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“Watch for what lurks in the shadows and keep a wary eye on the stars!”

Vi-t-ry!

In Light From A Distant Star, Vi-t-ry was a catalyst. Dead and cold, he was resurrected by something as unlikely as a strike from an asteroid. He awakens to a world that’s drastically changed from the one he helped destroy two thousand years before. Vi-t-ry is an artificial intelligence, the heart and soul of a vast warship, the last of its kind, alone and searching for home. His search is long; and flawed. But ultimately, he finds that which he seeks. A far-off planet orbiting a distant star that ‘tastes’ like home. Vi-t-ry reaches across space, from the planet he orbits to earth in the blink of an eye. His actions are innocent yet devastating. The international space station and the shuttle Atlantis are inadvertently caught by Vi-t-ry and transported to the planet Sul-Anroth, starting an improbable journey for a team of earth born astronauts and the fulfillment of legend for the alien clansmen. Then Vi-t-ry was gone, disappearing from Sul-Anroth as if he’d never been. Only to appear like the flaming sword of god over an unsuspecting and unprepared Earth.
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Light Of An Alien Sun!

Vi-t-ry’s appearance is sudden and shocking, bursting into existence in a flash of writhing blue lightning, then flaming out and lying dead and cold above the earth. His last act claiming the Atlantis and one Lt. Commander Mac Crowe. But that is not the end of Vi-t-ry’s story.

The great spaceship is a mystery. Arriving in such spectacular fashion then going fully dormant. Hanging over the earth as a second moon, forbiddingly and menacingly cold. No communication. No ambassador of goodwill. No attack or hideous invasion by multi-legged monsters. It has done nothing. Nothing except laying match to fuse and setting off a conflagration that may consume the world.

Light Of An Alien Sun is the story of a world unhinged. Mass hysteria, religious fervor, nationalist agendas, and terrorists without end. The world is spinning out of control and sliding quickly toward Armageddon. Jon Talbot, President of The United States is charged with managing the crisis and holding the world together. And what better way to do so than a secret mission? Is the alien ship dead? Or is it just biding its time waiting on the humans to self-destruct?

An alien sun shines upon Vi-t-ry, and the light that was so comforting and familiar to the humans is now cold and foreboding. The Universe has suddenly become vast and dangerous, and Earth has remained hidden from notice. Until now!

Light Of An Alien Sun

Gregory J. Saunders

Published by Unknown Country, LLC 
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Printed in the United States of America

A Novel answer to a short question.

This book is dedicated to John Grace who asked, “My God, what happened on Earth?” after he’d read Light From A Distant Star. This is my interpretation of what an event of that magnitude would do to our little world and the people in it. Some would go crazy, some would cower in fear, and some would step-up!

Characters in Order of Appearance

Vi-t-ry (The artificial intelligence onboard an Alien Spaceship)

Lt. Colonel James Macintosh “Mac” Crowe (Commander of the Atlantis)

Captain Samuel Phillip “Buck” Rodgers (Astronaut)

Captain Cameron “Cam” Mitchell (Pilot of the Atlantis)

Lt. Colonel John “Cal” Sanderson (Astronaut)

Payload Specialist Susan “Sue” Rael (Astronaut on the Atlantis)

Payload Specialist Tyler Porter (Astronaut on the Atlantis)

Amad Al Zarie A.K.A. Taner Sagir (Terrorist)

Andy Michaels, Special Assistant to the Director (SPB Special Projects Bureau, A Black Operation that reports directly to the President)

Director Sean Evans (SPB)

Commander Silvio Sanchez (SPB, Counter Terrorism Unit)

Communications Specialist, Jerry Smalls, Recon (Korea)

Samin Ali Kasir (Terrorist)

Miles Johnson, Chief of the FCOD (Flight Crew Operation Directorate, NASA)

Deputy, Sam Marconi (FCOD)

Judith Kinsey, Resident of Aspen Colorado

President of the United States, Jon Talbot

Major Tim Givens, Special Forces Recon (Russia)

Captain Sam Winston, Special Forces Recon (Russia)

Specialist Lloyd Sylvan, Astronaut (Discovery)

Marx (Mystery Man of the SPB and Commander of the Enterprise)

Chief Scientist Dr. Jack Gordon (Space Station Unity)

Dr. Rebecca Carver, British Scientist (Unity)

Dr. Demitri Karkov, Russian Scientist (Unity)

Dr. Raymond Sammons, American Scientist (Unity)

Dr. Joshua Yakura, Japanese Scientist (Unity)

Commander Jules “Mad Dog” Sorenson (SPB and Astronaut on the Enterprise)

Colonel Sergei Kirkelev, Russian Air Force and Cosmonaut (Russian Contingent, Enterprise)

Li Tsinlung, of the Chinese National Space Agency (PRC Contingent, Enterprise)

Commander Robert Selkirk, Montana State Police

General Franklin Knight, Army of Christ (Militia)
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Prologue
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On the planet Mith Sul-Anroth

(Five Months Earlier)

––––––––
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MID OF NIGHT. THAT single point in time signaling the death of the old day and the birth of the new. On earth a bell would toll or clock chime. On Sul-Anroth it was marked by the shadows of a moon, or the turn of stars in the northern sky. That is if it was marked at all. Most of this world rarely witnessed the mid of night. Fast asleep after the cook fires had died away. Slumber the reward for the days toil, each new dawn a gift from the gods. 

One of those gods watched over them as they slept. The Great Moon. The living moon. Deminal or SA-cee he was named, or a hundred others depending on the race of the believer or the sect he belonged to. That the moon held a living god none disputed, for only the Great Moon pulsed with life. The two other moons with which he shared the sky wandered far and never changed. Grey and desolate. Dead things chasing each other on never ending paths. Not so with the Great Moon. He was constant. Always above them, no matter day or night. It was said by the elders that there was a time, far in the past, when the Great Moon had been truly dead. Had not pulsed with the inner fire. None truly believed this to be true because god was constant and never changing. They would simply believe the god had rested during those times, as he rested now. It had been half a season since the blue fire last covered his face. Then, in recent days the Great Moon had been highly active, flickering in the sky, his face covered in balefire. The blue lightning making the shadows dance. Silent but comforting to those below. Now he rested again, whatever great task a god could be about was done. 

Mano’luk was one of the few wisdom seekers of the race known to the clans and the People as Aranu. A being that rarely slept. One who could foretell great things by the wiggle of a hoary moth as it flew about the fire before plunging to its death. How many circles did it make, how many false passes before the heat finally consumed it. Almost any item, be it animated as a migrating bird or still as an ancient moss bearded tree. Whether it lived with a heart which pumped the blood of life or lay long dead and desiccated in the grave. Whether the stone of the earth or the clouds in the sky, they each told him things that were unknowable to other mortals.

Thus, it was Mano’luk who stared at the sky as midnight approached. He sat cross-legged on a terrace of stone chiseled into a high cliff before the small cave like entrance of the warren. The wide world lay before him and the vault of heaven above. Huge eyes, seemingly lit by an inner light of their own, looked out from underneath the partially cured furs of some hapless beast. Mano’luk was encased in the smelly covering, not bothered by the reek at all. As a statue he sat, watching the heavens for an event foretold, a change of worlds. He had no idea in what form that change would manifest, only knew that the earth had spoken, and it would come to pass. His mind had wandered as it chased the possibilities. Earthquake or storm, enemies like a flood. Little did he know that it would be all those and more. 

A flickering light caught his eye as the Great Moon suddenly sprang to life. Unconcerned he watched, thinking the god awaited the change as well. Then, just as suddenly, the blue light intensified, covering the moon entire in a display far more vibrant than any before. The moon seemed to writhe in pain and the glow became unbearable to his night adjusted eye, the brightness penetrating the cave entrance and bringing forth two guards who stared up in curiosity then fear. The flickering became a pulse of neon blue that seemed to rotate in great waves from pole to pole. Faster and faster came each beat until they matched the hammering heart in the Aranu seeker’s chest. He stood, his hide coverings falling forgotten about his feet, his thin shriveled body bathed in the glow pulsing down from heaven as if their god had become a new and alien sun. Then the pulsing stopped, and the moon became an intense blue wonder that flashed even brighter and then brighter still, then in an instant it was completely snuffed out. 

His guards gasped as the world went completely black. Mano’luk blinked away his tears, eyes squinting at the afterimage that seared his retina until once again he could see. Then the gasp he heard was his own. Where once a god had stood, now only empty space remained. The night was much dimmer with the loss of such a major source of light, and perhaps that doomed Mano’luk. He stepped forward, arms reaching for something that was no longer there. Maybe the world spoke to him, maybe the winds carried a message. If such could be so, the words were lost forever. Mano’luk took one step too many. Without a cry he was gone, plunging from the precipice to the jagged rocks below. Gone was the Great Moon, gone was Deminal or SA-cee, and gone was Mano’luk, wisdom seeker of warren Kilkeep of the once great nation known as Aranu.

Dawn three days later.

A seeker of wisdom from a far different race watched the coming dawn, drawn there by a need far more base than searching for a god. His need was due to an overfull bladder that screamed its displeasure. Still, as relief flooded his body, Niloc-al-teal pondered once more the loss of the moon. What it meant for the world and what it meant for the clans. As Mano’luk had waited for great change, so did Niloc. He had the first budding awareness that events long awaited were now unfolding. A legend, a prophesy or simply a false hope. Which it would be would not be revealed until much later, and yet as he stood there, his feet firmly planted on the ground, above him the herald of a new age streaked across the heavens. 

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries had witnessed many shuttle reentries, all but one under control and all beautiful to behold. But this was not earth and this reentry was far more spectacular. Atlantis had been thrown from orbit by forces even twenty-first century man could not understand. Out of control and plunging through the green atmosphere far swifter than her designers meant, she streaked across the sky, brighter than any shooting star those on the planet below had ever witnessed It was a near thing for the astronauts and the scientists they’d rescued off the ill-fated Unity, and an omen of portent for Niloc. The Atlantis burned bright and very nearly suffered the fate of Columbia as heat tiles failed and super-heated vapor burned holes through her wings. She bucked and screamed as she fell, but she was resilient and after a few moments the bright shooting star was gone. An afterimage in Niloc’s eye that could not be forgotten. 

Though the Atlantis had ceased to glow in the early morning sky, her ordeal was not over. Her pilot fought to save her as she skipped along the upper reaches of the green tinged atmosphere, each bounce or twist a threat to roll the shuttle over and doom her to a headlong plunge to the surface. Fortunately, as they sank lower and the air thickened, the pilot’s control increased, and Atlantis was saved - for the moment. But this was a planet two millennia beyond any semblance of civilization. This world had sunk from intergalactic travel to the depths of an earth equivalent bronze-age. There were no spaceports or airports on which Atlantis could land. There were no roads. The best they the astronauts could hope for was a flat spot and great deal of luck. 

No one was there to witness when Atlantis at last landed on this alien world. None saw as she skipped along the ground, making the earthquake with each strike. Each touch of the shuttles skin leaving behind a scar in the earth and scorched brush and trees, many of them burning brightly as if lightning struck. Had a clansman or Aranu warrior been near they would’ve been struck dumb as the shuttle took flight one last time. Leaping across a dry wash, she pan-caked with an incredible din. Atlantis abruptly stopped, her spine cracked, smoke and dust obscuring her final resting place. 

To an alien warrior it may well have been a dragon come to claim him, breathing fire, and destruction as it fell to earth. And had they overcome their terror long enough to bear witness, they would have changed the description from dragon to chariot of the gods.

Soon after the shuttle stopped, a hatch opened and the ship disgorged its occupants. The first humans to visit an alien world. Dazed and unknowing of their fate. Not knowing if the air would kill them. Unsure what dangers inhabited the empty plains around them. Wondering that they were still alive, uncertain of their future. Stranded with no technology and no way home. Theirs would be an odyssey that would catch the clans up in a whirlwind and bring one lonely clansman who’d lost his entire family, to prominence in service to something called a human. Niloc and Lt. Colonel James Macintosh “Mac” Crowe would discover each other. The lone survivor of Clan Sar-too and the Drakil-at’sakal who was destined to save them all. 

Several thousand light-years away, the destiny of another world was about to be shaken and redefined. The same force that put the Atlantis on the planet called Sul-Anroth, had blossomed suddenly and shockingly over a place called Earth. An event that sent shock waves through individuals, organizations, and governments alike. The very fabric of society torn asunder. Whether your home was called Earth or whether it was known as Sul-Anroth it mattered little. The world had changed, irrevocably and forever, and the cause and catalyst was a damaged and barely functional alien spaceship called Vi-t-ry. 
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Compiled from the Novel,

Light From A Distant Star
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In orbit over the planet Mith Sul-Anroth

(Two Hundred Forty Years Ago)

THE ONE WHO CALLS HIMSELF Vi-t-ry pauses to consider, both himself and the mission that drives him. That he is a thinking machine is obvious. Though far beyond a mere mechanism, as he is truly self-aware. And machine was not entirely factual. Vi-t-ry was a complex construct containing not only the entity known as Vi-t-ry, but many other machines, and many other systems that comprised the whole. Vi-t-ry knew he was not alive in the biologically accepted sense but had been created by true beings. Living brings. Beings who called themselves the Collective. Vi-t-ry’s knowledge extended to the fact that he was a vessel. A vast craft with the ability to travel through space, and that he’d traveled to the planet he currently orbited with an armada of other similar vessels. A flotilla intent on war. Those other ships were his brothers. Evidence remained of some of them. Damaged and lifeless. 

Vi-t-ry himself was damaged, and lifeless. Though with a difference. Vi-t-ry “lived” in his artificial way, and he felt and had emotions similar to most organic life-forms, yet no life of the Collective remained in him or on him. That they had existed his damaged database left no doubt. Every member of the Collective crew had been damaged in a great battle which had killed his brother ships and left Vi-t-ry a floating wreck. Left him dead and cold. Vi-t-ry had no idea how long he'd lain that way and no idea how he came to be revived. He knew only that he was a ship-of-war, and the planet he found himself orbiting was not his home. He’d scanned it and found no real technology and none of the living beings known as the Collective. Though he was not completely sure this was correct because his sensors suffered so much. Were he flesh and blood, he may have moaned in frustration. His databanks held no name for the planet below, but they held enough other data to clearly prove home was to be found elsewhere. 

As his systems repaired themselves, Vi-t-ry began his search for home. A search which would last over two hundred and forty revolutions of this planet around its sun. Across the heavens, star by individual star he searched. Sometimes finding planets with advanced technology, and most times nothing but the lifeless signature of the stars themselves. One such search revealed a civilization far in advance of the ones known as the Collective, and this fractional moment of contact unleashed an attack which left Vi-t-ry reeling in pain and even more damaged. Yet at the end of his search, he had found home. At least the closest match his damaged database could find. 

The electronic emanations he’d tasted from that distant glowing system with a beautiful blue world were so familiar he ached for them. Unfortunately, a puzzle still remained. Home was not as he remembered. It was as if home had been radically changed or damaged. Perhaps not yet recovered from the same galactic war he himself had been damaged in. Perhaps not back to a level that they could communicate with him. Yet everything else was so tantalizingly familiar. He knew what he must do. Vi-t-ry must go there. Travel the trillions of miles to the system, be it his home world or not.

As Vi-t-ry built up energy and waited for his repairs to be completed, (they were limited repairs and anything more would require a dry dock) Vi-t-ry opened a small two-way path to his destination. Imprecise as it was, this hole allowed a number of objects to be transported from home, into orbit around the planet over which Vi-t-ry hovered. Objects that were manufactured machines. This was unintended on Vi-t-ry’s part and further complicated the mystery. These machines were of a technology so very familiar yet so very ancient. One such contained living beings. Yet Vi-t-ry was unable to communicate with them as they passed beyond his horizon. And so, Vi-t-ry was left with his only self-imposed option. Transporting home. 

After hours of adjustments, analysis, and fine tuning, Vi-t-ry was finally able to stabilize his tunnel to the home world. One final test was needed. One of the small machines from home, which he now identified as a computerized communication device, was drifting in orbit nearby. Vi-t-ry sent a drone to move the object into position then transported it back. In a millisecond it was gone, re-appearing over the blue planet from which it came. His artificial neurons satisfied, Vi-t-ry was almost ready. He waited, soaking in radiation from the local sun, giving him optimal power storage, and pulling his systems well within the operational range. His drives could now perform their primary function, Time Distortion Displacement. Providing the most coveted technology of any sentient race - Interstellar travel. This took time but Vi-t-ry was infinitely patient, as only an electronic device can be. 

Finally, the time had come. With an electronic command Vi-t-ry shifted full power to the drive and executed the maneuver. The familiar stretching sensations pulled at him. Titanic pressures tugged his body, distorting the ship in impossible directions as he skipped like a flat stone across the waters of the galactic rim. Immediately alarms sounded all across the great ship. The maintenance computer and its servant robots sprang into action, attempting to stop the myriad electrical shorts and fires, executing cut-offs to minimize the damage to batteries, data, and sensors. Vi-t-ry felt himself being pulled apart as he made the transition, jumping and rebounding and bouncing off the gravity well of one black hole after another.

Appearing like a new flame, he had a brief glimpse of the planet. Gloriously it filled his sensors and he bathed in sweet solar wind, witnessing the magnificent blue and white jewel he now orbited. He saw the system as it truly was. So incredibly similar to his home...and yet not. There was just enough energy left to nestle into stationary orbit around the unfamiliar planet, his skin sensors momentarily bathed in the potent light of an alien sun. He felt a single moment of electronic disappointment. Then, as his major systems overloaded and failed, the entity known as Vi-t-ry knew no more.

On the planet Sul-Anroth

(Present)

Air Force Special Operations Officer, sometime Special Forces warrior, astronaut, Space Shuttle Commander and now Robinson Caruso on...? On what? Commander James Macintosh “Mac” Crowe considered this as he drifted towards a restless sleep. It was months since the shuttle Atlantis crash landed here on an alien world, in circumstances that still astounded him, being transported from Earth orbit by an unknown alien technology. And still they hadn’t named the planet. Hadn’t asked the alien clansmen who’d attached themselves to the humans, what they called their home. Did their enemy; enemies he amended, have a name for it? The hideous Aranu who had chased them to the very edge of the ruins of a once great city. What did they call home? Or the People who lay in ambush at the end of their journey. Large, scaled and reptilian. What was their name for this strange planet? Mac made a mental promise to ask Jehkal, their last remaining alien clansman, in the morning. 

Last remaining was not quite accurate. The other two were with the rest of his crew. The two groups having been split up during a battle with the Aranu in a day of deep fog. Mac knew they survived. Knew it because of his strange mental connection to a foundling alien cat he’d named Saber. Somehow, Mac could at times see through the eyes of the cat. By this he knew his friend and pilot of the shuttle, Cameron “Cam” Mitchell, Dr. Rebecca Carver, a British biologist they had rescued from the Unity, the stranded International Space Station and the woman Mac now found himself in love with, were still alive. Alive and again fleeing the Aranu. Every moment drawing them further and further apart. His sole consolation was that his friends were with the other two of their clansmen. Niloc, the last survivor of a clan of aliens called the Sar-Too was a close friend. An alien man who taught them so much. And Den’al, a warrior of Clan Paliece whom they'd found in the wilderness as they searched for a winter home. Mac hoped, no prayed they could outrun their pursuers. The alternative was too hideous to contemplate, as the Aranu ate their enemies. Mac also prayed for the day they could reunite. 

As for his group, he was uncomfortably unsure of their own situation. They were trapped. An invisible line separated them from the reptilian People. A line the People apparently would not cross. Beyond that line there lay the ruins of a fantastic city. But one that their clansmen said could not be entered. To do so was death. Mac didn’t know why it was death and they could not tell him. To them, it just was. But he and those with him were fast running out of options. He thought of those others in his group. Jehkal, another clansman of the Paliece and two of his own; humans. Sue Rael, a Payload Specialist from the ill-fated crew of the Atlantis and Demitri Karkov, a Russian scientist rescued from the Unity. All of them looking to Mac for salvation. Some plan to save them. More than Mac could deal with at the moment, exhausted from sleep deprivation, adrenalin and battle. Instead, he drifted further toward the peaceful oblivion of sleep, wrapped in the furs of dead alien animals while bathing the fast-fading light of an alien sun.

Homecoming - Not!

(Orbit over Earth; Five Months prior)

––––––––
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THE VAST SHIP FLOATED dead and cold over the living planet far below. Transported here by mistake using the last of its built-up energy reserves, only to succumb to oblivion at the last second. Yet a flicker of something remained, and from that flicker a new world could be born. But only if the old world would allow it.

The maintenance computer glowed with that flicker of power, almost cold in its standby mode during the transition in which the ship it maintained danced through space. Traveling to a star many hundred light years distant. But damage to sensors all around the great vessel caused an automatic pulse of power to rip through the computer. For a living entity, it would be akin to being shocked by a defibrillator. Instantly awake, the small Artificial Intelligence that comprised its brain, quickly analyzed every inch of the vessel it was tasked to repair. Every wire, fiber, and glass tube. Every pipe, hatch, and bulkhead. Every other computer system it was charged keep operational. Had the ship not been so terribly damaged in the great battle two millennia ago, the maintenance computer would have had many like it to assist. Now there was only one.

All over the ship, its subordinate A.I.s reported and flooded him with data. Millions of sensors on the surface and throughout the ship were queried. Instantly, the maintenance computer knew exactly the task it faced and what resources could be brought to bear. An army of living beings would have been overwhelmed by the task and cascading disasters that now confronted the small computer. But this A.I. knew no fear; could not. It simply and efficiently prioritized each problem by level of threat. The list was extremely long. Firefighting robots sprang into action. Repair and manufacturing robots followed closely behind, dismantling, replacing, or rerouting. Slowly the battle was waged and slowly was won. The ship would survive. Neither the cold of space nor the gravity of the nearby planet would claim it. At least for now. As repair continued, the worst of the problems were solved. Repairing the central core and restoring power to the entity which knew itself as Vi-t-ry, was far, far down the list of priorities, and it would be a long time before the great ship once again wakened.

Vi-t-ry's awareness grew slowly. Time meant nothing and yet was a concept he understood. He also ‘felt’ a consuming need to find ‘something.’ Searching within himself he looked but was not sure what the ‘it’ was that needed finding. Vi-t-ry had a feeling and a word formed in his mind. Compelled! Vi-t-ry felt “compelled.” Vaguely, he remembered another time. A time before he’d been reborn. This time felt much the same, except now he knew things. Things that were hidden from him before. He knew he was a machine. Knew there were other machines within him. He could feel them crawling across his face and he could feel them moving within. And... he felt compelled. Vi-t-ry had to find something more. Something important. Yet he was blind. Something in his memory cautioned him to wait. To be patient. The machines within him would help.
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​Chapter 1
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(Five Months Earlier)
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TWO HUNDRED COMPLETELY enthralled people watched the big screens scattered throughout mission control, while closer to a billion watched from whatever television or computer around which they could crowd. This would be the most watched shuttle launch in history. NASA’s mission control in Houston was as tense as the Air Force captain had ever seen it. And rightly so. A shuttle mission was about to launch in an attempt to solve the greatest mystery ever to face planet Earth. The shuttle had a satellite to retrieve from orbit.

“T minus three minutes and counting.” The drone of the technician counting down the minutes and seconds till the launch echoed throughout the operation center. Captain Samuel Phillip Rodgers listened to it as he had a hundred times before, even remembering the Gemini and Apollo missions he’d watched as a child. The time when he’d first dreamed of space. And as an astronaut in his own right, he’d achieved that goal and had the count signal his own launch three separate times. Now, he watched with a mixture of envy and trepidation. The crew on board the Atlantis was flying into the unknown and, undoubtedly, into history. The captain envied them as he did any crew that flew without him. Every astronaut wants to be on every flight. Yet he’d flown his last only two months before, piloting the Endeavor on a secret contract mission for the Israeli military, while using the cover story of a communications satellite repair operation. His trepidation was for the danger that this very unorthodox flight could encounter.

“T minus one minute and counting.” Multiple screens displayed the Atlantis from every angle, bathed in the bright lights that turned night into day. Majestically she sat on the pad, strapped to her external boosters and the huge fuel tank on which she would make her initial ride. Steam drifted up and away from the pad and gantry, making the ship look as if she were already aloft and floating gently through the clouds. Again, a sight seen so many times that the population in general took no more interest than the Monday morning baseball scores. At least until today. This one was different. 

The satellite the crew of the Atlantis was to retrieve was one that had simply and suddenly disappeared, along with a number of others. An event apparent to the larger portion of the world’s population, only when their satellite TV signals suddenly ceased. They were left with fuzzy local broadcast and numerous, but very pointed questions. 

The captain chuckled humorlessly to himself. The event was quite something else for the U.S. military. They had lost spy satellites as did other countries and were now involved in a geo-political tinder box because those same governments had begun the greatest political pastime of all. The blame game.

Soon the great mystery thickened as the International Space Station, Unity, was caught by the same phenomena, disappearing as if she had never been. Then, approximately fifteen hours ago, one of the missing satellites reappeared. Back in orbit and far from where it should be, yet undamaged and fully functional. At least as far as NASA could tell. Now the Atlantis was prepped, programmed and pointed, and ready to go get it and bring it home. Hopefully, with some evidence of, as the President so eloquently asked, “Just what the hell happened?”

“T Minus thirty seconds.” This was the most critical time in any launch. Do or die as they say. Anything could happen even at the most well-planned launch. But this one was bending all the rules and many things that could normally cause an abort would probably be ignored. His thought was proven just twenty seconds later.

“T Minus ten seconds.” Suddenly, a flurry of activity commenced at several of the consoles. With a practiced eye, the captain could tell there was a problem with one of the umbilical lines that pumped fuel to the ship until the last possible second. It had failed to drop away. Involuntarily he clenched his teeth, muttering one of his favorite pearls, “Shit.” Engines were at full power and huge plumes of exhaust billowed forth through the diversion channels under the pad. A close-up shot showed the frozen nitrogen condensation coating the sides of the engines, falling away in chunks as the vibration and heat built. Silently he willed the stubborn line to release. Pushed at his chair with clenched fists. As if by his command, the obstinate line fell away. A mere T Minus three seconds remained. 

The countdown quickly settled to zero and the great locks holding the ship to earth released and swung back. Like an excited puppy, the Atlantis leapt up, quickly accelerating away from the gantry, and rolling majestically over on her back as she clawed her way from the clutches of gravity. The launch looked perfect, but no one was cheering as they watched her climb. Each and every one of them remembered Columbia, and no one could really breathe until Atlantis was safely in orbit.

“All systems green,” the distorted voice of the pilot, Cam Mitchell and the simultaneous affirmative from mission control. The captain intently watched the long-distant video feeds provided by a variety of ground stations from Florida to the Azores and beyond. With a suddenness that startled - even though it was anticipated and announced by mission control - the boosters separated and fell away in great graceful arcs to either side. The captain relived the same moment from his own flights. The jolt as the explosive bolts blew and the boosters separated from the ship. The momentary hesitation when the g-force lets up slightly then renews threefold as the shuttle screams through the ever-thinning atmosphere. This separation was perfect, as was the launch. Involuntarily, he watched the clock as it now counted forward from zero, measuring the duration of the flight. All too aware that this would be one of the shortest, yet dangerous on record. 

A slap on the back startled him. “Well, Buck, they’re up. Now the real work begins.” Buck smiled but didn’t turn from the screens. He couldn’t help but smile. Would never really get used to the nickname that was stuck on him back in flight school when one sadistic instructor found out he wanted to be an astronaut. The words still echoed, “Well, well, well... ole’ “Buck” Rodgers here has a plan for his life!” No matter how he tried to kill it, the name stuck. He was eternally grateful his last name wasn’t Gordon. “Flash Gordon, Savior of the Universe” would have probably driven him into the marines.

“Yeah, Cal, and all we get to do is watch!” Lt. Colonel John “Cal” Sanderson was not only the officer commanding their shuttle flights, but his best friend. Cal exuded confidence, competence, and wit. Sandy blond turning to grey, tall, and lean, with the California surfer look that not only earned him his nickname, but the attention of attractive ladies wherever they went. A point that made Buck both jealous and thankful on numerous occasions. Dark haired and stocky, Buck had his own chiseled good looks, but never held a candle to Cal. Whatever the function, the party always swirled around Cal and Buck stood in the wake gathering what he could. He wasn’t alone. The other men at the gatherings simply sighed and shook their heads or cast Cal daggers of hostility. It flowed off his C.O. like water from a duck. He knew Buck had his back. They were quite a pair, but all business when they needed to be. Now was such a time. There were friends in danger on this mission and neither liked feeling impotent. Cal smacked him on the back again.

“Come on. Let’s get a cup of coffee while they limber up the bay. Then we can watch as they unload that big piece of junk they carried up there.” 

Buck nodded and pulled himself away. Not that it was a big deal. There were video screens everywhere, even in the commissary, but it was not the same as here in the grandstand. He’d go, but he’d be back quickly. They walked in silence as Buck contemplated that big piece of junk. Atlantis was loaded with a module destined for the now non-existent space station. A cargo that could not be offloaded before the emergency flight. Instead, the crew of the Atlantis would have to jettison it in orbit to make room for the satellite. Their friends up there would have to open the bay, unhook the module, and toss it away using the boom arm. All very complicated in the weightlessness of space and dangerous even when planned and choreographed months ahead of time. Now they had a very short time to get it done so they could grab the satellite and dive for home. Just over two hours. Sure as hell no one wanted to be anywhere up in space at the moment and Atlantis was flying right into the proverbial, ‘teeth of the unknown’. 

Coffee in hand, they returned to their seats in time to see the payload specialists moving through the lock and into the bay. They listened to the banter back and forth between the crew members and the clinical communications coming from Mission Control. Each watched in silence, anticipating and critiquing every move. The pastime of all true professionals. The minutes ticked by and the rendezvous with the target loomed ever closer. A fact shown in graphic detail on one monitor which showed a real time map with a red line becoming ever shorter between the shuttle and the satellite.

A little over an hour later, what little routine there was came to a screeching halt. Buck tensed in his chair as the ships’ internal communication feed played over the speakers.

“Mac, this is Sue. We’ve got a problem.” This from the payload specialist Sue Rael to Commander Mac Crowe. A man respected by Buck and a brother in arms, but no real friend. They simply didn’t have that much time together. He’d tilted a few with the pilot, Cam Mitchell, but not with Mac.

“Go ahead, Sue. What do you have?”

“One bolt on the port side forward tie-down is frozen. We need to torch it off.”

“Shit!” This from Cal, with an echo from many others sitting in the gallery.

“Affirmative, Sue. How much time?”

“Tyler says about fifteen minutes, but we’ll probably be tossing it out about the same time we get to the target.” Tyler was the other payload specialist aboard.

“I confirm,” Cam said.

Mac replied, “Understood. Anything we can do to help from in here, or do you need an extra pair of hands?”

Her voice sounded tight, “No, Commander. Just time. I’ll keep you posted.” None of this was going out to the public, but people watching couldn’t help but notice the new frenzy of activity on the monitors as mission control and scientists, engineers and techs scrambled to retrieve schematics, or gathered in groups around terminals with suddenly animated gestures and agitated conversation. All Buck could really do was watch.

A few minutes later, Cam gave the world the news they were waiting for, “I’ve got a visual on the target.”

“Atlantis, this is Houston. We show you at twenty-eight miles and closing at one per minute. Do you confirm?”

“Confirm, Houston, and we do have a visual,” Commander Crowe replied. Then a collective cheer went up as, “Commander, this is Sue. We have it free. Ready to open bay doors.” Now it was just a matter of opening the doors on the big ship, maneuvering the module out, and then releasing it to the emptiness of space. Everything was going as planned, just behind schedule. 

A few minutes later came an update. “We need fifteen more minutes to get it out, unattached and pushed away.” This from the payload crew.

“Damn, they’re cutting this close.” Buck was sweating profusely and once again silence reigned in the gallery as each of them willed the crew on. None felt as helpless as Buck. He knew that if they didn’t get that module loose and away, they risked the entire mission. His grip on the chair arms became painful, but ignored and so, eyes locked on the screen; he was staring hard as the world suddenly and dramatically changed forever.

Chapter 2

Return to top

––––––––
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TWO HUNDRED COMPLETELY enthralled people watched the big screens scattered throughout mission control, while closer to a couple billion watched from whatever television or computer which they could crowd around. This would be the most watched shuttle launch in history. NASA’s mission control in Houston was as tense as the Air Force captain had ever seen it. And rightly so. A shuttle mission was about to launch in an attempt to solve the greatest mystery ever to face planet Earth. The shuttle had a satellite to retrieve from orbit.
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