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PROLOGUE

History is Made
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“Good morning, we’ve received word that the colony ships have finished their last pre-launch preparations. We are now waiting to witness the final ‘go’ sequence from each ship Captain,” said every anchor for every news media provider, almost simultaneously across the planet Earth. Every news anchor throughout The Union realized what they had just declared. 

This was far more than a solitary exploration voyage for a small complement of astronauts expected to return with tidbits of data to be intellectually metabolized by scientists for future space flights for the select few that would likely never launch into space again in their lifetime. Darn-near a career—in some cases a lifetime—of rigorous studying, physical and mental preparation for a short expedition, a few photo ops, interviews, and then immortalized a few paragraphs in future terrestrial history books summarizing their mission, what came of the data-gathered, materials collected, and what the terrestrial scientific community learned after all was said and done. The very notion had been outdated for over a century now. Where costly, days-long, high-risk rocket-based launches into space had been prominent, additional research and development had been conducted for decades to ensure taxpayer dollars could be invested in more sensible, self-sufficient, longer-term space expeditions and related endeavors so humanity would finally be able to do more with each launch and go farther than anyone prior. With the ever-mounting demand for more widespread space travel capabilities, the decision was frankly obvious to take the next steps. The human space program had to graduate. It had to mature. It had to evolve. And so, the human space program did. 

The massive colonization fleet launch currently underway impacted every family of mankind mindfully with risks weighed against the only promise of hope for a future beyond multi-billion-dollar remotely controlled drones and an ever-expanding library of seemingly barren photo shopped scenery to hide what truly is in the name of ‘protecting humanity’ from the truth. And with all of the mounting evidence of photo tampering, people were constantly becoming convinced there was so much more to space than the public was being told about. More exotically, even. The fact in and of itself left the Internet abuzz with users wanting and demanding to know more, but the demand just resulted in an expanding library of the same fuel on the fire. The taxpayer wanted to know how their money was being invested for them by their elected leaders throughout The Union. And even more than a checks-and-balances report, the people wanted to be out there. Forget all about military power and secrecy, especially when one considers the fact that the people pay albeit mandatory taxes to fund the military, government branches, and government-controlled civilian-operated public domain agency like UASA, or what is now The Union Aeronautics and Space Agency. Same mission, and the people still paid for the fancy vehicles each branch and agency’s staffers commuted to and from work in every day, but hundreds of pages of new legislation passed years ago that reminded each of who they worked for — and why, and where their power, authority, and livelihoods truly came from, and how quickly each could be taken away. 

“Alpha,”

“Go.”

“Bravo,”

“Go.” 

“Charlie,”

“Go.”

“Delta,”

“Go.”

“Echo,”

“Go.” 

Words weren’t needed to know the entire world was watching and waiting — holding a close vigil on televised and radio-broadcast media and Internet social media while looking to the sky in anticipation of what groundbreaking history was to come. The world had not been so engulfed in such a monumental, historical happening since July 19, 1969, when Neil Armstrong, Earth’s first interstellar ambassador, as it were, set foot on the moon. A monumental happening that is still celebrated. 

History would never forget that day. That moment when the world stood still in the best way. Except it didn’t involve an alien spacecraft landing to warn the natives to change their ways. 

UNION INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

As if things weren’t exciting enough, Director Alan Forester thought silently. He had tuned the TV in his office to channel 13 for the Union First News broadcast. He kept a small industrial-grade cooler in one of the four drawers in his desk full of ice cubes and plastic bottles of regular Ginger Ale for special occasions. He unscrewed the top off of a chilled bottle and then poured the contents into a fine 6-ounce glass he held casually as he watched the red and white BREAKING NEWS bulletin roll across this office’s television monitor.

“All right, Embargo-One,” the Union Space Administration signaled on the radio, “You are ‘Go’ for launch, over.” the radio transmission beeped to its conclusion. 

The televised news anchor’s voice was also being relayed over the radio, “The Union Space Administration has just given the ‘all-clear’. We are receiving word, now, that all military escorts have just completed their final orbit patrol and are now assuming formation around the colony ships. We see the colony ships are undocking to maneuver away from their respective ports,” continued the news report. 

Daniel and Sera watched the sky intently hand-in-hand from a green space in a park close to home, as a massive cluster of white dots moved across the sky in perfect professional octagonal formation. The exciting tension of the moment rendered them speechless, as was the entire human race. 

“Wormhole opening in FIVE . . . FOUR . . . THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE!” A ring of brilliant, chaotic blue and white light appeared as an artificial chain lightning-filled halo near the moon. A cluster of small bright diamond-shaped lights moved toward the wormhole at what seemed like a snail’s pace from where Daniel and Sera watched with small personal telescopes that were marketed for this event. Sera felt Daniel’s hand grasp hers tightly; she recognized the gesture and squeezed back, leaning into her boyfriend. Daniel pulled her close to him until he could feel her body heat radiating on him like he was sitting next to a facing heat lamp. 

USSF ARTEMIS

“Steady as she goes,” commanded the Captain of the lead ship, or ‘Alpha’, as the Union Space Administration referred to it. Artemis was the largest transport, headed for Reeshan-II.

“Aye,” the Helmsman responded. “Wormhole entry in T-minus-ten seconds, and counting.”

The Sensors officer meticulously eyed and memorized the readings filling their station’s display. So far everything seemed to be going to plan. All of the data that was forecasted to be according to UASA proved accurate down to the most minute solar radiation levels. All of the ships were where they were supposed to be. . . Then—something blinked in and out on the aft starboard direction. It wasn’t there before. . .

There it is again! The officer said nothing. . . Then another something blinked in and out, this time on the port aft direction. What-the-heck? The officer’s expression turned to shock—It’s gone! What-the-heck? A diagnostic followed while data continued streaming in. . . Everything checked out. No problems. . . 

The officer felt as though being watched. But by whom? The officer would be logging this incident, to be reported later during the forthcoming staff meeting. The officer had to focus on what was going on right now. 

The wormhole gradually engulfed the Artemis. The Captain looked to his right toward the front of the bridge at the sensors officer. “Fleet maintaining formation?”

“Affirmative, sir.”

The First Officer got on the colony fleet’s encrypted intercom, “All hands: prepare for wormhole transit,” 

Turbulence picked up gradually, significantly, like the ship was experiencing a 6.0 earthquake. 

“Report!” The Captain demanded, shifting his weight to stay standing as the turbulence increased to a 7. Blue and white engulfing chain lightning struck Artemis’ shields. The effect spread and added heart-pounding excitement to the moment on the colony ships and their escorts. 

“All systems show ‘normal’, sir.” declared an Operations officer behind the Captain.

“Fleet maintaining formation, Captain,” the Sensors officer said. “WORMHOLE EXIT in FIVE . . . FOUR . . . THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE!”

The news feed showed the stars were once again visible through the ship’s view windows, as were a few much brighter dots in the distance, including their destination. Right on schedule, the viewscreen displayed Reeshan-II.

“Clear the fleet to break formation: to proceed to all target planets for colonization. Give the clearance to the military escorts,” the Captain commanded directly.

“Aye,” the First Officer responded, gesturing to enable the short-range communication officer to relay the order. Deep-space relay satellites deployed automatically based on their programmed protocols and navigational coordinates. Video feed relayed the happenings to The Union, where the news was transmitted through multiple carriers all over Earth and the rest of the colony ships. The excitement of history in the making swept over the Earth like a flood. Time seemed to stand still for the moment. 

“Roger that!” the sensors officer acknowledged, turning around in their chair to the Captain, “Sir! Colony ships Bravo through Echo have broken formation, increasing speed, and are proceeding on their assigned courses and to their respective wormholes. Military escorts are following suit,” 

“Very well,” the Captain acknowledged with a confidence. “Begin orbital entry sequence to Reeshan-Two.”

“Aye,” the Helmsman acknowledged and immediately carried out the order.

Artemis’ destination was becoming gradually larger in the main viewscreen. The lighting on the bridge changed as the colony ship approached the planet’s atmosphere.

“Slowing to orbital speed. Assuming standard orbit,” reported the Helmsman.

“Very good,” the Captain beamed, turning left to the Operations Officer. “Deploy shuttle transports as soon as orbit is established.” Great! Everything is going exactly as planned, he admired.

“Yes, sir,” the First Officer agreed.

Then, the hull groaned for a few moments as Artemis’ trajectory to its destination shifted.

“Standard orbit!” the Captain commanded.

“All transport shuttle military: Deploy. Deploy. Deploy,” the Captain cheered. The order echoed throughout the ship. 

Three rows of launch doors lining the ventral sides of Artemis opened simultaneously. The planet’s atmosphere quickly filled with a cloud of soaring shuttles.

Good luck, came the silent hope of the Captain, eying the shuttles’ descent. Never before had a starship Captain such a dauntingly harrowing task. So many precious and innocent souls. So far from the home world. Yet so eager to start a new life somewhere else. This was always an inevitability, he told himself, trying to ease the butterflies in his stomach, a sensation he had practiced hiding over the decade-long career in manned military space flight. Academy training helped its starship commanders to stay focused and abridge their emotional responses to the many rigors that accompanied their duties, whether things seemed or were in fact peaceful, or not. Still, he watched from his padded chair in the center of his bridge the shuttles approach of the planet. 

“Shuttles are on course,” reported the First Officer. Moments later, he expanded the good news to say, “Telemetry shows shuttles are now landing at designated planet coordinates. Civilians are off-boarding.” 

The Captain exhaled heavily in relief. He even grinned slightly. 

The fun wasn’t over yet, he reminded himself. 

Union First News had a designated news crew on one of the first shuttles to cover the historic event. It was almost time to make a few historic comments he had prepared, and then on to celebrations in the mess hall with the rest of his crew. He looked forward to the special the ship’s chef and his team were preparing, especially his having the honor of popping open the first bottle of bubbly to commemorate what they were about to accomplish. This made his hands become a little clammy as he anxiously dug his fingertips into the front of his chair’s armrests. 

“The news crews should be setting up right about now, sir,” the First Officer reminded all to be at their best, this is a first for mankind.

“Understood. Operations, maintain perimeter scans. Communications, patch the news feed in at their signal,” reminded the Captain. He was eager to have history show his leadership was ship shape.

“Aye!” The four peripheral monitors on the bridge activated. 

“Stand by,” the Captain said, relaxing a little and folding his arms in anticipation.

“This is a Special News Report from Union First News,” voiced the faceless male introductory voice before all heard, “Good morning. I’m Amanda Seefreed, coming to you from Union First News broadcasting headquarters on Earth. A ground breaking story is coming to you exclusively from Union First News. We take you now to our news team on Reeshan-II. Our own Angela Johnson has the story. Angela—”

The screen presented a female reporter with long dark brown hair, dressed in a formal suit, standing on a new community crossroad intersection, smiling and wearing a microphone at her chin.

“Thank you, Amanda — and yes, it has been a very eventful day for everyone here.” 

Quake walked around the kitchen corner and then retrieved his mobile holoscreen phone. He opened the text message app, thumbed, “NOW” and then sent the message to hundreds of contacts, all of whom used hidden and encrypted phones. The message displayed on the mobile’s screen in a green balloon on the right-hand-side. Seconds later, under the balloon, read the automatically-generated, “Received.” 

Quake returned to the kitchen and watched the news as preparations for the festivities continued. The chef’s favorite chopping knife was only seven feet away . . .

Angela began enthusiastically delivering her news report, “Homes and businesses are abuzz with new activity. Life is flourish—” the ground and the camera man shuddered and shook as she instinctively stopped talking and her arms raised briefly as though trying to balance and steady herself from falling over. Her ankles and knees tingled painfully from the shock she felt in the ground. She displayed a shocked and concerned look. “What was that?” She asked the cameraman. 

The camera angle panned right, and then slowly left so the unfolding event could be seen clearly in the frame. What the heck? Amanda was now in the right side of the frame, no longer centered. The ground shook again, twice as abruptly and violently. She almost lost feeling in her knees from the compounded feelings of shock and nearly collapsed where she stood. Her spine tingled uncomfortably, her heart rate doubled; deeply heightened anxiety could be felt from all around her, “There it is again! Was that? —” she looked to her left, gasping as through from being startled. The camera angle was unsteady on the verge of panic. 

Amanda uneasily continued, “Okay, we have people running down the street toward us! That last sounded like—” thick plumes of dirt and smoke shot violently from sides of buildings in the background, gradually approaching the news team. The camera abruptly shook violently, “OH NO! —” Angela cried sharply at the top of her lungs into her microphone like a horror movie character victim as a domino effect of booming and thundering explosions sharply rattled the ground, plumes of smoke engulfed streets racing at and quickly engulfing the stampede of screaming terrified citizens. The camera shook violently in an irregularly sideways figure-eight. The foreground became a shaking blur. Rapid stampeding footsteps could be heard like loud, sharp, flat rubbery footsteps as the booming plumes became louder and faster until the sounds of screaming, crackling dirt under stampeding footsteps, and crashing concrete were overwhelmed and drowned out amid violently cascading explosions from seemingly every direction. The asphalt and concrete ground sounded like it was abruptly cracking apart under any faintly distinguishable human figures. Another explosion, and then the camera seemingly became airborne, tumbling violently on every axis for a few seconds until it smashed into something solid—

The feed abruptly cut short with TV snow. 

“Sensors, focus on the surface event!” the First Officer commanded sharply.

“Roger that, sir. Reading multiple explosions all over the planet surface!”

“What?” the Captain sharply asked, looking through the main viewscreen. Ground security teams have not had time to set up their stations. There are civilians on the surface but still awaiting ground transfers to their new communities and homes. My ship’s armament is purposefully limited to favor maximum settler and cargo capacity. This is a high-risk vulnerability for new colonists! The Captain thought. 

Tactical information started to appear on the command viewscreens across the bridge, each highlighting visible hot spots on the planet surface.

The First Officer alerted the Captain, “The visual news feed was intercepted before it stopped,”

What will those still on Earth need to know immediately? The Captain critically asked himself. Every development up to now dominated his thoughts and reasoning. ‘Daunting’ took on a whole new meaning for him. 

“Confirmed! Total signal loss now, too,” the Sensors officer reported.

The Captain logged on to communications with a single scan of his hand to accept the incoming patch from the Fleet Admiral. 

Just then, the First Officer reported, “I’m seeing plumes of smoke on the surface, sir.”

“—Yes, sir,” the Captain responded. “Confirmed . . . Roger that. Sir? —Sir?” the Captain said to hollow nothingness on the disconnected incoming communication, while the First Officer and bridge crew, including junior crew members, looked to the Captain and awaited their orders. 

Before the Captain could follow through with his new orders from the Fleet Admiral, the bridge and computer terminals went dark as the stations flickered violently and then abruptly shut off in sequence like someone or something was taking over. An expletive expression scorned across the Captain’s synapses. What is happening to the colonists? What the heck is happening? 

Shoot, he thought dismally. 

“Complete power failure, sir!” Operations cried out. The Captain recoiled. This is not right. 

Things are spinning out of control. 

The bridge doors flew open and then the crew instantly heard the thundering roar of boots to the floor. The speed of the attack caught the crew trying to reach for his or her sidearm. The bridge immediately filled with lightning-like directed particle weapon fire as the armed stampede rushed to every station with professional precision. 

The Captain took aim, but a deflected shot to
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