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Book One

 


The Fleets


Chapter One

 


“Distance, Lieutenant?”
Captain Johnson snarled. It was redundant; his display showed the
path to the planet, along with the distance from and time to reach
it. But he had his reasons.

“Ninety-eight AU,
Captain,” his son, Sven, said, a bit perplexed at why his father
was asking him the question.

Johnson nodded. The display actually
showed 97.879 AU, but ninety-eight was fine when precision didn’t
count. And this far from the system’s primary, it
didn’t.

“When do we turn on the
radar?”

The younger Johnson blinked. This was
his first planetfall as an adult, but the routine had been drilled
over and over in the years between the stars. “Never.”

Captain Johnson smiled.
“Never?”

“Passive observation
only,” Sven clarified. “Telescopes, EMR detectors, neutrino
detectors. At least until we’re sure they’ve spotted us, then it
doesn’t matter.”

“Why?”

“Shock and awe. Surprise
them as much as possible.”

Johnson grinned despite himself. This
was only his third planetfall and they’d learned a lot at the last
one. He was applying those lessons here.

His ship was a modified
Bussard ramjet called the Longboat. It had been travelling for
almost eight years to get to this star. Eight years ship’s time,
that was. It had been over fifty-four years in an un-accelerated
frame, such as the planet they were approaching. Sven had been
thirteen when they left Gredel, having restocked their supplies for
this trip. And added more gold to their stash, Johnson remembered
with a smile. If this raid was as profitable as Gredel was, they’d
be able to retire to some nice planet and the family would be rich
for generations.

News at Gredel regarding the planet
they were approaching, at close to seventeen-thousand kilometers
per second, was that it had found a rich asteroid belt. The
planet—it was called Jideed Baghdad—was prosperous and ready to
export metals, water, and hydrogen via robotic Bussard ramjet
ships. It was ripe for the taking. It had been dubbed “JB” by the
crew after eight years’ travel. But the news of its prosperity was
over fifty years old. That was the time it took the laser beam to
travel from JB to Gredel. Add another fifty-four years and it was
unknown what could have happened. The planet may have armed itself,
or a natural disaster may have killed everyone. Or it could be
going along dumb, fat, and happy, ready for Johnson’s extortion. A
Bussard ramjet’s magnetic fields could destroy all the electronics
on a planet from orbit, catapulting the society back to a
preindustrial age. That made the ship itself an excellent device
for coercion.

“Sir,” Sven said, bending
over his instruments. “I’m getting no artificial EMR.”

“Check your instruments.”
That was Larsen, the first mate. “Did you adjust for Doppler
effects?” At the speed they were going, a 300 MHz ground-to-space
transmitter would be blue-shifted to about 317 MHz.

“Yes, sir, of course.
Nothing.”

Johnson furrowed his brow and
exchanged a look with Larsen. There should be radio chatter between
ships and between the ground and ships. Also, satellites would have
transmissions going both up and down. If there were miners in the
asteroid belt, they should be talking to each other. And the system
should be sick with radar.

Unless in 104 years someone had
invented something to replace electromagnetic radiation for
communications, Johnson mused.

“I assume the primary is
still overwhelming our neutrino detectors,” Johnson asked, not
masking his frustration. Neutrinos were ghostly particles and stars
emitted them promiscuously. Finding a civil fusion plant on the
planet in that maelstrom took time and talent. Fusion plants in
ships would be even harder to detect. They had time, but Sven had
never done this before except in drill. They were twenty days from
reaching the planet and at the extreme edge of their
instruments.

“Yes,” Larsen
confirmed.

“Telescopes?” Johnson
asked.

“Too far, sir,” Sven said,
again wondering why his father was asking obvious
questions.

“Of course,” Johnson said
with a grimace. “Good job, son. Let’s get some lunch. Larsen, you
have the bridge.”

“Yes, sir.”

The ship could, and did,
fly itself for the most part. At the velocities it reached there
was nothing a human mind could do fast enough. The near-AI of the
ship’s computer systems kept everything on course and correct.
Larsen’s staying on the bridge was merely a formality and an
over-precaution. But Johnson hadn’t collected a near cubic meter of
gold—ten thousand kilograms—by being incautious. Obtaining
the Longboat had
been risky enough.

“Sir?” Larsen said as
Johnson stood.

“Yes?” He hesitated a
moment to hear Larsen’s question.

“I assume I am to continue
running silent until further notice, Captain.”

“Yes,” Johnson confirmed.
“Short radar burst if needed, nothing more.”

“Yes, sir,” Larsen
replied.

Johnson nodded to Larsen and followed
his son out of the bridge, making one last glance back at the blank
EMR detector. He was fairly certain Larsen hadn’t asked that
question because he didn’t know that he should continue to “run
silent.” He’d asked it for Sven’s benefit to demonstrate that there
was a chain of command on the bridge, and Johnson’s word was
law.

It was a short walk to the Johnson
family’s quarters. Neither Johnson nor Sven spoke, each with their
own thoughts.

Johnson’s wife, Sonia, was setting out
lunch. She smiled at her husband as he came in, her blue eyes still
just as lovely as when he fell in love with her. But there was a
look in her eyes he recognized.

“So?” she
asked.

Johnson sat down before
the sandwich on the blue plate on the plastic table. He did his
best to not think about what it actually was. With enough energy,
any process could be reversed. And human waste could, with varying
degrees of efficiency, be turned back into food. The old-fashioned
way was to have a sun provide the energy and dirt fertilized with
human or animal waste provide the nutrients the soil was missing.
On the Longboat,
the waste recycler did the job. But it didn’t help to think that
what he was really eating was not long ago something that he’d
flushed down the head.

“Nothing.” He was more
gruff than he meant to be.

She arched a perfectly manicured
eyebrow. In her forties, she still was attractive enough to
Johnson. “Nothing?”

“Too far for anything but
EMR detection,” Sven said around a bite of sandwich. Where it came
from never bothered him, but he had grown up on the ship since he
was four years old. “And we didn’t pick up any artificial
EMR.”

“How is that possible?”
Sonia asked.

“I don’t know,” Johnson
replied, not masking his own frustration. “Maybe they invented
something better than EMR.”

“Something superluminal?”
Sven said with a grin.

Johnson scowled at his son. “It’s been
nearly a thousand years since Einstein, son; I think it’s time for
humanity to give up that dream.”

Sven looked down at his plate. Johnson
thought it was to hide his disappointment.

“Sven,” Johnson said with
a softer tone.

“Yeah?” the son answered.
He looked up. Like his father at that age he had blond hair and
blue eyes. He kept it cut short, probably for ease of care. He
exercised regularly—they all did—and food was not unlimited, so he
was a bit on the thin side.

“When you’re done, take a
sandwich to Larsen, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And stay there and review
orbital insertion procedures with him.”

Sven frowned but said, “Yes,
sir.”

Sonia sat and looked at her lunch,
too. Johnson self-consciously touched his bald head. During the
trip from Gredel he’d developed male pattern baldness. Easily cured
if they had access to modern medicines, but they only had basic
first aid on board. Thinking he would be more intimidating to the
leaders of the JB system, Johnson had shaved his head. He was still
getting used to the feeling of a bare skull.

The family usually ate in silence.
There wasn’t much to talk about after being on the same ship for
seventeen years. Sven’s father and mother had taught him all they
could about the ship, in addition to making sure he was adequately
educated about science, literature, and art. Johnson felt bad that
his son had, for nearly his entire life, been confined to the
five-hundred square meters of habitable space inside the ship. The
poor kid must know every square centimeter of it, Johnson mused as
he ate. Well, except for the ten square meters of Larsen’s cabin.
The first mate was a very private man.

Sven finished eating, grabbed a
sandwich, put it on a plate, and left, giving his father a
quizzical look.

“If they have invented
something superluminal, what does that do to us?” Sonia asked after
Sven left.

“I don’t know,” Johnson
said after swallowing. “Steal a new ship.” He tried to sound
confident, but stealing this ship had nearly been fatal for Larsen
and him.

If humans had something faster than
light, it might mean he’d be retiring early and with less gold than
he wanted. It would also revolutionize human communication and
travel in ways he couldn’t imagine. He didn’t really care about
that, but was worried about what it might mean for his family and
ship.

“Olly,” Sonia said with a
terse and angry tone, “why?”

“Why what?” He knew where
this was going but he wasn’t going to waltz into it
willingly.

“Why do we have to extort
the people of JB?”

“We’re not. We’re
extorting the government.”

Sonia sighed. They’d had this
conversation before. Once before setting course for JB and
occasionally during the trip between the stars. “As far as we know,
the government on JB isn’t tyrannical like Bostad. And Grendel,
too.”

“Listen,” Johnson said,
trying to keep his voice calm. “I didn’t spend eight years coming
here to turn around and leave.”

“But now we have
a…conundrum: the lack of EMR. We have no idea what we’re going to
find. It might just be safer to go to someplace and settle down. We
have plenty of gold.”

Johnson shook his head. “You remember
when we left Bostad?”

“Of course.” It had only
been seventeen years, ship’s time.

“You agreed that we needed
to leave Bostad.”

“Yes, but—”

“And you agreed, with
Larsen, that I was the captain.”

Sonia set her face into a grimace. “I
think you’re abusing your power. I think you are putting your
family in danger for your greed.”

“I don’t want to have this
discussion again.”

“Fine,” Sonia said,
sitting back and crossing her arms over her chest.

Johnson picked up the glass of water
and took a sip, setting it down on the table. Again, he actively
did not think about the fact that the water was probably urine or
sweat or, most likely, both, yesterday.

The glass stayed on the
table because of the one gee acceleration the Bussard ramjet
provided. At the moment they traveled ass-backwards, negatively
accelerating to match orbits with the primary of this system. When
they slowed too much for the ramjet to work, they would rely on
stored hydrogen to operate the fusion rocket. The Bussard’s
magnetic scoops had three functions in interstellar space: gather
enough hydrogen to run the fusion drive, store hydrogen for when
the ramjet wouldn’t work, and detect an object large enough to
damage the Longboat. At relativistic velocities, that could be as small as a
grain of sand.

But when they were in orbit about the
planet or coasting in interplanetary space, they would have no
acceleration and would be in free-fall, what some mistakenly call
“zero gravity.”

After eight years of having the
artificial gravity their acceleration provided, except briefly at
turn around, Johnson wasn’t looking forward to free fall
again.

To travel by Bussard ramjet, you
accelerated toward your target (or rather, where your target would
be when you would arrive, for everything in space is moving,
including stars) for half the trip. Then you turned around and
pointed your fusion rocket behind you to slow you for half the trip
so you were able to orbit the star that was your target rather than
zoom by at a large percentage of the speed of light. Either way,
you had gravity-like acceleration just like being on a
planet.

It had been just over
fifty years, rest-time frame, since the Longboat had left Gredel. Its crew
had had no contact with other humans in that time. Fifty years is a
long time, Johnson thought. If humanity had, while they were
between stars, developed a faster-than-light drive, or FTL, they
probably had also developed artificial gravity control.
Accelerating to superluminal speeds without it would make the crew
of any ship a thin paste on the back wall, assuming the ship itself
could survive such forces.

Johnson shook his head. This was silly
to think about until he knew more. Odds were, there was a logical
explanation for why the Jideed Baghdad system was so bereft of
artificial EMR. Or maybe Sven was right, perhaps they had invented
something better than EMR to communicate. No need to speculate
until they knew more, and it would be a couple of weeks before they
were close enough to learn more. Might as well relax until then,
Johnson thought. There was nothing else he could do.

He smiled at Sonia as a peace
offering. She rejected it by standing up and clearing the
table.

#

According to the information on
Gredel, Jideed Baghdad’s official language was Arabic, but
interstellar communications were always in English, so Johnson
hoped someone on the planet could communicate with him. But, in the
ensuing eight years he’d been studying Arabic and practicing it by
talking to the computer. He thought he was pretty good at it and
could even read it, which amazed him; the first time he saw that
writing it had looked to him like scribbles.

He thought if they picked up any
transmissions, he should be able to translate them. But the EMR
detector was blank. Sure, the sun was spewing all sorts of EMR, but
that was filtered out. The EMR detector looked for modulated EMR
that would indicate that it contained information.

But there was nothing.


Chapter Two

 


They were ten days from orbiting the
inhabited planet, and they were 24.5 AU from the primary, or 3.66
billion kilometers. If they were approaching the Sol System, they
would be between the orbits of Uranus and Neptune. They had slowed
to eighty-five hundred kilometers a second. At this speed, the
blue-shift of ERM was less than three percent, so a 300 Mhz
transmission would be about 308 Mhz.

“I have something,” Sven
said.

“What?”

“A neutrino source, a big
one.”

“Where?”

“It’s coming from JB,” he
said. “But I think it’s in orbit.”

“Why?”

“It’s oscillating back and
forth,” Sven said. “We’re barely at close enough range to detect
the movement, but it’s moving back and forth with a period of
ninety-five minutes. And you said JB rotated about once every
twenty-six hours, so that’s too fast to be on the surface. If the
information we have on JB’s diameter and mass are correct, I’d say
that’s something in an orbit at an altitude of about one-hundred
kilometers.”

“You compensated for our
time dilation?” Larsen asked.

“Yes, sir,” Sven said, his
voice shot-through with pride.

Johnson nodded. “Good job,
Lieutenant.”

Since neutrinos could pass through
planets, they would always be detectible even as the orbiting
object passed behind the planet. It would, at this distance, simply
look as if it were oscillating back and forth.

“Thanks, Dad,” Sven
replied, forgetting bridge protocol.

Johnson gave him a reprimanding look,
but one mixed with admiration.

“What could it be?” Larsen
asked.

“An orbiting ship, most
likely,” Sven said. “Or an orbital platform of some
kind.”

“A weapon?” Larsen
asked.

“Perhaps,” Johnson
interrupted before this conversation got out of hand. “But more
likely an orbital space station or observation
platform.”

“For what purpose?” Sven
asked. “It’s putting out enough neutrinos to be a civil power plant
on the surface. In fact, other than the primary, it’s the only
neutrino source I’ve found.”

“And still no EMR,” Larsen
said, not hiding his frustration.

“No,” Sven
confirmed.

Johnson spent a moment in thought.
“How long until we can get a visual on what’s orbiting the
planet?”

“At 10 AU we should be
able to,” Larsen said, “if it’s big enough. We’ll be at that range
in....” He spent a moment working with the computer. “Three days,
fourteen hours, approximately.”

Johnson tried not to visibly react and
show his frustration. “Okay, keep scanning for artificial EMR, keep
an eye on that neutrino source, and watch for anything
unusual.”

“More unusual than we’ve
already encountered?” Larsen asked.

Johnson snorted. “Yes.” That was the
frustrating thing about space travel, he thought. Due to the
distances involved, nothing happened very quickly. At least not
until you got in orbit around a planet; then things got
interesting.

“You have the bridge,
Larsen,” Johnson said. “Lieutenant, stay here and assist Commander
Larsen. I’m going to get some rest.”

“Yes, sir,” Larsen snapped
with military precision. He had spent his life on
spaceships.

“Da…Captain?” Sven
asked.

“Yes?”

“What if it is a
weapon?”

Johnson tried to smile reassuringly.
“It’s not. But if it is, we run like hell.”

#

Jideed Baghdad was a very Earth-like
world. Its primary was a G3 yellow dwarf, just a bit cooler than
Earth’s Sun. JB orbited its star a little closer at almost exactly
0.9 AU. This made JB a little hotter and drier than
Earth.

The planet was slightly larger, and
therefore more massive, than Earth, so its surface gravity was a
little more than one gee. Not that Captain Johnson had ever been to
Earth.

When the
Longboat was 10 AU from
the primary, it was 9.1 AU from JB’s orbit. That was close enough,
barely, to get a visual with the telescopes of the object in orbit
spewing so many neutrinos. That was, Johnson reminded himself, if
it was big enough. The Longboat
was travelling at fifty-four hundred kilometers a
second, and EMR, including visible light, was being blue-shifted
0.2%. Not enough for even the computer to need to compensate for,
Johnson knew. The computer spent its processing power on
compensating for the velocity of the ship relative to the planet,
which was orbiting its star at about thirty kilometers a second.
Both the ship’s and the planet’s vectors of velocity had to be put
into the calculation to keep the telescope steady on the
planet.

To the naked eye at this distance,
which was a little farther out than Saturn orbits the Sun, JB would
look like a barely-visible dot. The telescope should be able to
bring it nearly into view. But was the object in orbit big enough
to be seen? Johnson wondered. Or would he have to wait longer? If
it was a weapon, or something to avoid, he wanted to know as soon
as possible so he could change his acceleration vector and, as he
had told his son, “run like hell.”

“The telescope has locked
on to the planet,” Larsen reported.

“Large display, please,”
Johnson said. The bridge had one holo display, and it was the
largest available.

Sonia and Sven were there,
too.

The planet, looking about the size of
an apple held at arm’s length, popped up on the holo display. The
scene was only two-dimensional despite being in a three-dimensional
frame.

“Zoom in,” Johnson
ordered.

Larsen touched something on his
computer and the orb filled the screen.

“Wow,” Sven
said.

Johnson nodded and
chuckled. JB was beautiful, blue and green with white clouds. Ruddy
deserts painted the tropics, but also vibrant green clung to the
equator, indicating rainforests. It was the most Earth-like
exoplanet Johnson had ever seen, and that included anything he’d
found in the Longboat’s database.

“Should be quite wealthy,”
Larsen said with a smile.

Johnson nodded again.
Wealth meant technology and technology meant electronics. They
would be very nervous about the Longboat’s magnetic fields. He
glanced at Sonia. She kept her face passive.

About one-third of the planet was in
darkness and there was no indication of artificial lighting such as
a city would have. This wasn’t surprising. The population was less
than a million 104 years ago, so was not likely significantly more
now, and all the cities, which would be small anyway, could be on
the daylight side. Or the side they couldn’t see. And smaller towns
and villages probably wouldn’t put off enough light to be seen at
this distance, Johnson thought.

“Where’s your neutrino
source?” Larsen asked Sven.

“I think it must be behind
the planet,” Sven said, trying hard not to sound
defensive.

“Yes,” Johnson said,
“There’s about a 50% chance it’s behind the planet right now. Or
maybe it’s too small to see.” Johnson had trouble believing
anything man-made could be big enough to be seen at this distance,
even if it did apparently need a huge power plant. But Larsen knew
his stuff, and if he said it should be visible, it should
be.

“What’s its orbital
period?” Johnson asked.

“Ninety-five minutes,”
Sven replied.

“So worst case is we wait
forty-seven and a half minutes,” Johnson said.

“Yes,” Sven confirmed.
“Assuming we can see it over the dark side.”

Johnson looked at the ship’s
chronometer. At this velocity time dilation was nearly
imperceptible. They should view events very slightly faster than
they took place. Probably only the computer would notice the
difference.

“Has the AI plotted our
course to orbit JB?” Johnson asked Larsen.

“Yes, sir,” Larsen
replied. “Once we get into orbit around the primary, it’ll only be
a matter of hours before we’re in orbit around JB. You did say a
hundred and fifty kilometers?”

“Yes,” Johnson replied. He
wanted to be in a higher orbit than whatever was orbiting at a
hundred kilometers.

Going from interstellar travel to
orbit of a planet was both simple and complicated. First you put
your ship in orbit around the star in as close an approximation of
the planet’s orbit as possible: same semi-major axis and
eccentricity. Then the ship would use orbital dynamics to
rendezvous with the planet and do a hot retro-burn to slow down to
enter orbit of the planet itself. For JB, they’d have to burn
hydrogen out of the tanks to get a delta-vee of about twenty-two
thousand meters per second. That would be a one-gee burn for half
an hour. At five gees it would be seven minutes. Seven minutes of
hell, Johnson called it in his mind. Because he massed
seventy-three kilograms, at five gees he’d weigh 365
kilos.

The ship’s AI did it nearly
automatically and all Larsen had to do was input the altitude at
which Captain Johnson wanted to orbit the planet, usually between
one-hundred and two-hundred kilometers. Everyone on board knew how
to operate the AI. Johnson had made sure of that. Sven’s young mind
picked it up quickly, and Sonia had a symbiotic relationship with
the computer, it seemed to Johnson. What would take him five
minutes and many touches of the screen, she could do in just a few
moments. Even Larsen wasn’t that fast.

The four waited, watching the display.
Johnson knew that at this distance there was a miniscule chance
that someone would spot their fusion drive, the blue flame slowing
them. That was more likely if the asteroid belt, which was at about
5 AU from that star, was occupied and being mined as reports in
Gredel said it was. But space is huge, and their tiny spark was
unlikely to be spotted. Some planets had active space watches to
look for comets and asteroids that may impact the planet and that
made it more likely they would be found. But again, the odds were
slim, even then.

It was almost thirty minutes before
the object came into view over the light-side of the
planet.

“Gode
Gud,” Larsen breathed.

“What is it?” Sven
asked.

Sonia was quiet. A quick glance and
Johnson knew she was focused on the display.

Johnson studied the screen. He
expected the object to be small, so small they’d have trouble
finding it let alone seeing it. But it was huge, black even though
it was in direct sunlight, and the shape was unusual. Johnson had
in his life seen nearly every spaceship-type humans had built,
either by encountering them in space around planets or, mostly,
from pictures of them in his ship’s database. He’d seen images and
recordings of the architecture of every human culture. And this
thing looked like nothing any human had built. It looked, and he
hated to use the word, alien.

On first glance it looked like a
simple, black cylinder, tapered on one end, rounded at the other.
As his eyes focused on it, he could see the cylinder curved
slightly. The surface looked glass-smooth. At the apex of the arc
was a sphere that was a hollow latticework that Johnson couldn’t
guess the purpose of.

“Can you zoom in more?”
Sonia asked.

“At this point all I can
do is make the pixels larger.”

Sonia nodded, staring at the screen.
“What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Johnson
said. Johnson screwed his face up in thought. He had no idea what
it could be. Was it a weapon, a spaceship, or a space station? And
why was it in orbit around the planet? He didn’t see any overt
weapons, but at this range, it that was unlikely unless they were
huge.

And why was there no artificial EMR
anywhere in the system? There were too many damn
unknowns.

“Where’s the nearest
human-colonized system?” he asked.

Sonia cracked a small
smile.

Larsen working on his
computer. “According to the data we have—which is fifty-four years
old, I remind you—Gredel.”

Colonization did not happen fast. Slow
Bussard ramjet colony ships traveled at one gee, also. Odds were
that there wasn’t another colony nearby as they were at the edge of
human exploration of the galaxy.

“What’s the nearest planet
we haven’t visited?”

Larsen worked a while. “Paradisus, 205
light years.”

“How long to get there
from here?” Sven asked.

Larsen looked at Johnson, who nodded.
Larsen worked the computer.

“Ten years, five months,
approximately, ship time.”

Johnson growled. “We don’t have
supplies for that long,” he said. Not every system on the ship was
100% efficient. The air recycler had to be supplemented with stored
oxygen. The food recycler had to have added organic materials,
including vitamins and amino acids essential to human life. Johnson
looked at Sven. He was a source of inefficiency, having grown and
gained mass that had to come out of the organic storage
tanks.

“We could go back to
Gredel,” Larsen said.

Johnson snorted. “All it would take is
one surface-to-space missile to destroy us. You don’t think after
108 years they wouldn’t have developed some planetary
defenses?”

“Or gotten complacent,”
Larsen said.

Johnson looked at his wife and knew
she was thinking they should leave. He wasn’t sure he didn’t agree
with her at this point.

Johnson considered the display. The
object was still there, as if challenging him.

Luckily, nothing happened fast at even
interplanetary distances. He had time to think.

#

The two-dimensional computer displayed
a three-dimensional image of the object compiled from its
observations. The resolution wasn’t very good, maybe a few meters
per pixel, and the side that had been facing the planet was blank,
just a gray surface to fill the void where the computer had no
data.

Johnson looked at it,
turning it with his finger on the screen as if that would tell him
more. It was so black it seemed to absorb visible light, yet was
glassy, too. He had no idea how that was possible. The computer had
estimated its mass at 5 x 105 tonnes. That made it more
than ten times the mass of the Longboat; bigger than interstellar
colony ships designed to carry hundreds of humans to a new planet
with everything they needed.

But one word kept going through his
mind: alien.


Chapter Three

 


The sooner they started for Gredel,
the sooner they got there, Johnson thought. Nine years from now, he
growled. Larsen said the AI could program an orbit of this star
that would change their course back to Gredel with minimum use of
the stored hydrogen.

Maybe it would work. Who would expect
pirates to come back after 108 years? That was time enough for
governments to fall, revolutions to happen, populaces to grow weary
of paying for a never-used space defense system.

But they’d have to be very
parsimonious with their supplies, stretch them out another nine
years. At least Sven was through growing, pretty much.

Or, they could go into orbit around JB
and figure out what the object was. Johnson had to admit his
curiosity was gnawing at him. But curiosity could get you
killed.

“Sir?” Larsen’s voice came
over the ship’s intercom.

“Yes?”

“You need to come to the
bridge.”

“On my way.”

Johnson left his small office and
hurried down the corridor to the bridge. He had to pass his living
quarters and he opened the door as he did and stuck his head in.
His wife looked up from where she was reading a tablet.

“You and Sven might want
to see this,” Johnson snapped.

“Yes, dear,” his wife said
with a forced smiled.

He smiled at her, trying to be
reassuring, and continued to the bridge. He felt bad for snapping
at her, but he was tense and had been since they’d found no
artificial EMR in this system. She knew it, too, he knew, despite
his attempts to protect her from his fears, concerns, and
worries.

Walking into the room designated the
“bridge,” Johnson saw Larsen staring at the large holo display,
still showing an image of JB. The object wasn’t visible, which
didn’t surprise Johnson as it could easily be behind the planet. He
hadn’t been keeping track of when it would be visible.

“What’s up?” Johnson
asked.

Larsen touched his computer controls.
“Watch this, sir.” He nodded at the display. “The computer recorded
this a few minutes ago.”

Johnson turned to watch. The object
orbited over the daylight section of the planet. Johnson knew that
when it crossed over to the night-time section, it was invisible
and could only be tracked by its neutrino emissions.

As Johnson watched, the object changed
orbits. No, that wasn’t right; it didn’t so much change orbits as
simply flew away from the planet, the rounded end of the cylinder
leading.

“Is this real time?”
Johnson asked. It had to be sped up, he thought.

“Yes,” Larsen
confirmed.

The object, now Johnson thought of it
as a “ship,” moved away from JB at an unbelievable rate of
acceleration. Away from the planet, it was only visible as it
occulted stars it passed in front of.

“How fast?” Johnson
asked.

“I’m not sure how much of
its acceleration vector is directly toward us,” he said. “But I
think it’s small. If it’s zero, the object is accelerating at about
one thousand gees.”

Johnson’s eyes went wide. No organic
being, let alone an artifact, could stand up to that
acceleration.

“Where’s it
going?”

“Watch,” Larsen
said.

Johnson stifled a frustrated growl,
knowing his first mate wouldn’t talk in riddles if he knew the
answer.

As Johnson observed, the ship
disappeared. Suddenly the stars behind it became
visible.

“Jäkla,” Johnson whispered.

“Its neutrino trace
disappeared, too,” Larsen confirmed.

“When did this
happen?”

“Just before I called
you.”

The display went back to showing JB as
the replay ended.

Sven and Sonia walked in
together.

“What’s up?” Sven asked a
little too informally for his father’s liking.

Sonia looked at the display only
showing the planet.

“Now what, sir?” Larsen
asked before Johnson could reprimand Sven.

“Go into orbit around the
planet. A hundred kilometers altitude.”

“Olly?” Sonia
asked.

Larsen frowned and Johnson knew he
didn’t like the order.

“I want to see this planet
up close,” Johnson added.

“And if that object comes
back?” Larsen asked.

“It’s gone?” Sonia
interrupted.

“Then we hope they aren’t
hostile,” Johnson said. We certainly can’t outrun them, he thought
bitterly.

“They?” Sven asked, his
voice high-pitched with wonder.

Sonia turned and walked out of the
bridge, her quick footsteps echoing down the corridor. Johnson
debated going after her but didn’t. He knew they’d talk about it,
and soon.

#

From orbit, the planet presented even
more a mystery. In the telescope they could see infrastructure,
buildings, row crop fields and orchards, water reservoirs, and all
the other accouterments of human settlement. But no people, no
vehicles, and nothing indicating energy being produced or expended.
Not even campfire smoke.

It was as if more than a million
people had disappeared. A bad feeling settled in the pit of
Johnson’s stomach. A ship that accelerates at a thousand gees, then
disappears. A colonized planet with no people. No artificial EMR
and no neutrino emissions from the surface indicating fusion power
sources. The asteroid belt just as empty and devoid of energy
sources.

The four members of the ship’s company
gathered around the dinner table in the Johnsons’ quarters. All
such meetings were held there: the only place big enough. Mrs.
Johnson had her arms over her chest and was not smiling.

Each of them was lightly strapped
down. They were in free fall now. Sven had bad space sickness. At
turn-around when he was seventeen, he’d thought it was fun to be in
free fall for that brief time. Now that free fall was a permanent
condition, he was almost a shade of green.

“Aliens,” Johnson said,
giving voice to what he assumed everyone was thinking.

“That is very unlikely,”
Larsen said. “The distances alone make that nearly
impossible.”

“Nearly,” Sonia said
softly. “Not so much if you can travel faster than
light.”

“Plus,” Larsen continued,
ignoring her, “the human race is about one hundred thousand years
old. That’s a blink of an eye on the cosmic time scale. The odds
are if we do run into intelligent life, it’ll be much older than us
because the universe has been around for thirteen billion years.
They are likely to be millions of years older than us, which means
their technology will be commensurately as advanced.”

“As in able to accelerate
at a thousand gees and disappear?” Sonia asked
pointedly.

“More advanced than that,”
Larsen said. “So advanced we probably couldn’t imagine their
technologies.”

“Where did the ship go?”
Sven asked. Everyone had agreed the object was a spaceship of some
type.

“Faster than light,
interdimensional shift, wormhole, hyperspace, who knows?” Larsen
said.

“And the people on the
planet?” Sonia said, her voice tight with worry.

Larsen didn’t say anything.

“The aliens killed them,”
Sven said.

“All of them? All
throughout the entire star system?” Larsen asked, his voice laced
with incredulousness.

“I don’t know, but there
doesn’t appear to be any signs of survivors,” Captain Johnson said.
“Even in the asteroid belt where, according to the information we
got from Gredel’s ‘net, there was supposed to be thriving mining
operations.”

“You’d think someone would
survive,” Larsen said.

“Advanced technology,”
Sven said. “They have a way to kill all life.”

“But the flora and fauna
of JB are fine,” the captain said. “We’ve seen animals and forests
of pseudo-trees in the telescope.”

“Then all intelligent
life?” Sven asked. “You said we wouldn’t be able to imagine their
technology.”

“You’re imagining it,”
Larsen growled.

“Speculation is getting us
nowhere,” Johnson said.

“Then what are we going to
do?” Sonia asked, not hiding her anger.

Johnson took in a deep breath and let
it out. “Larsen and I will take the boat to the surface and
investigate. Sven, you have the bridge until we get back. Just let
the AI keep us in orbit.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied, a
bit overeager.

“And what do we do if that
ship comes back?” Sonia asked with a sharp tone.

“Pray,” Larsen said
without humor.

#

“How are we doing,
Larsen?” Johnson asked as he climbed into the boat. Being in free
fall did make it easier to maneuver into the small cockpit. He
pulled himself into the co-pilot’s seat and used the four-point
harness to strap himself in.

“Good, sir,” Larsen
replied. “The H-2 tanks are full, the heat sink is on line and
functioning, the air system is running fine, all systems are
nominal.”

Johnson nodded. Larsen had written up
a checklist for launching the boat to make sure there were no
mistakes. He’d spent most of yesterday preparing the craft,
starting with transferring hydrogen from the ramjet’s tanks into
the boat’s.

“I want to land as close
as possible to the center of the largest city,” Johnson said. “I’m
hoping to find the seat of government.”

Larsen nodded. Johnson had said that
before.

“Then we need to launch
soon,” Larsen said.

The purpose of this trip
was to gather information. The boat could lift the supplies they
needed and a fair amount of gold back to the ramjet, as they had
done on Gredel. But the oxygen and organics had to be prepared. The
gasses needed to be extracted from the atmosphere and compressed.
The organics had to be dried and compacted to the specifications
their 150-year-old waste recycler needed. They didn’t have the
equipment to do either. Johnson had planned to force the government
to prepare the supplies as he had done with Gredel, and Bostad
before that. Stealing the Longboat
and most of its components left a lot of gaps in
their equipment. They were always living on the edge of survival.
It was ironic and frustrating to Johnson. This planet was a gold
mine, but without the equipment needed, it might as well be a
barren rock.

“You have your gun?”
Johnson asked. No telling what they might find down there. And, if
all the people were gone, it was possible carnivorous fauna would
have moved back into the cities.

“Yes, sir,” Larsen said,
tapping a chest pocket that held something heavy.

“Good,” Johnson breathed.
Even if it was just a pistol, it was better than nothing, he
thought.

“Ready?” Larsen
asked.

“Yes,” Johnson said. As
long as the boat was docked to the ramjet, he was the captain. But
as soon as they were released from the Longboat, Larsen, as pilot, was in
command.

Larsen touched a button on
his control stick. “Longboat, we are about to
detach.”

“Roger,” Sven’s voice came
back. That was via the umbilical, not radio, Johnson knew. He’d
told Sven and Sonia to minimize the use of the radio. Of course, he
had no idea if the aliens would pick up their transmissions, or
even care.

Larsen reached overhead, opened a
switch cover, and pressed the red button. The sensation of moving
was slight as the boat detached from the ramjet.

The first spaceships to leave Earth
had used ablative plating to survive re-entry. But those were
one-time, throw-away vessels. Later ships had protective surfaces
that could withstand the heat. But, initially, those surfaces were
fragile and easily damaged. The boat had a protective surface and a
heat-sink. Once they became aerodynamic and the wings extended, the
wings would act like radiators, expelling the heat from the boat.
It was automatic and necessary. Johnson hoped their infrared
signature in the atmosphere wouldn’t draw any unwanted attention,
if there was anyone around to pay attention.

Larsen was a skilled pilot
and maintained his proficiency with simulators on the
Longboat. Johnson
planned to simply relax and enjoy the ride as much as he could with
the tension gnawing at his stomach.

Re-entry went fine, orange plasma
streaming past the window, the heat-sink making more and more
noise. Larsen didn’t look worried, so Johnson
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