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This book is dedicated to the lovers of Old-Fashioned Science Fiction. They are a diverse, open-minded group with sensibility. The genre is famous for attracting forward thinking people who strive to envision a bigger picture. They are heart-felt stories combining human interaction with the many variations of technology, whether in the past, present or future.

This type of science fiction provides glimpses of the human condition rivaled by none.

Thank you for your interest in the Al Clark Series. It proves you are a true Sci-Fi fan with a thirst for understanding what might be if....
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Chapter One
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After a long trip to their destination, the crew of the New Dawn was thrilled to see their target finally become visible through the expansive bridge window, gradually growing until it dominated the view. They believed their extended trip was almost over and they would be rewarded with a welcome break from the mundane existence of space travel. What was about to happen was anything but mundane. For when they tried to relight the main engine for the landing burn, a critical component failed, triggering a series of events that would reshape their lives forever.

Al Clark had completed the flip to land the ship on her tail using the navigational thrusters. When the computer tried to engage the main engine to slow their descent, something in the bowels of the propulsion unit broke. After that, there was nothing for them to do but prepare for the crash.

Al had turned off the inertia dampeners and the gravity generators as recommended when landing, so when the computer realized their velocity was too high for a safe landing, it activated the emergency oxygen breathers to pop from their cubbyholes. The force used to eject them combined with the microgravity caused them to dance with a life of their own. It was a sure sign something was terribly wrong.

“What just happened?” squawked the radio.

“I don’t know,” answered Al. “We’re not slowing down. Main propulsion is offline.”

“Well, crap, fire the aft thrusters!”

“I am. It’s not going to be enough. Brace yourself!”

The man on the radio, the ship’s engineer Russell Hunter, heard his craft groan as it was drawn into the weak gravity well of the asteroid they traveled so far to explore. He was strapped to his seat in his engine room when the ship hit the surface, accompanied by the loudest noise he had ever heard, followed by his control panel turning a blaring red. Whatever happened, his ship was not happy. Ten seconds later he had his station secure. He ignored the hissing sound of escaping air as he pushed himself forwards towards suit storage.

On the bridge Al and his wife, Amanda, who prefers to be called Maggie, worked frantically to silence the alarms and shut down the critical systems before rushing into a compartment nearby where the spacesuits were stored. They acted without hesitation or discussion. There was no need. The two spacers were following procedures drilled into them from many hours of practice.

The four human crewmembers of the New Dawn met in the storage compartment to assist one another into their suits. Alysa, the ship’s resident geologist and part-time cook joined them to help prepare. Once they were properly protected from the rigors of space they rushed to their appointed stations to prepare for the inevitable.

The ship struck the asteroid tail first at a measly twenty kilometers an hour, but it was enough to crush a portion of the engine compartment and send ripples up the entire length of the ship. The sickening sound of metal distorting, circuits exploding, and new alarms blaring happened in slow motion to the disbelieving crew, although everything that spelled disaster happened in a matter of seconds.

After the crash, the screams produced by the failing ship dwindled to a dramatic silence. It was their hurried movements inside the ship to assess the damage that caused the slightly tilted position of the vessel to increase exponentially. In a crisis induced slow-motion, the once proud scout ship fell gracefully onto its side, where any hope of leaving again was as crushed as their crippled spaceship. 
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Robot Nine, Al’s personal assistant, was in his maintenance cubicle when the gravity generators went offline before the ship struck the asteroid. The maintenance station he was connected to kept him secure during the initial contact. It was the ship falling onto it’s side that resulted in him being ejected and thrown to the other side of the bay, causing damage.

When Al called him he asked, “Are you okay, Robot Nine?”

The robot’s scratchy reply over the intercom was immediate. “The directional portion of my magnetic levitation system has been damaged. Fortunately, because the gravity is minimal, I can use my arms to navigate. I am proceeding to the bridge and will be there momentarily.”

“Understood. Make note of the damage along the way,” ordered Al.

Now that all the members of the crew were accounted for, it was time to fully assess the damage to his ship. The New Dawn’s computer, an A.I. they referred to as P.A.M, would best be able to begin the process.

He asked, “Pam, give me a status check.”

“The ship is no longer vertical,” replied P.A.M.

Even considering the dire circumstance they were in, Al could not help but roll his eyes. It was a reminder that intelligent computers needed specific instructions.

“I am aware of that, Pam. How about you give me a full accounting of the status of all major systems.”

“Safety measures have taken main power offline. Repairs are required at the X22 power junction before main power can be restored. The emergency battery system is functional, with reserves estimated to last twenty-three hours. Life support will terminate shortly afterwards.

“There is a hull breach in the aft section of the engine room. The compartment has been sealed. No other breaches are currently being detected.

“Main propulsion is inoperative. Two of the four thrust cones have been deformed by the initial collision. Four thrusters on the port side, the side that impacted the asteroid, are indicating failure. The main reactor has shut down and will need to be restarted after repairs are completed.

“Communications are offline. The exterior antennae field, on the port side, has been damaged. Extensive repairs will be required.”

The seriousness of the situation took a moment to sink in. When it did they realized they were in serious trouble.

Al requested confirmation. “So...we have no engine, no thrusters on the port side, and no way to call for help. In addition we have no power and emergency life support will only last for twenty-three hours. Does that sound about right?”

“Affirmative.”

Robot Nine, now floating beside Al, replied, “It is good we are not leaking.”

There was no time to ponder their doom. Al acted decisively.

“Our first priority is power. I need Russell to have a look at the reactor. See what it’s going to take to bring it back online. Robot Nine, I need you to see what you can do with the power problem at junction X22. Maggie and I will see if we can rig up something for communication. Pam, I would like you to search with whatever sensors are still working for nearby ships.” The odds of another ship being close enough to help were slim, but it was their best chance at being rescued.

“Can we activate the distress beacon?”

The A.I. answered, “Negative. The beacon is located with the antennae array.”

“Of course it is. That would be too easy. Let’s meet back here in an hour to go over our findings.”

Alysa Santino, the ship’s geologist and cook asked, “What should I do, Captain Clark?”

Al grimaced and said, “Make us something special for supper tonight, Alysa—in case it’s our last meal.”

––––––––
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The dim glow of the emergency lighting and the low gravity hindered their progress. To move anywhere required slow careful hops, and applying pressure to anything with weight was a tedious task. Robot Nine was luckier than the rest, as he could lock himself to the deck plates.

They reassembled an hour later and their findings were not encouraging. Robot Nine was able to repair the power junction. Restarting the reactor was not going to be so easy.

“The entire carriage for the fuel module has been knocked from alignment,” reported Russell. “It’ll take days to fix it. I gotta take the damn thing all apart.”

On the verge of tears, Alysa stated what no one wanted to say. “Without the reactor, we can’t restore power. Without power, we can’t restore the environmental system.”

Maggie asked Russell, “Is there any way we can speed up the repair, maybe if we all help?”

The seasoned engineer appeared doubtful. “I don’t think so. Even with help it’s gonna take at least a day. I don’t think I can fix it faster than that.”

Maggie asked, “What if we cordon off the engine room and use the spare air tanks? Would that give us enough time?”

Russell replied, “Even then it would only add a few hours before we ran out of air.”

There was only one option they could do anything about. Al and Maggie were co-owners of the New Dawn, so any major decisions had to be approved by both. To simplify orders and assignments, Al acted as captain, and deferred to her. It was obvious what needed to be done.

Al said, “Maggie and I will go outside to assess the possibility of repairing the emergency beacon. If we’re lucky, it hasn’t been smashed under the ship. Russell and Robot Nine will begin the repairs on the reactor...and get a count on our spare air tanks. We might be needing them.”

After a secondary check of suit systems Al and Maggie proceeded to the main airlock. Before opening the inner door they decided to increase their odds of success by performing the simple ritual that put their bodies into enhanced mode.

Al and Maggie were not like most people. Due to an accident many years ago, they were the recipients of cybernetic constructs, with theirs brains transferred from their mangled, failing human bodies. They now had two modes of operation, normal and enhanced. For Al, the transformation to enhanced mode consisted of speaking aloud a simple phrase. “The metal of a man is measured by what is inside.” Maggie spoke the same phrase, replacing man with woman.

The change from normal mode to the enhanced state was intense and intoxicating. Their hearing became clearer and could be increased at will. Power flowed through their bodies, allowing them to run twice as fast as normal humans and jump as much as thirty feet into the air. Under the circumstances they would need to be careful, as the low gravity could allow them to launch themselves into space. The best part was when they opened their eyes at the end of the transition, presenting them with a clear, bright, adjustable view that always caused them to gasp.

“It’s too bad we can’t do this more often, Al. I could sure get used to this.” said Maggie.

“I know what you mean. Unfortunately, as you know, there are limits to our power usage.”

“Yeah, still...it would be nice.”

“I think it’s better this way. Going without makes us appreciate when we really need to be at our best—like now. It’s probably safer too.”

It was a fifteen foot drop to the surface from the airlock’s outer door, which was easy at one fifth the gravity of Earth. They simply floated down until their feet touched ground, bending their legs a little. The lights from their helmets shone on surprisingly smooth regolith at their feet. A scan of the area with their enhanced vision revealed the ground surrounding the landing zone was predominately without ice or craters, and covered with a layer of coarse dust. With a surface temperature of minus one hundred and twelve degrees Fahrenheit, each footstep sent out puffs of frozen powder.

Al was puzzled. “Have you ever seen an asteroid this smooth?”

“No, I haven’t. Where are all the impact craters?”

“Maybe this is one of the luckier sections. It’s a big asteroid.”

“I suppose, considering this thing has a diameter of ten miles, we’re only seeing a small portion of the surface. We should get to the beacon.”

Al replied, “All right, follow me and be careful not to overdo the hops.”

Maggie said, “Can’t I have any fun?”

“Concentrate, Maggie. This little excursion can go all kinds of wrong in a hurry.”

Alysa, for a moment forgetting her duties, watched on the monitor from the one working camera on that side as two white spacesuits hopped in slow motion away from her, towards the best chance they had for survival—the lifesaving emergency beacon.
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The asteroid they crashed onto was named KIVI, after the Finnish astronomer who first calculated its orbit. The name translates into stone, rock, or pebble. She believed it a fitting name for a larger than average asteroid. The orbiting remnant is a sample of the tens-of-thousands of frozen objects revolving around the sun in the outermost regions of our solar system called the Kuiper belt. Locked in a trans-Neptunian orbit around forty astronomical units from the sun, it is a perpetually dark and frigid place.

On approach Al selected a dark spot relatively free of ice to land his ship. It was a fortunate find, as most asteroids in the Kuiper belt are covered in craters, debris from the impacts, and treacherous ice.

The New Dawn came to this desolate rock in search of rare minerals. The crew of the converted scout ship are what are commonly referred to as prospectors, or rock-hoppers. They are a team that locates and surveys asteroids capable of yielding enough value to make the venture worthwhile. Once a viable prospect is located, they pass the information on to the miners who pay well for the information. The arrangement allows Al and his crew to spend more time exploring, which works out well for everyone.

Al and Maggie bought the craft for this purpose. They liked the ship for many reasons. It was the right size, had advanced electronics, and a powerful propulsion system. The feature that clinched the sale was a large, two-inch thick, reinforced window on the flight deck for a real view of space. It was their way of escaping the mundane by allowing an unrestricted view of the space before them.

In real time Al is one hundred and twenty-one years old. Amanda, Al’s wife, who prefers using her middle name, Maggie, is one hundred and nineteen even though they appear to be in their mid-forties. Originally, the couple were married for twelve years before being separated eighty-four years ago. They were involved in a suspicious air taxi accident that caused near-fatal injuries, and resulted in their brains being ‘transferred’ into state-of-the-art robotic bodies under total secrecy. After an extensive recovery they arranged to leave Earth. Al and Maggie’s uncle, the scientist that created them, made it onto the colony ship Excalibur shortly before take-off, but Amanda was detained by the authorities and had to be left behind.

Before the accident they were Allen and Amanda Claremont, a successful couple living the good life. When Al lost his memory on the journey to the new world, the only clue to his identity was a barely legible sign posted on the door of the compartment where he woke. When the sign was new it read Alarm Clock, and was a joking reference to his special function on the ship as a backup if the computer failed. He mistook the sign to read Al Clark, which became his new identity. Amanda chose to use her middle name, Maggie, to avoid detection from the anti-cybernetics government.

When Al and her uncle left to establish a colony on a planet far away, all the passengers were put to sleep for the journey, with the ship’s A.I. left in complete control. When Al woke from his forty year hibernation alone and confused, his amnesia robbed him of his name and his past.

In time he rediscovered his unusual gifts, and used their capabilities to help his fellow colonists. After the hard times there were better times. Since he could not remember his past wife, he remarried and they eventually become affluent leaders of the settlement they helped establish.

Maggie had struggles of her own. She had to stop using her first name and switched to her middle name to avoid detection. Cybernetic research was banned on Earth at the time, so she had to hide her identity as well as her capabilities for fear of being discovered. While on the run she used her skills to help those fighting to survive on Earth. In time, she gained the knowledge necessary to become a doctor and a roboticist. Because it was impossible to join her husband, she resigned herself to help where she could and keep moving. It was her experiences with the people of Earth that gave her hope, despite the challenges and hard times. There were also good times.

Five years ago on Earth, through a string of coincidences, their paths crossed again and they were finally reunited. The happenstance meeting happened at a stage in their lives where they needed each other. After the reunion they lived for six months on the moon, reacquainting themselves with their former and present selves. It was during that time they fell in love all over again.

Many heartfelt discussions led them to a shipyard station orbiting Earth’s moon, where four and a half years ago they purchased a dated but sturdy scout ship they renamed New Dawn. It was a sleek silver vessel modeled after the spaceships depicted in nineteen fifties  science fiction. Al and Maggie wanted a life among the stars. They called it star hopping, even though they never left Sol’s solar system.

The New Dawn was visiting this particular asteroid because of a tip uttered by a grizzled old miner back at a spacer bar on the refinery station. He swore his density sensors went crazy as he flew by it on his way back with a full load of ore and a ship suffering issues. He drew them in close, and in a voice barely above a whisper he confided, “Titanium, deuterium, cobalt...composites of who knows what. My sensors went berserk. I tell you there is something there. I’d go myself, except after this last trip I’ve decided it’s too far out for me.”

Converting to a spacer’s life was rough in the beginning. Thankfully, it got easier as time passed. After four and a half years they had become accustomed to the life, and the universe had been kind. The New Dawn was fully stocked and refueled, with a healthy and anxious crew ready to get back to work after a seven day layover. They were already bored, and the mystery of Kivi drew them like ants to honey.

––––––––
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The problem with repairing the beacon was getting to it. When the ship finally picked the position it was drawn to, it fell over onto its belly, which is where the bulk of the communication equipment was housed. The exterior antennae array allowing long range communications was located outside—on the hull. What they could see indicated extensive damage.

“There is no way we can lift the ship to fix this,” concluded Al. “Maybe we can dig underneath.”

Maggie suggested, “What if we had someone join us out here to block it while we lift. Surely it can’t weigh that much with this low gravity.”

Al smiled inside his helmet and shook his head. “You’d be surprised. I’d bet it’s at least two tons. We could break ourselves trying.”

“That wouldn’t be good. Let’s not.”

Al kneeled next to the location where the array was buried and brushed away the dust. What was under the dust was a black, unyielding surface.

“It’s hard as rock,” he said. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to dig it out.”

“We have never been on an asteroid we couldn’t dig into, at least a little.”

“I know. Weird, huh?”

“So now what?”

“There’s nothing we can do here. Let’s hope Russell can fix the reactor. We might as well check the rest of the ship, you think?”

It was her turn to smile. “You don’t want to go back to normal, do you?”

“You know me too well, but seriously, we should have a look.”

“I agree.”

They methodically circled their fallen vessel checking off a list of damages, and were thankful to find some components still functional, such as life support. Two of the three landing legs were crushed under the ship when it fell. It would be necessary to remove and replace those legs along with a portion of the fin it attached to if the ship were to stand upright again. They began to lose hope when they saw the damage to the bottom of the craft. The more they saw of their spaceship, the more hope faded.

While working their way up the other side, Maggie’s boot left a scuff mark. Under the thin layer of dust was a narrow depression. They noticed it at the same time, almost bumping helmets in their rush to get a closer look. They brushed the dust from the depression to discover it was hiding an engraved line one inch deep and two inches wide, which appeared to continue in a gradual arc until it fell out of sight.

Al stood up. “I think there was a similar mark on the other side. At the time I didn’t think it was important. Let’s finish the walk-about and go take another look.”

A quick inspection affirmed the massive window in the front had survived intact, which they found amazing. Several devices located below the window were gone; a temperature mast, short distance radio antennae, and assorted sensors. Even some of the lower attitude jets were smashed into the hull. The short range antennae required for ship to spacesuit communications, protruded from under the ship like a crushed golf club.

Before he could consider the consequences Al tried to free the device, but the kinetic energy stored in its forced position caused the mast to spring loose, launching him into the air. He was airborne for two hundred feet before the weak gravity of the planetoid finally brought him bouncing back to solid ground.

Maggie yelled over the suit radio. “Are you all right?”

Al, somewhat stunned, sat up and checked. “I think so. I’m more embarrassed than anything.”

Carefully he stood, all the while checking the heads-up displays provided by his enhanced vision. “Yep, everything checks out.”

In the gouge left by his landing he noticed another of the unexplained lines etched into the surface, this one following a tighter arc.

“There is another circle cut into the surface out here—a smaller one I think. I’m going to go out a little further to see if there are more circles.”

Maggie quickly answered, “Wait for me. I’ll be right there.”

Once rejoined, they hopped directly out from the nose of the ship to uncover another strange circular depression, and then further out another. Each circle grew increasingly smaller than the last. The two explorers were stunned when they located the source of the anomalies. The circles culminated around a four-foot circular hatch, mounted flush with the surface and obscured by the dust. The fine black powder was concealing a passage to the inside.

Maggie reinforced Al’s conclusion. “The circles are intended as a guide to lead people to this hatch in an emergency. This asteroid has something underground. Should we go in?”

“Not now. We’re not ready to tackle something this important without some preparation. Let’s get back to the New Dawn and tell the others. We can figure out what to do from there.”

––––––––
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They returned to the ship to find the rest of the crew waiting for them at the airlock, anxious, concerned, and looking for reasons to hope. Once the hatch was closed and the airlock re-pressurized, Al and Maggie returned to normal mode by repeating the control phrase. Russell and Alysa had seen the Clarks transform in the past and always marveled at the change. Unlike in the past, it was not necessary to hide their capabilities from their companions. There are no secrets on the New Dawn.

Al reassured the crew by offering an abbreviated description of their findings, and made them aware of the hatch leading inside the asteroid. Fully aware of their situation and pressed for time, Al asked Russell, “How’s the repairs going on the reactor?”

“It ain’t happening, Captain. I don’t have enough freaking time. We did the best we could but the air’s gonna run out sooner than it can be fixed. Right now it ain’t an option.”

Robot Nine asked, “Are the communication systems repairable?”

“Not a chance.” Al answered, “The ship is resting on the equipment. We can’t even get close to it. The ground is rock hard so we can’t dig under the ship, and we don’t have the equipment to lift it.”

“...and the beacon?”

“Same problem. How long will the air last?”

P.A.M. replied, “Approximately nineteen hours.

The answer astonished Al. “We were out there for five hours?”

“Affirmative.”

Russell reaffirmed the answer. “It was a long time. We lost communication as soon as you left the airlock and couldn’t hear a thing. All we could do was watch on the few cameras still working, which put you out of sight most of the time. Yeah, it was a long time.”

“Alysa asked, “So...what do we do now?”

Silence. Each crewmember searched their training and experience for solutions. None came to mind. For several minutes no one spoke, until Al decided to move the conversation along.

“I think we should investigate the hatch. If there are resources down there we can use, it’s our best option. Fixing the ship in the amount of time we have is out of the question.”

He was not keen on breaking into someone else’s facility. Hundreds of years after the early gold rushes created claim jumping, entering someone else’s property without permission was something still frowned upon in the industry. Nevertheless, it was a possibility they needed to explore.

Al turned to their ship’s cook. “Alysa, how long before dinner is ready?”

“By the time you get out of those suits and sit down, I’ll have it on the table.”

Al glanced at Maggie for a silent confirmation of his reasoning. She nodded in agreement.

“Good, we should probably sit down and discuss how we’ll tackle this idea. Plus, we should eat a good meal, because we don’t know when we’ll get another chance.”

––––––––
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The human crew sat around the familiar table in the cramped galley, which Maggie liked to call ‘cozy.’ Robot Nine, now repaired, had posted himself in the adjoining corridor to fetch seconds or drinks. Once they were all seated at the small table it was hard to get up. The robot was happy to help.

The meal consisted of fat steaks barely distinguishable from the real thing, mashed potatoes grown on the moon, fresh/frozen corn, and a dark gravy they couldn’t get enough of.

Al was saying, “I’m telling you there is something funny about this asteroid. Did you notice how smooth the surface was outside the ship? Most of the asteroids we’ve visited are anything but flat.”

“There are lots of round asteroids,” answered Russell. “It looked fine from a distance.”

“No, there is more. The surface under the dust, is black, hard as metal, and smooth. I couldn’t even make a dent in it—and what about the circles? That is not natural. Somebody carved them into the exterior of this rock. Pam picked this landing spot because it was so flat, like it had been scraped clean. Maybe whatever is down below, required some landscaping on the surface.”

“What does the hatch look like,” asked Alysa. “Is it big enough for me to get through?”

She recently turned fifty, and was the first to admit she had put on a few pounds since joining the crew.

She defended herself by declaring, “Hey, exercise is hard to find aboard a spaceship.”

Maggie answered for Al who was busy eating. “The hatch is big enough. It’s round and at least four feet wide. We shouldn’t have any trouble getting inside, if we can figure out how it opens.”

“Leave that to me,” said Russell, “I’ll get it to open.”

Alysa asked, “What do you think we’ll find in there?”

Al rubbed his face, pondering the possibilities. “Hard to say. We didn’t spot any ships on our approach, so it’s probably abandoned. Most likely it’s a mining operation of some sort, although most mines have a much larger entrance for equipment and ore removal. If it is the entrance to a mine, there should be discarded equipment and supplies. I suppose a lot depends on whatever it was they were doing inside the asteroid. One thing is for certain, they left nothing on the surface.”

Maggie suggested, “There might be air tanks, or an oxygen generator. Maybe even edible food or drinkable water. We have to check it out. We’ve run out of options.”

“So, it’s decided,” declared Al. “We are going in?”

Reluctantly, they all agreed. Al took the lead. “Okay, we need to go through the ship and pack up everything we can use into suitcases. One suitcase per person. Robot Nine, you can carry two. Remember, we have no idea what we might run into in there, so we have to not only be prepared, we need to be able to move fast if necessary. Keep that in mind as you pack.”

Alysa was flustered, everything was happening too fast. “What are the priorities, Al?”

“Water, air, and food—in that order.”

P.A.M. asked, “Is there anything required of me?”

Leaving the AI of a failing ship was like leaving a wounded family member to go for help.

Maggie reassured the ship’s computer, “We’ll be back as soon as possible, Pam. When we leave, shut off all power except your mainframe and critical heaters. That should give us plenty of time to go in, replenish our supplies, and get back to repair the ship.”

“You will return?”

“I promise. We won’t let you down.”

It was a pledge she was unsure she could keep, but she knew the crew needed to try. What they could accomplish in the next few hours might mean the difference between life or death.
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It was a desperate crew that left the ship they called home for so long. To save energy, P.A.M killed the lights as soon as they were safely on the surface. With a deep desire to live they bounced away towards the mysterious door in the asteroid. The stars did little to illuminate the surface, which left them dependent on the limited light cast by their suit lamps. Despite the lack of illumination they made good time over the mostly smooth, uncluttered landscape.

Al and Maggie remained in normal mode to save power, in case their abilities were required later. Long ago they learned the importance of managing their internal energy reserves. Running out of power is always an unpleasant experience, and is to be avoided.

Like a group of tourists they dragged their suitcases beside them, loaded with essential supplies to make their stay possible. Unlike tourists, they brought their own water, food, and air.

Thirty minutes later they stood over the round hatch, speculating about its existence. A mysterious door into an unoccupied asteroid should not be here, and yet, here it was. The hatch was flat and unadorned, with only a flush two-inch outline of a circular frame that was practically impossible to find without the aid of the engraved circles.
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