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List of Characters 

Ambassadors of the By Grace:

Joshua – from the Christian Bible, Book of Joshua

Daniel – from the Christian Bible, Book of Daniel

Jonah – from the Christian Bible, Book of Jonah

Deborah – from the Christian Bible, Judges 4 and 5

Lydia – Acts, Chapter 16 Christian Bible

Rahab – Joshua 2:1 Christian Bible

Uriah:  2 Samuel 11:3, 1 Chronicles 11, 2 Samuel 23 Christian Bible

By Grace – New Jerusalem spaceship

Miners from Swage

Daco – leader of mining excursion

Aldo – Daco’s adolescent son

Bran – Daco’s brother

Onri – adult son of Tull and Dray

Pheebs – miner

Mica – adult daughter of Tull and Dray

Bonanza – Daco’s spaceship

Jangle Clan – Jhar’s Clan on Cold Land

Jhar - daughter of Singe

Grum – cousin of Jhar

Sim – Jhar’s younger brother

Cray – Jangle clan leader

Sylvan Clan - Clan next to Jangle

Dunk – friend of Jhar

Darp – Dunk’s father

Romm – Sylvan leader

Flag Clan

Stan – Flag Clan leader

Swarm – Flag Clan member

Brite Clan

Chai – Brite Clan leader

Chi – Brite Clan member

Biologists from Swage:

Mona – biologist from Swage

Soma – Mona’s exploration partner

Professor Stern – Chief Biologist

Seeker – Biologists’ spaceship

Cold Land Creatures:

Skallon –  larger than moose-sized herd animals with thick fur and horns

Ripcons – badger-sized carnivors with huge jaws and rows of sharp teeth

Skippers – fish that resemble edible fish found on the planet Swage

Swipes – large black-feathred carrion birds on Cold Land

Twinks – small swallow-sized birds that fly in huge flocks over Cold Land

Horids – Large bear-like predators that live on land but hunt in the sea 

Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us.

2 Corinthians 5:20  
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Preface
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This story takes place after the Rapture and the seven terrible years of the Tribulation. As promised, God, after his second coming, has set up His New Earth and the incredible city of New Jerusalem. The promised thousand year millennium began 402 years ago. God has provided a fleet of spaceships to send out into His universe and the believing Body of Christ are His ambassadors.

The ship By Grace is one of these ships which are set apart to visit areas of concern throughout the universe. Humanity in all its constructs is given the gift of free will. But free will includes the opportunity to make bad choices.

Cold Land
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Chapter 1


[image: image]


Year 402 of The Lord’s Millennium

Joshua

Joshua, a solid man with a soldier’s bearing, walked briskly along the gold-paved street that bordered the River of Life. The trees on either side of the river stood heavy-laden with fruit as always. This month they held bright yellow-orange apricots bursting with juice. The leaves around the fruit glowed with healing nutrients. Joshua had not eaten yet this morning, hadn’t wanted to take the time, so he plucked off an apricot to eat as he walked. The river that ran between the rows of fruit trees made a pleasant rippling sound, but there was power in it. Two fishermen cast their nets over the waters as they joked with one another. A giraffe lowered its tall neck down to the level of the stream to take a drink.

Joshua would normally stop to enjoy the scene, but this morning his mind was full of urgent business. He had received the following new directive from his God and King: 

A situation has arisen in the star system Trance of the Sculpture galaxy. The planet Swage, with an orbit close to its star, has been destroyed by a massive solar flare. Survivors from Swage are currently mining asteroid M275JR. They hope to resettle on planet Cold Land, known to Swagians as planet Bando. Hostilities probable. Timely intervention needed as asteroid’s path lies close to Cold Land’s south sea and tidal flooding affecting a large area is unavoidable. Use discretion and minimal intervention necessary to resolve crisis. Crew will include yourself as commander, Uriah as pilot, Deborah, Lydia, Daniel, Jonah and Rahab. You, Deborah and Lydia will be dropped at the asteroid to talk to the Swagian miners. Remaining three will land on planet Cold Land to assess the possibilities for a peaceful transition. Thank you, Joshua, for your continuing service to our universe. Yeshua, High King of New Jerusalem

After considering the sparse guidelines of this new assignment, Joshua’s thoughts centered on the crew chosen to accompany him. Often he could glean more insights about the mission by noting who God had chosen for it than he could from the information provided. 

Uriah had been chosen pilot. Uriah was born a Hittite on the Old Earth thousands of years ago. Though Hittites were enemies of the Jews at that time, no one was more trustworthy than Uriah once he threw in with Israel. He was a dedicated soldier, loyal to God and even to King David, who wronged him. Joshua could easily trust his ship to Uriah. He wouldn’t give another thought to the flight through space knowing Uriah was at the helm.

There would be two phases to this mission. Half the crew would be dropped on an asteroid and the other half flown to a planet that circled its star barely within the orbital distance that was neither too hot, not too cold to sustain life, the so-called Goldilocks Zone. It was brutally cold year-round, with permanent ice on the polar caps.

He would be with Deborah and Lydia, the first trio to drop down from the ship. Why would God choose two generals – himself and Deborah? Would they encounter warring factions? Were they headed for a battle zone? 

And Lydia? What had she to do with conflict? Lydia had been one of the first to accept God into her life on the basis of faith alone. God had opened her heart and she had believed the Apostle Paul’s message. She had taken advantage of the new path to salvation provided by Christ’s amazing accomplishment: making himself a living sacrifice to shoulder the sins of the world and redeem all those who accepted his offer of salvation. A more gentle and gracious soul than Lydia would be difficult to find. So how did she fit into a mission that required two generals and the soldier pilot, Uriah?

Joshua shook his head. Only God knew. He looked around at the beauty of the city he would soon be leaving, wanting to inscribe it in his mind – a buffer against whatever was waiting out there in space. God’s radiance shone all around him in the shimmering gold of the avenues, the iridescent glow of the pearl gates, and the luminescent sky. 

A pride of lions crossed the gold-paved street in front of him, heading for the grassy verge beside the river. Close behind them, a group of pet goats with their  young caretaker fairly bounced along the same path. They headed for the low hanging fruit of the fecund trees lining the riverbank.

He was happy to see Lydia and Deborah waiting outside the Museum of Ancient Antiquities, throwing out breadcrumbs to the red and green parrots that nested in the fruit trees. He had asked the two women to meet him here as soon as they could.

Lydia waved when she saw him. She was wearing a white scoop-necked blouse and tan skirt that complemented her Mediterranean skin color. She maintained the features of her original Greek roots in her resurrected body, just as Joshua and Deborah still looked much as they had in ancient Israel—medium builds, brown complexions, dark hair and eyes. While there were few changes in their outward appearance, within was a different story. No life-giving blood ran through veins to bring oxygen to their lungs. Now their life blood was the Spirit of God and their bodies were immortal.

Deborah was wearing the clothes she always wore for travel—a long-sleeved shirt and cargo pants with lots of pockets. What looked to be a heavy backpack hung from her wide shoulders. She seemed perplexed, standing straight and tapping the toe of her boot on the pavement.  “Do we need something from the museum?” she asked. 

“We need to dress like those we are sent to help,” Joshua said. “Our assignment involves mortals whose life source is blood. Unlike us, they still need the oxygen spacesuits provide to survive.”

“I remember those days,” Lydia said, smiling. “But don’t our new subjects have oxygen on their planet?”

“Back on their planet they did, of course, but just now they are mining an asteroid, with only a scant atmosphere. I’ll tell you all I know soon, but right now we need to find the appropriate spacesuits.”

“Where are the others in our crew?” Deborah asked.

“They’re already on board the By Grace,” Joshua said. “They’ll be landing on the planet Cold Land which has a breathable atmosphere. Their new bodies won’t be a cause for suspicion there.”

They entered the museum where ancient artifacts of every sort were on display, often staged in a setting appropriate to their time in history. A group of school children filed past an exhibit of war drums and trumpets, led by a docent dressed in clothes from the Old Earth Middle Ages.

Joshua thought he recognized the docent. When she glanced his way, she smiled. “Anna,” he called out.

“Mordecai told me to watch for you,” Anna said, coming closer. “He is monitoring activity in the Ships of the Seas wing. He wants you to meet him there.”

“You are looking very historical,” Joshua noted.

“I am dressed as Eleanor of Aquitaine,” Anna said, smiling.

Joshua waved at the children as he headed for the Ship’s wing of the museum with Lydia and Deborah close behind.

They found Mordecai giving orders to a group of robots pulling up the floorboards of a large hall. Other specialized bots were moving small round willow and animal skin boats from the Stone Age of human history to a holding area within the museum.

“Welcome, Joshua, Lydia and Deborah,” Mordecai said. “I received your message and have been researching spacesuits.”

“What is happening here?” Deborah asked, looking around at the activity.

“We are installing an underfloor sea that will underlie the whole of the ship’s wing. We have brought back many of the extinct sea creatures from Old Earth’s early sea life. I thought such a sea, covered in a glass floor, might be helpful to ambassadors sent out to nascent star systems in their assessments of conditions for intelligent life.”

“I’m eager to see it myself,” Lydia said.

“I know you are pressed for time,” Mordecai said, “and I think I may have located what you will need on level 749.”

“Thank you, Mordecai. We need to dress in a manner similar to a race of Swagian mortals whose level of technology enables them to fly only as far as their neighboring planet,”Joshua said. “They are presently stranded on an asteroid that necessitates the wearing of spacesuits.”

The curator nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I have located just such a suit. Follow me please.”

As they walked into a transparent graphene elevator, they could see through to the elevator shaft where a cinematic program of spectacular proportions played out. A kaleidoscope of galaxies with multicolored nebulae from which stars coalesced before their eyes was projected on the walls surrounding them. They were unaware of motion until they felt their elevator come to a gradual stop.

At floor 749, the three stepped out and followed Mordecai past rows of spacesuits – some armored, some winged, and some bristling with weapons.

Deborah stopped to inspect a suit with a built-in plasma caster gun. She held up the arm that held the plasma gun, saying, “Now this is formidable space suit.” 

Lydia lingered at the next rack to feel the thin metal feathers of a winged harness. “Look at this one. These wings are works of art.” She held the tip of one wing and moved it in a wave motion. The little feathers made a breathy sound like jostled cutlery.

Mordecai coughed politely to draw their attention to a group of suits made in the twenty-first century A.D. on the Old Earth. “These seem appropriate,” he said, pointing toward some white padded suits. “They are called AxEMU or Axiom extravehicular mobility units.  They’re made with flexible joint inserts for maximum mobility. The headgear has the added benefit of a switch at the neck ring to deactivate the electromagnetic seal and enable easy removal of the helmet. It was first used in the exploration of the southern region of the Old Earth’s moon.”

Joshua checked the suit from top to bottom, lifting each boot in turn to judge the weight. “Perfect,”he said. “You are a learned man, Mordecai. The museum is lucky to have you. Do you need a scan for our measurements?”

“We already have all your measurements on file,” Mordecai said.

“Can you have three sent to our ship, level three?” Joshua asked. “We need to leave as soon as possible.”

“Certainly,” Mordecai said. “Level three, Jehovah rapha. The Lord Heals. Anything else I can help you with?”

“No, that should do it,” Joshua said.

Mordecai shook hands with Joshua. “God speed to you and your crew.”

Lydia and Deborah each gave the museum curator a hug before heading back to the elevator.

“We can always count on Mordecai,” Deborah said.

They exited the inertia elevator at level 50 where a bridge crossed to the entrance to the Sky Tube. As they crossed the bridge they looked down at their golden city one last time. Far below, tiny people moved like ants along the sparkling River of Life. The city, 2225 kilometers high, wide and long, was a perfect cube terraced with vines and flowers in bloom. Around the complex stretched the outer wall complete with twelve pearl gates, honoring the twelve tribes of Israel. The ambassadors didn’t know how long they would be gone. They lived to serve, but they would miss New Jerusalem every day they were away.

The three walked the short distance to the Sky Tube that would transport them to the top of the exosphere, the highest level of New Jerusalem, where their spaceship waited. The Sky Tube was essentially a vacuum tube with inner pods that traveled at a speed of 25,000 km/hr. As they entered a pod, the surrounding bumpers filled with compressed air and an electromagnetic pulse provided the initial thrust needed to send them streaking skyward. Cool air within the pod was supplied by liquid nitrogen stored below the floor of the pod. They were whisked up soundlessly and friction-free amid a colorful light show.

The By Grace gleamed on her landing pad. She had seven levels of torus shaped peridot wheels stacked one above the other at 2.5 meter intervals, each secured independently to a central shaft with large titanium spokes that acted as tunnels radiating out from the central hub. At the lowest level of the shaft, titanium landing gear spread out like spider legs to support the ship when docked. The legs would contract to curve around the central shaft when in flight. The vivid green crystalline wheels turned slowly, each torus dotted with viewing portals on its outer wall. At 76 meters across, with a matching height, the ship weighed in at over 500 tons. Powered by an anti-matter engine, she could reach 116 million km/hr with very small increments of timed thrusts.

Joshua, Lydia and Deborah boarded their ship through the shuttered hatch that spun open at the sound of Joshua’s voice. Uriah came out from behind the anti-matter containment unit and nodded at them.  He was a tall, muscular man who rarely smiled, but could be counted on to do his job.

“A distant destination, I see from my orders,” Uriah said.

“Yes, a far galaxy,” Joshua confirmed. “We’ll be strapping in on level three. Where are Daniel, Rahab and Jonah?”

“Level seven,” Uriah said. “And your space suits are in your lockers on level three. Are we ready to climb?”

“Give us a minute to settle in,” Joshua said. “I’ll signal you.”

Uriah nodded and turned toward the bridge.

Joshua, Deborah and Lydia entered the central shaft and stepped onto the waiting escalade, rising to level three where they stepped off into a spoke tunnel that led to a viewing room. From the observation portal they could look down on the curvature of the new earth. They saw only clouds below that marked the dividing line between the atmosphere and the exosphere. In the distance other platforms held docked spaceships awaiting their own crews to fly to trouble spots throughout the universe. They strapped themselves into large reclining chairs and Joshua nodded at the screen on the arm of his chair. “At your pleasure, Uriah.”

“Aye, aye, Commander. Initiating ascent,” Uriah announced to the ship at large.

The ship rose slowly, like a helium-filled balloon. It would follow one of millions of God’s superhighways, adhering to magnetic lines of space curvature, slipping through worm holes, delving into alternate dimensions that bypassed time and space to shorten their journey, all the while maintaining the slight simulated gravity of the slowly turning wheels.

“Please, don’t keep us in suspense any longer,” Lydia said. “What is our mission?”

Joshua looked down at the comm link and diary built into the arm of his chair. “We’ll be dropped inside asteroid M275JR in the star system Trance of the Sculptor galaxy,” he said. “It is currently the residence of a group of miners from the planet Swage.”

“They live in the asteroid?” Deborah asked, her curiosity aroused.

“Temporarily,” Joshua said. “They have wrapped their asteroid in carbon nano fiber, blasted out an opening large enough to land their shp inside and are now mining it from the inside out.”

“Quite advanced in their technology then,” Lydia noted.

“Yes, industrially developed,” Joshua said. “Unfortunately, while en route to their asteroid, they watched their home planet Swage burn up in a gigantic solar storm.”

Lydia’s hands flew to her face. “How horrible,” she cried. “They have no home to return to. Are we sent to rescue them?”

“No,” Joshua said. “There is a neighboring planet which they call Bando, though the residents of that planet call it Cold Land. These Swagian survivors hope to travel to Bando and carve out a place for themselves, though they know the Bando residents will attempt to kill any aliens that set foot on their planet. They plan to safeguard their new homestead with their superior technology—they will use force if necessary.”

“How many live on this planet Bando?” Deborah asked.

“About fifteen million. They call themselves Cold Land clansmen. They are shepherds who follow their herds. The planet is only warm enough to support grasslands around its equator. Its upright axis means no seasons. The grasslands are held by clans in great equatorial squares that circle the globe – each 200 kilometer-wide square belongs to one clan. The creatures they herd, skallon, provide most of their needs: food, clothing and tools. They migrate from one corner to another, following their herds. Each clan guards their square of land fiercely and is unfriendly with neighboring clans.”

“Do these miners hope to take over pasturelands and become shepherds?” Lydia asked.

“Doubtful,” Joshua replied. “But the remainder of the planet is covered with ice and snow year-round. Very different from their lost tropical planet, Swage.”

“I can see we will need to find some areas of potential compromise,” Deborah said. “Is there a way no one loses?”

“Yes, I believe there may be, but it is up to us to figure out what that is,” Joshua said. “And, there is also a possibility everyone will lose.”

“Why is that?” Lydia asked.

“The asteroid the miners are riding will soon swing by very close to Bando. It will fly over the top of an ice-covered sea south of the grasslands and tidal forces on Bando could cause a break-up of the asteroid over the sea. A resulting tsunami would flood four clans and their pasturelands. It will mean the death of both the people and livestock in its path.”

“How much time do we have?” Deborah asked.

“Based on the speed and orbit of the asteroid and our own projected travel time, we should have approximately four Cold Land days and nights, once we arrive,” Joshua replied.

“Not much leeway,” Deborah said.

Joshua nodded, staring at the backpack she held on her lap. “What’s in the backpack?” he asked.

Deborah smiled. “A talking Book and the specifications for building translators. They arrived just this morning. God evidently cares very much about these people we are sent to help.”

“I have the same feeling,” Joshua said. “I’m eager to meet the stranded miners.” 
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Chapter 2
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Daco

Daco looked up with weary but loving eyes at his ship, Bonanza. It wasn’t a beautiful ship, but a utilitarian one serving its purpose as a home away from home for the thirty-four miners on board. It was three stories high, hill-shaped with a cargo hold 30 meters wide at the bottom, galley dining and sleeping in the middle and navigation on top. On the port side was a top to bottom shaft with a service elevator on one side and empty space on the other. There was a ladder affixed to the port side wall. The shaft could accommodate floating, jumping or climbing from one level to another depending on the gravity situation of their landing site. 

Swagian astronauts had learned two centuries ago that asteroids were usually slammed-together rocks and accretions of rocks on collision courses in space. That being the case, they were fairly easy to break apart with rockets. But that was not what miners wanted. They needed to mine the large asteroids. So the Bonanza carried both rockets to blow holes large enough to allow entry of the ship into the center of the asteroid and carbon nanofiber wraps to hold the rock accretions together from the outside. A final tug of the wrap would generally send the asteroid spinning and supply enough gravity to land their ships inside the asteroids. If this trick didn’t work, they relied on corkscrew anchors to drill down and hold them in place. Adhering to the asteroid had the added benefit of providing a fuel-free ride through space inside the amassed rocks while they mined the ores they took from it to be sold back on their home planet, Swage. But now, of course, there was no Swage. Their planet had been swallowed up in a solar flare.

Daco sighed and walked on to the hatch of the cargo hold. He pressed his palm flat on the sensor beside the air lock to activate the hatch. The light on the pad changed from red to green as the door slid open with a raspy grinding sound. He stepped inside and waited again as the outer door closed and a mixture of oxygen and nitrogen filled the airlock. The inner door lifted and Daco turned left into the cargo bay.

As his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the hold, he pulled off his environmental suit and his mag boots. The spin they had given the asteroid after wrapping it provided just enough momentum to allow the feeling of light gravity within the ship, making the mag boots an unnecessary precaution while inside. He emptied his pockets of his newly found items: a few chunks of high-grade iron ore, some magnesium scrapings and carbon dust that could be smelted down together to craft the outer shells of plasma grenades.

He headed for the darkest area of the hold where he was growing edible moss and fungi. A wave of elation passed through his chest when he saw that some of his fungi were popping out of the mulch he had fertilized with processed human waste. With a little luck, they would not starve before they were close enough to the planet Bando to attempt the jump.

His group of miners was all that was left of the planet Swage. It hurt too much to think of his beautiful warm planet and all those millions vanished in one angry outburst of flame from their star mother. He thought instead of his son, just twelve years old, who had come along on this trip, his first mission as an apprentice miner. His precious son, Aldo, who had escaped the fiery death of his homeland. Daco had been Aldo’s only parent for three years since his wife had died of a fever. At least she had been spared the end that had taken everyone on the planet. Aldo was his life now – the person that made it worth hanging on in this cold asteroid wasteland.

Daco harvested a section of moss and left the fungi to mature. They still had food left in storage, but precious little. It was time to call a meeting of the miners. They would need to decide on a date to make the jump and plan their move to Bando. They would likely have to fight for their right to settle there.

Daco heard the airlock grinding into action and waited to see who was returning to the ship. It was his brother, Bran, who came through, shivering. Bran was a big man who looked very much like Daco – blue-black skin, a tall slender body, a prominent nose that jutted out from his forehead and a short fringe of dark hair atop his head. Daco smiled and reached out to cuff his brother on the shoulder.

“Bran, what news?”

Bran shrugged and lowered the two buckets of ice he carried to the floor of the cargo hold. “It is freezing out there and ugly to boot, though that is hardly news. I don’t suppose it will be any less freezing on Bando should we by some miracle make it there.”

Daco smiled even though there was little to smile about. It was true. Bando was a planet of ice and snow where the primitive pale-skinned population followed herds of bovines called skallon and tribes protected their grazing lands with all the fierceness their sticks and stones provided. Other Swage miners had landed on Bando just long enough to load up on the abundant supply of copper ore, but not long enough for the fierce hairy people of Bando to catch them in the act.

Swage had been the planet orbiting closest to its star, a tropical paradise full of jungles, quiet pools, colorful plants and animals of every sort. Daco searched his mind for something less painful than the loss of his home to think about. “I believe we are close enough now to decide on a day,” he said softly. “If we wait too long we will be weak with hunger. Of course, if we jump too soon, we will not have the fuel to make it all the way.”

Bran nodded. “I have been thinking the same thoughts. We can meet tonight after our meal.” His eyes searched the dark cargo hold. “Has Aldo returned?”

“No.” Daco felt his shoulders tightening. “Wasn’t he with you?”

“Yes, he filled his two buckets with ice quickly and asked if he could go to look more closely at a cave with limestone pillars we had passed this morning. I gave him permission and told him to look only from the outside of the cave, to return to the ship afterwards and to bring his buckets with him.”

“So you left before he did?” Daco asked, worry creeping into his voice.

“Yes, but I stopped on the way back to look at an area that showed traces of copper on an outcropping.”

Just as Daco became concerned, he heard the hiss of air as the airlock filled. When the inner door lifted he let out the breath he had been holding. There stood Aldo with a bucket in each hand and dark eyes that danced with excitement.

“There are visitors on our asteroid,” Aldo said.

“What?” Daco grabbed the two buckets from his son’s hands and set them down so he could pull his son into his arms. His son had his mother’s beautiful smile, but his father’s height and prominent nose. He was already nearly two meters tall. “What kind of visitors?”

“People, I think, though it’s hard to say. They had on some manner of suits that covered their heads and bodies, but different from our suits and breathers.”

“What were they doing? Could you tell?” Bran asked.

“They seemed to just be wandering around, looking at things,” Aldo said.

“Did they see you?” Daco asked.

“I don’t think so. They weren’t looking in my direction.”

Daco and Bran shared a glance that was part apprehension and part curiosity.

“How far from our ship were they?” Bran asked.

“As far as the limestone cave. I could look out and see them but I don’t think they saw me.”

“You weren’t supposed to enter the cave,” Bran said.

“I only went as far as the first pillar.” Aldo looked down at his feet.

“Should we go to check them out or wait for the others?” Bran asked.

“How many were there?” Daco asked his son.

“Three of them.”

“Do you think they were armed?” Bran asked.

Aldo shrugged. “Hard to tell. They weren’t carrying any weapons in their hands. If they had them, they were hidden inside their suits.”

“Were the suits very different from ours?” Daco persisted.

“I don’t know. It could have been material we haven’t seen before. At least it was new to me. It was white and a little puffy.”

“I think we should go have a look,” Bran said.

Daco sucked in a deep breath, thinking. “Let’s wait until a few more return from the ice deposits. Someone must have seen something. They had to have a ship to get here. I don’t want to leave Aldo here alone. I’ll pick three others to go with me.”

“I should go with you,” Aldo said. “I can show you where I saw them.”

Daco shook his head slowly. “I know where the limestone cave is. You’ve done well to tell us all of this. But now I need you to stay behind with your uncle.” 

An unspoken acknowledgment passed between the two brothers. If Daco should fail to return, Bran would assume the role of father to Aldo.

Daco moved to the area of the cargo hold where their weapons were stored. He pulled a laser gun, a blaster and two plasma grenades from the rack before turning at the sound of the airlock door lifting.

Tull and Dray entered the cargo hold with four ice-filled buckets between them. They were heads of a family of miners that Daco had known all his life. Their grown son and daughter, Onri and Mica, also worked with them sometimes, and luckily, were aboard for this expedition.

Tull smiled and raised his hands in the air, still holding the buckets. “No need for weapons,” he teased. “Only ice in the buckets.” 

Daco tried to relax. “It seems we have uninvited guests on our asteroid. Aldo saw them out by the limestone cave. I thought I should go out and introduce myself.”

“How is that possible?” Dray asked, her expression turning concerned. “We saw no ship land.”

“I believe I will go along with you,” Tull said, setting down his pails of ice. 

“As shall I,” Dray insisted.

Tull shrugged. “Best pull down a few more of those grenades.”
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Chapter 3
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Daco

Daco, Tull and Tull’s wife Dray returned late that night, but all aboard the spacecraft were still awake and alert. They had delayed their evening meal and were in the act of forming a rescue mission when they heard the airlock outside the ship began to cycle.

As soon as Daco walked through the airlock his brother pulled him into a crushing embrace. Daco shook his head as he absorbed the warmth of his brother’s hug. “We couldn’t find them.”

This was not implausible. Their asteroid was large, over 300 kilometers in diameter with many craters and caves. It even had a very thin atmosphere of its own.

“Perhaps they’ve left on the same ship that brought them here?” Bran offered.

“Perhaps,” Daco agreed. “Much as I feared the threat their presence represented, I now feel the loss of what might have been an opportunity. We know we’re not alone in the universe – the Bando people prove that – but these visitors? How did they get here? Where have they come from? We know they’re not from Swage.”

Daco waited a moment for the lump in his throat to subside. Speaking the name of his lost planet threatened to send him down a well of despair he would be unable to climb out of.

“Maybe. We don’t know that for sure,” Dray said. “Is it possible another group from Swage was off planet at the time of the star flare?”

Murmurs of hope surged through the group of assembled miners.

The whispers stopped abruptly at the sound of an intruder alert going off on the ship’s alarm system. Daco turned on the camera that showed the area directly outside the ship’s lower hatch. Three people in spacesuits waved at the lens of the camera. 

“Could they be other survivors from Swage? Is it possible?” Tull asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Bran said.

Daco secured his laser gun in its chest holder before putting a restraining hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Don’t open the air lock just yet. I’ll go up the tophatch and come around behind them. If I give the signal, you may open the lock.” 

After donning his breather and mag boots, Daco climbed up to the hatch at the top of the ship and pushed it open, knowing there would be no sound that carried to the newcomers since there was not enough atmosphere to carry sound. He slid down the curve of the ship to the small platform above the hand holds lining the ship’s port side.

When he reached the ground he stepped carefully through the icy slush, circling wide behind the visitors.

He threw a pebble at the tallest of the three that bounced off the person’s helmet. All three turned around and Daco motioned with his drawn gun that they should put their hands in the air. 

Three sets of hands dropped baskets they were holding and rose quickly. Daco dared to hope they were brethren, though they wore suits unfamiliar to him, just as Aldo had said.

“Are you Swagian?” Daco asked, coming near enough to touch his helmet to the tall one’s helmet to carry the sound of his voice. .

“No, but we come in peace,” a deep voice replied.

“Who are you and why are you here?” Daco asked.

“We are passersby who noticed your ship,” the voice said.

“You speak Swagian?”

“We speak all tongues.”

Daco took a moment to consider and then signaled to the camera above the hatch, moving his fist in an upward curve.

A moment later the inner door to the cargo hold opened to allow three people wearing unfamiliar spacesuits and holding baskets of orange items to enter. Daco followed close behind with his hand held lightly over his holstered gun.

“I hope I don’t appear rude,” Daco said, “seeing as you have come apparently bearing gifts – but you have not as yet told me where you come from.”

“We come from a distant galaxy on a spacecraft of a different design, and we come to be of service,” the voice of a woman answered.

“How is it you speak our language?” Tull asked. His tone mirrored his astonishment. “Even the Bandos, our neighbors, don’t share our speech.”

“We wear translators,” the male voice said. “They pick up your brain waves and translate your thoughts and speech into our ears and automatically translate our responses into your speech.”

“What a wonder,” Aldo said, amid similar outbursts from all the assembled miners.

“Will you join us for a meal?” Daco asked.

“We would be delighted,” a second woman’s voice replied. 

The assemblage jumped  or climbed up, a few at a time, to the galley level where they crowded together on benches and chairs around a very large oval table.

Bowls of moss together with their precious dwindling stores brought from Swage and the gift baskets of fruit soon covered the table.

“Please help yourselves, everyone. We finally have something to celebrate,” Daco said. “We are, perhaps, too many to introduce ourselves one by one but I will make a start. I am Daco, leader of this mining troupe. Bran beside me is my brother and Aldo is my son. My wife Fila passed away from fever before we, ahh...” A tense pause ensued before Daco was able to continue. “Before we all became homeless.”

“I am Deborah,” said the woman wearing a backpack, “and with me are Joshua and Lydia. We are on a mission of discovery and thankfully, still have a home to return to. We are truly sorry for your loss. You mentioned you have neighbors? A nearby planet perhaps?”

“Yes, we have neighbors,” Daco affirmed, “but they are primitive, warring tribes. They speak a multitude of tongues, superstitious people with no knowledge of our former home, Swage. We have always left them alone; their planet Bando is a very cold world, dissimilar to the warm jungles of Swage.”

“But now, surely, you will want to ask their permission to settle there,” Deborah said.

Daco supposed his actual plan of taking a piece of the planet by whatever means necessary would seem unjust to these newcomers and he wondered if they could hear these thoughts amid his brain waves. “They are not a people who would welcome strangers from another world.”

“Perhaps they would,” Lydia said in a soft voice. “Perhap if you offered a school whereby they could learn your advanced technology and improve their own lives...” Her voice trailed off.

Daco shook his head. “I doubt they would be receptive.” He smiled at the newcomers, wishing they would remove their suits, at least from their faces. “We, however, are of a different mind. We would welcome any instruction you would care to give us in your own technology – especially in the area of those translators that have made us instantly like-minded.”

Joshua laughed. “That could possibly be arranged. He removed his faceplate to reveal a light brown complexion and a face different but not totally unlike their own. Joshua had facial hair – a trimmed beard and eyebrows as well as a dark mat of hair atop his head. He looked to be about thirty years old. Daco saw no gill slits in Joshua’s neck and wondered if these new people were confined to life outside the water.

Joshua picked up a fruit from the basket he had brought. “This is from our homeland. You may want to take a small bite at first, to see if it agrees with you. I will take the first bite to show that we speak truth when we say we come in peace.” He bit into the fruit that looked similar to those that grew in the jungles of Swage. The fruit had a thin dull orange skin on the outside with a bright orange interior that dripped juice. It was about the size of a fist. 

Daco reached for a fruit from the same basket. He took a tentative small bite and a smile spread across his face. “This is the most delicious thing I have ever eaten.”

Soon everyone was reaching for fruit from the baskets. Fruit even better than that which grew on Swage. How was such a thing possible?

“I don’t suppose it would be possible for us to return with you to your world beyond our galaxy?” Daco asked.

“Our mission is not authorized to grant us that freedom,” Joshua said with a touch of sadness. “But I believe we might offer you the technology involved in producing the translators. It is a thing you might have developed on your own, had you put your minds to it.”

Joshua popped one from his ear and handed it to Daco.

As soon as Daco put it in his ear, he was aware of thoughts all around him. He was so overwhelmed he almost removed it. But he stopped himself long enough to at least test it. He cleared his throat as he looked around the table and said, “These other bowls on the table hold moss and fungi we have managed to grow here in the dark spaces of the ship’s cargo bay.” He was amazed to hear his own voice speaking in a foreign language.

The guests nodded and the two women removed their faceplates to reveal tan-colored faces with eyebrows and long brown hair cascading from the tops of their heads down to their shoulders. One wore small gold hoops hanging from her ears. All three took bits of moss into their mouths, chewing thoughtfully.

Daco removed the earpiece and a new idea took shape in his mind. Perhaps these foreigners were right – if he could speak the language of the Bandos they might hope to strike a peaceful agreement. Could they trade access to their higher technology for a place to settle on Bando?

Daco noticed the visitors did not take a second helping of moss and he sighed, wondering what their homeland must be like.
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Daco

Daco, Bran and Aldo gave up their beds that night to their visitors. They slept together on the floor of the cargo hold, making a comfortable nest of spare blankets and warm clothing.

Though it was late according to their Swage internal clocks, they stayed awake for some time going over the day’s surprising events.

Daco spoke into the darkness, “Do you think the visitors might be correct in thinking we could avoid violence and come to an agreement with one of the Bando tribes?” He could sense Bran’s tension through the quilts that separated them.

“They don’t know the Bandos as we do. Other Swage miners have attempted in the past to trade with them. Those overtures were always met with threats and violence. They tried to set fire to our spaceships,” Bran said.

“Certainly that has always been the case,” Daco said, “but we had no way of telling them why we had come. These translators could make a difference. Joshua has agreed to help me make one to use as a prototype for manufacturing more.”

“I am not sure people who cannot live peacefully with others of their own species can be trusted to keep the peace with those from another planet,” Bran said.

“What do the Bandos look like?” Aldo asked. “Have you ever seen one?”

“No,” his father admitted. “I have only heard stories that warned me against going there. The Bando people are white skinned and dress in the furs of the skallon they herd. They have lots of blonde hair all over their faces and bodies, especially the men. The women sometines weave their hair into elaborate patterns. Grassland on the planet is limited to equatorial regions. Most of their land is covered with white flakes of snow piled up into hillocks. Each tribe guards their wide green pastureland from other tribes who would like to steal it and increase their own herds.”

“If we showed no interest in having their grasslands, perhaps they wouldn’t fear us,” Aldo said.

Bran laughed. “Leave it to children to sniff out a truth.”

“Yes, thank you, Aldo,” Daco said. “It’s an important observation and one worth stating at the onset. I believe with the help of the translators we have some hope of doing just that. And now we must sleep to have clear heads for beginning a new trade tomorrow—learning how to manufacture those amazing translators.”

Daco could feel Aldo nestling closer into the blankets beside him.

The next morning all the miners made quick work of the remaining fruit the visitors had brought. They lingered at the table over tea to see what new revelations might come from the mouths of the foreigners.

“I should like a tour of the ship if such a thing is allowed,” Deborah said.

Dray spoke up. “It would be my honor to guide you. Perhaps my husband Tull, our son Onri and our daughter Mica should come along. Tull is our specialist on fusion core engineering. He could explain that part of the ship much better than I.”

Tull chuckled. “Onri is as much a specialist as I am. But thank you for the compliment.”

Onri shrugged. “I had thought to stay and learn more about the manufacture of translators, but I will certainly go if I’m needed.”

“Don’t go,” Daco said, putting his hand on Onri’s shoulder. “I am likely out of my depth when it comes to this advanced technology. If only we had some of our elite team from Swage aboard.”

“Onri could have been one of the elite,” Tull boasted. “It is only love of family that kept him with us. Both our children are adults now, but both have chosen to be miners.”

Onri blushed. “Now you give our visitors false hope about my capabilities. It is only interest, not gifts, which plead my case.”

“All the same, I want you here,” Daco said. “You have a younger mind, more capable of retention.”

“Then let’s begin,” Joshua said. “Might we use this table to lay out the specifications?”

The other miners thanked the visitors for the breakfast fruits and lingered only long enough to ask if there were any metals those building translators might need them to find on the asteroid.

“Be on the lookout for platinum and gold,” Joshua said.

A few giggles and murmurs erupted from the assembly. “Of course it would be the very scarce ones that are needed,” one miner grumbled as he left the table.

Joshua spread out a handful of printed specifications on the table. Onri immediately leaned over the diagrams, taking pictures with his wrist diary’s camera. “Some of these miniatures resemble tiny tuning forks,” he said.

“Yes, a similar resonance tool to scan brain waves,” Joshua said, smiling his approval. “I can see you have some knowledge of sound transfer.”

“I have always been interested in resonance. I used to play a stringed instrument back on Swage.”

“That interest will serve you well here,” Joshua said.

“I should enjoy hearing you play your instrument,” Lydia said.

Onri smiled. “I would be happy to play for you. Several of us play instruments. Perhaps tonight after our meal?”

“Wonderful,” Lydia said.

“Now we begin,” Joshua said. “I can see from your ship that you are familiar with the making of acrylics.”

“Yes, we had many deposits of crude oil and tar back on Swage and learned to make synthetics such as acrylic and polyethylene from them long ago,” Daco said. “I don’t know if such deposits exist on Bando.”

“If your solar system is old enough for such deposits on one planet, any others with ancient life likely have them as well,” Lydia said. “But you must use them wisely lest you run out. They may be deeply buried.”

“Your knowledge of all things past and present overwhelms me,” Daco said. “I wish we had something to offer here that might tempt you to
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