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Prologue
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The convention hall was packed for the second annual Defend Earth First keynote speaker.

The young man walked to the podium, waving off the introduction.

“Allow me to introduce myself!” he began. “I’m Rodney Ross. My step mother, Leona Pardi, was the captain of the Star-Guardian Mercury. As you sadly know already, she and her entire crew were killed by the aliens known as the Amferians.”

He paused, seeming to try and compose himself.

“And this was so senseless! Why were they out there, defending the Neanderthals’, sorry, I mean the Batkans’ colony? Why are our ships anywhere but here, defending us!”

The crowd erupted, chanting “Defend Earth first! Defend Earth first!” over and over, and he let them go on and on.

“Now my step-sister and I are orphans. And all those other families who had loved ones die on that fool-hardy mission, they will never be the same either!”

More chants, on and on.

“Our President has a lot to answer for! Next year’s election will be a reckoning! We will elect someone with our own safety in mind!”

More chanting, “Earth First! Earth First!”

The organizers of the convention watched from the wings, smiling and nodding to each other. Yes, this young man would make a good candidate, they told each other. 

He stood, just soaking it all in.



Part One – Planet Alpha
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Chapter 1
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Far away in terms of miles, but not so far as light-years go, planet Alpha peacefully circled one of its suns. Five Star-Guardians guarded Earth’s only true colony, now consisting of slightly over two million humans. A few thousand Restans were also present, researching the long-ago destroyed cities and records. For that reason, a five-ship squadron of Restan warships also participated in its defense.

The big old, wood-sided house sat on a small hill surrounded by a very young forest. The oldest trees had only been planted thirty years before. But the barren dirt had gladly accepted and nourished the new seedlings, and now some stood over forty feet high.

On the porch of the big house, itself a transplant from Earth, two old warriors sat and talked. Admiral Claude Hooker, broker of the peace agreement with the Restans. And Willowdean “Willie” Halsey, recently placed on leave after the battle at star system Midway.

“Don’t tell me you’ve been watching the news again?” Hooker said to her, seeing her distant look.

“Of course, I have. I’m not retired like you, I need to keep up for when my unofficial medical leave is lifted.”

He snickered. “You know they are idiots. Especially this new guy, Rodney Ross, with the fake tears!”

She didn’t even smile. “I have always believed you can learn from anybody, even an idiot.”

The screen door opened, and Captain Tiffany Baker, Fleet Intelligence, came out onto the porch.

“More walking wounded!” Hooker said, trying to make a joke, instantly regretting it.

She looked at him and to his relief laughed. “Yes, well, these life-aura assisted legs will be strong again soon enough. Hopefully before that physical therapy simulator kills me!”

He motioned for her to sit, but instead she walked over to the railing and looked out across the grass clearing. He saw her close her eyes, take in a deep breath. He’d seen her do this many times since arriving there.

“It’s so much like Earth! Probably more like Earth than, well Earth is anymore!” she said, not for the first time either.

“Oh, Earth is still Earth,” Halsey said. They waited for her to go on, but she didn’t. She merely took another big slug of coffee from her mug. Hooker wondered how long their supply would last at the rate she drank it.

Baker finally sat in the empty rocker. “Did you two go fishing this morning?”

“No,” Hooker said. “We decided to give the fish a break today.”

Baker just nodded. She looked down the path that led to the nearby, ruined city. “So, Sara and Taland are down at the dig, I presume?”

“Yes,” Hooker said. “Along with Lopez, their third wheel.” He grinned thinking of the big man, trying to keep up with his two new friends, both physically and especially mentally. He seemed to be holding his own, though.

Halsey was looking at Baker expectantly. Even though still on medical leave recovering from being wounded on planet Sumer, Admiral Ozawa, Supreme Commander of Earth forces, had asked her to keep the two old admirals apprised of developments.

Finally, Halsey could wait no more. “Tau Ceti?”

“The devils are isolated, no ships in support of their landing have come or gone, and those who were there have been destroyed.”

“Did we find out where they came from?”

“No. Obviously they have bases we don’t know about, and therefore have no micro-probe eyes on them.”

Halsey grunted. “Obviously.”

Hooker watched Baker’s face, but she showed no reaction to the blatant insult to Fleet Intelligence.

She was probably used to it, he knew.

“There is a new development...” she hesitated.

“Yes?” Halsey prompted.

“Admiral English has been put in charge of Operation Watchtower, the expedition to ‘rescue’ the Sumerian slaves from planet Sumer.”

Hooker watched Halsey’s face literally contort itself to the verge of exploding.

Her mouth opened but nothing came out, just a silent, jaw-dropped “What!”

Hooker himself was not pleased.

“He’s no fighting admiral!” he said.

Baker just shrugged.

“He has powerful friends, Claude,” Halsey said, finding her voice, trying hard to control it.

“Oh, that I know!” Hooker said.

Now Halsey turned sarcastic, even more than usual. “I can’t believe we are risking assets on that mission, with the Earth Firsters raising so much fuss.”

“Well, the ‘Save the Sumerians’ seem to have more influence right now over the President, and China and Russia have agreed too.”

The “Save the Sumerians” party was led by Amanda Horton, who had been assigned to the Ambassador and then later helped to communicate with the Sumerian slaves rescued from the devils.

“Well, Amanda has inside information, so that seems to carry more weight with more people,” Hooker said.

“For which she should be in jail!” Halsey said.

“I assume the Restans are not participating in this campaign, or did that change?”

“They are not,” Baker said.

“I don’t blame them,” Halsey said. “It’s a human thing, and we are only doing it based on emotion, not sound military strategy.”

Hooker leaned back in his chair, put his hands behind his head. “Oh, I think that will change if the devils respond by sending more warships there. If there’s one thing our friends can’t resist, it’s the chance to kill Amferians!”

Halsey and Baker both nodded. Baker seemed to spot Halsey’s coffee for the first time.

“Any of that left?” she asked.
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Chapter 2
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The Restan armed scouting ship Mallon, named after its captain as was the Restan tradition, had been poking around the star system for several days already.

“Mallon, we probably should be moving on to our next assignment,” Thecan, the science advisor, said to his captain.

Mallon ignored Thecan and instead turned to First Officer Kelly Kortright, the only human on the Restan ship.

“Kelly? Your thoughts?”

They both pretended to not notice the aggravation clearly showing on Thecan’s furry face. Restans were not as practiced as humans at hiding their feelings, and Thecan was constantly showing his aggravation at having a human onboard who technically outranked him.

She brushed back her blonde hair, looked at the main bridge screens showing the planet of interest, down again at her own communicator, then seemed to just stare at a point in between the two.

Neither Restan said nothing, having grown used to this, what she called staring into space, while thinking. It seemed very appropriate to them, since they were in space after all.

“I still think there’s something there,” she said.

Thecan abruptly rose from his cushions, walked in a circle, then looked back at them both.

“We’ve been over this planet again and again! Before us it was studied in detail, on the surface, by some of our best scientists! The aliens are all dead, there is nothing there, they were wiped out thousands of years ago by the Amferians!”

Mallon stared icily at his science advisor. Kelly didn’t seem to even notice his belligerent posture. She herself rose from her own cushions, causing Mallon to also stand, in case he needed to step between them.

Instead Kelly just stretched and rubbed her backside. She’d been offered human furniture, but had declined. Her body was showing her regret, even if she would never say it out loud.

Instead of approaching Thecan she walked over to the one of the big wall screens on the bridge. 

“Pilot, please show the video of that section we were looking at yesterday.”

“Yes, First Officer,” Pilot said, and the screen changed. 

“Now, show the sequence.”

Two valleys were shown, both desolate, with only slight differences.

They flashed back and force, several times.

“The first video was recorded twenty years ago, on the first survey of this planet,” she said. “The second was last week...”

“At first look they look the same, until you do the flash sequence, old and new.”

Mallon and even Thecan came over to join her.

“There is evidence of burrowing,” Thecan said. 

“I see it too,” Mallon said.

“So, there are large, burrowing animals still living on a planet where we thought everything was dead,” Thecan said, interested but not that impressed.

“Not large burrowing animals,” Kelly said. “Some of the original race who were the targets of the Amferians obviously survived. As you said yourself, your expedition only surveyed the planet’s surface.”

They both looked at her now.

“Let’s go introduce ourselves, shall we?” she said.

Even Thecan had no response to that.

Mallon considered her proposal for several seconds, looking at the screen, then at her, then back again.

“We go in force, though,” he said.

“Oh, of course,” Kelly answered. “They won’t take kindly to visitors after what was done to them before.”
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Chapter 3
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Sara Perci and Manuel Lopez, on loan from the Von Daniken Institute, were sharing a hearty laugh.

Even Taland was showing amusement in his unique, Restan way.

“Oh, Sara, I can’t believe you believe in ghosts!” Lopez said.

“Not Earthly ones, Manuel, but Alphan ghosts, absolutely!”

They were taking a break in a large, ruined building which looked like it used to be either a library or a center of local government, or both. Most of the paper records and books were literally disintegrated from age. It was estimated this particular planet had been attacked at least two thousand years before.

But here and there were photographic images, and some little plastic cartridges containing tapes. Of course, they had no way to decipher them, and that was why Sara had asked Lopez to come and work with them.

So far, however, he was drawing a blank also. She had known it was unlikely any of the writings were going to match ancient earthly records. But it was worth a try.

“Sara, you believe as do we in the spirit, or soul,” Taland said. “So why is it so unlikely these poor people didn’t have one also?”

Sara smiled at Taland. “So, you believe in ghosts, Taland?”

He seemed to struggle with whatever his translator was telling him a ghost was. 

“I think the spirits could still be wandering, yes,” he said.

Lopez held up an old photograph of what looked like an Alphan family.

“They look very human,” he said.

“At first glance, yes,” Sara said. 

He looked again, closer. “I don’t see it?”

“You need to see them in more perspective,” Sara said. She grabbed her communicator, found some other photographs she’d recorded on it, and showed him.

“Oh,” he said. “They are very small!” He looked around the room. “And yet, the furniture which has survived doesn’t seem that small?”

“No, it’s part of the mystery,” Sara said.

Lopez scratched his chin. His fingers actually sounded like he was touching sandpaper. 

“I’ve watched over and over your interactions with the Watchers called Croto and Ontar,” he said. “Why did you never ask them about this place?”

She shrugged. “I have about a million questions to ask them next time, if they ever appear again.”

“It seems their mission was accomplished,” Taland said. “So I don’t think they will come back.”

They both looked at the old Restan. 

“They took us from your planet, and those people you call the Neanderthals, and arranged for us to meet again just in time for the next invasion by the Amferians.”

“But, why didn’t the devils wipe us out on Earth like they seem to have done to everyone else in our known space?” Lopez said, asking himself as much as them.

“Another question to add to my one million,” Sara said, chuckling.

“They are not gods, they are not all-knowing,” Taland cautioned.

“Of course not! There is only one God!” Lopez said, looking up and crossing himself. Taland watched his gesture with interest.

“Well, God allowed them to do some major tinkering with us,” Sara said. “I’ve always wondered why we were so war-like. I mean, animals fight with one another, over territory, but we humans fought about everything and to the death!”

Lopez nodded. “It was all practice for this, no doubt.”

Sara stood up from the table she’d been sitting on, walked around the room. “I still think we can learn something from these ruins, from these records. We know the how of the tactics the Amferians used in their attack on this planet. We know approximately when. But the why, I still think there is more to it than they are just evil and want to kill everyone who isn’t them!”

“Sometimes the obvious answer is the answer, Sara,” Taland said.

Sara pretended to glare at him, then smiled. “I hate it when you use my own words against me!”

“Just to show you I am paying attention,” Taland said, then made that strange noise again that passed for a Restan laugh.

“Let’s break for lunch, shall we?” Lopez said. “I want to see what Admiral Halsey made today. Who knew she was a gourmet cook?”

Sara shook her head. “I sure didn’t!”
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Captain Jonathan Dyer was no longer captain of the Star-Guardian Titan. His foray into the atmosphere with the Titan to rescue the personnel from his two downed shuttles had led to his reassignment.

Yet the valuable information about the planet gained during his time inside the atmosphere saved him from a court martial. Now commanding a flotilla of the new, smaller “asteroid-class” Star-Guardians, he tried to think of it as an actual promotion.

That was the good part, anyway. The bad part was, they were going back to that planet. And the expedition was being commanded by someone he clearly detested.

“Now we will go over again the operational plans,” Admiral English was saying. They were in his headquarters at Point Luck, the very same offices occupied by Admiral Halsey not so long ago.

This also rankled Dyer. He and Halsey didn’t always get along, but he respected the hell out of her. English wasn’t worthy of even sitting in her chair, he felt.

“Are you coming along on the expedition?” Dyer asked English.

English looked up, distracted. “No. I must stay here and coordinate things.”

“That’s what I thought,” Dyer said. The others gathered around were stunned at Dyer’s attitude. They waited for an explosion from Admiral English.

But it didn’t come.

“Do you know what the troops are calling this?” Dyer asked.

“Calling what?”

“Operation Watchtower,” he answered.

“No?”

“Operation Shoestring!” Dyer said. He looked around the table. The others were suppressing a laugh. They’d all heard it, even if English had not.

“Even the Russians,” Dyer said. “Though in more colorful language.”

At this English seemed to grasp what was going on.

“I will not have our commanders referring to it as such. It’s true we are gathering what forces and transports are available, which isn’t much until our new building programs gain traction. But those troops will have the full support of the fleet!”

English looked at the stony face of the Russian general, Arkady Yumashev, who would be leading the Spetsnaz troops. 

“Is this true, Arkady?” he asked him. 

Dyer cringed at the familiar way English addressed the Russian. As far as he knew, they were not friends.

The old Russian shrugged. “I pay no attention to my troops’ idle talk. What do you call it? Scuttlebutt?”

Dyer snickered a little. English glared at him.

“I know Vice Admiral Thompson’s squadron will escort us there,” Dyer said. “But how long until his Star-Guardians are recalled to Earth? The political pressure is immense from those Earth Firsters!”

“It is not for us to discuss political events,” English said. “But to do the best with what we have.”

Dyer shook his head and sat down, clearly frustrated. He had a feeling it would be just his five little Star-Guardians against whatever the devils sent in response to the invasion.

Had they ever been invaded? Had they ever had anyone dare to do it? They weren’t going to give up an entire planet, a star system, without a fight. Everyone was feeling now was the time to take the offensive, that they’d destroyed their main attack units.

But he was sure they still had plenty of fight left in them, and the assets to strike back.

He felt someone staring at him intently. It was General Yumashev. He didn’t speak, but his message was clear. He was counting on them to protect his troops from attack from space.

Dyer just gave him a quick nod, and he nodded back, knowing at least he would do his best.
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