movement, storing of equipment and of course, retrieval and movement of the WireShips, but still, you had to be careful.

That’s why anyone who served here was trained until they turned black and blue in their brains how to move in zero gee.

Too little movement. You froze in space. Too much and you scrambled your brains on metal or broke your limbs.

While the WireStation had internal gravity on the outer rim, the gravity was reduced as you neared the interior rim. Necessary to allow the Nauts, as they were called or WireNauts or Nuts as some humorously nailed them, to train in the various stages of gravity so they would be prepared for anything space or planetary habit might hurl at them.

No surprises were the motto of these military men. No surprises. No unnecessary loss of life.

Which suited him and every other sane man and woman just fine.

So far, he had only broken his pride, when on the second day he got cocky and tried for a long jump to the top of the WireShip Enceladus, which he would be descending inside of to the moon orbiting Saturn. His pride broke on the hard anvil of reality when he missed his grab because it almost tore his arm out of its socket and he smashed into the far side of the interior well, dislocating his left shoulder.

He had almost been sent home, but the Colonel had interceded for him, claiming that the young man was just preparing for his dive. That’s what they called the plunges to the surface of the moons and planets from WireStation. 

Dives.

Okay. He was forgiven but put on probation.

After that, he did no more Superman flights or Flash dashes. He was Mister Cool and Careful from now on.

Enceladus here I come.

And Enceladus here he was.

Well, almost.

He eyed the well one last time, admiring the nine other WireShips slung like bizarre, gigantic Christmas bells across its interior and then the Colonel who stood on the elevated platform protruding from the WireStation interior to allow access to the WireShips.

The interior of the tube was as airtight as the rest of WireStation, but it had gigantic suckers that withdrew atmosphere upon need, so the WireShips could sprout...be launched down their respective wire to their destinations as they made their dive.

It was airtight, but no one entered without a breather and insulated clothing. Any abrupt breakage of the seal in that compartment would mean instant decompression and frozen like a fish in the freezer.

“Colonel, permission to board WireShip Enceladus?”

Colonel smiled through his breather. “Permission granted.”

He snapped a salute and was returned one.

Colonel looked as if something had gotten into his eyes, and he had to turn away to clear them.

Brian felt a sudden sense of loneliness and loss that rivaled his sense of loneliness and loss when he left his wife behind on Earth. But now here with this hard-assed man who loved his job, his men, and his mission so much that sometimes he seemed more like an ogre than a human being, it was a different kind of severing and pain. 

“Colonel.”

“Yeah, Captain.”

“Thanks!”

Colonel nodded but didn’t turn around. His eyes kept bothering him as he struggled to clear them behind his breather...an impossible task, but one which his human vulnerabilities demanded he try if only to make himself feel relieved somewhat from the sudden emotional loss he felt.

Brian and he were like father and son in many ways.

Brian looked away too.

He was definitely crying.

Neither he nor Colonel wanted to show their weakness. An unspoken law stood between them. Love, but don’t reveal. Damn! It sucked. But he knew the man was rock. He wasn’t supposed to show emotions; so, he got stuff in his eye. Even though there was no stuff...no stuff in the perfectly cleansed air of the WireStation.

Not even a little.

Brian bounced lightly as he grabbed handholds to guide his path to the control panel. His eyes were still blurred by moisture. He didn’t try to wipe them. The breather would stop him, just like the Colonel.

Once the WireShip launched. Its freshers would kick in and he could kick the breather.

Behind him, the hatch shut automatically. Ten second timer.

Hiss of freshers kicking in and final boom as the hatch locks slammed home, sealing the hatch as tight as a flea’s butt.

AI would make sure all the insulation, rubber and compacts that kept air intact inside were holding, then a green light would flash overhead.

It did.

He sighed with relief, slipped his breather off and let it float away towards the ceiling.

As he strapped himself in, he allowed his tears to flow freely. He wouldn’t need to be visual for another ten seconds yet. He prayed he could have it under control when the Colonel looked out at him.

Neither of them would be able to live with that if he couldn’t.

Damn him! He thought. 

Father! He also thought, but with a warming of the heart as he did.

His anger was his inability to tell the man how he felt about him. And yet, he felt a certainty that the man knew very much how he felt. 

Brian jerked hard as klaxons blared inside his cabin and outside the ship. They couldn’t be heard in the well because the air was being sucked back inside the Mother WireStation, or it would be lost once the tube hatch sprung and his WireShip dove towards the moon below.

Then the ceiling would become the floor and the ceiling the floor. His chair would orientate itself during the dive and as gravity built from nearing the surface of Enceladus, he would have to be more careful in his movements. 

WireShips were stable, but sometimes the wires slipped or there were breaks. They never lasted long, but you stayed stuck to your seat until touchdown. On the longer flights between WireStation, experienced Nauts carefully moved through their craft, handholds always within easy grasp.

The occasional acrobat always paid in the end with bruises and breaks and if not suspension of duties, probation.

In a matter of thirty seconds his WireShip would slip from the WireLine to the Enceladus wire, the tube hatch would spit him and his ship out like a nasty bit of food and they would drop like a bat out of hell towards his goal: Enceladus.

“Good luck, Captain!”

Tears under control, he gave a nod to the Colonel now watching him from the view panel. The Colonel smiled. His eyes were now bloodshot. He nodded back.

“God’s speed, son.”

Before Brian could express his shock at the word, the connection was broken, and he was socked back into his chair as gee forces began to build.

While the WireShip could travel more slowly, they always launched like a bullet to build up energy to feed and power the ship and power the NanoWire so it would keep his ship powered once landed.

He risked a quick glance at what for the moment was now the floor but had been the ceiling. 

Enceladus rushed up at him like a gigantic snowball hurled by some massive Titan god of the past. 

Ready or not! Here I come.

Transfer to the Enceladus Wire happened next as the WireShip demagnetized from the WireStation one to the planetary one.

The WireShip jerked so hard he was afraid his brains would turn Jell-O in his skull.


Transformation Two

Brian flew through the air with the greatest of ease, except there was no air. And it wasn’t going to be easy when he landed, because he was moving like a bullet through the narrow space between the cairn’s frozen walls.

Living light cradled him in its grasp and it was unforgiving in its clutch. No way he could shake free of it or move freely enough to use his suit thrusters to alter his course or slow down.

It took every effort of his will to restrain from screaming. He still remembered that example of the balloon and didn’t what that happening now. He didn’t fancy smashing his brains out on one of the walls by accident. Even though he was turning head over heels, he was still going straight and not bouncing off anything.

So, keep that damned mouth shut and wait for a chance to break free, Damnit!

As he turned head over heels in the air, he would catch snapshots of the approaching death. Cold, frozen stabbing stars in a velvet black sky would alternate with jagged spears of frozen rock thrusting out, ready to greet him with deadly stabs of crushing pain and death.

He saw a break in the walls about him. Now would be a good time to activate his thrusters. He opened his mouth.

They didn’t respond.

He repeated it.

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

The opening was passing.

Last chance.

Still nothing.

Now he wasn’t just frightened; he was scared shitless. He had absolutely no control whatsoever over what happened next.

What the hell’s going on?

The light clutching him turned blue and began to seep into his helmet.

“No!” He cried out. 

It was merciless. It seeped along the bowl of his helmet and then began to flood towards his lips. He tried cocking his head away from it, all the time seeing the deathly spears of stone nearing.

The blue mist suddenly arched upwards like a deadly and venomous snake and struck his lips, forcing them open, and then projecting into his mouth and down his throat.


His Majesty, Saturn

Cold, stark, and unforgiving the planet beckoned to him, its frozen plains, deeply carved craters, and narrow frozen river channels of ice threatening to rise into space and wrap him in their cold, freezing arms. The stars guarded the moon mercilessly, keeping it locked in orbit, unable to cast itself free of its parent.

Saturn.

He laughed. What a fantasy. Like one of those old pulp mags that hadn’t a clue what the planet was really like. 

Nine times larger than earth it had no physical surface to be seen. It was like this bloated, massive turned bad lemon with roiling masses of gas that were always in motion. It wasn’t pretty at all. Not one bit. It was awesome and majestic in a nasty kind of way. It was like the monster in the movie that was so evil you wanted to vomit, but so fascinating you couldn’t take your eyes off it.

He glanced Twelve O’clock through the ceiling portal window directly above, his feet floating above his head, clenching the safety grabs on either side of the storage racks on his right to steady himself. 

The pull of Saturn was great, but not enough at this distance to affect the pull on his body of the moon he was descending towards. He had always wondered what it would feel like; now he knew. It was annoying. It made his sense of balance go slightly astray. He had been warned it might, but the warning and the reality were different.

He felt like part of him was about to become violently ill, while the other part was cool with it and wanting to just let go and be free. Strangest feeling of elation he had ever known.

“Well, Poppa, looks like you got a brand-new dance,” he cooed.

Static greeted him from the com.

It had broken shortly after launch.

Not predicted at all.

Physical failure?

He wouldn’t be able to check for sure until he was safely down. But he knew he wouldn’t waste time on that right off. He would make sure his WireShip was secured properly first.

A jarring lance of light seared his view for a moment. He twirled himself about expertly, avoiding the overhead sofa on the ceiling he would strap himself into at night to sleep. And looked out the opposite portal window. 

Enceladus was already darkening from the energies released, pretending that nothing unusual had just happened. But it had.

And not for the second or third time.

It was the reason he was here.

Now.

And for so long.

William Herschel had seen it first. He had said nothing publicly. It had been discovered in his long-lost journals. 

“I have seen the hand of God light up the distant moon of Enceladus,” he had written. “I fear to reveal this to the world. My life could be at stake to admit that the possibility of life on another world exists. It would be considered heresy, because the fools in control...both politically and spiritually...believe our world to be the only place God has placed life.”

Brian smiled. “You got it, old man. You nailed it straight. And good thing you shut your trap, or you would have been burned at a stake as a witch, or beheaded.”

He sighed then listened as all the cockpit computers buzzed to life, coming awake at the release of energies, their Nano computer driven circuitry already having captured the data, were now feeding it to the warming circuits that would shoot the data up the wire from his ship to the WireStation that orbited Enceladus above him.

He checked his wire again, making sure it was sticking.

Readouts were nominal.

Expression was 100 percent.

Colonel would be flushed with pride knowing this ship was powering his baby above with the energies being fed from the falling WireShip.

Einstein had been right. Energy can neither be created nor destroyed. But he had said nothing about it being diverted. Like now.

It was.

Big time.

Soon he would be landing.

The Anchor for the WireShip had been missiled to the most likely rock formation near their destination and supposedly had dug its way into the core of the moon by at least two miles, spreading out its arms and legs to grab hold of the rock it thrust through and then dig further, extending further arms to solidly anchor it.

The anchor served a dual purpose.

One, to anchor the wire that his ship was now traveling down. 

Two, to pull energy from the core of the moon. Though freezing cold on the surface. Hundreds of degrees below freezing. Cold enough to turn a teardrop into a deadly weapon, yet below the core was a bastion of heat and...electricity.

You don’t get something from nothing. But you get gobs of billion-watt energy from something.

This brought his mind back to the bizarre energy releases on the surface of Enceladus.

And even though the energy releases that had been discovered as far back as William Herschel were incredible and unique, still, they were grounded in physics. They had to have an energy source. Even if alien in origin, still they would have to be drawing the energy from something. And any advanced civilization powerful enough to reach here would be more than capable of planning the theoretical and engineering aspects necessary to power their machinery to create these monstrous bursts of power, powerful enough to be seen millions of miles away on Earth.

Which brought him to the third and ultimately most important aspect of the anchor...establishing contact. 

Tiny nano radios were sending out signals on every available radio frequency, light spectrum, and energy spectrum to see if anyone was listening.

They were. Earth just hoped the aliens were not the picky kind that got annoyed easily and wanted to blast Earth to atoms.

They didn’t want to precipitate a war with another species that might be quite capable of inducing an Independence Day level of destruction upon Earth if we got on the wrong side of them.

Hell, there were still people on Earth that couldn’t stand a man being a different color or sexual preference than themselves. Why should aliens be any different? Maybe to them, humans were no more than annoying, pesky bugs?

But Brian also knew, that while the third was important...the fourth and final reason, which underlay the other three and probably...in his estimation...was the true reason and foundation for his mission...was the power.

Such power was highly desirable. And even though Earth was at peace.

Mostly.

There were still geopolitical reasons to remain the most powerful nation on the planet.

WireStation Enceladus, while supposedly a world sponsored station, was in fact solely owned by the United States, with other nations having certain benefits from it to keep them sedated and out of any kind of power grabs that might otherwise have occurred.

And...

Especially on a planet where the climate continued to worsen with climate change no longer doubted, but too far gone to be stopped at once. Earth needed to have other resources. This might be it. They just prayed that source, if not alien, was tappable and if alien...would not resort in war because America was determined to have that power...and at any cost.

Brian shrugged his shoulders in relief, remembering Madam President staring him hard in the eyes and telling him. “You’re doing this for our planet, Captain. Remember that. I know it’s hard for you to leave your wife. But you will be a hero if this pans out.”

“Thank you, Madam President.”

She finally gave him a smile, the hardness of her stare softening. She had been through a lot. Most men still hated the idea of a woman bossing them around, even if they had voted for her over the jerk who had been President before. It was hard for her to get their trust fully, but she was earning it day by day and the WireShip Program was her ticket to fame and fortune.

He laughed.

“Well, at least to another term as President,” he laughed to himself, his voice muffled by the equipment and crates carefully stowed up, down and to the sides of him.

Kitchenette upper curve.

Washer and dryer?

He smiled again and laughed. 

Incinerator on bottom curve.

Clothing was never washed. It was reconstructed. Incinerated and its energy recycled and regenerated into fresh clothing.

“Beam me up, Scotty!”

But in this case, it was beaming me new underwear.

He dreaded the sound the machinery made. Reminded him too much of the old horror movies where people were being tortured.

It didn’t so much scream as it moaned. Over and over until it spit out a new uniform for him. Underclothing...which he had given up wearing...and shoes...which he didn’t even bother with anymore. 
Why? He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
He glanced at the rest of his abode. Cabinets and extruded cabinets that rode on the inserts. It was like one of those Chinese gift boxes, which you open up and find another inside and then another. He had never asked how they managed to keep all the boxes with supplies in them.

It was a miniaturization process that was way beyond his pay grade.

Someone had mumbled something about Star Trek Nano technology, and he had gone glazed eyed. He might be smart, but his scientific knowledge didn’t stretch into those realms at all. He could quip and joke Star Trek with the best, but actually understanding the Hawking-Einstein science behind the tech was a mystery to him.

Then he looked down at Enceladus.

“Well, maybe I’ll be paying you a visit soon if the anchor holds. It should. If nothing breaks the wire; it could. And if the WireShip stays airtight. Which it might not. Accidents happen.”

He paused, wondering why he had suddenly lapsed from excitement into this dull negative space. Then he remembered that odd sound after that last lightning burst from the surface of the moon. Like something had moved or torn loose. He glanced around again, this time less quickly. Nothing seemed different.

He planted his feet on the wall and shot himself to the control panel, grabbing the handholds as he examined the readouts.

All intact.

So, what had made the sound then?

“Nothing short of an act of God could hurt the construction of this ship.”

As if jinxing himself by those words the WireShip gave a huge jolt.
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