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“Who once has trodden stars seeks peace no more...”
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Tandew sprawled on his command couch, intently watching the planet they were approaching grow in size until it nearly filled the view screen. Quiet efficiency reigned on the darkened bridge, broken only by his Pilot occasionally calling out instructions to the other member of the bridge crew.

Deciding he could put it off no longer, he reached over to his intercom. "Taland," he said, and waited.

Nothing. He tried again. "Taland?"

"Yes, what is it?"

Tandew snorted. The old one's voice gave him away. He had been napping again. "This is Tandew. We are now orbiting that planet you were so anxious to see. Looks dead to me. Would you care to come to the bridge and see for yourself?"

No answer. Tandew wondered, had he dozed off again? Just as he opened his mouth to repeat the message he saw Taland come strolling onto the bridge.

"Now, what is this about a dead planet, Tandew? I have greatly underestimated your talents if you can tell a planet is devoid of life this soon after entering orbit." Taland turned before Tandew could respond and walked straight into a console.

"Ouch! Why is it always so dark in here? You know my night vision isn't what it used to be!"

Tandew watched the old one with amusement. So, he really could move fast when something was happening that was of interest to him. As he watched, Taland abandoned the sensor bank to walk over and stand directly in front of the view screen. Taland peered at it closely as if his weak eyes could see something on the red planet below that the ship's sensors had missed.

Tandew walked over to join him. "Our sensors have been studying this planet ever since we entered this system," he said.

"Of course they have," Taland said, not taking his eyes from the planet. "My apologies. I am just a little short tempered when I first awaken." He gestured toward the screen. "I see what you mean, though. It does look dead, doesn't it? Some planets just feel dead."

Tandew remained silent as they continued watching the screen.

Taland turned to Tandew. "Any sign of...?"

"Ruins?" Tandew finished for him. "No. At least no surface ruins. We are presently checking the subsurface..." 

"Tandew," Pilot called out. "There is a mining operation near the south magnetic pole, many life forms detected there." Tandew and Taland moved instantly, nearly colliding as one headed for the sensor banks, the other back to his command couch.

"Pilot, I want a polar orbit," Tandew called out as he flopped onto the couch. "Taland, I'll need to know the capabilities of these critters as soon as possible. We want to avoid detection for the present."

He reached for the intercom. "Contact Section, there is intelligent life on that planet below us. Level of intelligence unknown at present. Correlate the data Pilot is feeding you and report to the bridge with your recommendations."

He turned his gaze back to the screen as he switched off. Excitement was rising in him as it had not for a long time, but with it came a good dose of apprehension. Alien life! And they were alive. His race had discovered the evidence of such life before, but always long-dead, their planets in ruins. But this time they were alive, and it seemed that it would be his ship to make first contact with them.

What now? He had committed the procedure for first contact to memory long ago, but now his mind was drawing a blank. Someone was saying his name.

"Tandew? Tandew? I am ready with my recommendation." It was Taland. He thanked the creator that Taland, the foremost scientific mind on Restas, was with him on this expedition.

"What is your recommendation?" he said, maybe a little too formally. He had just that instant remembered that Pilot would be recording everything said on the bridge since life had been detected. That was part of the procedure.

"I recommend no contact at this time. Observation only. Abandon orbit at once, these are highly advanced beings and we must avoid detection until we know more about them," Taland said.

Tandew turned to his Pilot. "Find us a place where we can remain undetected, but within easy range of our scout craft."
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Curtis Dishinger sat fidgeting in his seat, staring out the window of the small interplanetary shuttle. He was the captain and owner of his own interstellar transport ship, an old hand at space travel who normally felt as much at home in space as he did at his real home on Mars. At the moment though he was wishing he could get up and move around to work off some of his nervous energy. But interplanetary shuttles lacked artificial gravity, so by law the passengers were required to remain buckled into their seats.

So he just sat peering through his small window, watching for what was both their destination and the cause of his uneasiness. Noting that they were quite near the moon now, he strained to see their destination, which lay in lunar orbit.

Glancing back toward the front of the shuttle, his eyes once again took in the other passengers. He wondered briefly if they were all bound for Neilstown, on the surface, or if some would be getting off with him at the Ambassador. He turned quickly back to the window as he felt the shuttle shift slightly, and the huge ship that was the Ambassador leapt into view.

Dishinger was impressed, despite himself. Even though the Ambassador was of the Star-Guardian class of starship, aboard one of which he had served while in the military, it was still obviously more advanced in design. But then, he thought, it ought to be. After all, it was the newest ship of its class to be commissioned.

As the shuttle approached ever nearer, he could see another difference. His eyes automatically picked out every weapons position. However, where the weapons should have been there was only innocent looking instruments. No doubt sensors and communication equipment, he thought, his face turning into a scowl. He shook his head slowly. What a waste! This ship could have been the most formidable Star-Guardian in the fleet. But what did those fools do? Convert it into a floating home for pacifists!

Just what did Hooker want with him, anyway? And what right did he have to order a private citizen, which he now was, to visit him on board the Ambassador? Anger rose in him again as he asked himself those questions for the hundredth time at least. Once again he told himself he should have just ignored the request, or refused it outright. But as the captain and owner of an interstellar transport ship, which required not only licensing but maybe someday the help and protection of the Space Force, he knew he could not. Even though the ship Hooker commanded was not a fighting ship, he was still the second highest ranking officer in that Space Force.

So there he was, on his way to meet with Admiral Hooker and speculating on what it was he wanted with him. He was unsure whether it was the weightlessness causing the sick feeling in his stomach, or the most logical answer to that question. Only a few days before he had signed a new contract to provide transport of miners and supplies to Tau Ceti II for the Russians. He had been reluctant enough to sign at first as it was, considering the small pay and the mysterious circumstances under which his successor had broken his contract. Certainly he would never have entered into the agreement had he known it would lead to being harassed by the Space Force.

In an effort to console himself, he thought again of how the Russians were planning a colony there as well. A colony for which he would have exclusive transport rights for the first five years. So if he could see it through, he would very probably end up a rich man.

Dishinger's thoughts were interrupted by the slight bumping of the shuttle docking with the Ambassador. Here I go, he thought. As he unbuckled and floated carefully toward the exit, he drew some comfort from the fact that at least on board the Ambassador there would be artificial gravity.

He hated freefall. It made him feel like one of those primitive astronauts from the history tapes. How had they stood it, being weightless for months at a time? To him, freefall was so, so...uncivilized.
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There were three Restans in the conference room, and anyone familiar with the history and customs of their race could easily identify the profession of each one by their postures. Taland, the aging scientist, sprawled on his back, regarding the ceiling as he listened. Tandew, the Captain, sat with his feet curled underneath himself. His position not as relaxed as Taland's, but certainly not as stiff and formal as Stalnu. Stalnu sat very straight and tall, as a representative of the Creator always did. It was he who currently had the floor.

"May I remind you, Taland, that even though this mission is essentially under your command, the Supreme Authorities had me come along to ensure there would be no wasting of valuable time and materials. And, I contend that is exactly what you are doing at the present time! We have followed that forsaken planet nearly half of its way around its sun. And for what? To watch a group of beings extract minerals from its interior and load and unload ships! You keep talking about determining their home world's location, and then going there. May I ask why? Or do you really believe these are the super beings you are always referring to in your lectures and tapes? The same ones who, according to your theory, planted us on Restas millions of years ago."

Taland waited an eight-count before starting to reply. Not to quiet his anger, but to make sure Stalnu was finished. One never knew for sure. Upon reaching eight he turned his head toward him, but continued lying on his back.

"All right, Stalnu, let me see if I can answer your many-questions-in-one-question question in the order in which they were asked. Yes, I do intend to go to their home system, as we are now fairly certain which star is their home. Or at least a major colony of theirs. There are three reasons why I think we should go there. First, I don't believe they are the super beings you say I am always referring to, but they may in some way be related to them. Or have knowledge of them. Second, any exchange of information with an alien intelligence is a scientist's dream come true. They no doubt possess knowledge we do not, and of course the opposite also applies. Interaction with them would provide a shortened route to a much broader base of knowledge for both of our races. Let me remind you, seeking other lifeforms was the main reason for our developing interstellar travel to begin with. As for the third reason—"

"Just a moment," Stalnu interrupted.

Taland's ears flattened, showed annoyance and impatience. "What?"

"It is true we first sought other lifeforms as a priority of our explorations. But that was before we discovered so much destruction and obvious evidence of warfare. The safety of Restas is now our primary concern, and we must exercise caution. Contacting these aliens is not what I would call being cautious," Stalnu said.

Taland tried to be patient. "You are correct, but how can you forget the main purpose of this mission is to seek knowledge of alien intelligences? As I was saying before, or started to say, the third reason is a personal one, Stalnu. I want you to be exposed to their religion, or lack thereof, whichever the case may be. Maybe then you will see how truly narrow-sighted you are. I am almost glad the Supreme Authorities forced us to bring you along, just for that reason. All of which reminds me, you seem to have avoided making a clear statement as to how you regard these aliens."

Stalnu's posture had grown ever more rigid as he had listened to Taland. "How I regard the aliens?" His look of surprise was not faked. "I presume you mean how do they fit into the scheme of things, correct? I feel that they are irrelevant. My belief in the Creator does not stand or fall on whether there are other beings in the universe. I do not pretend to understand the motives of my Creator, but only to have faith in him and his good judgement. It is your motives and good judgement that are in question here, Taland. Not our Creator's."

Tandew had remained silent during the exchange, trying to appear neutral. Now he saw that he had better step in since they were turning a discussion on what their next move should be into another personal disagreement. It was up to him to stop them before they started clawing each other’s ears off.

"If I may speak now?" Tandew said quickly, getting it out a split second before sound emerged from Taland's already opened mouth.

He sat up straight now as the other two grudgingly gave him the floor. This action was meant to communicate to them that he was now assuming his formal position as Captain of the ship. The action went momentarily without notice, however, as Stalnu and Taland were staring fiercely at each other.

"I think it is clear that the two of you disagree on our next course of action. With all due respect, Stalnu, I agree with Taland that we should try to establish contact with these aliens. To fail to do so would be to pass up one of the truly great opportunities in the history of Restas."

Stalnu shifted his glare abruptly onto Tandew, who continued without hesitation. "I also feel, however, that it would be unwise to go to their home system at this time."

This time Taland turned his attention to him.

"I propose we meet one of their vessels well outside of this star system. That way, they will be less likely to regard us as a threat to either their home world or this mining colony, which for all we know is essential to their existence. For your sake, Stalnu, let me say that even should they turn out to be the warlike aliens responsible for so many of the ruined worlds we have visited, there is no chance of their finding Restas through us. And the ship we choose to meet will be an unarmed supply vessel, just to be safe. If that is agreeable to both of you, then we will proceed tomorrow."

He resumed his earlier posture, noting that at least now he was the center of their attention, and not each the other.
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"How much longer, Clyde?" Dishinger asked his navigator.

"About ten hours, Captain."

"Good." He turned away from the navigation station and walked quickly over to the communications station.

"Ben, have you contacted the Russian commander yet?"

"Yes, Captain. I advised him of our ETA as soon as we went sub-light. They seemed glad to hear from us. I guess it's been awhile since they've had a supply ship come in."

"They were glad to hear from us? What exactly did they say? Anything out of the ordinary? Is everything...alright?"

Ben, who was also Dishinger's executive officer, turned to look at his Captain. "It was a routine transmission, sir. Nothing out of the ordinary. What were you thinking?" Then a light seemed to dawn on Ben's face. "Oh, you mean did they mention seeing any of those UFOs, right? No, they didn't even mention them."

Dishinger nodded, feeling a little embarrassed at his inability to come right out and ask Ben what he had wanted to know.

"Ben, I think I'll go to my cabin and lie down awhile. I want to be fresh when we meet the Russian commander for the first time. Call me in about eight hours, all right?"

"Aye aye, Captain."

As soon as he arrived at his cabin, he poured himself a stiff drink from the bottle of Vodka his new employers had given him, then reclined on the bed. "Lights down," he said, and the room dimmed immediately. As he laid there, too keyed up to sleep, he thought for the millionth time about the cause of his anxiety.

The meeting with Admiral Hooker had been short but not very sweet. "I hope you can understand our position, Mr. Dishinger," the Admiral had said. "We just can't go off with the Ambassador to wherever some miner or colonist has thought he has seen an alien vessel, only to find out it was a false alarm. All we are asking is that after you deliver your cargo to Tau Ceti II, just to remain in orbit for a period of one standard week. If you see anything out of the ordinary, all you will have to do is report it and leave the rest up to us. You will be amply reimbursed for your time, of course."

"And what if I refused?" Dishinger had asked.

"Then we will suspend your transport license until such time as you change your mind."

"I thought you would say that. I guess I'll have to go along with you for now. But just let me tell you what I think about—"

"Good," Hooker had said, cutting him off short. "You may leave on schedule. And one more thing. Commander Blake here will be going along with you." He gestured to a young man who had been lurking in the corner of the office. "You don't mind, do you? You see, he's a specially trained observer. One of our best. Well, it was nice meeting you, Captain. Good luck on your trip."

"Thanks, but hopefully I won't need it."

"Damn that Hooker," Dishinger muttered to himself as his mind returned to the present. And that Blake, where had he been keeping himself? He hadn't seen him but twice the entire trip out.

"Lights up," he said as he swung his feet to the floor. The room brightened at once, and he had to stop and rub his eyes to help them adjust.

"Intercom. Ben, please."

"Ben here, Captain. What can I do for you? I thought you were sleeping."

"I am. Or rather, I will be shortly, I hope. I just remembered something. Advise Commander Blake of our ETA, will you? I suppose he is in his cabin."

"I don't think that will be necessary, Captain. Clyde tells me Blake has been visiting him regularly, checking out our position every hour since we went sub-light."

"Is that so?" Dishinger thought for a moment. "Well, advise him anyway, just for the record."

"Aye aye, Captain."

"Intercom off." He laid back down, started to order the lights off as well, then stopped. "Oh the hell with it," he said instead, sitting up again.

"Intercom, Ben please."

"Yes Captain?"

"Sorry to keep bothering you, Ben. I can't sleep. I'm going to Commander Blake's cabin for awhile. If anything comes up, you can reach me there."

"Aye aye, Captain," Ben replied, puzzlement coming through the speaker along with his voice.

"Intercom off," Dishinger said, heading for the door.

He went down the passageway from his cabin, turned left and arrived at the cabin occupied by his unwanted passenger just as Blake was coming out his door.

"Hello, Commander."

"Well, hello, Captain."

"May I have a word with you? In your cabin?"

"Of course. Come on in." Blake backed away from the doorway so Dishinger could come through. "Now, what can I do for you?" he asked, after giving the Captain a chair and pulling one out for himself.

"Well, it's nothing really important. I just wanted you to know our ETA to Tau Ceti II is about nine hours." He noticed disappointment immediately register on Blake's face. "What's the matter? I thought you would be anxious to get there."

"Oh, of course I am, Captain. It's just that when I came through the door and saw you standing there, I thought you had come to tell me you had spotted something. I guess maybe I am just a little over-anxious."

"You're kidding! I would say over-anxious doesn't quite describe you as well as just plain crazy does!"

"Crazy?"

"That's what I said. Crazy. You're just like all those other screwballs on the Ambassador. May God be on our side if we ever do meet any aliens. All the people who are supposed to represent us in that crucial first meeting are quite insane!" He was really warming up, letting all the pent up hostility out, saying the things Admiral Hooker hadn't given him the chance to say.

"Just why do you think we are all crazy, Captain?" Blake asked, trying to remain calm despite the growing redness in his face which betrayed him.

"Why? Because you are all so damned anxious to meet them. Who in his right mind would want to? You must be crazy!"

"Oh, I see. Admiral Hooker cautioned me that your service files had indicated strong xenophobic tendencies. Evidently the psych boys were right."

"So you went through my service files, too. I'm not surprised. That's just one more charge I can bring against you guys when we get back home. The Civil Liberties Bureau will be very interested in all this, I'm sure."

Blake decided to try a different tact. "Look Captain," he said, leaning back in his chair and forcing himself to take a non-belligerent posture, "we have a job to do, and a very important one at that. It is only a matter of time before we meet real live intelligent aliens. So we have to be prepared when that time comes. Now, let me ask you this. Who would you rather have make first contact with these aliens, some miner or colonist who more than likely would take a potshot at them with his partigun? Or a ship full of specially trained and equipped experts who have spent their entire careers preparing for first contact?"

Dishinger smiled. "Experts? Ha! I don't have much trust in so-called experts. They seem to spend more time telling you what you can't do than what you can. Personally I'd rather see us show force, strength, right from the beginning. Let that miner take a shot at them. At least they'll start off with some respect for us. And don't rule out the possibility that they'll open the meeting with a shot of their own. We know from what we found on Alpha Centauri that there are some mighty warlike aliens right here in this part of the galaxy. You ever been to Alpha, Blake?"

"Of course. There is not one person aboard the Ambassador who has not spent some time studying there. Even though it is a dead civilization, it's the only alien culture we have to study."

"Yes, of course," Dishinger said, a hint of mocking in his voice. "Well? What were your impressions? Didn't it make you feel very ill at ease, to think there was a space-faring race probably still lurking around out here, one capable of destroying an entire civilization?"

Blake nodded. "Yes, it did. You make a very good point about being ready to defend ourselves. But don't you see, there must be others out here as well, besides those that destroyed Alpha Centauri. For God's sake, man! Where is your curiosity? Just think of it, of what it will be like the first time we come face to face with an intelligent being from another star. What will he think of us? Will his views, even his whole sense of logic be different from ours? Or similar? What will be their philosophy on life? Or will they even have one? What about religion? But most fundamental of all, what will they look like? Believe me, I've pictured them looking like anything from a head of cabbage to a giant spider. And, I have no doubt but that when I do see an alien for the first time he will look like something I hadn't even thought of."

Dishinger sat in silence, staring at the young officer with the kind of expression on his face a psychiatrist gets when listening to the ravings of a madman. He was just about to say something sarcastic when the intercom buzzed.

"Yes?" Blake said before Dishinger could react.

"Excuse me, Commander. I was told the Captain could be reached there."

"I am here. What is it?"

"Captain, this is Sheets. I think you better come to the control room right away. Our sensors indicate something is following us."

"Something following us? Like what, Sheets? Can't you be a little more specific?"

"It's definitely a ship, sir. A big ship. I thought it was a Star-Guardian at first, but as it has gotten closer I can tell it is even bigger than one of those."

Dishinger looked hopefully at Blake, but he shook his head. "No Captain, it can't be one of our ships. All Star-Guardians were ordered to avoid this sector due to the reports of unidentified spacecraft."

Dishinger's face lost some of its color. "That's great. We're out here with no protection at all." He turned toward the intercom. "Sheets, Commander Blake and I will be right there. Intercom off."

He turned back to Blake. "Well, it looks as though your wish is about to come true."
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"Easy now, Pilot. Better hold this position. We don't want them to panic." Tandew was sitting up straight on his command couch, eyes and ears both directed toward the main view screen. He was tense with anticipation, and even felt a little fearful. A quick glance around told him he was not alone in these feelings.

"Weapons section. Remember, take no hostile action without my express orders."

Taland, seated next to Tandew, leaned over. "Easy, my friend. We have gone over everything many times already. Each section knows what to do in every conceivable situation. It's alright to be nervous, but remember you are the Captain. Don't let it show so much."

He glanced quickly at Taland, then back to the view screen, considering what he had said. Then he slowly nodded agreement.

"You are right. But I am already trying to seem calm."

"Then relax, Tandew. Look at how you are sitting. We are a relaxed, casual, and confident people. Now relax, and it will affect your crew."

"What you say is true. But it is also true that no Restan has ever met an alien ship in space before. Allow my crew and me a little tenseness. I would rather have their reflexes a little too tense than too relaxed."

"As you wish, Captain. It is your ship."

Tandew grunted and continued watching the alien ship in fascination. "What do you make of it, Taland? It is the strangest ship I have ever seen. Why, it looks like nothing more than a box."

"So I noticed. Evidently they put more emphasis on function than on style. Be cautious though. Even though it looks harmless, those cargo doors could open and anything could come out of it."

Taland studied his personal console a moment. "No weapons that we can detect."

"You mean nothing we can recognize as weapons."

"Yes, of course. But their technological level seems quite near to our own. Amazingly so, in fact. So I feel confident in saying they are without exterior weaponry. Aside from the slight difference in size and design, it is a transport ship similar to the others we have observed.

"If you are right about their lack of weapons, that would seem to be a good sign. Don't you agree? We've seen several of their ships already, coming and going from what must be a very valuable mining operation. So far, none have been armed. Neither could our scouts detect any defense network around the colony itself. It seems to me that alone would indicate a peaceful race."

Taland was amused. His old face crinkled up even more than usual into a smile.

Tandew noticed. "I take it that you don't agree with me?"

"Not necessarily. I was just thinking. Their lack of weapons so far does seem to be a good sign, as you say. But I should also remind you of the ancient legends of our race."

"Ancient legends? What about them?"

"Well, as legend has it, before our ancestors built our cities and our civilization, they slept in the wild like all the other animals of Restas."

"But what has that to do with our present situation?" Tandew gestured toward the alien ship on the screen as he spoke. "Have I lost you, old one? Are you not still with me?"

"Oh yes, I am indeed still with you," Taland said, growing even more amused. "My point is, our ancestors slept in the open, without fear. Even now we could do the same, if we so desired. There are many who do, on occasion. But we could only do so because we have no natural enemies. Think about it. Every species on Restas has a natural enemy. But not us. We are the mightiest animals, both physically as well as intellectually. So what about these aliens and their lack of weapons? Only the mightiest animals travel without fear, without need of weapons. Perhaps these aliens also had no natural enemies on their world."

Tandew thought for a moment. "But this ship carries weapons. Doesn't that contradict what you are saying?"

"We do now, because we know there is something to fear in a race that can destroy entire worlds. But before those discoveries we explored as unarmed as that alien ship."

"That can only mean two things. Either they have no knowledge of the destruction of so many of their neighboring races. Or they are the ones responsible for that destruction."

Tandew stared at the screen. "Forgive me for my impatience with you. This time your point is well-taken."

He reached for his intercom. "All sections remember your orders. Follow them exactly, do not deviate from them without my authority." He paused, trying to calm himself. "Contact section. Begin transmitting to the alien ship."
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Admiral Hooker had just finished spray-cleaning his teeth in preparation of retiring for the night when he became aware of an insistent pecking at his cabin door.

Who the hell would dare knock on my door this late at night, he wondered, as he began moving toward it.

"Who is it?"

"Ensign Smith, sir. Communications officer," was the muffled reply. "I have an urgent message for your eyes only from Commander Blake."

"Blake?" Upon hearing that, the Admiral's leisurely pace increased by a factor of two. Arriving at the door, he slammed his palm against the control panel. The door slid open and there stood Smith.

"Don't just stand there, come in. What is the message?"

Smith stepped quickly inside and the door slid smoothly shut behind him. "Admiral, I have a Level One priority message for you from Commander Blake, presently assigned to and on board..."

"Yes, yes, I know all that, just let me have the message!"

"Yes sir," Smith said, instinctively taking a step backward in reaction to the Admiral's outburst.

"We are being followed by an unknown ship, whose presence first became known to us at extreme sensor range two hours and thirty-five minutes after going sub-light. At present this ship is within two thousand kilometers and seems to be holding at that distance. The ship is definitely trying to communicate with us. We are not responding as per procedure. Have recommended to Captain Dishinger that we maintain our present position. Awaiting further instructions and your arrival most anxiously. Hurry please, the worm is ready to jump off of the hook." Smith looked up. "We're not sure about that last line, sir, but that's the way it decoded."

"I'm afraid you decoded it right, son," Hooker said as he hurried to the com-panel.

"Captain Dyer, please."

"Captain Dyer here," said a sleepy and rather perturbed voice.

"Captain, this is Admiral Hooker. How soon can we have this ship underway to Tau Ceti?"

"Underway?" Dyer suddenly sounded wide awake, and the perturbed tone had vanished at the disclosure of his caller's identity. "It will take us at least twelve hours, sir. And that's the minimum. May I ask what is happening, sir?"

"I will brief all officers and department heads as soon as we are underway. Set course along standard route used by transport ships to Tau Ceti II. Also, I expect us to be underway in three hours. If not, this ship will leave without a Captain. Intercom off."

Hooker turned away from the com-panel as he grabbed for the fasteners securing his robe, and walked toward his closet.

"Damn that Dishinger," he mumbled as he went, "of all the transport ships it had to be his to make first contact. 'Worm' was certainly a well-chosen code name for him. If that SOB blows this...”

He suddenly realized that Ensign Smith was still in the room, awaiting instructions.

"I have no reply for Commander Blake at this time, Ensign. Thank you. I just wish your message had come through eight hours later, after I had had a good night's sleep. As it is, though, it looks like it will be a long time between sleep periods for all of us for a while."
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"Tandew, wake up."

He jerked awake, his eyes focusing on Taland for a moment before recognition finally dawned in them.

"What is it?"

"You are certainly a deep sleeper. For a moment I thought I would have to touch you to get a response."

"Sorry. I guess I went too long without a nap. What has happened? Has the alien ship responded?" He sat up, ready to spring through the door to the bridge at the first indication from Taland that something had gone wrong.

"Yes, you did go far too long without a nap," Taland said as he strolled over to recline on the guest cushions in the corner of Tandew's quarters.

He waited patiently for the old scientist to make himself comfortable. There had been a time in the not too distant past when he would have lost patience with the old one for not making the reason for disturbing him known right away. But during the last few weeks, especially the last couple of days, Tandew's respect for Taland had grown considerably. Taland had repeatedly shown why he was the most renowned scientist on Restas with his quick analysis and sound advice. He had come to realize that even though Taland's body moved slower than most, his mind was quicker than any Tandew had been familiar with. Even now, as he slowly and carefully arranged the cushions to make them more comfortable, he was communicating non-verbally to him. Just as surely as if he was saying the words out loud, his actions were saying: "Be calm. Something has happened but it is not urgent at this time." He felt himself relaxing as he watched.

"First of all, there has been no response to our communication attempts," Taland said at last, as he made one last adjustment to a cushion and reclined, facing Tandew. "But there is a change, something which we may take as a response from them. As you know, when they first seemed to become aware of our following them, they slowed their velocity considerably. Now they have changed course, very slowly and deliberately, until now they are no longer heading for the mining planet or even that system at all. Instead they are heading for interstellar space again."

Whatever calmness Tandew had been letting himself feel disappeared quickly. "Interstellar space? But to where? Back in the direction they came from? Back home?"

"No. It is too early to tell or predict what their heading will be, but unless they make another major course change they are not going back to their home world.

"Let's get to the bridge, Taland. I want to check this out for myself."

Taland rose and followed Tandew toward the doorway, but not without a reluctant glance back towards the comfortable cushions he was leaving behind.

"Pilot, what is our current status?" Tandew asked as he entered the bridge.

"Maintaining position relative to the alien ship as you commanded, Tandew. It is requiring some effort, however, since they keep changing course."

"Pilot, have they changed course again since I left?" Taland asked.

"No. They are still on that same heading."

"Pilot, do you think all this course changing is an effort to elude us? What, in your opinion, are they trying to do?" Tandew felt a little foolish after asking. What, after all, did any of them know of these aliens, what they may or may not be doing and why. They just all had to hope the aliens’ logic was in some way compatible with their own. Otherwise, why even attempt contact at all?

"Tandew, it is very difficult to even tell what a member of our own species would do under the circumstances of finding himself closely followed by an alien vessel," Pilot said, almost echoing Tandew's own thoughts.

"However, Taland and I have been discussing this while you were sleeping. I feel that they wish us to follow them somewhere. For example, just in the last few minutes they have started accelerating, but so slowly that it is almost imperceptible. From observing their ships entering and leaving the mining planet, I think I can safely say they are capable of much greater acceleration."

"Exactly my own thoughts," Taland added. "Consider this, and see if you don't agree. Suppose we were operating in a ship such as theirs, on a routine mission bringing supplies to some outpost, and found ourselves followed by a very sophisticated looking alien ship that was obviously trying to communicate with us. But our ship has no such facilities for communication, our computers being for navigational purposes only. What would we do? What would you do?" He watched Tandew intently, waiting for a reply.

Tandew returned the look in silence, then turned and walked slowly over to the view screen which was still showing the greatly magnified image of the alien ship. "Pilot, please darken the bridge," he said.

All lighting on the bridge immediately dimmed, until finally the only light present was that which the view screen itself emitted. Blinking, he stared again for a long moment at the ship there, now shown in much finer detail. He wished he could somehow read the minds of the beings on board that ship. What should he do? What would he be doing in their place? He decided he would try to lead any alien ship that approached him to a place where contact would be established, were he in their position. But he was not, nor could he ever be in their position. They were alien! There was no way he could know their motives. No doubt they did want Tandew's ship to follow them, but to where? A trap? It was a possibility he had to consider.

He turned back to speak to Taland, but found it difficult to locate him in the darkened room. "Lights back to normal, Pilot." Instantly the room was again brightly lit, and he strode to his command couch and sat down on the edge. "Taland, what are the odds that these aliens are leading us into a trap?"

"That would be impossible to compute. We know virtually nothing of their motivations."

"Pilot, do you agree? What are the odds, do you think?" 

"I agree. It is just not possible to even guess with the data we now have."

Tandew slumped back on the couch, closing his eyes. "All right then, here is what I think. In my opinion, the worst possible thing that could happen is they would lead us into a trap. There I presume they would lead us into some kind of direct assault against our ship. Now, although we are not a warship, we are not defenseless either. Judging from what we have seen so far of their technology, I would say we are amazingly close to equals. I think we could give them enough of a fight to at least prevent being captured intact. Thus the location of Restas would remain unknown to them. Would you agree so far, Taland?"

Before Taland could answer, Stalnu's voice boomed from the doorway. "I'm quite sure Taland would agree, seeing as how what you are suggesting is utter foolishness. This trip was foolish to begin with, and every step we have taken so far has been foolish. Why change now?"

All eyes turned to stare at Stalnu, who tried to return all their stares at once. He began to step on into the bridge just as Taland opened his mouth to deliver an angry reply.

"I will take care of this, Taland," Tandew said, already on his feet and holding one hand out in the direction of Taland, his eyes focused upon Stalnu. "Stop right there, Stalnu. This bridge is off-limits to you, as are our conversations while on this bridge. One more step and you will be confined to your cabin!"

Stalnu had one foot in the bridge and had stopped the next step in midair at Tandew's words. He hesitated, then took one step backwards. "What you say is true, Tandew," he said, staring through the doorway, anger oozing out of every word. "Under normal circumstances, that is. But these are hardly normal circumstances, nor are your conversations routine. As the Creator's Representative, I demand to be permitted to share my views with you before any decision is made. A decision made in error now could cause the end of our race."

"No consultation with you is necessary, Stalnu. I am in command of this ship, the decision is mine alone. I will decide whose council I seek, and whose I do not. Yours could very well have been one of them until that outburst about this mission being foolish. By that you have prejudiced your argument. It seems that you completely lack an open mind."

Taland made a grunting noise as he tried to hide his amusement. "That is indeed humorous, Tandew. I have yet to meet a representative of the Creator who possessed an open mind." Tandew's sharp glance cut him off short. It was the first time he had seen Tandew truly angry.

Stalnu's eyes did not waver from Tandew. "I am not asking you to consult with me! I am demanding it! I speak for the Creator, and it is His will that comes from my mouth. I heard you consulting with that machine, asking it for an opinion, even! What blasphemy! You ask a machine, a 'thing', for its opinion, but you do not even consider asking what the will of the Creator might be!"

"Stalnu, go to your cabin now or I will have you forcibly removed."

Stalnu stood staring defiantly at Tandew.

"Now!"

Stalnu's body became even more tense, and Tandew could see the muscles bulging and quivering as if he were about to spring into the bridge and upon him. The alarm that rose in Tandew's mind came not from physical fear, but a fear of the implications a fight between a ship's captain and a Creator's Representative would bring about.

"Very well, Stalnu, if that is the way you want it," he said, sitting down and reaching for the intercom.

"All right, Tandew. I will go." The words virtually hissed from his mouth. "But you will pay when we return to Restas. This will be your last command!" Stalnu turned abruptly and disappeared down the hallway.

Tandew sat silently looking at the doorway where Stalnu had been standing, trying to calm his racing pulse. That had been a close one, he thought. He would have to order Stalnu confined to his cabin in order to avoid another such confrontation. "Pilot, secure the bridge."

Instantly the four doorways into the bridge were closed over by heavy metal plates. "Thank you. I trust I don't have to apologize for Stalnu's references to you?"

Silence greeted his question.

"Thank you. Now, Taland. Before we were interrupted I had asked for your opinion."

"I don't think I need to tell you how I feel," Taland said quietly. This is my dream coming true. I would follow these aliens across the galaxy, if need be, in order to establish contact with them."

"I thought you would say that. Stalnu thinks he has scared me with his threats of what he will do when we get home. Little does he know I am already more frightened that I have ever been, and anything he said could not have made me more so."

He sat back and gazed at the ship on the screen. "Pilot, follow that alien ship. If this is a test of our fear of the unknown, we shall not fail it."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Eight


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Captain Dishinger peered intently over his navigator's shoulder. "Are they following us, Sheets?"

"Yes sir, they sure are."

"Fine. What is our current velocity?"

"Zero point seven nine Mike, sir."

"Okay, now be sure to allow at least two hours’ time between setting our final course to Alpha Centauri and reaching Mike One. I want those aliens to have no doubt in their minds as to our final heading when we enter hyperspace. Otherwise we may lose them, understand?"

"Yes, Captain, no sweat. At our present rate of acceleration there will be at least a three-hour separation between our last course correction and reaching Mike speed."

Dishinger nodded approvingly and patted Sheets on the back. He headed for Ben's station.

Ben had been watching the exchange between Sheets and Dishinger, and now watched his Captain approach.

"Ben, I have a pre-recorded message I want sent ahead to Alpha Centauri just prior to our entering hyperspace, and then once again as soon as we go sub light at the other end. Okay?"

"Okay." 

As Dishinger smiled and began to turn away, Ben hesitated, then made up his mind. "Captain?"

Dishinger turned back. "Yes, Ben?"

"If you don't mind my asking, sir, what is going on?"

Dishinger's smile disappeared. "As a matter of fact, I do mind you asking," he said, then caught himself. His smile returned, but this time it looked forced. "Sorry, Ben. What I mean is, I really don't know either. I am just following the instructions given me by Commander Blake. As a matter of fact, it is his message you are sending ahead, not mine." He turned again and started on his way, then added over his shoulder, "He's a very odd fellow, really."

Ben had wanted to ask another question, but Dishinger was already gone from the control room.

He looked over at Sheets, busily making calculations and conversing with the ship’s computers via his headset. He remembered watching Dishinger's face as he stood behind Sheets, the eerie, almost sinister expression that had been upon it. Of course, everyone's face looked eerie in the soft green lights of the control room, but this had been something more, something he just couldn't explain. He knew full well the Captain's feeling about aliens, his oft-stated opinion that contact should be avoided, or if not avoided then first blast them and communicate with the wreckage later. He was shocked when, despite the presence of Commander Blake, Dishinger didn't flee at top speed at the sight of the alien ship.

"Sheets?"

The young navigator turned his head in Ben's direction, then motioned with his hand for him to wait a moment. He finished at his keyboard, then leaned back and removed the headset. "Didn't want to stop in the middle of that course check," he said.

"That's alright. Uh, I was just wondering..." Ben hesitated, not knowing exactly what or how to ask Sheets about the Captain. Sheets' eyebrows shot up quizzically, so Ben decided to go ahead. "Well, what I was wondering, do you think the Captain is acting, oh, you know, a little strangely?"

"Strangely? Yes, I thought he was, at least on the trip out here, and then when those aliens first showed up I thought sure he was going to crack. But he seems completely in control of himself now. I think that's because we are now moving toward the Ambassador, rather than trying to make contact ourselves. That is a relief to me, and I'm sure it must be a greater relief to him."

"But we are going to Alpha, not back towards Earth. The Ambassador, according to what Commander Blake told me, was in Lunar orbit when we left."

"Probably it is going to meet us at Alpha. I'm sure they don't want first contact taking place in the Solar System."

"No radio transmissions have come through to that effect. It seems odd to me. Something is not right about it."

Sheets' expression turned cold along with the tone of his voice. "What are you suggesting, Ben? Why are you being so suspicious?"

Ben had feared the conversation would turn out that way. He decided to end it. "Just forget it. You're right, it's probably nothing, just a feeling I had that something is wrong. I guess that alien ship has made us all jittery."

Sheets didn't answer, just continued to stare at him. Then the computer started buzzing for his attention, and he nodded his head finally and put the headset back on.

Ben turned back to his own console, silently thanking the computer for its timely interruption. He went over again in his mind exactly what it was that was bothering him. He didn't dare mention it to Sheets, but he had the feeling Dishinger was leading the alien ship into a trap. Alpha Centauri was the most heavily guarded of Earth's colonies. There were always at least two Star-Guardians on patrol there. And here they were, leading an alien ship right into that very system. "I hope you're right, Sheets," he mumbled quietly to himself, "I hope the Ambassador is there waiting for us."

Dishinger entered Blake’s cabin. Blake did not share his happy mood.

"I don't know what your plan is, Dishinger, but you better pray it doesn't work!"

"My, my, aren't we in a bad mood today. You had better watch your mouth, or I'll increase your dosage until you aren't conscious at all. Now you wouldn't want me to do that, would you? The stronger the dosage, you know, the more chance of the paralysis being permanent."

He leaned over Blake, checking his pulse rate.

"No matter what happens to me, when this is over you'll be rotting on Ganymede for the rest of your life for this."

Dishinger straightened back up. "You better calm yourself. Your pulse is racing. Don't worry about me, I'll be a hero when this is over with."

Blake did seem to make an effort to calm himself. "Maybe you will be a hero. I am sure you are doing what you feel is best. But you don't need to keep me like this. Give me the antidote so I may help you. What is your plan?"

Dishinger laughed. "What an imbecile you think I am." Then he turned serious. "I will tell you, though, not because I even dream you will want to help me, but just so you won't drive yourself crazy trying to figure out what is going on. Heroes don't purposely drive people crazy, now, do they? Even if we don't agree, I would not forgive myself if I caused you to go mad."

He turned and sat in a chair facing Blake, who was stretched out helpless in his own bunk. "We are headed for Alpha Centauri, with the alien ship following right along like a little puppy dog." He paused to let the information sink in.

"But the Ambassador..." Blake's protest trailed off at the obvious.

"Exactly. Now, you and I know that there are always two or more Star-Guardians at Alpha. Let's see now," he said as he glanced at his watch, “we should have reached Mike One by now. A message was sent ahead to Alpha defense command just before we reached light speed. Simply stated, it said we were fleeing from a hostile alien ship that had opened fire on us. The message will be repeated when we go sub light, just in case. But I don't think it will be necessary to repeat it, because I also included the coordinates where we would be entering normal space. I feel quite confident that the Star-Guardians will be waiting there and blast that alien ship into a million meteors as soon as it appears."

Blake's look of horror spoke for itself.

"There is nothing anyone can do, now. The Ambassador is in hyperspace and incommunicado until it reaches Tau Ceti. By then it will be too late."

"And for this you think you'll be looked upon as a hero?" Blake said, hatred distorting his face. "Don't you see, man, you will go down in history as the person who started the first interstellar war! That is, if we win and are still capable of keeping records."

"There will be no war, Blake. The aliens will only record that one of their missions didn't return. And how can they learn of us if their ship doesn't return? So how can there be a war? What I am doing is to insure that there is no war, not start one. Maybe you are right, maybe I won't be appreciated for what I have done. Probably I will end up in a penal colony. But at least I will have the satisfaction of spending the rest of my life knowing that I did what I thought was right. Few men can claim that satisfaction."

He reached down and increased the dosage of the portable syringe. "Good night, Blake."
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"We've probed everywhere from their last known position clear to Tau Ceti and back, sir. There is just no sign of them. There are, however, some traces of their drive particles still in evidence. We're trying now to make some sense out of it, hopefully we can determine their course."

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Captain Dyer noted the woman's exhausted appearance. "Get some rest now."

"Yes, sir, you'll get no argument from me on that." She turned and left the Consultation Room, leaving Captain Dyer and Admiral Hooker alone.

"Damn that Dishinger!" Hooker exploded as soon as she had disappeared through the doorway. He slammed his fist into the arm of his chair. "I knew I shouldn't have trusted him. I should have just pulled his license and sent Blake along with whoever the Russians replaced him with! I just knew he would pull something like this!"

Startled by the Admiral's sudden outburst, Dyer swiveled his chair to face him. "Admiral, don't you think you are jumping to conclusions? You assume Dishinger is to blame for this situation, but may I remind you there was an alien ship here also, with all that an alien ship can imply."

"Damn it. You saw Dishinger's service records. I just know that this is his doing. The only thing I don't know is where he is and what he is up to. His instructions were clear. He was to stay here and await our arrival, but instead he's playing with the fate of the entire human race!"

"Admiral, I don't mean to argue, but let's look at this logically. Dishinger's ship is unarmed, and also much smaller according to Blake's report and descriptions. The only thing I can see is maybe Dishinger lost his nerve and ran, with the alien ship in pursuit. Or possibly, they just gave up and moved on."

"Take my word for it, Captain. Dishinger is no coward. He has an unnatural fear of aliens, sure, but it is the cold and calculating type of fear that wins medals for bravery for soldiers on the battlefield. Not the kind of fear that sends them running to the rear. I hope that you are right, that he did flee in terror and the alien ship moved on. Otherwise we may have an interstellar war on our hands."

Dyer nodded. "Just the same, sir, don't you think it would be wise to ask for a Star-Guardian to assist us in our search? If the aliens did seize Dishinger's ship, we could use some protection to hopefully prevent the same thing happening to the Ambassador."

The Admiral started to reject that suggestion out-of-hand, then thought better of it. After all, there was a chance the aliens had abducted an Earth ship and its crew. To allow them the opportunity to do the same to the Ambassador would be unwise in the extreme. While transport ships carried fairly sophisticated equipment, it was nothing like what they carried. Even though they were unarmed, the Ambassador was still the latest in the Star-Guardian class of ships, and if it fell into some potential enemy's hands that enemy could learn techniques by which to make the other Star-Guardians easy prey.

"All right, Captain. Put through a request for the nearest Star-Guardian to join us as soon as possible. Someone has ran off with an officer of this ship, and whether it was Dishinger or the aliens, we will need help finding him."

Dyer leaned forward to touch one of the switches on his U-shaped console. "Communications. This is Captain Dyer. Request Lunar Command give us the location of the nearest Star-Guardian to our position. Advise them of the current situation and that Admiral Hooker wishes a Star-Guardian be sent to assist us. Advise their response as soon as you have it."

He switched off and looked to his left, where Hooker sat in his own U-shaped console lost in thought. "Well, what now, sir?"

Hooker sat there in silence, his eyes glancing over the huge view screens and banks of elaborate decoding and translating equipment arrayed around the room. These were the very same instruments he had hoped would be in use at this time, communicating with another intelligent species. From the chair in which he sat, it would have been he who first communicated with the captain or alien equivalent of same on board that alien ship. Although the alien would see only him, he would not be facing that contact entirely alone. Advisors from all the various scientific departments on the ship would be feeding information and suggestions to him through an implant in his inner ear. Still, it would be up to him to accept or reject whatever suggestions were offered, so the enormous responsibility for making a good first impression would have been on his shoulders alone. But he had looked forward to it, and was acutely disappointed that he would have to wait awhile longer at least.

"Admiral?" Dyer tried again.

"Yes, I heard you. I can't think of anything else we can do at present..."

The communications buzzer interrupted him. "Yes?"

"Captain, this is Ensign Smith. I have an answer to your message to Lunar Command. They advise they cannot spare a Star-Guardian at this time. Two ships are now on their way to Alpha Centauri system to join the two already there. The others are being kept in defense positions in the Solar system."

Dyer and Hooker exchanged ominous looks. "Did they say why, man? Are we being attacked or what?"

"Approximately four standard days ago the Star-Guardian Neptune, on station in Alpha system, received a message from a transport ship reporting it was being pursued and fired upon by an unknown alien vessel. The ship was just entering hyperspace and heading for the safety of Alpha system."

"Did they say where the message came from, Smith?" Hooker asked. His lips had grown tight, so that he literally spat the question.

"The message was received from the vicinity of Tau Ceti, sir."

"Thank you, Ensign. Captain, please switch off."

Dyer hit the switch.

Hooker placed his hands over his eyes, slowly rubbing his eyebrows with his fingertips. "Captain," he said after a moment, "this is what I want you to do. Contact the Neptune and find out exactly when and where Dishinger's ship is to reenter normal space. Then..."

Once again the communications buzzer interrupted him. He hit the switch impatiently. "Yes!"

"Admiral? Sorry to bother you, this is Lieutenant Talbot. I think we've gotten a firm heading from those particle traces the ships left. It doesn't make sense but when they went to Mike speed their course was toward Alpha system. We are double-checking but the margin of error is..."

"Yes, Lieutenant, we already know. Good work, though." He started to switch off, then added, "I thought you were going to get some rest?"

"Yes, I am going to. I just got to thinking about some things we may have overlooked..."

"Right. There's nothing more you can do for the present though, so get some rest. And that's an order, you won't be any good to us later when we do need you if you're exhausted. Good night." He switched off, then turned back to Dyer, who was smiling. "She's a real gem, Captain. How did we get so lucky? She is better than most of the officers I know who outrank her, present company excepted, of course."

"I guess she wants to be here, Admiral, just like the rest of us."

"Of course. Now, as I started to say, I want all department heads briefed and in here in one hour for consultation, and I want that information from the Neptune in time for that meeting. Use my authority when you ask for it or you won't get it."

"Yes, sir. But won't you want to talk to the Neptune's captain yourself?"

"No, not yet. If there is time, I'd rather wait until after the meeting. I wouldn't have the slightest idea what to say to him now. We first have to determine whether or not Dishinger is telling the truth."

Exactly one hour later the same room was occupied by all department heads. They sat behind one long console facing the twin U-shaped consoles of Hooker and Dyer.

"All right, ladies and gentlemen. You have all been advised of the latest series of events I am sure. Let me give you one more bit of info I just learned myself about ten minutes ago. According to the message the Neptune received, Dishinger's ship will arrive there in twenty-one hours. The communications officer of the Neptune wouldn't say it, but you can be sure both Star-Guardians on station there will be waiting at the point where the two ships are to reenter normal space. By the way, the other Star-Guardian is the Venus. Now, as I see it, the central question we must address is this: Is Dishinger lying or not? If we decide he is not lying, then we can leisurely make our way to Alpha to study the remains of an alien ship unlucky enough to have attacked and pursued one of our transport ships right to the crossfire of two Star-Guardians. But, if we decide that Dishinger is lying, then our job is very difficult. Trying to convince Captain Ozawa not to fire on that alien ship will not be easy."

"Admiral, if I may interrupt?"

"Sorry to disappoint you, Professor Stovky, but I was finished anyway."

"Thank you," she said, nodding in his direction. "Now then, I think we can save a lot of time and breath here. My department has already analyzed the behavior of Captain Dishinger from all available records. Judging from his past actions, both while in the service and as a civilian, we have determined there is a 71 percent probability that he is telling the truth."

Hooker was stunned. "I must say, Professor, that I am surprised. I don't know why, but I am. Then it is the official recommendation of the psychology department that we do nothing while a possibly friendly alien ship is destroyed? And you already made up your mind before this consultation. Amazing!"

"Now Admiral, don't go getting sarcastic with me. You sound as guilty of already making up your mind as you accuse me of being. All I am saying is that we have done our homework, and that homework points in a particular direction. Let me also remind you that we know more about the psychological makeup of Curtis Dishinger than we do of the minds on board that alien ship. Just because our goal is to establish peaceful relations with alien races we encounter, that does not make all such aliens peaceful." She looked at him as if she were a veteran school teacher correcting a young child.

Hooker started to refute that, but suddenly realized the danger of the meeting turning from a consultation into an argument between himself and a department head.

"Anyone else have an opinion?" He looked around at the others.

"I have a point to make, not an opinion. I thought you just said we were here to form an opinion, not to state those already formed beforehand," Professor Tainte said.

"Yes, right you are, Professor. Merely a slip of the tongue. Please state your point, then," Hooker said, nodding to Tainte. "Damned civilians," he muttered, low enough so that only Dyer could here. The Captain pretended not to.

"Thank you, Admiral. Although my specialty is astronomy, the point I want to make is this: If I were in Dishinger's place and that huge (according to Blake) alien ship started firing at me, I would run for the nearest protection. Now the nearest protection from here is the Solar system. He is heading to the wrong place to find safety quickly. How can we explain that?" He looked quizzically at the others in the room.

"If I may answer that, Admiral?"

"Go ahead, Captain Dyer."

"Well, sir, Dishinger
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