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The Moon

The ship was nearing the lunar surface.

“500 feet .... 400.... 300.... 200.... 100....50,” said Calum the pilot.

The crew could feel the ship jolt as it touched down on HD 20794’s moon.

“Secure ship and check for damage. Good landing Calum,” said Donna.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” said Calum.

“Department heads report all clear. “Said Katie the comms officer announced.

“Thank you, Ground ops approved for the dark side and for the dropship plume recovery mission,” Donna said.

Once his wife had finished, Sandy issued his orders. “Observation and listening post dispersal is a go. Anyone who wishes to walk on the surface may do so. Do not stray far and keep locators on.” He turned to Donna. “Coming?” 

“Absolutely.” She addressed the bridge crew, “Minimum staffing protocol is now in effect. I want the entire crew to have the chance to go outside and assist the science teams. A change of scenery will do us all good.”

After a quick coffee in their quarters, they suited up and exited the airlock, moving far enough from the ship to take in a full 360-degree view of the moon.

“This never gets old. How could anyone not love this view?” Donna said, arms outstretched.

“I know. I could sit out here all day,” Sandy replied. “The peace and quiet to clear your head and the view doesn’t get better than this,” said Sandy.

They walked hand-in-hand across the local terrain toward a small ridgeline about a mile away. Reaching the top, they could see the terminator and the bright curve of the day side and looming in the sky, HD 20794d.

“Look at that... beautiful,” Donna whispered. 

“Nature is amazing without a doubt. I am glad the suits have recorders to remember this day,” said Sandy.

They stood for a few minutes in silence to enjoy the view before making their way back to the ship. Walking back to the ship they could see their footprints in the dust. The first humans to visit this place and their footprints would remain forever. 

On the surface of HD 20794d a farmer was going about his daily routine of checking and feeding his livestock. Once the trough was filled, he took a moment to look around and enjoy the view on the beautiful day. He was scanning the horizon when there was a flash of light in the corner of his eye. Turning to focus on that point, he said to himself, “Did I just see a flash of light on the moon. I couldn’t have.” And then.... There was another flash. He hadn’t imagined it there were lights on the moon. Then realisation hit him, the Sky People are back.

Dropping the feed sack, he ran to the village to find the Elder.

His running and outpouring of excitement was attracting some attention as he ran through the village. Arriving at the temple he turned and saw a crowd gathered behind him. As he was getting his breath back the Elder came out of the temple to see what all of the commotion was about.

The Elder seeing the breathless man asked, “What brings you to the temple and this early hour of the morning Wartle.”

“Elder Meikle, I have just seen lights on the moon. They seemed to be moving from the edge into its face before it disappeared. Could it mean the Sky People have returned?”

The gathered crowd were silent awaiting the next words from the wise man.

“You saw these lights?”

“I did. It wasn’t one light moving. There was a flash of light, then another and another. You could see it moving across the face of the moon before it stopped. I came straight here to inform you.”

The Elder paused for a moment in contemplation.

“I shall need to consider this and to study the texts. If everyone returns after the evening meal I shall give my pronouncement. Please return to your daily tasks,” said Elder Meikle. 

The crowd started dispersing and the old man turned and went back to his breakfast. Taking a sip of his herbal tea, he went over what he had just heard. Lights moving on the moon. Could they be real? If they are.... Then he knew the stories that had been passed from generation to generation. Trouble was coming and if the Sky People were here then it would happen soon.

Finishing his tea and leaving the remains of his breakfast he made his way into the temple to the inner sanctum where the texts were stored. Selecting the volumes he wanted, moving to the room next door. Taking a seat by the window he scrolled through the book until he found the section he was looking for, the section on the return of the Sky People.

Reciting the section, 


	The Sky People will return when needed during imbalance or time of great change. 

	They will bring guidance, spiritual or practical aid. 

	Will restore harmony, correcting what has gone wrong and bring back peace to the population. 

	Will protect the people, especially from threats beyond their control. 

	And they will reaffirm the sacred order by reminding the people of their duties.



If this is the beginning of the Sky People returning, then the people will have to prepare for something terrible that is coming.
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Change of Plans

Aboard Discovery, the teams were deep into preparations for their assigned tasks. One group would descend to the moon’s dark side to map terrain and collect samples, while others would head to the day side to identify locations for observation posts and scanning arrays aimed at the planet below. The ship felt like a coiled spring, quiet and focused.

Sandy and Donna sat in the conference room looking at the holographic map of HD 20794d. It was currently showing the areas of population and potential sites for the high gravity materials (H.G.M.). Initial scans had overestimated the natives technological capability They decided to plan for surface operations to locate sources of H.G.M.’s and to extract and refine them onsite before shipping to orbit. They were trying to find sites where they could get the most different materials as possible. 

The big map cast a pale blue glow across the conference room as its shifting overlays painting Sandy and Donna in cold light. 

He was well aware of a ‘Domesday clock’ ticking and needed enough H.G.M.’s as possible to send back to Earth to get a ship with weapons and a defensive capability in system. As a scientist he was also aware of the difficulty in learning about the new materials that humanity had never even seen before and working on possible uses for them. For him, the only uses initially should be for the fleet development as they may need the ships for planetary defence. He always believed in gathering data first before making any major changes or decisions otherwise Stewart’s Law may take effect.

For the coloured areas on the map representing the four sites recommended by the geologists and chemists. Dropships would be sent down to recon the areas and take scans and perform onsite tests to determine what materials were actually available. This data would be used to update the big map to highlight sites for future mining missions. Once that data was available on how to mine, collect, refine and transport these materials, Sandy wanted to send the information back to Earth. There was a plan for other teams to go to the other high gravity worlds to set up mining and refining facilities.

Night launches minimised the risk of detection, though not entirely. Donna didn’t say it aloud, but both of them knew that a single contrail in the wrong sky could change everything. Daytime flights would have been preferred but there was no way they could hide the contrails. Teams would remain on site, rotating once each dropship’s hold was full of H.G.M. Mining would continue until a source was depleted or required major visible mining works. 

Sandy and Donna didn’t want major mining works to scar the surface so it was decided to move around to other sites. By doing this they may also find new materials previously undiscovered. As this was all new to humanity, they had no idea what materials they could possibly find here. The priority was as much as materials as possible, as quickly as possible without causing too much ecological damage.

It was decided that the survey dropships would depart that night and be crewed by A.I.’s due to the high gravity. They would be followed up equipment dropships that would contain the A.I. controlled robots to do the bulk of the required labour. The chemists said that they would go down in a science dropship to analyse the raw and refined materials onsite in order to save time and reduce the number of flights to the surface.

With the plans made and teams assigned there was nothing to do but wait for the results of the onsite analysis to come through.

Katie, the Chief Communications Officer, was making slow but steady progress. The single radio source they detected transmitted short but perfectly timed bursts each planetary day. Too precise for chance and too short for conversation. It was almost ritualistic. She worked with Engineering to create a translator that could interface with the ship’s language database, but the lag between speech, translation, and the verbal output remained a challenge. 

The villagers spent the day wondering what the Elder was going to say to them that evening prayers. The villagers filed into the temple and took their customary seats and waited. The silence and the expectation of what was to be said was palpable. There was a creak of a door and the sound of slow deliberate steps on the stone floor. A light could be see advancing down the corridor and suddenly Elder Meikle was standing there. He moved to the front of the congregation and placed his lantern on the table by his side.

After a pause, he looked up and started to speak, “My friends I have reviewed the texts and considered their meaning. I now understand what the lights mean. 

The texts say the Sky People will return if there is great change and if we require protection from this change. A great change is coming, and it is going to bring hardship to our people. From today I want the village to collect and store provisions for yourselves and your animals. We need to prepare for something so terrible medicinal herbs will have to be collected and prepared in advance. Firewood to be collected, chopped and stored. But if the Sky People are already here then we won’t have much time. 

I want you all to be watching for signs of the Sky People. Lights in the sky or strange sights or noises. If notice anything unusual come here and report it so we can record it for the future generations. We may be facing hardship, but we are fortunate to be the generation to meet the Sky People since our earliest days.

There was a rumble of conversation amongst the villagers about the last statement. Meeting the messengers of the Gods....it was the dream of every generation, the highest honour of their lives to be in their presence.

The Elder moved to the table nearby and switched on the box with lights. Picking up the handset the entire village sang their praise to the Sky People and the Elder finished by telling the Sky People that they had seen their signs and they were preparing for their coming.

Kate was waiting for the nightly radio signal and on cue there it was. Katie leaned closer, unsettled by how earnest the voices sounded. It sounded like singing and then a single person talking before the signal suddenly cut off. Very bizarre. One single radio, weak signal and every night what appeared to be singing and a single voice speaking before cutting the signal.... Why?

While Katie wrestled with the strange nightly signal, far below on the planet the people were preparing for something of their own.

High above the planet and unaware of the villagers’ preparations, Discovery readied for the night’s launches.

Sandy and Donna waited in the conference room to watch the dropships depart for the surface and wait until they were safe on the surface. There was a tension on Discovery tonight. The whole crew knew what was at stake with this mission and nobody was going to settle until the results of the scans were in from the surface teams and confirmation the theories were correct.

On the planet surface the sound of the dropships flying through the atmosphere was attracting attention. As they passed over the villages, the villagers came out to find the source of the strange noises in the sky. Not seeing anything but they could follow the direct of travel by sound. In the morning, the villagers met and they decided that some of the men were going to walk in the direction the sound went to see if there was any signs of the Sky People.

All four dropships had landed safely, and the teams immediately started taking scans of the local geology. Donna had sent a probe into geostationary orbit to act as an orbital scanning platform and as a communications relay. All the results would be relayed back to the ship as soon as they were collated. The hope was that in the daylight the teams would be able to begin excavating materials and then to start the testing and refining processes during the night.

From the initial scans it did appear that everything on the chemists’ expected materials list was here. That news caused a huge sigh of relief among the crew. Now that these H.G.M.’s can be found, the processing and refining had to be worked out next. 
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Success 

The days blended into weeks as the mining teams worked tirelessly across the surface. Their progress was steady and increasingly efficient. Through persistent trial and refinement, they succeeded in determining not only how to safely extract the high-gravity materials (H.G.M.s) but also how to process them so the materials would retain their unique properties once transported back to Earth. Already, one dropship’s hold was filled with refined materials. Donna authorised two replacement dropships to depart from Unity: one to retrieve the processed H.G.M.s and another to rotate the AI crews supporting the extraction teams.

Aboard Discovery, the science and engineering divisions reviewed every piece of data gathered so far. Each update refined their procedures, improving safety and more importantly output. The upcoming teams would receive a complete operational protocol, a living document containing the collective lessons learned. Once transmitted to Earth, this protocol would accelerate extraction efforts in the two new systems being prepared for similar mining operations.

This breakthrough meant something profound as the fleet could finally produce the materials needed for the completion of hybrid warship programme.

With the technical work now in the hands of specialists, Sandy found himself with rare quiet moments he had time to think. His thoughts drifted toward the future of the fleet.

What had come to his mind was if they are becoming an organised fleet, it should have certain attributes of a proper navy. 

The first thing he thought of was that there should be an organised rank structure, which would be based on a military system, probably that of the navy. This rank structure should be the same for human and A.I. crew members, and being an A.I. should not preclude an individual’s selection to command positions. The best person for the job should be the guiding rule, and not whether they are human or A.I.

The second thought along these lines was that each mission should have its own ‘campaign’ medal, with a rosette if armed action was involved. In the military the medal ribbons were an individual’s visual CV of their service, so this tradition should continue in the space fleet. As they were in space, a new set of skills/profession badges should be created along military lines. Badges for astronaut but adding profession to it, Astronaut - Pilot or Astronaut - Scientist. Other badges for skills learned and proficiency should also be created. To recognise individual achievements there should be awards for discoveries or advancements. These should be profession related, such as The Curie Award for Medicine or The Einstein Award for Science, to reward individual crew members for their work. 

He prepared the document to go back to the fleet, and he also sent a copy to Diana for her thoughts. To Diana he made sure she had a copy of the H.G.M. reports and all the data to see if she could see anyway to improve the processes. Sandy also asked her for a rough breakdown of the H.G.M. requirements so they could tailor the mining and processing accordingly. 

Sandy finished the reports and sent them for dispatch to the courier ship. He was feeling happier now that they can get the required materials, so his dream of a hybrid armed ship is coming true. It was still the element of time that still played on his mind, and it had the habit of disrupting his sleep. Either not getting to sleep or nightmares where this alien threat comes back and the planet and Unity are destroyed. This occurs most nights and it is starting to show, even Donna has started to notice that something is wrong. She was worried about him, but she has tried to divert some of his workload so he can fall asleep when he can. 

Meanwhile, on the planet’s surface, Elder Meikle sat in the village square with the bustle of daily life swirling around him. Traders shouted their wares, children darted between homes, the scents of baking and cooking drifted on the warm breeze. Yet his mind remained fixed on the strange events of recent days. This morning, he had a stream of locals telling him of the noises in the sky the previous night. Groups of men had departed at first light to investigate the source of these disturbances.
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