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All of the original transports are dead now. They came from a planet called Earth, a name that always struck me as odd because transports also called the ground “earth.” It was like calling their original home dirt. The transports liked to tell stories about their life on Earth; about the food, cars, trains, airplanes, and something called air conditioning. A lot of it sounded amazing, but I could not imagine any food better than lamb chops, sweet potato pie, trixberry scones, or Fly chowder. We have pictures in books of their automobiles and airplanes but those machines are beyond our ability to build. While the transports liked to talk about the luxuries on Earth, they also admitted they had none of them because before they were sent here they were “living on the street.” I was never quite sure what street living was but it sounded like camping and I like camping.

My grandfather, Clem Del Rio, claimed he was transported by accident. As kids we heard the story many times about how he was a student doing research and was mistakenly picked up for transport when he was sleeping on the beach with some of the homeless men he was studying. I’ve done the math on my grandfather’s age and if he was a student when he was transported then he had to be in his twenties and still in school. On Catalyst, schooling is only ten years and two more if you choose to apprentice as a doctor, veterinarian, or teacher. My father explained he was in “graduate school” when transported but that never made sense to me since if you already graduated why would you still be in school?

We called our grandfather Papa Clem, and he and other transports told stories of the early days before the kingdoms formed. There were wars then between City-Core and Suburbs. The fort in Suburbs was built in that era and still stands, the church built inside the fort walls. Papa Clem would also talk about how important women were to making our community safe. When he was first transported, there were no women, just men. Later, women were sent and my grandfather believed that if it had not been for the influence of women, men would still be fighting each other for food and living in shacks. My grandma Marta always smiled when Papa Clem talked like that, so I was never sure if Papa Clem said it to make her happy or whether he really believed it. 

Much of what Papa Clem experienced back on Earth has no meaning to me, or even to my father, and the skills he learned on Earth were not useful here. He often talked about how much he missed driving cars but there are no cars here, or trucks, or trains. Here, we walk, ride horses or travel in horse-drawn wagons and buggies. While I will never drive a car, I can ride and manage a team of horses better than Papa Clem ever could. 

The transports sometimes told funny stories about Papa Clem, like when he tried plowing and that when he finished the farmers would wait until he left and then redo his work. The same was true when he went to house-raisings for newlyweds. Papa Clem was always relegated to carrying and holding, and never cutting or nailing and for good reason. He just was not good with his hands. 

Papa Clem had been a dishwasher until he found gold for the church, then he ran the bank. Even then, Grandma Marta and my Aunt Lindsy worked with him and did most of the math required and secretly double-checked Papa Clem’s work. Only after he died and we found his memoir did we know the roles he played in so many of the critical events that shaped our society. Papa Clem really was an amazing man, but not in ways that people of the kingdoms could see.

While I believed most of Papa Clem’s stories, flying was one of the hardest to imagine. The idea of sitting in a metal tube and soaring faster than a bird sounded terrifying. I played with kites as a kid, so I understood how air could make something float, but how could a hundred people all fly together through the sky? But the hardest thing of all to understand was how the transports came to Catalyst. 

Papa Clem’s explanation sounded like magic but he insisted it was science and not magical. The transports told of being kidnapped, put in a room with curved walls and ceiling, and then after a flash of light, they found themselves in Transport Meadow here on Catalyst. How is that not magic? While it makes no sense to me, I have a friend who claims he does understand that science. 

“The Watchers rewrite quantum signatures to transport people to another planet,” Nova once explained to me, which I thought was just a longer way of saying, “It’s magic.” 

Nova is the grandson of Sky and Fawn, both transports. Sky started the kingdoms’ glass making business, and their daughter Tabitha now runs it. Many of Sky’s and Fawn's children and grandchildren work in glass, including Nova, who spends his days in the optical workshop where they make eyeglasses. Nova volunteered to manage that division so he could build telescopes on the side just like his grandfather had. After Sky died, Nova convinced Tabitha that the expense of making telescopes was necessary because it helped him with keeping the kingdom’s calendar up to date. I once pointed out that according to history books from Earth, calendars existed before telescopes. “But they were less accurate,” was Nova’s reply. Like his grandfather, Nova studied the night skies of Catalyst and needed telescopes for his hobby. Calendars were just the excuse to justify the expense of new and better telescopes.

Nova was one of the few people on Catalyst I would call a scientist and had inherited calendar keeping from his grandfather. Like his grandfather, every once in a while Nova would go to the Council and inform them that a day had to be added to a month, or sometimes even just an hour to a day. Mostly no one cared much about the number of days in a month, or adjusting the few clocks in the kingdoms. Farming drove our lives and we thought in terms of seasons and weather. “It would be easier to change to eight week days in some months,” Nova told the Council once. No one liked the idea.

“They can’t let go of the calendar they brought from Earth,” Nova often complained. “Our days and years aren’t the same here and it drives me nuts.” 

Nova also continued his grandfather’s search for planets in our solar system. Three planets were visible to the naked eye. Nova’s grandfather, Sky, named the one closest to the sun Gollum, the second in orbit, Frodo, and the next in line after our planet, Bilbo. As his telescopes got more powerful, Sky identified three more planets that he named Gimli, Aragorn and Arwen. Aragon and Arwen had rings. Aragon’s were dark, contrasting with the green of the planet. Arwen’s were white, wispy, and angelic.

Nova believed that the similarities between Earth’s planetary system and the Catalyst system is why “quantum signature reassignment” could bring transports here. For example, like Earth, Catalyst had just one large moon that was about a quarter the size of our planet. Based on books in our library, we knew that Earth’s moon was the largest of any of the moons orbiting planets in that solar system. Our system was the same. 

“That’s one reason why our parents ended up being transported here,” Nova would explain. “Our planet is nearly identical in mass and composition to Earth and has one big moon. The rest of this system is close enough to Earth’s that it made Earth’s quantum signature nearly identical to Catalyst’s so the transfer energy for reassigning quantum signatures is manageable.”

“Okay,” I said.

“What intrigues me is that Bilbo is closer to Catalyst than Mars is to Earth, so it’s deep enough in the Goldilocks zone that it would be warmer than Mars.”

I knew that what Nova called the Goldilocks’ zone referred to was the distance a planet could be from a star and support life. Nearer than the Goldilocks zone and a planet was too hot for life and further away it would be too cold. I once asked Nova who or what was Goldilocks and he said, “I think Goldilocks was the person who came up with the idea.” I thought that was possible because Grandma Marta once told me about a woman named Goldilocks that studied the living habits of bears, or something like that, and found that bears liked moderate temperatures. I thought the scientist in that story might be the same Goldilocks that came up with how close planets have to be to their star to be habitable.

“Good, I guess,” I said.

“Good is right,” Nova explained. “Bilbo also has one pretty big moon, and another smaller one.”

“That’s good too, right?’

“Yes, because a large moon and a molten planetary core creates a strong magnetic field.”

“More good stuff?”

“A magnetic field protects the planet from radiation.”

“Radiation is bad,” I said.

“We’d all be dead if Catalyst didn’t have a magnetic field.”

“Goldilocks come up with that too?”

“Not sure,” Nova said. 

“So...”

“So, Bilbo can probably support human life. It’s a blue planet, like Catalyst. If the quantum detector the Watchers used had been tuned a little differently, we could be living on Bilbo.”

Nova thought about this kind of stuff a lot and I always listened patiently and found it interesting but useless. If we could build a machine like the one that brought our parents to Catalyst we would all go to Earth, not Bilbo. At least I would. I wanted to try flying but I would not do it without a parachute. Papa Clem once told me what parachutes were for but that when people flew somewhere together they did not wear them or even carry them on airplanes. It seems parachutes were used for jumping out of airplanes for fun. That seemed crazy upon crazy to me.

The Lord of the Rings books were in our library, so I had read them, as had most of the population of the kingdoms, and I knew where the names came from. What bothered me about using character names for the planets in our system was that our planet was called Catalyst and did not fit with the rest of the planet names. The name Catalyst came from the people who established our colony and, indirectly, because of Papa Clem. One of the Watchers, as we call them, actually came to visit my grandfather before he died and told him that the Watchers believed he had been a catalyst for the formation of our society. Over time they came to call not just Papa Clem the catalyst, but our planet Catalyst. When that was discovered in my father’s memoirs, word spread in the kingdoms and we adopted the name.

“Our planet should be Gandalf,” I said to Nova one day. 

“Gandalf is our star.”

“Then we should be The Shire. This is our home so Shire makes sense.”

“We’re Catalyst,” Nova said. “We can’t change our name.”

“Why?”

“Because the discoverer gets to name the planets,” Nova said, firmly.

Then I understood. The Watchers had discovered our planet and named it Catalyst. By defending the name Catalyst, Nova was protecting the names his grandfather had given to the planets in our system.

Recently, Nova built a more powerful telescope and discovered two more planets. Nova named the planets as his grandfather wanted; Galadriel and Boromir. However, I still liked to call Catalyst, Shire, just to annoy Nova. 

My father, Liberty, and my mother, Lorinda, were good friends with Nova’s parents, and we often went camping together, sometimes to Shiny River where we would pan for gold. Even as kids we found some gold, if only flecks and tiny nuggets, and we got to keep what we found. Once I found a nugget the size of a copper coin but shaped like a star. Many people tried to buy it from me but I would not sell it. Instead, I had a small ring soldered to the star, put it on a leather string, and now I wear it as a necklace and rarely take it off. 

Sky would bring a telescope on our camping trips and in the evenings he would show us the planets, moons, and other celestial objects. Those evenings came with more information than we wanted as kids, but we tolerated Sky’s lectures because we enjoyed looking through his telescopes. 

I knew from my Papa Clem’s memoirs that the kingdoms had developed in stages or eras. Nobody had named these, but I thought of them as the Age of Savagery, the Age of War, the Age of Women, and the Age of Civilization. I shared these with Nova once and he immediately wrote them down in his journal and claimed that I had the right to name the ages. I thought that was nonsense but was flattered by the idea that I might make a lasting contribution to the history of Catalyst just like my grandfather had. Shortly after that, we entered a new age. 

Nova came to the bank one morning, all excited and babbling about making a new discovery. Nova was average in height, with sandy brown hair that covered his ears. Long hair on men was in fashion now, although I still had mine cut above the ears. Nova’s eyes were large and round and his mouth small and like most in the kingdoms, his face was tanned even though he wore a wide brimmed hat. As was popular now with the men in the Northern Kingdom, Nova had a bushy mustache but no beard. The mustache hid his upper lip and he had a habit of chewing on his stache. Nova was spending time with Lawanda, who worked in the church brewery. I heard through friends that Lawanda did not like the mustache and confided that Nova was going to have to choose between his mustache and kissing. I thought that would be a tough call for Nova. He really liked his mustache.

When working in the bank I was clean shaved but when I was working at our gold mine near Shiny River I would let my beard grow. At six feet I was taller than average in the kingdoms. I was also browner than average, although what had been fairly distinct races when the transports came was pretty much gone. We are a brown people, with few third-generation children light skinned or dark skinned. My brown eyes and hair were common in my family and I looked a lot like my father, with regular facial features, none too big or too small, and what I considered very kissable lips, an opinion a few girls shared. My hair curled naturally, so no matter how much I brushed it, the curls persisted. I thought I looked too much like a girl when I was young, but when I realized girls found me attractive I made peace with my hair. 

Then one day, Nova came to the bank to see me. 

“It’s the most incredible thing,” Nova bubbled. 

When Nova was excited he virtually vibrated with energy and his speech got so rapid it was nearly impossible to understand. 

“You’ll be amazed.”

“What? What will amaze me?”

“It’s in the sky. You’ll see. Meet me at Telescope Hill at full dark.”

Telescope Hill was a bald knoll east of City-Core. I was reluctant to meet him since it was summer and it was not dark enough for star gazing until the twenty-second hour. Nova was insistent so I agreed to meet him, thinking he had found another planet, or a comet, or just named another mountain on the moon after himself.

Nova had one of his telescopes set up when I arrived.

“Good timing,” Nova said. “Now lay down.”

Nova spread out a quilt and I lay on my back. I had done this many times and immediately looked for the satellite that was always in stationary orbit. As expected the satellite was there. While a satellite was almost always there, occasionally one would disappear, once for years, but eventually a new satellite would appear in the same position. 

“The Watchers are still watching,” I said.

“The satellite is there but we don’t know if anyone is watching,” Nova said. “There hasn’t been a transport since before we were born.”

“So what have you discovered? Shouldn’t I be looking through the telescope?”

“Not yet. Orient on the satellite then shift your gaze a few degrees toward the horizon and now look to your left. Now wait for it.”

“For what?”

“You’re like a four year-old. If I wanted to just tell you I would’ve told you in the bank.”

“Yes, then I could be asleep.”

We waited. 

“There,” Nova said suddenly. 

It took me a few seconds to see anything but then I saw it. One of the stars was moving slowly across the sky.

“A meteor.”

“No.”

“But it’s moving. Some kind of satellite?”

“That’s what I thought. Maybe one in a lower orbit so it can map the planet, but that’s not it.”

“Comet?” 

“It had me stumped too until I got a better look at it.”

Nova got up and fiddled with his telescope, lining it up with the traveling star.

“Quick now. Jump up and take a look. Quickly, the transit’s only a few minutes.”

The image was halfway through the field of view when I finally got it in focus. Instead of a bright dot I saw a fuzzy image of an elongated shape. It looked like a gray bug with four wings and a long tail with a knob on the end.

“What is it?” I asked as the object completed moving across the field of the telescope.

“It’s a spaceship,” Nova said. “It’s a spaceship in orbit around Catalyst.”

“Can’t be,” I said, shocked. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Or a space station, but cool, huh?”

I now watched the dot with my naked eye

“Is it the Watchers? It must be. But why come in a spaceship when they have that transport system?”

“Good theory and good question,” Nova said. “Any other theories?”

I thought for a few seconds.

“We’ve only seen a small part of this planet so maybe in some distant place there is a colony that is more advanced than we are and they built that ship.”

“Unlikely. Why haven’t they flown their ship until now?”

“It wasn’t finished?” I suggested, but did not really believe it. 

“Those are both sorta good theories but I have another one. That ship might not be from here or from Earth.”

The thought was disorienting. In my father’s memoirs he recorded his conversation with a Watcher and he had asked if they had ever found aliens on one of the planets they studied and the Watcher said no. But as I understood the size of the universe, and the uncountable stars and planets, could the Watchers really know if we were alone? Then I thought about what I knew about the universe and our solar system.

“From Bilbo? It’s in your Goldilocks zone.”

“I thought of that too, but if they were that close they would have sent satellites to study Catalyst first. Probably many of them.”

“They could have and we wouldn’t know.”

“Someone’s been watching the skies since my grandfather was transported. They wouldn’t have missed a second satellite in orbit. Besides, I don’t think that ship is the kind of design you would use for a hop from one planet to one nearby. Not unless they wanted to travel in luxury and bring a huge crew.”

At times like these I thought Nova would have been a good teacher. He liked to wait and let others think through problems on their own instead of blurting out the answer he had. He genuinely wanted to see if other people had different ideas or a unique perspective. And he liked showing off.

“If that’s a ship, and it came from a different star system, then it must have left before the first men were transported to Catalyst,” I said.

“That’s likely. The first transports predate the Church calendar but they came maybe seventy years ago. You can get from one star to another in that time if you can go fast enough but the closer you get to the speed of light the more time dilation you get, so what would be fifty years inside the spaceship would be five hundred years for us, more or less, depending on how close the ship can get to the speed of light. Of course that also depends on how far apart the stars are.”

“So, if the ship came from Earth they wouldn’t know we’re here,” I said.

“Couldn’t know now no matter what planet they came from,” Nova said “Even if they had a telescope powerful enough to see Catalyst from another star they would be seeing our past, not our present. Even if they solved that problem, we don’t leave a footprint they could pick out at that distance. So, if there’re aliens in that ship they’re in for a surprise.”

“No way they’re from Earth?”

Nova sucked in his lips making them almost disappear under his bushy mustache. It was Nova’s thinking face. 

“Well, I’m assuming Earth hasn’t developed some kind of super technology we don’t know about. I mean, what we know about physics we got from our grandparents and what’s in the books the Watchers sent. Honestly, our grandparents were pretty much charlies and bums before they came here. What would they know about space travel? But there’s nothing in our books about anyone on Earth building a ship that could make it to another star or the kind of technology that could get someone to another star system.”

Nova was right about most of those transported, my father the one exception. Papa Clem was only pretending to be a bum when he got picked up. He once claimed to be the most educated person on our planet, which might be right, but he was what he called a “sociologist.” I never really understood what a sociologist did, but whatever skills came with learning to be a sociologist were useless in the kingdoms. That’s why my father was a dishwasher until he found gold. 

I also knew that many of the transports were junkies, a little crazy, or just bums, but some also had productive lives before drink or drugs brought them low. After transport, the struggle to survive brought out the worst in some but the best in others. Many died after transport but some overcame their addictions and weaknesses and drew on knowledge and skills they had not used in years, finding niches where they were needed if for nothing more than washing dishes. Papa Clem often urged us to, “find meaning wherever you can.” I think he meant meaning in terms of work but I think he found “meaning” in grandma. It wasn’t gold that made my grandfather successful, it was Marta. 

“The Watchers who sent the transports here were doing it in secret,” I said. “Do you think there could have been another secret project on Earth to build a spaceship?”

“Call it a starship,” Nova said. “No, starships have to be built in orbit so anyone like me with a telescope could see it being built.”

I thought about it some more and it seemed unlikely the ship was from Earth since they could transport instantly, so why take a slow ship? However, I had another thought.

“It could be a robot ship,” I said. “It might be just a fancy satellite sent here to study The Shire. Maybe by the Watchers”

“Catalyst,” Nova said. “I can’t accurately judge its size but if it’s a satellite it’s huge. It’s big enough to be a space station but if it’s not a ship then how did it get here?”

“Is there a limit on how big something can be to be transported?”

“Good question,” Nova said, then thought for a few seconds. “It would still have to be built in space...probably.” Nova stopped and thought some more. “No, it’s a starship. That’s the simplest explanation.”

I got the same impression about its size in my brief view, although I had nothing to scale it against except the satellite which was too small to see in any detail. However, I still wondered if a starship was the simplest explanation? We speculated more about what we saw for the nearly ninety minutes it took for the ship to make an orbit. Nova was ready with his telescope when the ship appeared again and let me take another look. I saw the same blurry image of a dragonfly shape. After Nova had another turn the ship was gone again. Nova packed up his telescope as we got ready to hike back to Suburbs. Then I asked the only question that really mattered.

“So why’s it here?”

Nova did not answer.  

“Are you going to tell the Council?” I asked.

“In a few days. I want to watch it a bit more and learn as much as I can.”

Those few days changed everything.
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Six days later Nova was waiting at the bank when we opened, pulling me aside, letting early customers pass. Aunt Lindsy rolled her eyes when she saw Nova and I slipping away. Nova had a reputation for being eccentric; not like a charlie or a Rider, but like a chummer. Chummers were flying insects that never held still, flicking here and there, touching the surface of water so briefly that it seemed impossible they could eat or drink. Some kingdom citizens were like that, jumping from job to job, never keeping one, always looking for something but never finding it. They weren’t bums, because they would work. They were chummers because they never found where they belonged. I was a bit like that myself. While I worked at the bank, I did not really enjoy it, so I volunteered for every job that required travel and even worked the family gold mine.

Nova looked like he had been up all night. His generous mustache needed trimming and he was already sweating even though the late August day was starting cool. He carried a leather bound sheaf of paper under his arm. 

“Something came down,” Nova said.

“Came down from where?”

“From the starship.”

While I had not forgotten about the starship, I was also not obsessed with it. The satellite the Watchers kept parked above us was always there and made no difference in our lives. The starship, if that’s what was, might just circle the planet being nothing but a traveling star.

“Look, look,” Nova said, opening his folder. 

Inside was a sketch of the dragonfly ship. There was more detail than I remember seeing. In the drawing the ship was long with four wings. The front looked like a large berry made up of layers of small buds. The center was a large cylinder, the tail a block with the far end flaring out.  

“This is what the ship looked like when I first saw it.” Nova turned the page. “Then it looked like this.”

The next sketch showed the same ship and it took me a few seconds to find the difference. Finally, I noticed one of the buds making up the large berry end was missing.

“Maybe the ship turned and this is the other side,” I suggested.

“You’re a good thinker,” Nova said. “But so am I. So I watched it for three more nights and caught this.”

Nova turned to the next page and now there were two segments missing from the dragonfly ship. In the sketch, a plump object floated near the ship.

“This separated from the big ship. It stayed near the mother ship for a long time and then just after dawn I saw a streak come across the sky.”

“Like a meteor,” I said.

“Yeah, like that but not that. I think it was this thing.”

Nova tapped the object in the sketch.

“So it must have burned up, right? That’s what meteors do.”

“I don’t think so. Look at the shape. It’s a lifting body.”

“What’s a lifting body?”

“It’s an aerodynamic shape that lets a spaceship ride down on the air,” Nova said.

“They can do that?” 

I could tell by the wild look in his eyes that he thought a ship could.

“Like an airplane?”

“No, nothing like that. An airplane can fly up or down but a lifting body only comes down.”

“You better tell the Council,” I said, not sure how worried I should be, if at all.

“We better tell the Council,” Nova said. 

“Why we?”

“Because we’re going to find whatever fell from the sky.”

The Council met on Sunday evenings which was three days away. Nova wanted to call an emergency meeting but I convinced him that this was not like a fire, a flood, or the collapse of a building. Reluctantly, Nova agreed, continuing his observations of the dragonfly ship. The Council put us last on their agenda. 

The Council met in the church annex, the members all second generation Catalystians. Aunt Lindsy was on the council and when she saw Nova and I on the agenda, she asked me what it was about but I evaded answering. 

“It’s just something Nova found with his telescope. He wants to be the one to tell you.”

As the head of The First Christian Church of New Beginnings, Reverend Jordan officiated at Council, although many of the rules our government worked under had never been written down. While “Reverend” was his official title, everyone referred to the head of the church as Priest. Priest was the actual last name of the transport that founded the church but after he died, and was replaced by Deacon Chugger, members often referred to Reverend Chugger as the “new Priest” and then just Priest. Apparently, priest was a position in churches on Earth and the transports confused the man’s name with his position. So, while Deacon Chugger became Reverend Chugger when he was elevated, if you referred to Priest, everyone knew who you were talking about. The same was true with our current leader. Reverend Jordan was happy to be called Priest, or Priest Joe. “Call me Reverend, call me Priest, call me Joe, just don’t call me late for dinner,” Priest would joke. Papa Clem used that joke so I knew it came from Earth where, apparently, this passed for humor. 

Priest was a casual man, good looking, with a mop of black hair with a sprinkling of gray, dark, thick eyebrows, a prominent nose, and a square jaw. The original Priest never married, but this Priest Joe married Tinkerbell, who was the daughter of Wendy and Peter. Jordan was a Deacon then, and sang in the men’s choir and Tinkerbell was a talented weaver who was commissioned to make robes for the choir. The two worked together on the design of the robes and eventually began courting and then married. When Priest Chugger suffered a stroke, Deacon Jordan was recommended by the deacons for elevation and there was general community approval. 

Although we did not use elections, each Council member had been recommended by the church and by members of the community, with the Reverend making the final selections. Some were clearly legacy members, having had a relative on the Council, but all were well respected in the Northern Kingdom. While not by design, the Council members also represented key industries. Lindsy was Secretary of the Treasury and Director of the First Bank. Our family was also the Church’s primary source of gold. Manufacturing was represented by Glinda, the  daughter of Penny and Runner, brewing by Bud, son of Deacon Bagman and Meg, farming by Michael, son of Rosalind and Pitch, and lumber and construction by Erik, son of Helly and Lars. Like his father, Erik was a large, quiet man, who was a skilled carpenter and could build or fix anything. Representing the deacons was Deacon Lando, son of Fernando and Flower.  

Bud, was a friendly face on the Council who smiled at me as I came in. Bud was a friend of my father, Liberty, who told me once that Bud had one of the sharpest minds in the kingdoms. Bud’s father, Deacon Bagman was a transport and when alive, was known as the Bet Master in the kingdoms, setting odds for wagering and trusted to be fair in resolving disputes. Bud’s mother, Meg, was a transport who worked at the church bar from its opening, basically running the operation until she passed away a few years ago. Meg had been a tough businesswoman and no one ever got the better of her in a deal. Bud was the Master Brewer now, and new and better beers had been introduced since he took over. Grog, the product of the church’s first efforts at brewing, was still the thin swill it had always been, and still available to all citizens for a copper. However, Bud was always experimenting and improving his brews and Nova thought that Bud was the closest thing to a chemist on Catalyst.  

Nova and I were brought into the Council chamber as they finished discussion of the valuation of our currency. Recently, enough silver had been mined to introduce silver coins but the Council could not agree on how to value them. They would be worth more than a copper but less than a gold. Working for the bank I understood the problem. Small golds had been valued at twenty coppers and large golds at forty. Since the decision to introduce silver coins had been made, Aunt Lindsy had argued that a silver should be worth more than ten coppers or else a small gold would be worth two silvers and that was too few. I agreed with her position. 

A compressed valuation did not have enough range for accurate valuation, and reduced the amount of money in circulation.  Both problems hindered commerce since medium purchases were discouraged since there were no mid-value coins. Also, with fewer coins, it was harder to accumulate enough coin to purchase goods or services. Lindsy wanted to value silvers at twenty coppers, basically replacing the small gold with silvers of equal value. A small gold would equal twenty silvers. To do this, new coins would have to be minted with a different face and all old coins would have to be turned in to be replaced at the new valuation. 

“No one is going to turn in small golds for silvers,” Glinda was arguing as we came in. “People are smart enough to know that one of their gold coins was getting them twenty coppers but now will get them four hundred coppers. They’ll just melt their gold coins down and then sell the gold to the bank at the higher rate.”

“The church will exchange for the new coins,” Deacon Lando said.

“Of course the church will,” Glinda said. “You own the gold mines. Your gold will suddenly be worth more when it takes more coppers to get the same amount of gold.”

“No, it will be worth the same, just some of it in silver,” Deacon Lando replied. “And the church does not own the silver mine.”

“The problem is that the value of our currency is tied to grog,” Bud said. “We should raise the price of grog.”

“We basically give grog away,” Michael said, agreeing. “Since the first beers, the church gives anyone who asks a copper so they can get a grog even if they don’t work. Why are we still doing that?”

The discussion ended quickly as we took our seats. 

Priest Joe smiled at us as we sat down.

“Welcome Nova and Milo,” Priest Joe said pleasantly. “I understand you’ve made a new discovery that you wanted to share.”

Nova was nervous and even when calm he tended to talk too fast, but when he was anxious words flowed like water over falls

“Yes. Thank you. There is a starship in orbit around Catalyst and it sent down at least two objects to the surface and I think we need to find out what they sent down and Milo and I volunteer to go find them and bring back a report because the Council should know what they are and we’re not going just because I’m curious. And Milo has seen the ship too and it looks like this.”

Milo opened his folder and showed the sketch of the ship to the Council members. Then he paused, the Council members were either too shocked to speak or trying to catch up with Milo’s verbal flash flood.

“And that’s it,” Nova said. 

Nova never officially asked me if I wanted to go with him to find what landed, if something did, and that annoyed me, but he was right. I did want to go.

“A starship?” Priest Joe said. “In orbit?”

“Yes,” Nova said. “It’s been there for at least two weeks but maybe more because I don’t do observations every night and you have to be there at just the right time to see it.”

“How do you know it’s a spaceship?” Priest Joe asked.

Nova handed Priest Joe his notebook and tapped the sketch. Priest Joe looked at the sketch again and then passed it around.

“Milo, you saw this too?” Priest Joe asked.

“It was kind of blurry but Nova’s drawing looks right to me.”

“Where did it come from?” Glinda asked.

Now Nova was speechless, just shrugging his shoulders.

“Earth?” Bud asked.

Another shoulder shrug from Nova.

“We don’t know where it came from,” I said, noticing Lindsy glaring at me. She was not happy I had not told her why we were at the Council meeting. “There are three possibilities. One is that it came from the Bilbo, the planet nearest Catalyst. We think that’s unlikely because of the size and design of the ship and the fact that if there was life on Bilbo capable of building a starship they would have sent satellites and smaller ships first. The second possibility is that it's from Earth but why send a ship if you have the transport system that brought people here in the first place.”

“Because one hand doesn’t know what the other hand is doing,” Bud suggested. 

“You can’t secretly build a starship in orbit,” Nova said. “Someone on Earth would have seen it. And if this was built by Earth then it had to be built before the transports were sent since it would take decades and decades to get here. Maybe centuries. So the transports would have known about it.”

Bud thought about that and seemed to accept it.

“What’s the third possibility?” Priest Joe asked.

I waited for Nova but he was frozen.

“That the ship was sent by aliens,” I said.

The Council members erupted with emotion and questions. They talked over each other, to each other, to us, and then to each other again. Priest Joe did not bother to try and get control for several minutes. I answered most of the questions, feeling like a fraud since Nova was the expert. Finally, Priest Joe called the Council back to order.

“You said whatever is in orbit sent two objects down?” Priest Joe asked.

“Yes. I saw one of them come down myself.”

“Near here?” Priest Joe asked.

“South. Way south.”

There were more questions and the Council talked as if we were not there. I had not been particularly anxious about the orbiting ship even after Nova thought he saw parts of it come down. Now, however, I could feel the concern in the room and it was infecting me.

“It’s probably a research ship,” Glinda argued. “Could be completely computer run.”

Computers were another legendary tool that the transports used to talk about. They were machines that would do some of the thinking for people and run some of their other machines. 

“A research ship from where?” Aunt Lindsy asked. “From the Watchers? Why send a ship and not just transport something?”

“Because a ship can return,” Deacon Lando said. “You come on a ship so you can go home again.”

This seemed logical to the Council members and to me too. Not to Nova.

“If you’ve read Clem Del Rio’s journal then you know the Watchers don’t know where Catalyst is. They couldn’t even match star constellations probably because we see them at such different angles and the satellites they send here are designed to watch us, not study the stars. But even if Catalyst is orbiting Tau Ceti, the nearest Earth-like star, we would be twelve light-years away. When the first transports were sent, Earth didn’t have any starships. If they quickly build one after the last transports were sent, it would still take decades, maybe a century in our time, to reach Tau Ceti, if that’s where we are. If they did launch from Earth, then why haven’t they contacted us? As for going home, that ship is dropping parts of itself onto Catalyst. There’s no way those lifting bodies can get back to orbit. That ship was designed to get here and stay.”

“You don’t know that,” Glinda said. 

“That’s a lot of speculation,” Lando said.

“I agree,” I said. “There’s only one way to know for sure what it's here for. We need to go look.”

They sent us away after that, the arguing starting before the door was even closed. Instead of going home, Nova and I went to the Church Tavern and sat in a corner sipping beer. Friends greeted us but they sensed we did not want company and left us alone. We talked quietly about whether we had done the right thing in going to the Council. Was it really a starship? Were there really aliens on the ship? What did they land in the south? Even if the Council sent us, could we find the landing site? Or maybe a crash site? We were finishing our second beers and about to go home, when Bud came in, greeting the staff and customers. He worked the room, talking to everyone, then got a beer from his daughter Echo, who was tending the bar, and came to our table.

“The Council couldn’t make a decision,” Bud said. “Some don’t believe you saw a spaceship, some think you did but don’t care since whatever came down is far from here. Some of us, however, think it’s better to know as much as we can.”

“So the Council will send us?” Nova said.

“No,” Bud said. “No agreement so no commission and no funding.”

Technically, the Council could not stop us from going, but we were there looking for support and funding. Neither Nova nor I had the coin to pay for what we had proposed and my father and the rest of the family would not support something disapproved of by the Council, not with Aunt Lindsy as a member.

“So, Nova and I will get the gold to pay for it,” I said. “I know some good streams we can work.”

“Yeah, how hard can it be?” Nova said.

“The Church owns the gold,” Bud said. “Are you going to steal from the church?”

“Only ninety percent,” I said. “The rest is ours.”

The ninety/ten split was another of the handshake laws that was never written down. We had only Papa Clem’s word for it that he had made that agreement with the first Priest.

“That could take you months,” Bud said. “At the very least it would delay your start until spring, and maybe much longer. So, I’ll pay your expenses.”

We were elated, thanking him profusely. 

“There’s a couple of conditions,” Bud said.

Now we were suspicious. Bud excused himself and went to the bar and talked to Echo. She listened, then ducked in the back. Minutes later, Bud carried three steaming mugs to our table and set a cup in front of each of us. The drink was a dark brown liquid.

“Let it cool a bit.”

The beverage gave off an unusual aroma; very pleasant, fruity and herbal at the same time.

“How many people will you be taking?” Bud asked.

“Just us,” Nova said. 

“That’s not wise,” Bud said. “Milo’s got a lot of trail experience, so that’s good, but you’ll need horses to ride and a couple more to pack supplies. Better to take a wrangler to help care for the animals.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Nova said.

“What if you’re right? What if you find aliens? You need more than just the three of you.”

“I don’t know,” Nova said. 

“We’ll think about it,” I said. “I mean we just found out we’re going. You said you had conditions?”

“Yes,” Bud said. “First, your drink should be cool enough. Taste it.”

I inhaled more of the aroma from the beverage and found it pleasant and soothing. Then I sipped some and found my mouth filled with a bitter liquid that tasted like dirt. I spit it back into the cup. Nova swallowed his first sip, then took a bigger drink. 

“Interesting,” Nova said.

“Disgusting,” I said. 

Bud laughed and said, “Milo, I had the same reaction when I tasted it for the first time. Try it sweetened or with goat milk.”

“I’ll stick to beer,” I said.

“What is it?” Nova asked, still sipping his drink.

“It’s coffee,” Bud said. 

Nova and I both gasped. We had heard of the legendary beverage the transports called coffee. Of all the things they missed from Earth, coffee was the one they whined about most. After Papa Clem died and we found his memoir, interest in coffee was renewed since the Watcher that visited told Papa Clem he was going to travel south to try and grow coffee. No one had heard from the Watcher after that and since there were none alive who had actually drunk coffee, interest waned and the drink became just another wonder left behind on Earth.

“Where did you get it?” Nova asked.

“Came from the south,” Bud said. “Cost me a lot of coin to get.”

“You got taken,” I said.

“Drink it for a while and you’ll get to like it, especially in the morning. It wakes you up and gives you energy.”

“Jive does that too and it doesn’t taste bad,” I said.

Jive was a liquid that came from crushing the seeds of cheese-wad flowers. Like wax, which came from the sap of pole trees, jive boosts your energy. Wax you chewed but jive could be added to drinks. The problem with both was that after the boost of energy faded you felt drained. I did not use either.  

“Coffee’s not like jive,” Bud said. “It helps your body get going. You get more alert, not hyper like with jive and wax,” Bud said. “Finding where the coffee came from is the first condition I was talking about. Someone’s growing it somewhere in the south and I want to make a connection.”

“We can do that,” Nova said.

I was not as sure as Nova. We had no idea where the coffee was being grown or where Nova’s lifting bodies had landed.

“What’s the second condition?” I asked.

“I’m going to send someone with you to negotiate a deal to buy coffee,” Bud said. 

I suddenly had a bad feeling.

“Who?” Nova asked.

“My daughter, Echo.”

Nova and I both looked at the bar where Echo was talking to a couple of men. Echo was what we called a “mashberry” behind her back. Mashberries are a large, beautiful, red berry that looks delicious but are too sour to eat. When growing up, everyone tried mashberries at least once, and learned their lesson. What was on the outside told you nothing about what was on the inside. Bud, however, used the berries to distill what he called “Berry Brandy '' but was commonly known as BB. It was the most expensive drink in the tavern, partly because it took a lot of sweet syrup to offset the tartness and because no one farmed mashberries so pickers had to scour many square miles of wilderness to get enough to produce BB. Echo was like the mashberry; beautiful on the outside, but she came with a difficult personality that explained why she was eighteen and still not married or at least pregnant.

“She wouldn’t be my first choice,” Nova said bluntly. “She’s kind of bossy.”

“A bit, but she’ll get the deal I want for that coffee,” Bud said.

I looked at Echo again just as she finished with the men she was talking to. Then she looked at our table, knowing Bud was trying to attach her to our expedition. She saw me looking at her and gave me a slight smile. With long dark hair she wore loose to her shoulders, large brown eyes, small nose, and symmetrical bow shaped lips that were naturally colored, I had to admit she was even more attractive than a mashberry. But even the most beautiful person has a personality. 

“Okay, she can go,” Nova said before I had a chance to speak.

We talked with Bud for a while longer, then set the departure date for three days later. Since Bud wanted a monopoly on the vile brew called coffee, he swore us to secrecy but somehow word got to the Council. When the Council heard we were going they still refused to sanction the trip but asked us to keep quiet about the possibility of aliens until we could confirm they existed. When Aunt Lindsy learned about the unsanctioned trip she gave me a scolding, then an indefinite leave of absence, which told me something about my value to the bank. 

Since we were heading south and had to cross the Silk Bridge, we could not take our horses. So, Bud arranged for supplies and horses to be ready for us south of the bridge. The morning we left, Bud and Echo met us at the Tavern, Echo filling four cups with coffee. 

“This is to remind you of what this expedition is about,” Bud said.

“Undrinkable swill?” I said.

Echo laughed and Bud smiled.

“Get some goat milk and sugar, Echo,” Bud said.

Echo retrieved milk and a small bowl of sugar. Sugar was expensive and precious in the kingdoms since it was made from a viscous liquid made by beetles that live in rotting logs. The liquid in their nests was a syrup and used as a sweetener. It could also be heated up and then rapidly cooled and turned into clear crystals. The crystal version was sweeter than the liquid version, but more expensive so not widely used. Now Echo poured milk into my cup; enough to make the contents a light tan. Then she added a generous spoonful of beetle crystals. 

“This is how I started,” Echo said. “Now I just put a little milk into it.”

“I like it straight,” Nova said, smiling at Echo who ignored him. 

She finished stirring my drink and then handed it to me. As the others watched, I took a sip and managed not to gag. 

“Good?” Echo asked.

“Much better,” I said. “Leave out the coffee and it would be drinkable.”

“You’ll like it eventually,” Echo said. “I like a challenge.”

Bud was going with us across the bridge to Hunter’s Camp where we would get our horses. I waited impatiently while my companions finished their coffee. Just as they finished, Bud picked up the pot that held the coffee.

“Warm it up?” Bud said.

“To the top,” Echo said.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Nova said.

“I’ll pass,” I said, my cup still full of the goat milk concoction.

While they worked on a second cup, talking about how good coffee was and how it might be used in cooking, I took out the map Bud had purchased for us. This was a copy, of a copy, of a copy. The original was made by an early transport named Jeff who founded the brewery. The particular copy we had was created by a woman named Lizzy who lived in Grain Farm. Her neat signature was in a corner. Her maps were highly prized for both their accuracy and their beauty. Oddly, Lizzie rarely left Grain Farm and had never traveled to most of the places on the map. Instead, she relied on travelers to describe where they have been and what they have seen. I looked at the south portion of the map and noticed that once across the Piranha River, there was precious little detail south of Southern City. One of Echo’s jobs on this trip would be to fill in features as we explored south.

Finally, Bud, Nova and Echo, finished their second cups of coffee and we put on our packs. As we started out I noticed the three of them set a quick pace and were talkative. I thought this odd, since I knew Nova was not usually a morning person. Yet, it was just after dawn and Nova was perky while
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