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~ Prologue ~

Looking back:

In Earthweeds we saw the disappearance of the human populations in all major cities, followed by the appearance of large lizards, strange new creatures swarming the city streets. The conflict that followed pitted the Earth survivors against the aliens in a battle for their lives. They met two scientists and a band of unique characters who formed a bond to thwart the first wave of the incursion, temporarily.

In Revenge of the Spiders, the Earth group sent an expedition to the Arctic to find an ancient ship. A plan was devised to activate the ship’s homing device and take the ship back to its home world to find the ancient Earthians and seek their help in saving Earth from the Sayans.

In The Last Starbase, Sam, Bohai and Walter took their new ship into space to seek more advanced allies. Instead, they found a near-empty space station, a larger spaceship, and a robot with information about this galaxy.

The new plan was evacuation. They put a mission in place to bring the rest of Earth’s human survivors to the space station to live in peace. Seeing no alternative, they would abandon Earth to the invaders.

Looking forward:

Now that our people have settled into their new home on Starbase 21, things are looking better, safer and more comfortable. Peace and quiet... until a distress call reaches them from a dark zone of space known as the Nebula, and the starship graveyard within it, sometimes called the Boneyards. 

The Praihawk is sent on a rescue mission to the Boneyards of Nebula to find the ship in distress, but instead the crew finds a new alien artifact with a unique power. That discovery will change their lives forever, and will alter the course of both Neptune and Earth, bringing a new spark to a war they thought was over.

But more awaits them in the Nebula, including a new breed of alien creatures. When these aliens invade their ship and infest Starbase 21, the clock begins to tick. The humans enter a new race for survival.

The alien creatures, the new artifact, and Lusus’ control of Earth are all tied together, and all roads lead back to war.

The Boneyards of Nebula

Part I






“Nothing good lies in that narrow river of space, just bits of blood and metal from a time long gone. No one should enter those stars again. 

You see, the thing about Nebula’s Boneyards is that it’s where Death goes to sleep. If you go in, you might just wake it up.”

— Note scribbled on the Earthian Star Charts

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


The ship turned at a steep angle toward the base of the narrow antenna array, its pilot mindful to avoid the tangle of antennae beams. The struts and metal clamps holding the starbase’s sensors in place also posed a challenge. To avoid them, Sam swung the ship to starboard, leveled its flight path, and made a smooth, careful approach toward the plate shelf. The ship advanced slowly, its movement almost too slight to perceive any change, yet they responded instantly to every command entered by Sam’s fingers. He inched the vessel forward.

Not far away, two enemy craft were sailing fast toward their position. Their motive was clear: the destruction of the Earthian ship and maybe even the starbase itself. Sam needed to retrieve the cargo from the shelf before the ships reached them. 

Bohai sat at the weapons console, concentrating on targeting the two enemy ships. He controlled the forward and aft lasers and would only fire if the enemy breached the safe zone around Starbase 21. Until then, his fingers rested idly against the triggers. His mood was calm and laid-back. These days, nothing rattled him to any great degree.

Sam was the polar opposite; everything rattled him. He took his ship closer to the plate, a shelf that held cargo badly needed on the station. He maneuvered closer, nervous hands at the controls. Sweat formed on his brow, sticking his light brown hair to his forehead, and all he could think was how he needed a haircut. Another ball of sweat trickled down his face, but he let it drop. He needed both hands on the controls.

“You have to calm down,” Bohai warned him softly. “You have to concentrate on one thing, the steering.”

“Those ships are distracting me.”

“You’re supposed to leave those to me! Just focus on getting as close to the plate as possible. Don’t let anything else distract you.”

“Easier said than done.”

Their ship veered too close to the antennae, coming in too strong. The right wing clipped a piece of the array and tore it loose. It floated off into the void of space.

“That wasn’t good, man.”

“You’re not helping.”

“You may have just knocked out our communications, Sam.”

“Yeah, again, not helpful.”

“You need to focus.”

“I’m trying.” 

Sam took the ship inches closer to the plate. He did his best to ignore the two vessels closing in, nearer by the second. Trembling, his fingers played over the delicate controls. He tapped the swivel dial and nudged them against the plate.

Suddenly, one of the enemy ships fired a torpedo. It missed by a hair, still out of range but not by much. The seconds ticked by, and the enemy flew closer. They would be in range in ten seconds.

Bohai remained calm, even as one enemy ship careened ahead of the other and fired its cannons. When it came within range of their own weapons, Bohai blasted it with both his lasers. The enemy ship’s shields held, and it continued to close in, then veered off to make a fresh run at them. The second enemy ship now accelerated and fired its weapons, two torpedoes, but Bohai was able to deflect them with laser fire. Both torpedoes detonated in open space.

Sam eased the ship flush against the plate and bumbled cargo, but he still had applied too much speed in the thrust. His ship bumped the base of the antenna and bent it to one side. The sound of metal scraping metal made him wince.

“Sam,” Bohai said tersely, “that was unpleasant. Get the cargo and let’s get back into port.”

The second ship continued straight for them, and this one did not veer off. It smashed into the side of the Earthian ship and exploded in a cloud of blue flame—a suicide run. Without oxygen in space, the flames disappeared as fast as they’d come, but the damage was done. A million particles of metal scattered across Sam’s screens. A few bits landed on the cargo they were meant to retrieve.

Now their shields were down to seven percent.

“Not to pressure you, Sam, but we’ve got about ten seconds to complete this mission.”

“Shut up. I’m trying.” Sam’s fingers quivered. He nudged the ship against the cargo plate once more.

The first enemy ship circled around fast, firing all cannons in a final push to end this conflict. With no real shields left, the Earthian vessel was lost. An explosion sounded and their aft section cracked and began leaking atmosphere. Soon the black of space would suck them in.

“Hull breach,” Bohai reported.

“Dammit!” 

Sam extended the mechanical arm to take the cargo into the bay, but it was too late. White light blinded them both. The ship broke apart. Another explosion sounded, and all power failed. They were exposed to space; oxygen sucked from all decks of the ship, and most of its sections now drifted out into the stars. Equipment began to break up and float into the vacuum.

The ship was dead.

A final blast brought it to an end. The mission was a failure.

The alarm shut off. All sounds stopped. The room became quiet and for a long minute, Sam and Bohai sat in the dark and sulked—dark, except for the red LED error messages that remained on each of the consoles. They lit Sam’s face in a spooky rouge glow. Bohai poked his arm.

“Just making sure you’re not a ghost, man.”

“No. I’m real. Real bad at this.”

Finally, the lights flared back on. Bohai leaned back in his chair and released a sigh. Not a good day. The simulator shut down, and the door opened. Shane stepped inside and slow-clapped his hands in a mock applause. He didn’t enjoy his younger brother’s failure, but whenever it presented itself, he felt obliged to rub it in. Otherwise, how would the kid learn?

“Magnificent job,” Shane said. “You’re both dead, and your ship is floating in space.” He paused, then added, “Oh, and you knocked out the station’s communications system. Good job.”

Bohai looked at Sam and shrugged. “I told you.”

The robot Bem rolled into the room and announced that the simulation exercise had received a failing grade.

“I’ll practice and try again,” Sam pleaded. “I’ll do better next time.”

“It would be impossible to do worse,” Bem stated without emotion. It was merely a fact. “You killed your crew and ship. Any other outcome would be... better.”

Sam leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes, then let out a long groan of frustration. This week had been an annoying series of training exercises and exams, and he was not enjoying any of them. He knew what he could do and couldn’t do, and he never really liked learning new skills.

You are what you are, his dad used to say.

True that, he thought.

“We have five days until our next rescue mission to Earth,” Shane reminded them, looking over to Bem, who nodded his metal head to confirm the accuracy of the date. “We need to be ready for the worst. We’re picking up ninety-six more survivors, and I don’t want to disappoint them. Getting blown up along the way would be... disappointing.”

Bohai frowned. “A downer, for sure.”

They had arranged with the Sayans, both factions, to be allowed to extract fifty-one people currently being held prisoner in London, and another thirty people detained in New York. Finally, fifteen souls were to be picked up from the safe zone in South America, which included some children left without parents. The rest of the Earthlings were staying to fight. Anyone who wanted to stay on Earth and fight back was instructed to go to South America. Anyone who wanted a one-way ticket off Earth was to go to New York or London, where they would be imprisoned by the Sayans until the Vortex could return to pick them up.

“So why do I need to learn how to fly?” Sam complained. “Bohai flies it like a pro, like the friggin’ Red Baron! I can’t even drive a car!”

“Because of redund... doubling up or something.” Shane looked to Bem for help.

“Redundancy,” Bem explained. “A quality crew is trained in every aspect of the ship. If one crew member is disabled, another can fulfill his or her duties. If your captain or pilot becomes unable to fly the craft, you must be able to assume his position and perform the task.”

“First of all, Bohai is not my captain. But I’m okay with him as a pilot. Nothing will happen to him. Trust me.”

“One cannot be sure of such things,” Bem continued. “Redundancy is important to any flight crew on any mission.”

Sam stood up and stretched his arms and legs, arched his back and heard it crack. The nerve-wracking training exercise had made his back and shoulders ache, and his head throbbed from all the tension he harbored. He would need a quick swim in the station’s pool today. 

Bohai slapped his friend’s back and leaned against his shoulder. “It’s okay, man. Floating in space isn’t so bad. There are worse ways to die, I’m sure.”

“Funny man. You have a sitcom, too, or only this stand-up routine?”

“Tomorrow we can try again. Tonight, we’ll look at the manuals one more time. I’ll help you study. I’ll quiz you, I promise.”

“Remember, five days until mission launch,” Bem reminded them again. “Mission protocol dictates a full run-through the day before take-off. That is four days from now.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sam waved the robot off like shooing a fly, and pushed past him. “Come on, let’s hit the pool.”

“I’m always up for a swim,” Bohai said. “But then, I’ve passed all my tests.”

“Good for you.”

Two months on Starbase 21 had settled everyone into a place, a job, and a routine. Walter and Dexter buried themselves in their lab, working on solving the mysteries of the universe, while Margaret led a team in the hydroponics bays, lifting the food production to match their expected population growth. That number included the new refugees expected from Earth in less than a week.

Walter would not attend this next mission, but Dexter agreed to assist. He would fly the Vortex. Shane and Camila were co-pilots who had also learned to fly the ship fairly well. It would be escorted by the Praihawk, piloted by Bohai. George and Sam would be co-pilots on that ship. They would also take control of the weapons consoles.

Stu was put in charge of security at the station, along with George and Filla. They set up safe areas and off-limits signs and patrolled the corridors regularly. As of yet, nothing had happened to require any policing, but they were ready.

Bem and Kelvin still managed the station, and they were teaching others how to operate and maintain the life support systems, defenses, communications and other vital sections. Tina pitched in with the doctors from Ohio and helped organize the medical facilities. Mark and Dylan took classes and soaked in as much as they could. In their off time, they played cards, usually Magic: The Gathering, and broke the rules by exploring the station’s off-limits areas. Lily was the only first-grader in a class taught by Doris. Camila acted as liaison to the various groups they had rescued, as she spoke the most languages and had a tough yet gentle demeanor. It was hard to argue with her. She would oversee any future ground rescues on Earth. As for the others, everyone found places to work and live.

Mitch was the sole exception. He wandered from task to task, helping others when he could, but not taking any one job for himself. He helped tend the garden domes, worked repairing ducts, and even cooked breakfast one morning. Some days, he simply read through the digital books that the starbase library provided. More than most people here, his mind was tormented by the deeds of his past.

For better or worse, Starbase 21 had become home to the Earthlings. It amazed Sam how quickly most of them had taken to it. After being wrenched from their home planet, they were morphing into this new life with remarkable alacrity. A year of being hunted down and tormented by lizards and soldiers had affected them deeply. It now made the people grateful to be in a safe haven, at last.

The rebel Sayan blockade had disappeared, gone for more than a month already. The ships had simply flown away. After Lusus realized he no longer had his prize on Earth, he pulled the armada back. He needed them to deal with Loxtan’s forces soon to arrive on Earth.

With all immediate threats far away, life on the station was beginning to run smoothly.

After his swim, Sam spent the evening looking at ship operations manuals on a tablet device. He looked at them more than read them. His mind was unfocused tonight, and he quickly grew bored with the stint. He wanted to talk, but Bohai was already asleep in the room next door. Most of the station was already asleep.

Sam threw the electronic manual on the floor and doused the light. He turned on his music player, a thin sliver of metal the size of a credit card, resting on the stand next to his bed. It had already been loaded with the archive of songs from Zack the DJ, his gift to them.

The music of Jethro Tull’s Stormwatch album wafted from tiny speakers above the bed. The sound quality was amazing, despite the size of the tiny gadget. He listened to a song about the Orion constellation, a blend of sweet cello strings and electric guitars—exactly what he needed.

Sam’s head felt heavy on the pillow, and eventually the music took him to sleep. The star-crossed album ended, and the player shut off.

At that same moment, a distress call from the next galaxy reached the communications center of Starbase 21. Bem intercepted it dispassionately, unable to produce an emotional outburst. Anyone else would have reacted differently.

It would change everything.
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Two blinking dots advanced toward a 3-D sphere on a wide display screen. These were the first two civilian ships, a group of Neptune’s civilians approaching Earth. Commander Lusus watched the avatars of the two giant transport vessels with grim displeasure. They would land in two days.

“How much room will you grant them?” Sub-commander Yota asked, his voice detached and dry. It was hard for anyone to read any inflection in this man’s words, or to know whether he cared about what he was saying at any given time. His tone never changed.

Commander Lusus grunted but did not reply. He was growing a tightly trimmed beard; some said it was to hide all his secrets. Two fingers absently stroked it down his chin. He liked to touch his new beard while thinking. He believed it gave him poise.

Lusus now controlled most of the planet. Only South America, south of the nuclear blast, remained out of his reach. The spiders still owned that land, and the blast site, including the bunker and radio station where Zack the DJ took his final moments, existed as a buffer zone. Australia and Sri Lanka were the only other lands controlled by Earthlings and the spider army. The Sayan rebels occupied the rest of the world.

Lusus studied the screen; he continued to pet his beard and finally answered. “I’ll give them the island.”

“The British Islands? Great Britain, the Earthlings like to call it.” He enjoyed making fun of the fact that an island so small could be called great. Wicked men take pleasure in the smallest of cruelties.

“They can have it. It will be a good start for them. There’s never any sunlight, so their eyes can adjust more easily to the new environment. We’ll keep promising expansion, but... you know how it goes.”

“I do indeed, sir.”

“Is it all cleaned up? Even the capital city?”

“London is yet a disaster area, but a small town north of it has been... sanitized. All of the dead bodies have been removed, and all of the lizard creatures, too. The operational cars have been parked in proper spaces. The machines in disrepair have been sent away for servicing—something we are still figuring out.”

“Your teams have had ten years to learn the mechanics. Are they idiots?”

“No, sir, but real-world experience has presented some... some challenges. The manuals cannot replace practical—”

“Don’t bore me with details, Yota. Is the city ready for civilians or not?”

“Yes. The city has been reshaped to have the appearance that it was built exclusively for them, for Neptune’s own private citizens. The truth remains a secret, and no one will know we shed blood to steal it.”

“Let’s hope so,” Lusus groused. The one thing he feared was a mob of angry people. He could handle politicians, soldiers, even the Earthlings. But if his own planet’s people rose up against him, that was bad. That he did not want to see. He could not simply kill any of his own people. Not in large numbers.

“Where will you meet Vahr and the Council?”

Lusus looked over at the man for the first time since entering the room. “Here, of course. You think I trust them enough to go to them?”

“And they agreed to come?”

“Not yet. But they will. What choice do they have? I control the planet.”

“Good point, sir.”

“And the refugees? Ready to be lifted out of our way, I hope?” 

Yota consulted his data tablet. “Fifty-one have been detained in London, Commander. Another group is being held in New York. Are you sure you want to permit the enemy to pick them up?”

“Why not? What use are they to me? We want to be rid of them, do we not?”

Yes, we do, but it’s not like you to be so generous, Yota reflected. He bit his tongue and said nothing.

Lusus stopped playing with his beard and snatched the tablet from Yota’s hand. “Less than five days from now, correct?”

“That is their intention,” Yota said. “London first, then New York. After that, I assume they will leave us forever. Earth will be ours.”

“Almost.”

“The other territories will fall soon enough, Commander. I am sure of it.”

Lusus shifted his gaze out the small window of the command room on the third floor. He squinted; still his eyes could not get used to real sunlight. It was too bright, too invasive for him, and spring was coming soon. It would be warmer and brighter. That thought soured his mood.

Even worse, he still worried about the nuclear arsenals they had secured but could not control. The one and only control station for all the nukes had been destroyed, and the area it lay under was now uninhabitable, spoiled for at least fifty years.

Lusus hoped that was the end of it, a permanent lid on the nukes. He kept a lock and key on the remaining nuclear missiles. Even if he could not control or launch them, he wanted to make sure no one else could, either. No repeat of the previous incident in Mexico.

The commander cursed that incident daily.

Those damn kids! The half-breed and his friends!

Other weapons were being discovered regularly as the rebel soldiers scoured the countries they occupied. They sifted through databases to identify and rank each weapon’s power and value.

If something big is out there, we’ll find it, Lusus resolved. Something powerful. Something only I will control. Something... explosive.

But not today. This week, only diplomacy. He hated diplomacy.

“Close those curtains,” he said gruffly, and walked out of the room.
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News of the distress call wound its way through the station like dandelion seeds on a breeze, and finally landed on Sam at his breakfast table. He shoveled oatmeal and a strange alien fruit into his mouth, while Kelvin explained the situation. Bohai sat quietly at the same table, eyes closed, and drank hot tea; he listened while meditating.

“So, this message is merely a series of beeps,” the old man explained excitedly. “But it’s been decoded as a distress call, an S.O.S. if you will. And Bem thinks it’s been transmitting for weeks. Then it reached us last night, it did. Late last night.”

“From where?” Sam asked with his mouth full. “From Earth?”

“No! That’s the peculiar part. It came from the Nebula. Most peculiar. Most odd.”

“Which is... what?”

“Nebula is the gray zone between our galaxy and the Andromeda galaxy. It’s a buffer on the NG4 side. Two days’ journey from here by ship. Yes, two days, I think.”

Walter appeared in the lounge, discreetly gliding into a seat at the table, hot tea in hand. He sometimes moved so quietly, Sam thought of him as a polite shadow. The scientist took an immediate interest. “Andromeda is the most intriguing galaxy of them all. Something to be studied, for sure.”

“To be sure,” Kelvin agreed. “To be sure.”

“But I never heard of this Nebula. And how is it that you call Andromeda the same thing we do?”

Kelvin smiled wryly. “Most of your knowledge about space comes from your ancestors. Did you think you discovered it? Both Neptune and Earth are so absurdly sure of themselves! But... wait, I’m digressing again. That’s a subject for another day. Now, what was I saying?”

“A message from Nebula.”

“Yes. Oh yes, this message came from the gray zone. Most unusual. That area has been off limits for a long, long time. Too much radiation and such. And a good dozen horror stories about what goes on in there.” He gave a shudder. “I hate to think on it.”

“Who sent the message?” Walter asked. “From what did it emanate? A ship or a station? Or a planet or rock mass?”

“We don’t know for sure, but Bem believes it came from a ship. Can you imagine? A ship! What we do know is that it came from Nebula’s Boneyards.”

“Uh... Bone yards? Gruesome name.” Sam raised a finger in the air as if testing the wind direction. “I smell muffins. Anyone else smell muffins?”

“No,” said Walter curtly. “Tell me what it is. It sounds fascinating. Has it been explored?”

“It sounds damn frightening,” Sam muttered under his breath and went back to his oatmeal.

Kelvin explained, “Nebula’s Boneyards... well, it’s a graveyard of derelict spacecraft, a junkyard in space, filled with broken ship parts and such. Some think it’s the remnants of the war between the Sayans and Earthians. Others say it’s from a clash of worlds that goes back much further. Eons in the past. Until the last century, it was too contaminated by radiation and biological pollutants to even consider . But now it would be safe, I suppose. No need to go there, but it’s long been safe to enter.” He paused, then added, “Not sure why anyone would, except to salvage old parts.”

“Fascinating,” Walter said, cleaning his glasses with a cloth. He replaced them on his nose. “I would love to study it.”

“It’s been empty? Untraveled?” Bohai asked. His eyes were still closed, bangs of black silk hiding them. He inhaled a wisp of steam from his tea cup.

“As far as I know, it hasn’t been entered in decades. Longer, maybe.”

“So why this distress call? Why now?” Walter asked. “Could it be an automated call that got triggered by accident?”

Kelvin shrugged. “It could be anything. It’s hard to imagine any ship would go into the Boneyards on purpose. That would be like trying to navigate a minefield. One wrong move and you’d collide into a ship, or part of one, and bits of metal rubbish and such. Nasty place.”

“But if this is a new message,” Sam said, “someone could be in trouble.”

“Or it could be a trap,” Bohai pointed out.

“A trap? Unlikely,” Kelvin said. “For what reason? To draw us out? There are easier ways to accomplish that. The Sayans already know we’re going back to Earth soon for a refugee transport. They could ambush us then, if they so wished. And besides, I doubt any Sayan ship would stray into Andromeda. Remember, they still think it’s patrolled by the Earthian military force. They don’t know we’ve lost contact with our home world.”

“Can you communicate with them?”

“Who? The distress call? The senders? We cannot, not directly. From this distance we can only send them a return message, much like a Morse code message. Bem did that, sent a message, I mean. Thus far, there has been no reply.”

“So who could it be?” Sam asked. “Who else is out here besides us?”

Kelvin pondered for a moment. “I have no idea. I cannot imagine who would be flying through Andromeda, or who would go into Nebula’s Boneyards. It’s all a very curious mystery. Very curious, indeed.”

“So what’s the plan?” Sam asked. “We’ll go out and investigate?”

Kelvin looked shocked. “Oh, heavens, no! I believe we’ll be satisfied with a probe, and nothing more. It’s far too dangerous to fly there ourselves.”

“What can a probe tell us?”

“Everything. Bem launched one this morning. It should reach the Boneyards by tonight. We should get data back during the early morning.”

“If you say so.”

“Indeed I do. If you’re curious about it, you can check with Bem on the command deck tomorrow.”

Shane rushed by and reminded Sam of his next test, the last one still to be taken. Sam kept eating and gave him the middle finger. Shane grabbed a purple fruit off the table and tucked it in his pocket. 

“No time to eat! Busy day!”

As he marched back toward the control room, someone caught Shane by the arm. It was Dexter.

“You know,” said Dexter, “we have the most amazing stories on Neptune. Have you ever heard one?”

Shane looked at him sideways. “We don’t do that, you and me. We don’t chat, man.”

“One fable in particular has always caught my ear.”

Shane slowed down and looked warily at the Sayan scientist. The two men had barely spoken two words since they met way back on Earth, and certainly never exchanged pleasantries or stories. “Okay. I’m happy for you. Can I go now?”

Dexter let go of Shane’s arm but matched his stride. “Let me tell you.”

“You’re freaking me out, Dexter.”

Ignoring him, Dexter started the tale: 

“There once was a man who possessed the most beautiful bird in the world. Feathers of six colors. A smart bird, too. It could say a few words, and it knew a few tricks. And one day, the king of the land agreed to give the man anything he wanted for the bird. He offered the man two bags of gold.”

A pause lingered, and Shane said, “Is this story going somewhere, or are you just taking it out for a walk?” Then, to get the story rolling again and end this weird encounter, he added, “please continue, I’m on the edge of my seat.” He was busy and wanted to get back to work. This odd behavior of Dexter’s was making him edgy.

The scientist from Neptune continued: 

“When the man refused to sell the bird, the king offered him four bags of gold, then five. And this went on for months. Finally, the king said he would give the man twenty bags of gold and his daughter. Marriage, you see. She was beautiful.”

Shane was nonplussed. “I’m sure she was hot. And did he take it, the money? Or the woman?”

“He did not.”

“So. Good for him. He kept his bird all to himself. A little selfish, but...”

“No. Instead he let the bird fly free.”

“All that money, and he lets the thing go free? Stupid man. Was it you?”

“No. This is a fable on my world. It is not a true story. We don’t even have birds on Neptune.”

Shane stopped walking. “I’m sure you have a point to this, Dex. Can you drill down to it quickly?”

“The man was thinking of what was good for everyone. Not just himself. And don’t call me Dex.”

“Right, he wasn’t greedy. But he wasn’t a smart man, either, by my calculations.”

Dexter smiled. “He was a wise man. The bird was important to him. How could he sleep if he parted with such a friend, not knowing how the king might treat him?”

“So, why not keep it?”

“Because the king would never stop trying to get the bird. Never. This way, the matter was resolved.”

“Let me guess. The bird came back on his own.”

“No. He never saw the bird again.”

“What’s your point, Dexter? I’ve got a lot to do.”

“No point,” Dexter said. “Sometimes a story is just a story. Have a good day.” And just as quickly as he had appeared, he dashed back down the hall in the other direction.

“I’ll give you a story,” Shane called out. “Two scientists, an aardvark and a priest walk into a bar on Neptune...”

Dexter wasn’t listening. He was already rushing back to his lab, focused on the next task.

Shane watched the smug alien man leave—a man he’d never really liked—until he turned the corner and was out of sight; then he shook his head and went back to his own duties.

Odd man!

But he couldn’t shake the story.

A story is never just a story.

––––––––
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AT FIVE IN THE MORNING, according to the simulated Earth-day clock of the station, Sam and Bohai waited with Bem in the main communications room. The boys had sleepy eyes but inspired minds. Their imagination stirred their enthusiasm and powered them through the early morning hours.

The robot finally began receiving data back from the probe sent to investigate the distress call. His fingers moved up and down like a skilled piano player on speed. Sam and Bohai watched anxiously, high on interest — two kids on Christmas day, waiting for dawn to bring them a sparkling new present. The possibility of a new life out there in the cosmos gave them chills and an inexplicable buzz. They itched for an adventure of any kind; they craved to find something new. Anything to feed their adrenaline addiction.

Bem began to decipher the data with the cold patience of a machine turning wheels. Nothing could rush him. His programming favored accuracy over expediency, and he was immune to any thrills. For twenty-one minutes the robot said nothing. Meanwhile, Bohai calmly drank coffee and reclined with his feet propped up, while Sam paced around the room and stared out into the stars. Both of them were excited; Sam just hid it poorly.

Finally, the robot spoke. “It may be worth noting that the probe is no longer functional. It has ceased to operate or to send or receive data.”

Sam stopped pacing and turned toward Bem. “It was destroyed? Someone destroyed it.”

“I did not say that. It has ceased to function. There is no proof of its destruction.”

“But what would make it stop?”

“There are multiple possibilities, the most likely of which include: a collision, a malfunction, power failure, a battle interaction—”

“You mean something could have blown it up?”

“That is always a possibility.” Bem blinked. The LED lights inside his mechanical eyes flickered. There was no need for him to blink; he did it to make himself appear more human. “However, I lack sufficient information to form a true hypothesis. I can only state that it ceased functioning forty-two minutes ago and has not resumed operation since.”

“That means no data stream? Dammit!”

Bem’s head tilted toward Sam. “Please calm yourself. I sense elevated stress levels from your body. That is not healthy for humans.” He turned back to the control panel. “A data packet was sent before the probe’s destruction. I am deciphering it now. One moment, please.”

Sam took a deep breath and found a chair.

“He’s right,” Bohai said from his relaxed position. “You’re all worked up. Why is this so important to you?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t know, but...” 

Sam really wasn’t sure why this distress call had him so worked up, so involved, but he suspected it stemmed from their surrender of Earth. He felt incredible guilt about abandoning their planet and leaving so many people behind. Perhaps a rescue mission would ease some of that pressure on his conscience.

“Seriously, dude. Relax,” Bohai said. “Lean back. Have some coffee. Or some of Kelvin’s green leaf drink.”

“No, thanks. It tastes like grass. Exactly like a cup of chopped grass.”

“Yeah. It’s soothing, but it’s crap. That, you see, is why I’m having coffee. Try some.”

Bem bent over a panel that flashed with two colors of lights as he studied the incoming transmission from the probe. After a long motionless moment, he looked up and blinked again at the two boys.

“Oh, my,” were his only two words.

Bohai opened his eyes and looked at Sam.

“Oh my?” Bohai asked. “Seriously? He said ‘Oh, my’ Sam.”

“While I love that you’ve been programmed with human expressions,” Sam said, “could you be more specific? Like: Oh my, the universe is collapsing in on itself. Or better yet: Oh my, there is no problem.”

“I like that second one,” Bohai said. He was now sitting up straight, no longer feigning disinterest. “Tell us it’s the second one, please. No problem, right?”

Bem looked back at the panel and its corresponding screen. “There is an active ship inside what they call the Boneyards of Nebula. It is radiating energy and may be capable of flight. Furthermore, there is still a distress call coming from inside its hull.”

“A ship with people?” Sam asked.

“There are life signs on board the ship. I am unable to determine the quantity.”

“Are they human?”

“Uncertain. There is no way to be sure. There exist heat signatures which indicate living beings. I have no means to determine whether they are human, humanoid, or alien life forms. However, they are still alive.” Perhaps to boost their spirits, he added, “They might be human.”

“Or creatures from the black lagoon of space,” Bohai said to remind them of all the possibilities—even the unsavory ones.

“You’re not helping,” Sam whispered.

“What is a black lagoon of space?” Bem asked. “There are no black holes in that sector.”

“Never mind,” said Sam. “Tell us more. What else did the probe find?”

“The conglomeration of detritus and ship fragments in that area has been disturbed quite recently. My assessment is that something has been traveling there, possibly living there, for some time.”

“So, why the distress call?”

“The obvious answer is that someone requires assistance.”

“I know that, but... why now? What’s wrong with them? Is their ship stuck?”

Bem looked at the boys, then at the panel, then back at the boys again. “I am sorry. I lack the necessary information to form a proper hypothesis.”

“Can you guess?”

“Based on the information provided thus far, I would say that one or multiple life forms, traveling on a ship, entered the Boneyards some time ago and began living there. At some point their ship failed in some manner, either engine power, life support or other failure, and now they require assistance. That is my best hypothesis, and it is based on an extremely small data set. It meets the very definition of a guess.”

“I love it!” Sam said. “It sounds right. Let’s go rescue those people.”

“Those people?” Bohai asked. “Those people might be vampires from Planet X. Think, man. Space Vampires. They’re out there, you know. Just ask Jason.”

“Or they’re humans who need help, and maybe even have technology to share with us! They might be the Ancients!”

“Unlikely,” Bem stated. He blinked again.

Bohai grabbed Sam’s arm. “The robot is right; the pool of facts is pretty shallow here. We don’t know much. Those people might want to eat our brains right after we help them.”

“But they’re probably humans in need of real help. Space Vampires don’t send out distress calls. Humans do. They may even have information that can help us in our war against the Sayans.”

“There is no evidence—” Bem started.

“I think they’re ancient Earthians.”

“First of all, we’re not at war,” Bohai reminded him. “We surrendered already. Second, this all sounds very... very... Help me, Bem. What’s the word?”

“Speculative,” Bem chimed. “Perhaps too hopeful.”

“Right! It’s too speculative. We don’t know enough to go out there.”

Sam put a hand on Bohai’s shoulder and squeezed. “Are you coming or not?”

“Shane won’t allow this.”

“Okay. I’ll see you when I get back.” 

Sam walked toward the door, and Bohai hesitated, looking back and forth between Bem and Sam, who now exited the room. Finally, Bohai followed his friend. He needed this rescue mission, too, but was reluctant to admit it. The abandonment of Earth weighed hardest on him. He kept it to himself, but he was drowning in remorse. The spider army fought on, but he had deserted them.

He called after Sam. “Fine! But I’m driving!”

Bem watched them leave, confused. Where did they expect to go, unless he released the docking clamps on their ship?

“Curious humans,” he said, and began cataloging the data from the probe.
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​Chapter 4
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The Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania stretched out beautifully ahead of them, and beyond that, the Pennsylvania turnpike. If they made good time, they might reach New York before the deadline.

“You sure this is a good idea?” Gena asked her husband. 

“Nope,” John replied in his usual succinct manner.

“But we’re doing it, anyway?”

“Yep. We are.”

John and Gena had been motorcycle enthusiasts since their twenties, and now at age forty-four, they found it as exhilarating as when they were young. The problem was that these were not motorcycles. They were dirt bikes, and not even good ones. They were the kind teenage boys would ride into the mountains for a kick. But it was all John could find. Or at least all that still had working parts, and the gas mileage was phenomenal. One even sported a flaming skull on the gas tank to boot. Now that spring was here, the snow gone and the days warmer, it felt good to be back on the road.

Today they drove their muddy dirt bikes up a steep winding hill that led to the top of a narrow passageway. It was the fastest route through the hills and on toward Pittsburgh. They had a rendezvous to keep.

“These hump busters aren’t gonna be worth a spit on the turnpike,” she reminded her husband.

John adjusted the red durag on his head. “We’ll find something better in the ’Burgh. Harleys. Or better.”

“I hope you’re right. My butt is killing me.”

The wheels of both bikes were caked with dirt and mud. They spun up rocks fitfully on their way to the crest of the hill. The path they followed was barely a path, more of a thin trail. They had passed a few mountain lions already today, but the cats didn’t bother them, and John and Gena Mackey never bothered the wildlife. That was rule number one.

Rule number two: don’t bother no people neither.

Their journey was part of a longer plan to get to New York for the pick-up point where, supposedly, a giant spaceship would take them to some fairy-tale space station where they could all live safely.

Happily ever after, in the stars. Bull!

“Holding hands and raising chickens. Or something like that,” Albert had told them. “You get there, and you got yourself a good life again. They even got beds up there, enough for a whole town.”

Albert had been a farmer and a good man for eighty years. Now Albert was dead. The trip had been too much, too far; it had taken its toll on him. Yesterday they buried his body, fifty miles back. They had held a short funeral service and moved on.

Gena reached the top of the ridge first and halted. She turned off her bike and pulled off her helmet. John joined her, but he didn’t have a helmet.

“No need! It’s a damn dirt bike!” he had argued from the start.

He watched Gena’s expression skew from a tired smile to a puzzled frown. Following her gaze, he let out a whistle when he saw what she saw.

“What in the name of Sam Hill,” he exclaimed.

Peppered across this side of the mountain, in the cracks and crevices that broke the terrain, were thousands of cocoons, shimmering with silk. They looked like giant butterfly cocoons, but not two inches, not for a normal Nymphalidae or Monarch butterfly. These ranged from two to five feet in length, white with a rainbow sheen that sparkled in the sunlight.

“Kinda nice,” she said. “Beautiful. I wonder if ten-foot butterflies are gonna hatch from them.”

“I wonder,” said John. He slid a toothpick in his mouth. “Or something else. Giant moths. Or something not quite so friendly.”

Gently they rode down the hill, steering around rocks slowly enough to avoid sliding over the loose dirt, careful enough to avoid the cocoons. Up close, the nearest silk bulbs throbbed as if something inside had a heartbeat. Gena shivered at the thought. She was not a squeamish woman, but these strange things bothered her.

From further down, they could see how far the cocoons spanned. They appeared to cover several miles of the mountainside. A thousand silk casings, maybe two thousand, nestled in protective culverts. 

A movement startled them at the base of the hill, ahead on the dirt trail. Figures cropped up from the bushes and stood fast in their path, blocking their way. Gena and John got off their bikes. They stepped away and raised their hands in surrender. With no kickstands, the bikes fell on their sides.

“Well now,” Gena said. “Looks like we’re getting a ride to New York after all. And it looks like we’re flying first class.”

Five Sayan soldiers held them at gunpoint and escorted them to a glider ship. Two more prisoners for the New York detention center.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 5
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Shane and George made no objection to Sam’s rescue plan, and that surprised everyone. Shane had given up on trying to shelter his younger brother from the universe. The universe was coming for them, like it or not; so, he might as well buckle up and get ready for it. Embrace it or be bulldozed as it passes by.

“I’m not saying No to any more rescue missions,” Shane announced. “If someone needs help, we go. We’ve left too many people behind already. Today we stop doing that. There’s a distress call and we will answer it. Simple as that.”

“Agreed,” said George. “We’ll send out one ship. It’ll keep constant communication with the robot man and feed a data stream back. If things get sticky, a second ship goes out to assist.”

A large group of the original Peak members sat around a conference table with a star chart in the center. Even Dexter attended, seated next to Walter; the two scientists were among the few who actually knew how to read a star chart.

“Who are the teams? Who’s going?” Bohai asked.

Shane looked at each of them before answering, “A four-man mission. Bohai will fly the Praihawk. Your crew members are George, Dexter, and... Sam. Your special abilities may be of help.”

“Sweet,” said Sam. No argument with his brother; that saved a lot of time.

“It is not sweet,” Shane said firmly. He was becoming a strong leader for
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