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The Warriors

January 2347

WE ARE SUPPOSED TO be mighty comet-fighters. But I’m the only one with his mind on the job.

Fergus Schmidt shot a glare at Dano and Anya, now goofing off in the watch station’s tiny galley, making water balls shake and bobble in the low gravity, acting more like kids than space warriors. We’re trained for this. We’re supposed to be protecting Earth and the colonies from deadly peril! 

Fergus sat back and took a breath, trying for a tolerant frame of mind.

“Well, they are only thirteen,” he muttered softly.

Some of the inner “kid” is bound to poke through, when they’re bored. And it’s not as if there’s been much to do just lately.

No flashing alarms commanding the trio to dive into their deep blue spacesuits and fire up the station’s teleport booths. No sudden, jarring T-port jumps to some distant battle drone, orbiting beyond Neptune, revving engines to go after a rogue comet hurtling from the deep cold toward the inner Solar System.

Face it, Fergus. That era may be coming to an end. The Comet Crisis peaked before you were ten, and you’ll likely be out of a job before you’re sixteen.

Fergus scanned the situation panel once more. Of course, it was rare for one of the kids on duty to spot anything before the station’s AI did. Still, he tried. It beat the boredom of waiting.

While Dano and Anya giggled and splashed each other, Fergus glanced through the station’s one viewport. Only distant stars could be seen. The opposite wall held three glossy black panels, the T-ports that, once activated, became doorways to the distant drone ships.

Teleportation meant only a few crews could protect billions of people on six worlds. It also meant those crews must be teens, since T-porting gave adults crippling headaches. Attempting a really long-range jump, an adult could die.

Fergus gazed at the stars. So. Teen-agers. Too young to be experts. Not too young to want to be older. To want more.

Now Dano and Anya sat close to each other, wearing VR goggles and sharing some secret scene. Anya’s fingers ran along Dano’s short brown hair. Dano’s fingers curled through her longer red tresses.

We are, all three, far too young for serious romances.  But Dano and Anya like each other. A lot. Well, at least this time they aren’t talking about how many kids they might have someday.

I never felt like that about anyone. It will come when I’m older, they say.

Still, Fergus’s hands clenched. Like most kids, he had heard “Wait till you’re older” far too many times.

I wish I could break something.

Before he had a chance to pursue that thought, the Ready Room’s lights flashed the alert! Dano and Anya jumped to their feet, tossing aside their goggles. A robot voice spoke.

“In-bound comet trajectory confirmed. Seven percent chance of danger to inhabited worlds or orbits. Drone-ships 841, 917, and 977 have been remote-activated and are ready to be crewed. Target data downloading now.”

Lights above the three teleportation ports flashed. As soon as they locked onto those drone ships, Fergus, Dano, and Anya could dive through. Then the AI would summon another crew to come from Edge-Two and occupy this station.

Not since the very peak of the crisis has anyone ever had to cope with more than one comet at a time, Fergus thought. But rules are rules. There must always be a crew in the Ready Room.

Fergus finished suiting up before Anya and Dano. He patted the hand-embroidered exploding comet design on his chest and grinned.

Ka-Boom! Soon, soon.

All three of them quickly donned the gloves and helmets that latched to their s-suits. T-port readouts indicated that they were now locked onto the named drones. Dano stepped into the first T-port and vanished, then Anya disappeared through the second. Fergus took the last portal with a hop ...

... and immediately found himself standing behind the command seat in his assigned drone. And he moaned, as it seemed like an electric bolt had struck between his ears.

He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.

They really need to beat the T-port headaches.

This one was bad enough to tell him ... the distance from Station to drone was extreme. At least for a hop within the Solar System.

They say the interstellar jumps are even worse.

Still, he wanted to go interstellar so badly it hurt.

Before I get too old. And they’ll need guys like me! Especially if there’s a war coming.

The pain seemed to vanish almost as quickly as it came. He opened his eyes to focus on screens flowing with data. Floating across the tiny cabin, Fergus strapped onto the seat and magnified the targeting screen.

All right. A sizable comet. Still way too far away to be seen. But if not dealt with, in months, it would come close to Mars and the settlements there. Right now, it was still in the black beyond and could be nudged aside pretty easily onto a new path, or else destroyed.

“Ka-boom,” he repeated, this time aloud. Checking intersection trajectories, he figured his ship could be positioned in just three hours. He told his teammates.

“Four hours out,” Dano answered via the com. There was no way for them to be equal distances from the target comet. There were more than a thousand comet-killer drones spaced roughly evenly around the System. The idea was that there would always be a few within reasonable reach of any new threat. This time, the whole team had a chance to play.

“Five and a half,” said Anya.

So, I’ll be first. He grinned. If the comet consisted mostly of rock or gravel, then he would mount a warning beacon. Once Dano and Anya arrived, they would push it onto a new course to either miss the planets, and await miners on the ecliptic by a wide margin, or else drop it into the sun. On occasion, they would get special orders to aim an icy ball at Mars or Venus, if it was fluffy enough to do no harm and break up, adding gigatons of water to a parched planet’s atmosphere, bringing those two worlds slightly further along their path toward Earthlike conditions. If the comet was rich with metals, he would mount a different beacon to alert miners. Then they’d redirect its course toward the nearest processing facility. I hope it’s one I can blow up.

The controls were about as straightforward as they could be. He touched the target icon on the screen in front of him. “Destination set,” he said, “Five hundred meter stand-off. Go.”

The drone-ship’s AI responded, “Understood.”

The engine hummed to life behind him. It would take a couple of minutes of warm up before the “kick.” He made sure of his straps.

Fergus hoped it would prove to be an ice-fluffball. The notion of “bombing” Mars appealed to him, even if it just led to a gaudy show of briefly dazzling frost.

He checked the “tools” at his disposal, mostly explosives and missiles. “Tools” because the world of the twenty-fourth century did not approve of “weapons.” Ever since the hellish Time of Troubles, when humanity faced real danger of self-extinction, a new and better civilization tried to set aside the practice―and even words―of aggression. Okay, that would have been fine, if the Solar System had remained in isolation.

“Only then the Gift Givers came ...” he muttered, while checking the drone ship’s maintenance logs. “Thank you, oh mighty Gift Givers, for changing everything!”

A mysterious alien race from beyond the Milky Way, their greatest “gift”―teleportation―opened the stars to humanity and at least several dozen other civilizations across the galaxy, who had all been trapped in their star systems by the laws of physics―laws the Gift Givers taught those chosen species to break, at last.

A tremendous gift, for sure―interstellar travel for all!―and a mixed blessing. Especially when the first use of those interstellar Sally Ports also triggered the Great Comet Fall ...

We almost didn’t survive that crisis, Fergus thought as his spacesuit filled with a special fluid to help soften the coming slam of acceleration. It always felt uncomfortable, to say the least. So, he kept his thoughts busy.

We found out when our first colony ships failed, because all the teleporting adults died.

We found out when we met aliens who weren’t using the gift peacefully.

We found out when comets disturbed by the sally portals began raining into the inner solar system.

We found out that too much peace had led to weakness. When problems arose, the bosses dithered. They thought we weren’t up to the challenge. That my generation lacked ... “grit.”

They say we’ve lost the spirit humans had centuries ago. Our ancestors would have sent whole armies singing into battle against the comets. It was a time of heroes and glory.

But I’ve got that spirit! All the comet-fighters do. We have to―

The drone ship’s engines fired, kicking him hard into the seat. And despite all the technology protecting him, his body screamed ...

... and so did Fergus. Though part of it was pure exhilaration and joy.
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THE AI BROUGHT FERGUS’S drone-ship to a standstill 500 meters from the comet’s surface, as instructed. At that distance, it did not exactly loom over his ship, but he could see its dirty grey surface plain enough. The cosmic iceball was a little larger than the converted cruise ship that now held the Diplomacy and Trade Substation orbiting Pluto.

Instruments confirmed that the comet was not a rock. Not like the one that smashed the research base on Neptune’s moon, Triton. This one dimly shone with a telltale, grayish-white. A snowball. Not very fluffy, but a relatively small Boom! would take care of that.

He called the Station to say so. “Does Mars want another shipment of ice chips?”

“Of course,” said the station’s AI, after a delay for the speed of light. “They will need water deliveries for 177 more years if current projections hold.”

He moved his drone closer to the comet’s surface and passed the time waiting for his teammates by playing an old twenty-first century war game.

They had it all back then. Tension. Risk and danger. Causes worth fighting and even dying for.

When Dano and Anya finally arrived, he put the game aside. Their cylindrical ships reflected stars and the distant sun. Exploding comet logos on their sides gleamed. As they approached the intruder, its bulk clearly dwarfed the three little vessels. Fergus bared his teeth.

As commander, he issued the orders to create a triangular formation as specified by the computers, followed by careful application of the weapons... rather, the tools... to alter the course of the iceball that dated back to the very origins of the Solar System.

It took hours of tedious work to plant the charges ...including a deeply buried one that Mars Control would set off when the great space iceberg got close. Then it was time to retreat a safe distance before triggering them to go off in exactly the right order. No sense in getting hit by debris. That had happened before, to others.

We’re more careful. More skilled. Better trained... and we have more fun!

With that thought, Fergus pressed the big red button... and seconds later, a series of fiercely bright detonations rocked the ancient chunk of condensed stardust from end to end, sending lesser bits tumbling in various directions.

“Kaablooie,” he murmured, to make up for the regrettable fact that vacuum can’t carry sound. Wherever the loose chunks went, the main body was what mattered. And it would follow a new path, now targeting the proverbial Red Planet.

Fergus felt the old combination of excitement and a kind of let-down. Important work, sure, but hardly the diving and swooping and blasting you saw in old-timey space-war shows. Of course his team could do all those things, too! Except the swooping; one needed air for that. They could really blow things up if they needed to, but mostly, they didn’t.

Fergus watched the comet slowly disappear from view, then checked the scanners to ensure it remained on course. Setting charges is fine, though ... He wished they needed the big guns more often. Too much waiting. If only there was something more to shoot at.
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“ON ITS WAY,” SAID DANO via com.

“Then we can go back,” said Anya.

Fergus sighed.

“Not long till this duty cycle is over,” Dano added, and the pair began excitedly discussing places to stay together.

Great. I’ll be alone again.

“Maybe we should visit DATS before we go back to Earth,” said Anya. “My folks want to meet you.”

“Good idea! You up for that, Fergus?”

“Meeting your folks?” Right!

“Not that! DATS!”

“Oh. Sure. We all have reasons to go there.”

DATS. Before the Gift Givers taught humanity the boon of teleportation, DATS had been a cruise liner carrying tourists to view the rings of Saturn. Now out by Pluto, it still boasted most of the amenities. And it was a place to host visiting alien diplomats and traders.

Fergus was feeling a let-down, after the excitement of action, knowing that it would become increasingly rare, here in the Solar System.

Maybe it’s time to look into that new Interstellar Comet Protection Program, to help some of the friendlier aliens deal with their own comet problems. It could be my one chance to get out there among the stars, before I’m too old.

Fergus looked over his shoulder at the T-port that would return him to CometScanner Station 37 when this job was done.

There’s an Interstellar Comet Protection Program office on DATS. It might mean more action. And anything would beat another stint watching adolescent lovers cuddle.

Course adjusted, charges planted. The comet would take months to reach Mars. Now, as Anya said, they could go back. He set his drone’s AI to return the ship to its usual station, then stood and stepped through the glowing T-port, took a deep breath–

—to find himself back at the station. Fergus clutched at his head. “Ow!" The second jump headache was always worse.

“Hey, guys! Successful mission?” The replacement crew greeted them cheerily. Two of the three teen warriors looked even younger than Dano and Anya.

Dano spread his hands apart wide and made silly exploding sounds as Anya laughed. I hope that isn’t how I seem. Fergus only nodded, adding a thumbs-up.

“Okay, you three might as well go home.” The new team’s commander, Vinnie, was a brown-skinned beanpole and a good comet hunter. “We’ve got it, and you crowd the place.”

And we probably stink, too! Fergus had always liked Vinnie.

“Happy to oblige.” Stopping at his bunk to grab his personal kit, he set the T-port controls for Edge-Two. Here comes another headache, piled on the one now just beginning to fade. And he’d have to walk to his tiny apartment on Edge-Two. But it was time to go.

“This’ll give me an extra day to do homework,” he added. “I’ve got a class Thursday night.”
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First Wave

A Tinkerer and a Dreamer
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Irene

IRENE KENNEALY’S RED-shelled phone blatted at her as she tied thin monofilament fishing line to eyelets. She sat next to the swimming pool where her Mom, clad in pink shorts and a baggy shirt with a geometric print, was sieving debris out of the water with a net. The family’s ancient dog, Roscoe, snored on the lawn.

Stupid phone. Shut up.

Irene didn’t like having her concentration interrupted. She bit her lip as she focused on the knot.

“Never ignore a pal,” Mom urged gently when the chime repeated. Clearly, she recognized the tone assigned to Irene’s best friend, Frieda. And sure, Irene tended to have tunnel vision. Sometimes, she needed a nudge. But still, eyes locked on her project, she remained fixated on the thread.

Irene had read about South American beetles that every dawn stood on their heads on top of desert sand dunes. The little bit of moisture in the air condensed on their bodies and legs and trickled down to their mouths, and so they survived in one of the most arid places on Earth. So ... suppose something like that could pull water from air, here in drought-stricken New Mexico?

Oh, probably not enough to keep that extravagant swimming pool full. But it could help as each year brought more heat. More forest fires. Reservoirs so low that hydroelectric power plants shut down. Rivers gone dry. Groundwater pumped to exhaustion. The whole western half of the country might be uninhabitable in a few years, said the news.

Eyelets anchored the fishing line to an octagonal piece of wood two feet across, set on an old lazy Susan turntable, so it would swivel easily. She would add a motor later. Or maybe, something like the three cups on an anemometer for measuring wind speed. That way, even a light breeze could turn her gadget. A few inches above the base, each line bore a plastic scarab from an old board game. She first wanted to use dead beetles, real ones, but Mrs. Adams, the science fair coordinator, had shaken her head. Not sanitary. Might offend someone.

Each scarab dangled over a small plastic cup. Morning dew would condense on the fishing line, slide down to the scarabs, and drip into the cups.

If we can master the beetles’ trick of pulling water right out of the air, it might help with the Big Drought ...

Another chime. Mom cleared her throat.

Okay, okay.

Irene picked up her phone and read the text.

Let’s go to the mall tonight!!! 

Window shop. Boy shop!

She scratched at her chest, between the newly burgeoning soft areas, and typed,


Busy


That sci-fair project?


Yeah. Makin progress


Harvesting bug water? Yuk!

Irene had to laugh. 

Frieda's more of a comedian, not a science fair sort of gal. It takes all kinds.


You already drank some, yesterday!


That soda you gave me? UR Eevil!

Who me? Never!

Sheesh. OK. L8R.

Later, indeed, Irene thought. I’m busy. I want to get this done, save the world. Hah! Fat chance. But if enough people try ... Maybe. Maybe we could do it.

Mom hung up the pool net and sat back down under the umbrella on the other side of the deck.

Yeah, a teenager shouldn’t let her mother clean the pool. I do the filters and brushing, but she says that netting leaves is a kind of zen trip for her, so ... whatever.

Mom soon became engrossed in her Kindle, her pale blonde head, just like Irene’s, bent forward. Even from here, a glance told Irene she was back to university physics stuff.

Equations and such. Professor Kennealy. Maybe me too someday, unless I go into engineering. I do like things more hands-on. More like Dad.

A wooden dowel rose three feet from the center of her project with eight foot-long arms, each of them dangling several strands of fishing line toward the scarab beetles. It already resembled a funnel-like spider web. Earlier versions did pretty well at collecting morning dew. A little time in the freezer, and ice cubes. Add ice cubes to soda, and share with the unsuspecting Frieda. Haha.

Glad she has a sense of humor. But she’ll get even with me somehow. So be ready!

Devices much like the one taking shape here, but larger, had been built in years past to remove fog from airstrips, and some to capture fresh water from the air―a trick needed now in places around the world.

Who knows? Maybe I can do something that matters.

Irene tied the last knot. Then, she bit her lower lip. Will it work? The world has so many problems, and drought is just one. Though this is just one of my ideas.

She blew gently toward the monofilament threads and excitement bubbled in her stomach when tiny droplets started to appear on them. She blew again, and more drops joined each other along the strands. Some started slipping downward toward the scarabs.

It works! And all just from my breath!

As elation flooded through her, there arose a strange, fizzing sound. At first vague, then rising to a distinct noise.

No, it didn’t come from her contraption ... or the solar pool pump ... but from the air ... no, from the ground, less than two meters from Irene’s left foot! And now something rippled over there like a pebble tossed into a pool.

I haven’t had a vertigo attack since I was seven. I thought all that was behind me.

Only this was nothing like she remembered. Irene looked toward Mom. But her mother must have gone into the house. Just moments ago, since the reading tablet still glowed.

Over on the lawn, Roscoe had one eye open, one ear twitching. He hears it too, but he’s not alarmed.

When a blue glow appeared to rise from one of the deck tiles, she thought, Okay, now it’s visible, too. This is getting really strange.

The fizzing grew louder. The glow expanded, upward and sideways, revealing a cloudy white center. The dog settled back to sleep.

She stared as an opening of some sort grew steadily, starting to resemble a ... A tunnel ... in space. Oh, I really do watch too much sci-fi.

As the phenomenon gathered strength, it slowly approached Irene, looming as if to engulf both her and her seat. Strangely, she felt no sense of threat.

A soft, accented voice said, “Irene Kennealy.”

“Um, yeah?” she croaked. “Who’s asking?”

“We are friends who respect you. Would you be willing to consider a proposal, for an adventure?”

That made her blink several times, and not just from the fizzing light show.

Oh, what’s next? An owl with a letter in its beak? At least that was expected, sort of. It had context.

“Tell me more. Convince me.”

“Later, but do not worry. We will return you promptly back to this moment.”

That didn’t explain much. But, somehow, she believed the voice. She stood up. Feeling strangely light on her feet, she stepped around the table that held her gadget, the plastic beetles vibrating over their cups. And Irene nodded, whispering, “Sure.”

The tunnel leaped to take her.
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PROFESSOR KENNEALY scanned the back yard before sliding the glass door aside. There was no sign of Irene. She looked for her daughter in the pool first. The back gate was shut with the golden padlock fastened to the hasp. Old Roscoe snored soft doggie snores on the grass nearby.

She padded over, kneeling down to ruffle the withered hairs on Roscoe’s half-upturned belly. There were no other ways through or around the house. A trickle of fear iced the back of her neck. She lurched up, startling Roscoe into making—at last―a deep bark.
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Artie Meets Irene

JULY 1879. ALMOST AUGUST. The return to Stonyhurst was over a month away. All of Artie’s friends travelled away on holiday, some of them to the beaches of Spain, while he remained stuck in Edinburgh, staring up at the castle on its height, contemplating a visit to St. Giles Cathedral.

But no. He really wanted to get away like his friends. Go even farther, if that’s possible. It wasn’t that he didn’t love his family. Mother fondly told fanciful stories, often involving travel to magical worlds. They’re ridiculous, of course, he thought. But marvelous anyway. And even Father seemed to like them. He would come home from the club reeking of whisky and port, take a seat in the parlor, and listen as if the stories were a different form of drink. 

Artie sighed. By all accounts, his father had not always been a drunk. Life disappointed him. It might disappoint me too, he thought. But not yet. I want to go to the University of Edinburgh. Maybe I’ll study medicine and get a berth as a ship’s doctor. Or imitate Mark Twain’s new book, Roughing It. Travel everywhere.

Maybe go on one of those balloon expeditions ... actually fly in the air. 

He sighed and turned away from the heights where he would never live. It was time to go home.

As he passed the Royal Scot pub, a sound caught his attention from the shadowed alley next door. A voice, with buzzing, quavering overtones that didn’t seem unfriendly.

“Artie! Artie Doyle! You want to go places?”

He turned, intrigued, seeing no one in the alley, though a patch of filthy brick pavement was illuminated by a bluish glow. 

“Who are you?”

“People who admire you and who need you. Further away than you can understand right now, but we can explain. And you will return to this exact place and within seconds of this time.”

“You have got to be drawing my leg.”

“Not a bit of it, Artie. Just say yes, and you’ll get everything explained.”

The glow expanded, and Artie thought, This is mad. But even if it’s a stunt ... or a moment of fantasy in my mind ... what’s the hurt? The only place I was thinking of going was St. Giles. And I’ve been there before. Many times.

If they really can bring me back, to right here and now ... 

Not sure he wasn’t making a dreadful mistake, he said, “Why not?”

The glow rose to waist height, head height, more. It filled the alley mouth. Then it leaped upon him.
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FIRST CAME A BLUR OF apparent motion, which ended with a tumble to the ground ... soft ... much softer than the cobblestone alley. Fighting for balance on his hands and knees, Artie almost retched under the blow of a massive headache that swirled behind his briefly blinded eyes. 

The next returning sensation ... he inhaled sharply and the air smelled of pine. Then he felt hands on the side of his head, a prickly sensation on his scalp. A feminine voice murmured, “He has his Broca Amplifier.”

Though briefly agonizing, the headache swiftly ebbed. When he opened his eyes, Artie glimpsed a white-walled room with grey carpet. He saw a pair of sandals in front of him ... strange, silky socks covered the ankles ... then bare calves and ... a man in a white tunic and shorts faced him from a simple, wooden chair. He was as bald as an egg, with vaguely Asian features. His scalp, legs, and hands suggested that he spent much time in the sun. Perhaps I will look like that if I go to sea, thought Artie, and ... what a weird thing for me to think, right now.

“Arthur Doyle.” The man bent his head as if to suggest a bow of respect. “First, my apologies for the discomfort of teleportation. It should pass very soon. Welcome to the year 2347. I am Master Lobo. Do you need help getting up? There is a chair right behind you.”

“Th-thank you ...” His mouth felt both gummy and dry. “I ... I’ll manage.”

Artie groped behind himself, found the chair, managing ... third try ... to hoist himself off his knees and into it. The seat was plush, obviously much cushier than Master Lobo’s. 

There was someone else here a moment ago. Where did they go? 

Is Mother playing a prank from one of her stories? She’s done a few harmless tricks... But no. She might have been able to produce the room and hire an actor, but the blue light in the alley?  And she would never cause me pain. No. 

Artie eliminated that impossible explanation. So, what else was possible? 

I’d better play along anyway.

Master Lobo leaned forward, offering a goblet whose clear contents seemed to be water. Knowing that he was already in the power of these folks made it easy to trust the liquid, which he slurped carefully, while looking about the chamber. A bit larger than a Victorian drawing room, it had only the two chairs, a small sideboard bearing a water pitcher and another glass ... and a door with no handles. Where a window might have been, there lay a blank rectangle the same color as the walls ... unless that IS a window, after all ...

Glancing behind him, Artie saw something truly unusual. A much larger ... doorway? It shimmered with the same glow as that tunnel in the alley had emitted, now fading away with every passing second. In his mind’s eye, he traced a path from that portal to ... 

... where I fell to my knees, on arrival. So, I must have stumbled out that way, fallen there ... and that explains why the carpet is so soft. This is something they have done before.

All right. Artie felt ready to speak.

“The future? Did you say the year 2347?” 

“I did. And while your visit is temporary, I promise you’ll return to your own time. Right away, if you wish. Or else after hearing our proposition ... or perhaps after the adventure of a lifetime!”

Artie blinked. Taking it in. The man’s words do not sound quite like English, yet that is the way I hear them.

“Your speech...”

Master Lobo tapped the side of his own head. “You now have a Broca Amplifier. It makes our dialect intelligible to you.”

A translation device! How wonderful! But then, it is almost five hundred years after my day! 

Recent decades had brought the world iron bridges, locomotives, great mills powered by steam engines, the telegraph, even an end to the Age of Sail. So far into the future and it is easy to believe in even more wonders. 

He shook his head. “How ...?”

The voice in the tunnel had asked if he wanted to go places, and he had indeed been thinking that, just a few moments before. That voice ... it was different from this Master Lobo’s. 

The man laughed warmly, as if to set Artie at ease. “The how is something even I am not entirely sure of, though if you truly wish to know I can introduce you to Dr. Orgel at some point. He designed the, ah, transportation.”

Master Lobo certainly seemed sincere. He continued.

“What matters far more is why. We invited you here because we need a young man with a talent for puzzles. Once we have explained the puzzle, we will ask you for your willing
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