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CHAPTER
1

K-T-Space: Near Side of Acrab, Scorpius
Sector – Years 2806 to 2838

 


“Perry! What’s happening to
me?” Alffinnr was not actually talking, but was rather
projecting thoughts directly, something that was common with his
people. He was surprised—and quite relieved—that he could mentally
communicate with the ship, for now that he had joined the human
crew, there was no one else capable of doing that. Perhaps
Henrietta would be receptive with more coaching, but that would be
years away.

“Do not worry, Alffinnr; you are in
excellent health. You should come out of this suffering no ill
effects at all.”

“Easy for you to
say,” Alffinnr argued. He tried to move, but found his
body paralyzed. That discovery frightened him even more.
“I can’t move my arms or legs!”

“If you were able to do so, I would be most
worried; however, your lack of movement is to be expected, and is
quite normal, given the circumstances.”

“Again, Perry, easy for you
to say.” It was such an odd feeling not to be able to
squirm or flex a muscle. In his subconscious mind Alffinnr knew it
should be a normal thing to stretch his back, but he had been
sitting for such a long time. His spine had to be aching, but the weird part was that it
was not. In fact, he felt absolutely no sensations at all.
“How long have I been like this?”

Perry hummed before replying.
“Humans usually dislike it when I inform them
about time to the last second. Would D’war’en also be as perturbed
with such accuracy?”

Alffinnr was a new addition to the ship, and
his crewmates were still trying puzzle out what his likes and
dislikes were. Plus, it was not helping that he was an altogether
different species.

The young human crew was lost in space and
had desperately needed food. That is what brought them to
Alffinnr’s planet. They tried to collect the food themselves and
remain hidden from the primitive civilization, but with only five
crew members on the entire warship—and inexperienced teenagers at
that—they quickly learned they were unable to collect the required
tons of supplies by themselves. So they engaged the help of
Alffinnr’s people, a feudal race of stout mountain folk living on a
terraformed planet that could never have been a native home for
life on its own. But neither the humans nor the D’war’en trusted
one another, and in the end Alffinnr had to choose between the
strange visitors from space or his own people, who were living
under his father’s strict rule.

He chose the humans who had befriended him
unconditionally. And that was something no D’war’en had ever done,
mostly due to his elite, unapproachable status as the presumptive
heir to the planet’s entire population.

“Skip the seconds … and
probably the minutes and hours, at that,” he added as
an afterthought.

“You have been under for approximately four
years.”

“Four years!”
It was worse than he thought. He had predicted
days.

Perry continued his projected
thoughts. “Yes. Although, due to the time
dilation effects of K-T-space, it has physiologically been only
twenty days of effective life for you. Still, it has been four
years for me,” the ship hummed as if pouting.
“Not counting the minutes and seconds.”

“And how much longer will
we be like this?” Alffinnr asked.

“Approximately twenty–eight
point five years remain in our journey,” Perry
replied. “I assume you do not want to know
the precise amount of days.”

“No, I don’t. So, my body will age how much
in that time?”

“You will age five and a half months while
in stasis, approximately.”

Time was compressed for those on a ship when
they traveled faster than light. But it still took time to travel
between the stars. The Krenholdtz-Turner engines installed on Perry
were able to cruise one hundred light-years in thirty–five years of
normal time, while the crew aged 1.8 days per light-year traveled.
And they could only survive if they were hooked up to
life-sustaining CT-chairs in a state of unconscious stasis. For the
human crew, they went under at the start of hyperspace as if
tranquilized and “mentally woke up” at the end of the trip with
hardly a dream between. But because the D’war’en species were so
adapt at psi abilities, their minds remained alert while hooked up,
something the humans could never do.

Being a new addition to the crew,
Alffinnr was still trying to understand all this new-fangled stuff.
He mentally shook his head in frustration because just a few weeks
ago—well four years,
actually—one of the latest inventions in Alffinnr’s
life had been the wooden sailing ships his father commissioned.
Now, he was sailing the stars!

“And this thing will feed me?”

Perry hummed. “This ‘thing’ to which you are referring is me; and yes, I
will feed you and keep your heart beating and everything else
working as it should.”

Perry was a living starship. He had
technically been forty years old when the five human kids were
visiting the ship, although he was still very early in his
development at that time. It was during the school trip when the
Wasatti attacked. The kids blindly jumped away to escape the battle
and came out of hyperspace lost and alone at Antares, ten times
farther than any human had traveled before. With the navigational
database in a security lockout, they guessed Antares was 600
light-years away, although in actually it was nearer to 520. So
that trip, plus the trip to the D’war’en planet, made Perry 480
years old, although they were guessing he was more like 600. And
for the human crew, their voyage so far had aged them nearly three
and a half years, as near as they could tell.

By the time they came out of this
current jump to Jabbah—the next destination they hoped would be
closer to the home colonies—it would subjectively be closer to four
additional years that they had been gone. So when they woke up
again from a trip of nearly thirty normal space years, Stiles and
Peter would be eighteen; Henrietta would still be
seventeen—although she would think she was already eighteen; Ali
would be seventeen; and Jimmy—thinking he was already
fourteen—would be just shy of that mark. Alffinnr, just beginning
his voyage through space and with much simpler age calculations as
a result, would also be eighteen when he awoke. And the six of
them—children all—were all that there was for the crew of the
UCSA Sampson K. Perry,
humanity’s most powerful warship.

 


* * *

 


Alffinnr tried to sleep while confined to
hyperspace, but that concept held no meaning in the alternate
universe they were traversing. It was beyond black; it was
“nothingness.” It was as though he did not exist, yet his thoughts
constantly occupied his busy mind. It seemed like every five
seconds or so he asked the living starship how long it had been,
and for each reply it took anywhere from four to five years to
receive. He could not recall exactly, but he guessed this last
request had been the fifth one he had made.

That’s longer than I’d
previously been alive, he reflected.
What did I get myself into, joining this
crew?

His people—looking back—were a coarse,
uneducated race of simpletons compared to these strange visitors.
He had gotten to know Henrietta and Peter quite well in the month
they spent together in his home city. They bonded in spite of the
mission his father had given him to get close to them and keep an
eye on the suspicious newcomers. But Henrietta won him over quite
easily with her kind and carefree manner. She immediately accepted
him for who he was without reservation. It was as though he had
known her his whole life. Of course, her exotic looks certainly did
not hurt. Her skin was the color of warm tea and her silky brown
hair was in such contrast to the D’war’en’s own coarse, red-tangled
mess. And those big brown eyes
….

Peter’s eyes were deep blue, more akin
to the D’war’en’s normal shade, but he had those unusual folds over
his eyes, as though someone had sown a flap of skin over each to
protect them from the suns. He said that came from his Native
American stock, whatever that meant. And his hair was immaculately
straight and black as pitch. So different
from the D’war’en …. He was kind too, but strong and
silent. His thoughts ran deep and hidden. But Alffinnr never felt
threatened by him. He was a mystery, but open all the same.
Instantly, he felt he could trust Peter with his life.

At first, they thought the
Hu’man’i—oops, they say
“humans”—were from a neighboring land across the
melting glacial-covered sea and had appeared after the
millennia-long ice age was coming to an end. His people wondered if
they were wood sprites from ancient legend. The one named Stiles,
who made claims that he was their leader, certainly looked like
one. He was tall and, like the rest of the humans, was as skinny as
a fence post. But his hair was the color of straw, or in the light
of day like sparkly, day-old snow. He,
opposed to the other humans, can’t be trusted,
Alffinnr reflected. Every D’war’en, including himself, sensed
that they had to stay on-guard while in his presence. His mind was
as black as Peter’s hair—impenetrable and dangerous.

And then there was Jimmy. He was
impenetrable too, so guarded that not a single thought escaped his
mind. That was a trait most dangerous to a people who used their
minds as weapons, projecting thoughts to explode an opponent’s
skull. The Captain of the Guard was very cautious about Jimmy. He
figured he was quite possibly the greatest threat, someone acting
like a naïve child but ready to strike without warning. Jimmy was
as slight as an evening breeze, but his mind was locked tighter
than any D’war’en in all of history. The soldiers called him
Járnlei, which meant “Battle.” Alffinnr silently laughed, for he
was the kindest one of all. He certainly is
no threat to anyone, except maybe himself, the way he always
provokes Stiles.

Alffinnr was convinced early on that the
humans were not a threat. But then the D’war’en saw their
miraculous flying machine, and Alffinnr then thought they were gods
from Valhalla. It appeared from the sky over the high glacier as
Lord Signar’s army closed in on Henrietta and Peter. They wanted to
question them, find out exactly who they were and where they came
from. They said a powerful Hu’man’i fleet was sailing off the
coastal seas, waiting for them and the food they were ordered to
find, but the fleet could not be found no matter how hard the
D’war’en admiral tried.

Everything about these new visitors
suggested they were a threat. They were mysterious and guarded, and
their minds were impossible to probe. And because they could not be
probed, they were quite possibly immune to mental attacks; and they
were just children. What would happen when the adults from their
sailing ships arrived?

So, the D’war’en had to take action while
they could. They would detain them and question them. Yet somehow
the humans discovered his father’s plans and slipped away in the
middle of the night. That was what brought them to the
confrontation on the high glacier. Alffinnr knew they would die
from the questioning. And he could not let that happen, they were
just too innocent and gentle. He had to confront his father—Lord
Signar—and Bisi—his strong Captain of the Royal Guards—to protect
his new friends from the mental attack his army was planning.
Alffinnr stood his ground between the advancing army and his new
friends that were wildly racing to that flying cart, trying to buy
enough time for his new friends to escape.

My people almost killed me on that glacial
clearing! How could my father turn on me like that?

Alffinnr’s defiant act gave the humans
enough time to reach the metal cart, but instead of leaving,
Henrietta and Peter came back for him. They risked their own lives
to save him from his own people. They dragged him back to their
flying cart just a stone’s throw away from an angry army, and
whisked him away to a new life, one in his wildest dreams he could
never have imagined.

It was like he had died and been
reborn that day. He saw all kinds of new wonders when he awoke on
the human sailing ship. For once in his life he felt true warmth.
He could still not explain the “electronics” his friends tried to
explain to him; maybe someday he would figure that out. But
everything was strange, like that
“lift” that rearranged the rooms around it each time he
entered. And speaking of strange
….

He appreciated the color of Henrietta’s
skin, but Ali’s was even darker. It was nearly as black as
midnight.

Ali was a smart one. He was crafty. The
others seemed to defer to him whenever they discussed the ship,
like he was the captain. But that was wrong. Peter was their
captain. Ali was more like the one who built the ship. He knew it
inside-out.

And the ship; I mean, come
on …. The ship claimed it was alive. It certainly was
strange. The walls were not wooden planks, as he had expected, but
were more like green leather. It was spongy, and it throbbed,
almost as if the thing had a heart. My
gods, maybe it is alive. But
how could that be?

It did talk. He called himself
“Perry.” They said it was a living machine.
I’m not even sure what a “machine” is. Are all machines
alive? Alffinnr felt more foolish than a
two-year-old ungmenni.

A living machine ….
But that was not even the greatest surprise he had to face.
This ship did not sail the
seas at all; it sailed the stars! The humans showed Alffinnr his
home from space. Who would have thought we
lived on a floating ball? What keeps it floating in air? They tried
to explain it to me, but it makes no sense at all.

Alffinnr was overwhelmed. He
had so much to learn. That was
one reason he pleaded to leave with them. Another was the discovery
that his D’war’en people had once conquered space along with
another alien race. He and his new friends made that discovery in a
place that brought life to his world fifty thousand years
ago. They called it a “terraforming”
station. … I wish I knew what a “terra” was. But
gaining that knowledge was unlikely, at least for a
while.

The final snowflake to fall on the glacier
was that he could never return to his people after he took sides
against them. His father and stepmother thought he was a god after
he talked to them from space without a body, a traitorous god. But
if he remained at home, it would not be long before his younger
stepbrother would challenge him. And likely win. So, he had nowhere
else to go, except with the humans on their desperate voyage to
find their way back home.

Even after all that, they almost refused to
take me.

Alffinnr had to bribe them. Said he
knew about the Sampo Orb, some powerful weapon from old D’war’en
legend that supposedly was hidden somewhere in this star system
they were about to enter. They found clues about it at that
terraforming station and an ancient abandoned city.
I promised them I would help them use the orb in
their war against the Wasatti, but the only thing I know is its
name and some silly children’s fables. I don’t even know what it
looks like, let alone what it does.

And if we get there, how are we even
supposed to find it?

 


* * *

 


Perry was also quite surprised he could
communicate with Alffinnr during the long voyage from Acrab to
Jabbah. It had been a great comfort to him. In comparison to this
trip, his previous two times into K-T-space had been horrible
experiences.

The first time he entered hyperspace was
when the children jumped him away from that losing battle at the
Vega Construction Base. He was scheduled for his first shakedown
run later that evening. But then the Wasatti attacked. Peter’s
father was able to hold off the cockroaches—as Stiles called
them—long enough for the kids to initiate a blind jump away from
the action. But that threw them hundreds of light-years into
uncharted space as Antares’ massive gravitational well pulled them
along. The ship was conscious for all of those five hundred years,
or however long it had been, and Perry had nearly gone insane in
that terrible void. He was only able to function after Ali and
Henrietta carefully coached him back to sanity as they helplessly
drifted toward the red supergiant star.

The second time he jumped was when
they went from Antares to Acrab, the initial segment of their
journey back home. That lasted almost forty years but it should
have been only twenty, and to another star. But because of the
gaseous nebula surrounding Antares, Perry’s external sensors were
way out of calibration and he lost his way. Again, he found himself
awake for forty years with no one to talk to but himself. As Jimmy
later told him, “At least you didn’t reply
to yourself.”

Perry did not have the heart to tell Jimmy
he had.

Now they were twenty–five years into
their 32.5-year trip and he was doing quite fine with Alffinnr as a
companion. The ship could complain about how long it took the young
D’war’en to respond to his comments, but at least he had someone to
talk to. But still, it took the boy years to reply at each end of
his conversation with his stasis-saturated mind, and for Perry’s
quick and efficient brain, each year felt like a millennium.
It did break up the trip, though.

Perry enjoyed talking to Alffinnr, whether
in normal space or K-T-space. Alffinnr was a new experience,
something for the curious ship to learn about. He was the
presumptive heir to the entire D’war’en people. Like his folk, he
was short and stout, built like a red-haired, gnarly boulder. All
their women were plump and their men were massive. Adult males
sported long, shaggy beards that could only be won upon reaching
the majority age of twenty. There was already a ruddy fuzziness to
Alffinnr’s bulbous cheeks, but it would still be a few years before
it actually took shape. Perry knew it was an important milestone
for the young boy, and he was quite anxious to see how it would
look.

Even for Perry, K-T-space was a strange
place. Technically, all things failed to exist outside of normal
space, and for psychically mute humans, they hardly realized they
were even traveling within it. But Perry was still aware of where
he was. He was not sure he could properly explain the phenomena,
but he “sensed” it. It was a place where time did not exist, and he
often had that strange sensation of answering a question before it
was even asked, as though the normal timeline was all jumbled up.
There were times when he was searching out to the space ahead of
the speeding ship just to see his material body approaching from
behind. Other times, he sensed infinite numbers of himself all at
once, streaking to all points of the universe.

Only with the aid of his tremendous
processing powers could Perry integrate one view from another and
more times than not it came down to simple guesswork. It took a
supreme effort to hold up his end of his conversations with
Alffinnr, and there he was, making fun of the young boy for taking
so long to reply. No wonder he has such a
difficult time talking to me; this place is weird.

He found ways of tricking his senses to peek
out here and there along their journeys, but it was not easy. It
was like viewing the world through hundreds of reflecting mirrors,
not sure which image was real or imagined. A speck of dust brushing
against his hull could have been inches or light-years away. It
might have been microscopic or the size of Jupiter. Seeing an
object to his front could be a destination yet to reach, or the
memory of a place once visited.

No wonder I lose touch with reality after
these voyages.

It was a concept he could barely articulate,
let alone explain to the crew. It would be like a blind person
describing the color of an orange.

The ship underwent the equivalent of closing
his eyes and shaking his head to simulate a snap back to reality.
He caught a glimpse of the system they were approaching. Perry was
proud they were doing so well, this being the first time he had
successfully remained on course, but now his circulatory system
began to race uncontrollably. They were still approximately twenty
light-years away from their destination and Perry was detecting the
beginnings of a faint nebulosity.

The nebula clouds around
Antares was what got us so terribly lost the last
time, Perry reflected. I could
hardly see a thing with my external sensors so clouded, and it
appears to be happening again.

The destination system was bathed in a
huge ball of space clouds. Before his hyperspace engines took them
inside, he probed the boundaries of the nebulosity. It was
irregular, but approximately forty light-years in diameter.
The final twenty–one percent of our voyage will
pass through this cloud, he realized, and each segment
of their trip became a bit more obscured as the nebula
thickened.

Perry began to panic.
What if I get lost again?

“Alffinnr, I need your
help!” he called out, projecting his
thoughts.

It took years for the boy to reply. How long
had they traveled while he waited?

“Perry? What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure I can do this.”

“Do what?”

How many years and miles
were taken between each sentence and reply? The ship
was running out of time.

“I’m getting lost in the clouds. I do not
know if I will succeed.”

“Perry, stay focused, you
hear me? You can do this,” Alffinnr pleaded.
“Don’t worry about what Stiles says. You
can—”

 


* * *

 


The pain was unbearable. Every particle of
his body was in excruciating agony, causing Alffinnr to mentally
scream. His body did not exist anymore. He felt his fingers
dissolve. Each skin cell from his fingertips to his wrist, and each
piece of underlying bone, floated away. His hands scattered like
dissolving silt thrown into turbulent waters. The sensations
traveled up each arm. He tried to squirm back in his chair to keep
his chest from entering that invisible chopping blade he felt
approaching, but his attempts were futile. Too soon, the core of
his body hit the wall and he felt himself swept into the currents
of dissociated non-existence.

He entered a purple-gray tunnel, spinning
wildly around him. He lost sense of who he was, or where he was
going. Each fleck of his body was strung out, like beads along a
string, stretching farther out until he could not fathom the
intervals between each particle.

A piercing wail filled his ears. He wanted
to lift his hands to muffle the sounds, but he could not find his
head. Every few seconds he heard Perry’s voice call out, each word
oddly out of sequence. His mind scrambled to fit the conversation
back together, but his concentration was not up to the task.

“Star … nebula … lost … am … where ….”

He heard panic in the ship’s
voice. “Perry, hold on.” His
mind’s voice cried out from empty space. But there was no
reply.

A rhythmic pulse pushed the currents that
carried him along. Alffinnr felt the jolts from afar, until they
came closer and stronger, and grew so urgent they could no longer
be ignored. The pulses made him feel like his body was composed of
dry sand lying on the skin of a drum, beating his cells in
concentric waves. The pounding shoved his body closer together,
throbbing, throbbing, like a heartbeat. He felt blood once again,
coursing through disconnected veins.

Alffinnr watched a solid wall approach at
incredible speeds. He smashed against it, but instead of stopping,
he squeezed through countless unseen pores. Millions of threads
from his body snaked through the wall, entwining back together
again like melting rivulets from glacial ice. He slammed to a
stop.

And then the real pain began.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
2

K-T-Space, In-Jump Transition Zone – Jabbah,
1300 Hours, October 25, 2838

 


Alarms blared throughout the ship. Peter sat
uncomfortably within the command chair in the center of the bridge,
his eyes still closed and his hands gripping the oversized
armrests. He fought the surrounding fog and tried to concentrate on
the noise pressing against all his senses but could not associate
the wailing with any definable actions.

Where am I?

He tried to swallow, but his tongue stuck to
the back of his throat. Peter shook himself awake and squinted at
the large view screen dominating his vision. A starfield drifted
lazily within the screen, rotating gently clockwise and to the
lower right. A faint ruby haze surrounded the two brightest stars
in view.

Are we back at
Antares? The thought snapped Peter back to
reality.

“Captain Campbell, I suggest we begin
immediate evasive maneuvers.”

That was Perry talking. He was the
living ship. Oh yeah, we’re on the ship.
We’re lost and trying to get home; our last place was at that
D’war’en planet ….

Peter looked around the bridge. Stiles
was still in stasis at the Tac Station, while Jimmy was beginning
to stir at Com. They were all still where they were stationed just
before the jump. And who is that at the
Blue Nav panel? Ah, I remember now, that’s Alffinnr. He’s rubbing
his head like he’s in terrible pain.

“Captain?”

“Yes, Perry?”

“Ali’s default evasive maneuvers began upon
in-jump,” the ship explained. “I have evaluated the tactical
situation and I believe I can improve upon the automated solution
by thirty–four percent if I am allowed to initiate course
corrections. I would like to be taken out of in-jump operational
lockout.”

When the young crew escaped the surprise
Wasatti attack at the old Vega Construction Base, the ship came out
of hyperspace wiped clean of all previous programming. It had taken
Henrietta and Ali weeks to bring him back to partial operation as
they helplessly drifted toward massive Antares, and the ship still
had a long way to go before he would become a fully capable
fighting warship. But the teens did what they could to reeducate
the developing starship. One thing they programmed into his
operating systems was an automatic routine to evade nearby
gravitational wells or potentially hostile ships upon exiting jump
space. And the alarm Peter was hearing was a tactical warning
indicating the presence of unknowns. Stiles was at Tactical and
should have been filling him in on their situation, but he was
still under the control of his CT-chair and yet to reawaken.

Peter rubbed his forehead in confusion,
“Yes, yes. Go ahead, Perry. Do what you need to do.” That was the
easiest solution Peter could come up with at the moment.

He would have sold everything he owned for a
sip of cold water, but he did not have time to get a bulb. Then
again, thinking about his current situation, he owned just about
nothing anyway, so selling all of his possessions was not much of
an offer to those controlling his fate.

Peter flipped a switch, bringing up Tactical
to his left side. A diaphanous screen projected from his armrest,
partially obscuring that side of the bridge. He took note of
several nearby stars and a formation of three or four squadrons of
smaller ships to their front at currently unknown parameters.

“Jimmy, you getting any chatter out
there?”

Jimmy was their communications officer. That
assignment made perfect sense because the boy was a whiz at
linguistics.

“Jimmy …,” Peter insisted.

The young boy adjusted his earpiece and
tweaked his com screens. His hands passed through the projections
and he squeezed virtual icons like a concert pianist. “Heck, Peter,
I’m still trying to wake up. Give me a minute, will ya?”

“We don’t have a minute, Jimmy. Those ships
might be approaching.”

“Gee, is that why the
stupid alarm is on? God
….”

“Perry, knock off the alarms.”

“Done,” the ship hummed. The bridge fell
silent. “Captain Campbell, Henrietta is now awake in the forward
sensor room, as is Ali in engineering. I will now connect you via
intercom.”

Peter heard Henrietta’s voice come on
first. “Peter, we got bogies heading our
way. I think there are sixteen of ’em.”

“How far away?” Peter asked.

“I’m still tweaking the screens, but I’m
guessing the closest group is maybe two light-hours out. The others
are from five to fifteen l-h away. I’ll list all four groups in
order of their probable distance.”

“What’s their speed?”

“Not sure, Peter; still trying to work that
out.”

“Perry, you got a speed on them?”

“No, Captain Campbell. We have not been
observing them long enough to extrapolate their rates of closure. I
will have an update shortly.”

“I’m workin’ on that
too,” Ali piped in from the back of the
ship.

Peter watched labels appear on his Tac
projection. Group One was the closest and was coming at them from
the upper left quadrant. The other groups were also approaching
from the general direction of the brightest stars, so apparently
Perry had entered the alien system outside their normal patrol
zones. At least we aren’t
surrounded, Peter rationalized.

“Hey Ali, what’s ship status?”

“Pretty much A-OK. Still runnin’ through a
few diagnostics when I can fit them in.”

“I could have informed you I was in good
operational shape, Captain—”

“Not now, Perry. And Ali, whaddaya mean,
‘pretty much’?” Peter asked in alarm.

“Calm down, Chief; nothin’ too major. We got
a faint nebulosity here messin’ with the sensors. Nothin’ we can’t
calibrate pretty easily, though. Won’t be anything like back at
Antares. Nothin’ near that bad.”

“Maybe that’s why I can’t
pin down those distances or speeds,” Henrietta
added.

“That’d do it,
alright,” Ali chimed in. “I’ll
concentrate on calibrations first. Should be less than a half hour
before sensors are at full strength.”

Peter tried to absorb everything he had
learned so far. Sixteen fighter craft were out there. The lead
enemy ships were around two light-hours away, which would put them
at just over a billion miles away, while the last squadron in the
force was around a hundred billion miles away. They were likely
in-system patrol craft, so they might not be too fast, but that did
not mean they were not well armed.

“Hey, Chief, seeing that we
just entered their system, combined with our distance from
them,” Ali continued, “they
may not detect us for another couple hours.”

“That is likely true, Ali. And if I may
offer an educated guess,” Perry began, “accounting for the time it
will take for them to detect us, the lead ships may arrive at
firing range in seven to eight hours. That is assuming they can
travel in a manner similar to human system craft.”

“Makes sense,”
Ali confirmed.

Peter glanced down at the forward control
panels, worrying about their new-found crew member. “Alffinnr, are
you okay down there?” he asked.

The D’war’en had just come out of his first
hyperspace jump and he did not look good. He lifted his head away
from his hands and peered back at Peter through runny eyes. “No. My
head is throbbing like someone used it as a chopping block. I feel
like there’s not a drop of water in my mouth, and I desperately
want to take a bath.”

“Welcome to the club,” Jimmy replied.

Alffinnr slowly turned his throbbing head to
find out where Jimmy’s voice came from. “So this feeling is
normal?”

“Yeah, you bet.”

“Great,” Alffinnr sighed. “Why’d I sign up
for this?”

“Alffinnr,” Peter interrupted him before he
could continue his complaints, “we need Stiles active as soon as
possible. You’re closest. Try shaking him out of his stasis.”

Stiles was at the Tac Station and had yet to
move. Alffinnr grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him like a
rag doll, but he did not respond. “Can I slap him?” Alffinnr
asked.

“Only if you wait for me to
come down and watch,” Henrietta added from the room
above. “Hold on; I’ll be right
down.”

A moment later, Stiles began to awaken,
scratching at his neck and mumbling like an old man. “Ugh, where am
I?”

“Stiles,” Peter commanded. “We got incoming
ships. I’m transferring the data to your screens.”

Stiles perked up as his screens came to life
around him.

Alffinnr, sitting next to him, fell back as
a virtual screen grew around his arm. “What is that thing?” He
pulled his arm back like he was being eaten alive.

“No sweat, Alffinnr,” Jimmy explained. “It’s
just concentrated light. They’re 3-D screens.”

“Three-D?”

“Yeah, they, uh, they got depth to them, not
like drawings on paper. This one’s displaying where the enemy ships
are likely located. It shows us the tactical situation for
battles.”

“Like a sand table, only made of light,”
Alffinnr suggested.

“Yeah, sure, whatever you say. You can poke
your finger into it, but don’t grab any icons … er … pieces. You
update data by messing with the icons. Let Stiles do that.”

Stiles finally shook awake. “How long have
we been here?”

“It has been eight point six minutes,
Stiles,” Perry replied. “In that time, we have drifted fifty miles
at 120 degrees relative, negative 20. I will project a blue line,
showing our path.”

“Ah, okay, I’m picking up a bunch of chatter
now,” Jimmy observed from the Com Station. “Place is lit up like
New Capital on New Year’s Eve. Sources are originating all over the
place. Normal frequencies, so they should be able to hear what we
hear. Their patterns of conversation seem normal, so I doubt
they’ve detected us yet.”

Peter watched Henrietta walk onto the bridge
from the lift. She diverted to the ’cycler and drew up several
water bulbs for herself and the rest of the bridge crew. After
passing out all the water, she made her way to her Nav Station and
drew up her screens.

“Can you understand any of their language?”
Peter asked Jimmy.

“No. It’s smooth though. Real flowing,
almost like they’re singing. It’s kinda pretty. Perry, I assume you
are recording all this?”

“Of course, Jimmy. I made the assumption you
would want me to transfer the data to your translator program.”

“Yea!” Jimmy beamed. “Goodie, another
language to tackle.”

Jimmy loved languages. Once he got started
on a linguistics problem, it was nearly impossible to divert his
attention. It was his one passion. It had been fortunate that the
D’war’en language they ran into at the previous planet was very
similar to Old Norse. How they shared that common language was a
mystery no one could answer, but nevertheless, it made
communicating with the D’war’en natives very easy. “This language
will give me some trouble. I think the pitch means as much as the
words themselves, so it will not only be like learning a new
language, but a series of songs as well. I bet the same words mean
different things depending on how they’re sung. That’s gonna make
it tough. The Bantu, as I told you guys before, use pre-nasal—”

“Enough already, Null-Grav!” Stiles yelled.
“I just woke up, man! Please, give it a rest.”

Jimmy pouted, but not for long as he dove
into his new assignment. He would be occupied with this new task
for days.

“I doubt the inhabitants have detected us
yet,” Perry explained. “But due to the large distances separating
us, we will likely not receive a message for approximately four
hours. Again, that is assuming they can communicate using light
com-bursts.”

“True, that,” Jimmy replied. “From their
chatter so far, that appears likely.”

“And, we won’t understand their message when
it comes in,” Henrietta added. “Right, Jimmy?”

“Hey, I work fast, but not that fast. No, it
will take me more than four hours to learn this language.”

Peter tapped his armrest in thought. “I
doubt we’ll miss the meaning of whatever they say. I wish I knew if
they’re hostile. Do we turn around and jump out?”

Perry hummed. “I am not certain we can
locate a suitable destination and accurately jump away in the
allotted time we will be given before they are likely to
arrive.”

“Plus, we can’t run away from everything we
come across,” Stiles added. “We’d never get home doing that.”

“Do we send a message now, or wait for their
greeting?”

“If we’re friendly visitors, we’d give them
a shout out right away,” Henrietta suggested.

Peter nodded. “Jimmy, organize some sort of
mathematical sequences and send them out in static pulses. Use ones
they’re likely to know. Include the meaning of what each sequence
is and some regular greetings too. Use our Standard language.”

Jimmy tore into his screens, pulling and
yanking at icons like the wind. A moment later he nodded in
satisfaction. “Done. I just sent a bunch of stuff, including most
of the elementary math sequences. After each one, I translated what
they were in Standard.” Jimmy looked pleased with his progress. “I
also threw in our dictionary while I was at it.”

“And what course do we take in the
meantime?” Henrietta asked.

“Move forward and we appear
threatening,” Ali suggested over the
intercom.

“But go backward, and we look scared,”
Stiles added.

Peter thought for a moment. “Perry, stop
your evasive maneuvers. Begin an approach directly toward their
lead squadron. Go slow, though. Five thousand feet per second,
constant.”

“Very well, Captain,” the ship replied.

Stiles shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
“Well, we can sit around for four hours, waiting and doing nothing
….”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Peter
replied. “Let’s go get some lunch. We’ll assemble back here on the
bridge before their first message can arrive.

“Perry: prepare all weapons systems, but
don’t activate any external acquisition codes yet. Transfer all
readings to the galley monitors and let us know if anything
changes.”

 


* * *

 


“Unidentified ship: you have intruded into
Al’Va-controlled space. Do not attempt to approach the inner core
of this star system. Repeat: do not approach the inner core of this
star system. Any further intrusions into Al’Va space following
receipt of this message will be countered with extreme force.”

The warning message repeated itself in a
continuous loop for several cycles.

“What the—” Peter stopped short once he
fully grasped what he was hearing. “They’re speaking Standard.
Could they have received your message yet, Jimmy?”

“They did, but they sent their response
almost immediately after.”

Peter squeezed the bridge of his nose. “So
how are they talking to us in our own language so quick? Are they
that fast on the uptake?”

“Beats me,” Jimmy responded.

Peter shook his head at the new mystery.
“Perry, all stop.”

“Confirmed,” Perry hummed. “We are now at
zero velocity relative to the closest star.”

“Three squadrons are now approaching,”
Henrietta reported. “They are at point-two c, and
accelerating.”

“That means they have been heading our way
for two hours, as expected, Captain,” Perry added. “Extrapolating
their maximum potential velocity, I expect the first group to
arrive in three hours.”

“Do we have any visuals?” Peter asked.

“No, Peter,” Jimmy replied. “And they aren’t
accepting any either. Voice only. Both ends.”

Henrietta looked up from her Nav screens.
“Their other squadron is heading back toward that B dwarf star.
That must be their home.”

“They’re shielding it from us,” Stiles
observed.

“Can’t blame them,” Peter replied. “We’re an
unknown threat.”

“So, what do you do in a situation like
this?” Alffinnr asked.

“Huh. We’ve never had a situation like this,” Peter replied. “This
is new to us, too.” Peter thought for a moment. “Jimmy, open the
Com.”

Jimmy nodded when it was ready for
broadcast.

“This is the UCSA Sampson K. Perry. We are on a peaceful mission of
exploration, and mean you no harm. We wish to establish diplomatic
relations with your people. We have complied with your requests,
and ask that you also stop all forward movement toward our ship. We
will take this as an act of goodwill on your part.” Peter nodded,
signaling Jimmy to close the Com.

Jimmy obeyed the command. “And they’ll close
over half the distance to us by the time they hear your request,”
Jimmy responded.

“Which will put them around 400,000 miles
out,” Henrietta observed.

“Outside of missile range,” Stiles
added.

“Good,” Peter breathed. “Hopefully, we can
defuse this situation before we run into something neither side is
able to stop.”

“What’s a missile?” Alffinnr asked.

Henrietta raised her eyebrows. “Boy, I see
there’s a lot we need to teach you. It’s a powered weapon with
explosives. They shoot out of the ship and can travel almost to the
speed of light. If one hits a ship, it can do tremendous
damage.”

“Yeah,” Ali continued. “One big one can
destroy a ship. They don’t even need the explosives; the kinetic
energy alone from a strike can be enough to tear a ship apart.”

“Let’s worry about that in an hour,” Peter
interjected. “Perry, fill us in on our situation.”

The ship purred. “I would be most happy to
do so, Captain. This star system is composed of five stars in two
main groups, separated by approximately 5,500 Astronomical Units.
The larger stars are both spectral type B2 subgiants, with one
containing a semi-detached companion star. The two subgiants are
175 AU apart, and rotate around each other every 600 years. The
smaller pairing of two stars are B8 and B9 main sequence dwarfs,
approximately 320 AU apart, revolving around each other every 2,500
years. The B9 star appears to be very peculiar.”

“How so?” Henrietta asked.

Perry hummed. “It is rich in silicon.”

“What’s that mean?” Stiles asked.

“It means, Stiles, that it has a lot of
silicon,” Perry replied.

“Ha, good one!” Jimmy shouted.

“Stuff it,” Stiles retorted.

“That’s the star they seem to be
protecting,” Henrietta offered. “The one the other fighter squadron
is speeding back to.”

“That is correct,” Perry replied. “One would
presume that is their home star. It is only two and a half times
the mass of Sol. It is much hotter, however.”

“What else, Perry?” Peter asked.

“Due to the asymmetric mass distribution of
this star system, Captain, we exited K-T-space much closer to the
smaller pair; approximately 730 AU away.”

“Nearly one hundred light-hours,” Ali
said.

“Yes,” Perry confirmed. “And considering
that the natives are randomly patrolling nearly out to this
distance implies that they utilize many patrol craft under normal
circumstances.”

“A military society,” Stiles suggested.

“Or a paranoid one,” Henrietta added. “I
wonder what they’re afraid of.”

The crew could do little more than wait for
the lead alien squadron to approach, receive the human’s request to
stop, and offer their reply. That amounted to an hour of nervous
waiting.

Perry hummed. “We should be seeing visual
evidence of their initial response actions about now, Captain.”

They waited fifteen minutes and detected no
change in the squadron’s progress. The alien craft continued their
advance. Peter waited an additional fifteen minutes, to no avail.
“They should have responded by now.”

“Twenty light-minutes, and closing,” Stiles
reported. “Velocity is point-four c. That puts them fifty minutes
away. Missile range in twenty–five minutes.”

“C’mon, stop,” Peter pleaded. He struggled
to find a peaceful solution. Perry could probably destroy these
four system craft without suffering any serious return fire, but
what would the remaining alien’s response be after that? “Jimmy,
open the Com again.”

“What good will that do?” Stiles asked. “By
the time we hear their answer, they’ll have been in missile range
for fifteen minutes.”

“But it gives them five minutes to think
this through before they launch,” Peter replied.

“Al’Va squadron,” Peter began, “you are
approaching our defensive limit. Stop forward progress, or we will
undertake defensive measures. Again, we mean you no harm; however,
this is our final warning to you. Terminate com.”

“Can we win this fight?” Alffinnr asked.

“Yeah,” Peter replied. “And, we can probably
turn around and leave before the rest of them arrive. But then
we’ll never see this orb thing of yours.” He stared at the view
screens lost in thought. “Arietta, set up a micro-jump to those far
system stars over there. That might give us up to a month to figure
out what to do next if worse comes to worse.

“Stiles, launch Eva on a parallel course to
us, fifty miles to starboard.”

“What good will that do?” Stiles whined.
“That worker drone is unarmed.”

“But they don’t know that,” Ali observed.

“Exactly,” Peter replied. “It should give
them something else to worry about while they approach.”

“This is worthless,” Stiles mumbled. But he
complied anyway, sending out the small EVA craft. They watched it
skim over to the side of the ship and creep along with them toward
the approaching fighter craft.

“What now?” Henrietta asked.

“We wait,” Peter replied.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
3

Jabbah Star System, Null Point, Normal Space
– 1735 Hours, October 25, 2838 (Ship Year 572, DAY 296)

 


“Distance is ten light-minutes, and closing.
We are now in missile range,” Stiles reported. “And, I’m assuming
so are they,” he mumbled.

“Perry: any change in their flight
parameters?” Peter asked.

“No, Captain. They are still proceeding on
course. I believe, however, that they might be spreading out.”
Perry hummed for a few seconds. “Yes, they are increasing the
relative distance between their craft. They are maneuvering from a
line-abreast to a diamond configuration.”

Stiles dove into his screens and tugged
violently at his icons. “Our missiles will be locked onto them in a
couple seconds ….”

“What are you doing?” Henrietta
demanded.

“I’m saving our skin, is what I’m doing,”
Stiles replied between manipulations. “Just about there … yes! I
got ’em now.” Stiles rubbed his hands together.

“Stiles!” Peter yelled. “I never gave you
permission to lock weapons.”

“So what! They could launch any second.
Perry, launch a full salvo,” Stiles commanded.

“Belay that command!”

Several seconds lapsed while the crew waited
for the ship to respond to Peter’s counter order. In that time,
they could feel the ship’s forward momentum subtly change as the
ship reconfigured portions of his malleable outer hull into a
series of forward launch tubes.

“Complying, Captain,” Perry hummed. “Missile
launch has not been finalized. All twelve forward tubes are
prepared, however.”

“Stiles, you idiot, you don’t do that
again! Ever. You hear
me?”

“You’ll get us killed,” Stiles shot back.
“I’m just trying to protect us.”

“You’re trying to start a war,” Peter
replied. “That will get us
killed.

“Perry, do not accept any offensive commands
from Stiles. Only give him access to defensive options.”

“Understood, Captain.”

Stiles glared at Peter. “How am I supposed
to do my job with my hands tied like that?”

“Your job is to obey my commands. Get that straight,
Stiles, or you’re off the bridge!”

Stiles turned back to his station and
sulked. The opposing forces continued to close.

Jimmy wiped perspiration from his forehead.
“That was a close one,” he sighed.

“Too close,” Henrietta agreed.

Peter took a deep breath, wondering if
Stiles may have been correct. Everything those fighters did so far
was offensive in nature, and they offered no concessions in
return. What are they thinking?

“Perry, come to full stop. Set Eva’s
velocity to maximum, and change her course seven degrees to
starboard, negative three degrees, relative.”

“Complying,” the ship responded.

The crew felt their forward momentum
abruptly terminate. Off to the far right of the view screen, they
saw the engines from Eva flare as the drone veered off to the side
and shot away. Soon, it would disappear into the distance.

“Arietta, what’s our distance?”

“Eight light-minutes,” Henrietta replied.
“Contact in twenty minutes.”

“You’ve calculated our jump course yet?”

“I almost have the initial plot laid in, but
it’s not easy. I’ll verify it as soon as I can. Don’t worry; it’ll
be ready before they arrive.”

Peter rubbed his jaw. “Ali, start generating
alphas for our beam weapons.”

The close-in weapons system shot out
concentrated alpha particles at tremendous velocity, generating
enough kinetic energy to bust clear through a ship’s hull. The
particles were a renewable source of ammunition, created on demand
by the ship’s fusion power plants. But it took time for the
particles to form, and once the firing began, it would take time
for more to be manufactured for additional shots.
Hopefully, there won’t be any shots,
Peter prayed.

“I’ve been storing ’em since they broke
through missile range, Chief. We should have plenty of alphas by
the time we reach beam range.”

“I knew there was a reason I hired you,”
Peter replied.

“Then why don’t I get paid?” Ali shot
back.

Peter laughed. “You and me both.” He
searched the forward view screen for any signs of the approaching
patrol craft. They were still out of visual range, but he knew they
were out there. How can I convince them
we’re not a threat?

“Seven-point-two light-minutes away, Peter,”
Stiles warned. “Hey, wait …. They’re maneuvering erratically now.
Something’s up.”

Peter consulted his Tac display. The
alien craft were jigging and jagging now instead of flying in a
straight line. Should we have fired
already? I think maybe Stiles was right ….

Henrietta twisted a few virtual icons at
Nav, and then spoke up. “Could be that’s their response to when
Stiles locked our weapons on them. The time differential would be
about right.”

Peter smiled. “Good thinking,
Arietta,” he sighed. Maybe they still are
acting defensively.

“Arietta, what’s the status of those jump
calcs?”

“Peter, I’m doing three things here at once
…. I’m navigating the ship, keeping track of those aliens, and
accounting for all the differential gravity influences while I
figure out the K-T course. Plus, don’t forget, all this sensor data
is projected to account for the distance delays. That ain’t simple
math, you know.”

“Is Perry helping you?”

“Yes, Captain,” the ship replied. “Henrietta
is correct; there are nearly an infinitely variable set of
parameters to keep track of. Had we had access to the blue key
systems, this problem would have been relatively simple, but not
with this partial lockout.”

All Colonial starships contained a security
protocol that locked out navigational programs from the enemy
Wasatti in the event of capture. All programs and database entries
were accessible when both the yellow and blue keys were activated,
but the crew only had a yellow key. The active blue key was
destroyed during the battle at the Vega Construction Base. Another
set of keys was hidden somewhere on the ship, but only Lieutenant
Wilkins knew that location. And he had died at Vega.

“What if we do a blind micro-jump?” Peter
asked.

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Ali replied.
“Those ships are so close, and they’re carrying so much momentum,
we might get sucked right into one. That wouldn’t be pretty.”

No, it wouldn’t,
Peter realized. “Keep working on it,” Peter
suggested.

“Of course, Captain,” Perry hummed. “A
precise solution may be beyond our present capabilities, however.
We may need to revert to a close approximation.”

“They call that a guess,” Jimmy
responded.

“One could say that,” Perry hummed.

Peter rubbed his forehead in frustration.
“Well, that’s just great. That was my ace-in-the-hole strategy if
all else failed.”

“Distance: five-and-a-half light-minutes,”
Stiles reported. “Contact in fourteen minutes. Peter, we’re sitting
ducks out here. We gotta do something,” he whined. “How about a
missile across their bow?”

Peter tapped his armrest while he
thought through their situation. Whatever I
do is wrong. If they launched something at us, would we launch
something back?

“One of their craft is breaking away,”
Henrietta reported. “I think it’s chasing Eva.”

“Hey, your devious plan worked,” Jimmy
replied. “They’re talking like crazy now. I think you got ’em
worried.”

“Yeah,” Henrietta added. “And they’re
slowing down now, too. That’ll buy us more time before they
arrive.”

“They’re setting up an intercept course,”
Stiles reported.

“That’s a good sign,” Ali suggested.

Henrietta looked up from her screens. “Why,”
she asked.

“If they planned to destroy us, they’d zip
right past after firing. A fast target is harder to hit,” Ali
replied.

“Which is why we came to a stop already,”
Peter added. “I’m trying to show them we don’t plan on
attacking.”

“Like offering up our belly for them to slit
open,” Stiles retorted.

Peter decided not to answer. He hated it
when Stiles was right.

“They’ve slowed to one hundred million feet
per second,” Henrietta reported. “Looks like the start of a
constant deceleration routine. They’re coming in for a visit.”

“And now?” Alffinnr asked.

Peter stood up and stretched his spine while
he had the chance. “And now we wait some more.”

 


* * *

 


The three Al’Va system patrol craft glided
to a silent stop once they came within 1.76 miles of Perry. There,
they remained motionless in space, each alien craft ominously
pointing directly at the human ship. They were double the size of
the fighters Perry carried, but looked nothing at all like them.
They were shaped like freeform fractals, with irregular branches
sprouting out randomly from a single spindly trunk at their rear.
Their hulls were a dull bronze-gray, with wrinkly ridges and
valleys embedded within the ship’s skin. Each fighter’s hull
sections were unique, as though each ship had grown individually
from some bizarre forest floor.

“They look like trees,” Henrietta remarked
in wonder.

“That, they do,” Peter agreed. The crew
stared at the strange craft without saying another word, almost as
if they were under a spell.

After a few minutes, Perry broke the silence
and began to hum. “I have completed an analysis of their unique
configurations. Each pair of ships can fit into the negative space
of their companion, as would a three dimensional puzzle, like
intertwining fingers.”

“What purpose would that serve?” Jimmy
asked.

“Maybe that’s how they dock,” Ali
suggested.

“Are those ships alive, like Perry?” Jimmy
asked.

“Why do you ask that?” Henrietta
wondered.

“I don’t know; it seems like living things
would touch like that, I guess.”

“I do not believe they are,” Perry replied.
“There have been no indications to support that hypothesis.”

“They’re just so … strange,” Jimmy
observed.

The four spaceships remained in motionless
confrontation for five minutes.

Jimmy finally broke the spell. “They look
dead in space, just sitting there like that.”

“What are they waiting for?” Stiles
asked.

“Maybe for us to make the first move,” Ali
suggested.

Peter pulled out of his command chair and
walked around the center console, leaning back against the edge in
front of Henrietta and Stiles. He wanted to get a closer view of
the visitors. “This is their home; let them flinch first.”

“So we’re playing chicken?” Jimmy asked.

Peter nodded. “It appears so.”

The ship hummed. “Does this activity have
anything to do with cooking?”

Stiles sneered. “Only if the goose gets
cooked.”

“But who’s goose?” Ali pondered.

“I simply do not understand humans,” the
ship quipped.

“Me either,” Alffinnr agreed.

Peter had almost forgotten that their new
alien friend was there. “Alffinnr, can you read anything from their
minds?”

“No,” he replied. “I’m not sure I could,
anyway, from this distance.”

“Hmm,” Ali began. “Maybe we should test out
that
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