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Moholes:

     







The term ‘Mohole’ first appeared in relation to a failed attempt by the United States of America to drill a hole through the Earth’s crust in the early 1960s, to obtain samples of the Mohorovicic Discontinuity (the boundary between the crust and the upper mantle).

Kim Stanley Robinson first used the concept of Moholes as giant shafts bored in the Martian Crust as part of terraforming activities in the Mars Trilogy.










The Soletta:









A soletta is a giant shield built in space to protect a planetary surface from the Solar Wind. Kim Stanley Robinson also used this concept in the Mars Trilogy.



We stand on the shoulders of giants...





      [image: ]This book is written in United States English.











  
  
Prologue








(Falcon’s Call)





IN THE DAWNING years of the twenty-fourth century, humanity’s perception of the universe changed forever. 

In the dawning years of the twenty-fourth century, humanity’s perception of the universe changed forever.

An unidentified, alien vessel entered the outer reaches of the Solar System on a direct course for the Sun.

Convinced by scientists the ship would be unmanned and was certain to be a derelict or robot, the governments of Earth and Mars each sent fleets to intercept, both worlds seeking to gain any technological benefit the hulk might deliver. Martian authorities, realizing the Terran fleet would arrive first and claim ownership, decided to send an additional ambassador.

The Butterball, a small, ancient freighter converted for asteroid surveying, was the only ship in a position to reach the intruder before the opposition. Its owner and captain, Joe Falcon, intercepted the starship, a giant vessel over one hundred kilometers in length, and found it apparently deserted. As he began to explore, the derelict ship’s systems started to come alive.

When the fleets arrived, they found themselves locked out of the amazing craft, with Joe and his crew prisoners inside. The visitor continued its journey to the Sun, unconcerned by the warships following in its wake.

Upon reaching the star, the vessel—named the Minaret after its general shape—performed a solar breaking maneuver and set course for a rendezvous with Earth. Only then did the inhabitants of the ship, dubbed the ‘Visitors’, make themselves known. An individual named Io, a synthetic android created in female, human form to interact with the arrivals, summoned Joe to a meeting. Her purpose was to reveal the reason for the ship’s presence in the Solar System.

Close behind the first, a second star-voyager called the Blackship approached Sol. According to Io, that vessel had attacked and destroyed her civilization, and now intended to attack Earth in the same manner. The Visitors had rushed to reach Sol first, intent on revenge for their murdered race.

Unable to defeat their enemy alone, Io asked for the fleets of humanity to join her own fighters in the battle. In return, she offered to protect Earth with a shield that could not be penetrated, and asked for the use of the moon Titan for one hundred years, to construct a giant factory for the manufacture of fuel for their vessel before they departed to find a new home.

With Joe’s help, the bargain was struck. As predicted, the new arrival attacked Earth without warning, but the well-protected planet suffered minimal loss. The combined fleets dealt with the massive force of Blackship fighters while the Minaret lured the enemy mother ship away on a merry chase to Mars.

Once there, Io’s people tricked the Blackship, surrounding it with a mirrored shield of pure energy, blinding it and rendering it incapable of maneuvering. With the blast from its own engines, the Minaret nudged the trapped enemy into a lower orbit around the red planet.

The shield turned off seconds before Phobos, the last remaining moon of Mars, hit the vessel. With a mass of over ten and a half quadrillion tonnes, and twenty-two kilometers across, the massive rock slammed into the stationary ship at seven thousand, seven hundred kilometers per hour.

Its engines damaged beyond repair, the enemy vessel was unable to prevent itself from dropping from orbit and crashing into the surface of Mars.



—




Two murders occurred on the Butterball during the voyage. One murdered crewman returned alive and well through the magical technology of the Visitors on the Minaret. 

Joe’s investigations into the perpetrator of those deaths led to another member of his own crew, and in a confrontation with the killer, Joe was fatally shot. His body failed him, his memories downloaded into the vast memory banks of the starship where he awaited the day he would receive a new, cloned body.

The war won, the Earth and Mars saved, the colossal Minaret moved to an orbit around Saturn and a gigantic factory complex rose on frigid Titan. Nobody knew precisely what the aliens were doing there, but many feared their presence and rumors abounded.

For one hundred years, no human was permitted to land on Titan.












  
  
Chapter 1




Sixty one years later








JOE FALCON BRACED HIMSELF against the unsettling shiver that wormed its way up his spine. The sound of his breathing echoed back from the confines of his spacesuit, as he smelt the canned tang of the air from his life support system. It was not something he enjoyed. The last time he wore a spacesuit was decades in the past.

This moon had an eerie, surreal feel, and something about it set his nerves on a razor’s edge. To his knowledge, he was the first human to land on Titan since the original exploration ship almost a century ago.

Not that he had any right to be standing here; by doing so he broke a convention that had dominated humanity’s exploration of the outer planets. No one was permitted here. As Joe was instrumental in the formulation of that decree, he of all people should not be breaking the rules, but for him this was personal.

He thanked Thoth and Hephaestus, the gods of technology, for his suit and prayed it would not fail him. The surface temperature registered at ninety-six degrees Kelvin, or minus one hundred and eighty Centigrade, far too cold for a flesh-and-blood body to survive.

The insulated suit protected him from the hellish environment, but a chill still filled his soul. He glanced down, scuffed a booted foot in the grainy sand and contemplated the mark it left, proof of his presence in this forbidding place. With a shake of the head to force himself back to reality, he began the trek around the ship toward the cargo hatch. He had seen all this before, but long ago and from a distance.

Giant, black dunes marched skyward beyond the dark plain at the edge of which he stood, but those high ridges were not normal mineral sands. Composed of fine, hydrocarbon grains that drifted down from the frigid clouds, they extended many kilometers to where higher mountain ranges of rock-hard, super-chilled ice stretched into the ever-present haze of a frozen sky.

On Joe’s other side, the calm waters of a broad, liquid-methane lake spread mirror-like, reflecting the orange murk that filled the nitrogen-methane air. Dominating all, a colossal, multi-colored orb forced its presence through the overcast, the glow sufficient to bathe the alien landscape with an eerie half-light. The giant gas world of Saturn, unchallenged queen of the Solar System, brooded over its hellish, elder child Titan, its glowering visage counterpointed by multiple lightning flashes that crackled uninterrupted across the moon’s sky.

In the distance, the near wall of a vast structure stretched for many kilometers from the edge of the lake to the distant dunes, and soared several hundred meters into the frigid air.

Six decades ago the colossal alien starship known to all as the Minaret arrived to warn the people of Earth and Mars they were under threat of attack from a second vessel, dubbed the Blackship, which entered the system soon after.

The first arrivals, named by Joe’s crew the ‘Visitors’, offered protection for the worlds of humanity in return for the exclusive use of the moon Titan for one hundred years. Joe helped to finalize that agreement and the decree went out that no human ship was to land here for one century.

Joe had arrived a little early.

He worked his way around the ship, the New Worlds Institute research vessel Marco Polo, until he reached the cargo hatch. The short journey was disconcerting, the only sounds those of his breath, the pounding of his pulse in his ears and the multitude of small, whirring noises from the servos operating the limbs of the mini-tank that was his environment suit.

A breath of warm air flowed over his face but did little to ease the chill in his soul. No decent human should ever be in a place like this.

It all began with an innocent observation.

The Minaret was missing.

The exact purpose of the giant structure ahead remained unknown, but the accepted belief was it was a giant cyclotron used to manufacture antimatter, the supposed power source of the vessel. The Visitors never quite clarified the matter, and most knowledge came from speculation rather than fact.

The Visitors stated they had used all their fuel to reach Earth ahead of the Blackship, and after the battle needed to make more before they continued their quest to find a new home elsewhere among the stars.

Or so the people of both worlds believed.

Joe knew otherwise. The giant structure ahead was an illusion, a ghost, but of all humans only he was aware of that.

Io, the ambassador of the aliens, once made a secret admission her ship lacked the capacity for another star voyage. They were here to stay. The Titan complex was intended as a blind to make humanity think the Minaret was being refueled. After one hundred years the ship would leave as promised, but go no further than the Oort cloud where it would wait hidden until a future time when it might be rediscovered by humans. By then they would have developed sufficiently to cope with the sophisticated engineering the starship offered.

The Visitors possessed the technology to create or clone any organic body they desired, and Joe advanced the idea they take on human form and merge with humans. Subject to the same emotions and hormones, the crew of the alien vessel would in time become integrated into the race and after a few generations of interbreeding would be indistinguishable, a part of the varied patina of humanity.

Joe long ago began to doubt the plan. For reasons both deep and personal he now mistrusted the aliens, and this landing was the result. He deliberately chose to defy the embargo. The time had come for everyone to know the truth about this place, but he needed to reveal it in such a way that his duplicity in the alien charade would remain a secret.

From the moment the war against the Blackship ended, rumors began to spread. Some maintained the Visitors wanted the Solar System for themselves and took the chance to destroy not only their interstellar rivals but also human opposition. The fleets of both Earth and Mars were decimated in the conflict, and many considered humanity unprepared to defend itself in the future. Joe had worked hard to correct that deficiency in the last six decades.

Others suspected the Visitors walked amongst them in artificial bodies indistinguishable from natural ones. Joe knew that to be true without a doubt, as he had been party to the deception.

Despite the rumors, nothing was heard from the Minaret after it went into orbit around Saturn. Only days before the Marco Polo arrived, the alien starship vanished.

“You alright, Joe?” a static voice crackled over the radio. “Your heart rate’s up a heap and a half.”

“Yeah, still standing.” Joe took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. “Suit’s working fine. This place gives me the willies, is all.”

The embargo on Titan landings did not preclude exploration of Saturn’s other moons, and Joe’s logged objective was to carry out research and survey exercises on several of them on behalf of the New Worlds Institute. After his having spent years as a surveyor in the past, this trip was an opportunity to return to that simpler life for at least a short time. 

His ship was one of the first manned vessels ever to come this far, the voyage costing more than most organizations beyond the Institute would consider worthwhile. As they approached Saturn the first thing the crew sought was the starship, but a survey of the system failed to produce any trace. Joe decided the Visitors had not kept their side of the pact, throwing the whole question of the agreement between them and humanity into doubt. He needed to confirm their absence, and so the largest of the planet’s moons became the Marco Polo’s first destination.

The crew was determined to see inside the giant structure. If the Visitors were gone, anything remaining might be of value to humanity, but that was not the motivation for Joe. The aliens’ original plan had diverged, and that troubled him.

At the rear of the vessel, an exploration buggy rolled from its storage bay and waited, its tail ramp lowered. One steady step at a time Joe shuffled aboard and locked into the pilot frame, designed to hold the thermal suit in a standing position. A minute later he was on his way, the vehicle leaving deep tracks in the black sand as it rolled toward the nearby monolith.

“This place is bloody enormous,” Joe mumbled as the buggy rumbled on, drawing close to the high, black structure before stopping a short distance from the near wall. He demounted and walked nearer, then leaned back as far as practical in the confines of the suit to peer upwards. “Must be a couple of hundred meters up there.”

“Any sign of a way in? A door or something? Anything?” asked the voice again. Chan Berry, the man on the radio, was the captain of the Marco Polo and a close friend of Joe.

“Nope, not here. I’ll run around the base a bit.”

He remounted and drove along the perimeter ten meters out from the structure. The ship had flown over the building on the way down, and there was no trace of an entrance on the flat, featureless roof. Any way in would be here at ground level.

The monolith was far too large to circumnavigate in the time available, so an hour later, having given up and turned around, Joe returned to his original position. He stopped beside the wall, dismounted and stepped closer.

He reached out a hand, but did not expect to encounter an actual surface. As anticipated, the carbon-fiber glove of the suit passed through without resistance. He jerked the hand back, the faint, tingling sensation one with which he was familiar. Memories flooded back of his first landing on the starship when he flew through a force field into the airfield deck; it felt just like this.

“Something’s not right here,” he said, continuing the pretense. “This wall is—I don’t know—not real. I can put my hand through it like the hatches on the Minaret, but it’s not the same. It seems different.”

“Sure you’re not imagining it, old buddy?” the intercom replied.

“I’m not. Legit, my hand went straight into the damned thing. I’ll try walking through. This might be the way inside.”

“Are you serious? What if you go in and can’t get out again?”

Joe paused for a moment to consider his response. “What else can I do?” He had taken similar risks before and emerged safely, and he could not stop the charade now.

“Drop it and come back. I think we should get off this moon and get on with the job we came here for. This place gives me the willies as well.”

“Agreed, but I’m not giving up so easily.” Joe stepped forward again, re-inserted the gloved hand and leaned in until the faceplate of his helmet passed through. He felt no sensation beyond the tingling, and no resistance.

The wall had no thickness. Hundreds of meters above, the ceiling of the vast structure was transparent, the dim light from the exterior filtering through to provide minimal visibility. Inside, the black plain continued unbroken.

Joe took several paces forward and stopped. He was in, but it was like he had not gone anywhere at all. Beneath his feet lay nothing but sand, in every direction only blank walls. The structure appeared to be a vast, hollow space.

“Can you hear me, Chan?”

“Yep, you’re still coming in clear. I can’t see you. Where are you now?”

“I’m inside.”

“Cool. What’s in there?”

“Bugger all. Nothing.” Fine, now it’s common knowledge.

“What, they stripped it when they left? Damn!”

“No, I mean there literally is nothing here and it doesn’t appear there ever was. This place doesn’t even have a floor. Wait, I can see something in the distance. The light’s not so good but I can just make it out. It’s a little block-like thingy on a raised platform. Might be worth checking.”

Joe turned and walked back through the wall to his buggy, boarded and drove into the enigmatic structure, heading for the object sitting on the sand several kilometers ahead.

“Not sure you should be doing that,” Berry said. “Something stinks to high heaven about this.”

“That’ll be your jocks, Chan. You haven’t showered for a week.”

“No, I’m serious. This whole thing is weird. I mean, why would we be ordered away from this moon if it’s deserted?”

“We thought there was something here, but I guess we were wrong. I’m still going to check this out though. Almost there.”

Minutes later the buggy reached its destination, drawing to a halt beside a platform about five meters square and one high, smooth, featureless and by all appearances made from some kind of plastic material. Joe placed a glove on the black surface and felt the slightest of vibrations.

In the ultra-low gravity of Titan, he flexed the knees of his suit and launched himself up to the platform, landing with a soft clunk and the slightest of wobbles. He steadied himself and straightened up.

At the center of the block, a thin pylon constructed from the same material rose to a cube structure, the surface of which was broken by dozens of rectangular irregularities that reflected Joe’s helmet lamp like glass. He stepped forward and examined the device, moving around until he had viewed it from all sides. Standing tall, he could see across the top.

“Nothing. No access hatches or anything. Can’t see any way to get inside. Smooth as a baby’s butt. Nothing else here either.”

“So, a waste of time coming here, hey.”

Joe laughed to himself. “Yeah, I guess. There’s something about it though; I don’t know what. A feeling I’ve seen something like this somewhere else.” He had experienced the same déjà-vu sensation before. The Visitors had a penchant for building things not unlike their equivalent on Earth.

“Come back. You can stew over it later. The power in your suit is down to thirty-nine percent and if it fails I can’t reach you in time. You’ll freeze in a minute or less.”

“True. Alright, I’m on my way.” Joe knew he shouldn’t have come alone, but this little subterfuge was something he needed to do by himself.

The buggy was almost back to the ship when realization flashed into Joe’s mind.

“Got it,” he said. “It’s a projector like you see in planetariums. That explains a lot. This building’s a phantom, a projection of some sort—a holographic image. That’s why I can go straight through it. It isn’t real.”

“Don’t make no sense. Those aliens have been out here for sixty years. Why would they stay so long and put nothing but a hologram here?”

“Who knows? What puzzles me most is I watched them build the damned thing from orbit, and now I wonder if it’s a massive charade. A trick, an illusion for our benefit to make us think they were making fuel out here. They weren’t doing anything. They were never here at all.” Joe hoped he sounded genuine, and that Chan would not realize he was aware of the illusion all along.

“Where are they, do you think?”

Joe hesitated, unwilling to say anything that might give him away. “I’m sure I don’t know, but until we can find out I think we need to keep this quiet.”

“Sure, but where are they?” ?” 










  
  
Chapter 2




A hot, dry wind from the Outback blasted across the walkway at the Sidings Springs Mountain Observatory Complex and streamed away on its relentless journey eastward to the sea, leaving a swirl of dust and dry leaves in its wake. 

Anand Khatri did not mind the heat. He was a child of the tropics, where at any given time of the year it was either stinking hot or awash with flooding, monsoon rains. Most of the observatories he had worked at in his long career were in isolated locations and high up, so often cold and sometimes snowbound like the last he visited in the French Alps. This one, on a plateau well back from the eastern coast of the continent of Australia, was heaven by comparison.

Anand’s current benefactor, the Australian National University, maintained comfortable residences in Coonabarabran, a small rural town not far from where the observatory sprawled across a mountaintop at the boundary of the Warrambungles National Park. The accommodations suited Anand and his family, the small town well endowed with the kind of active social life typical of country communities. He had always considered the people of Australia to be amongst the friendliest in the world, and he felt accepted here.

His current work was with the ANU 5-1, a brand new, five-meter telescope located at the westernmost end of the complex. With his mind focused on his latest project, he ambled into the administration building and went straight to his desk. The office was cooler than outside, and the coffee machine only meters away.

Perfect!

The first task for the day was, as always, to answer the multitude of emails that awaited him. Some came from colleagues with whom he maintained a regular discourse, others from academic or business associates, members of the media or political organizations. The majority came from private citizens who wanted to ask questions, and he looked forward to those the most.

Anand was a celebrity, and often appeared on the television networks as one of the current ‘go-to’ scientists in Australia whenever something of astronomical interest pricked the public consciousness. The majority of queries were straightforward, others ridiculous or inane, but he answered every one. For him, no question was too simple or stupid. He had acquired a substantial personal following in recent years with over nineteen thousand fans on ‘Science Unlimited’, and found the notoriety gave him something of a thrill.

One name on the list of unanswered messages stood out, a video call from an old colleague, Garry Denny, now at the Kepler mining station in the Asteroid Belt on a trip of several months duration. Anand opened the file and waited. His friend’s face smiled back, a hand waving hello from the bottom corner of the screen. Anand did not return the greeting—the message was over a day old due to the time lag with transmissions from the Belt— and instead, sat back and listened.

“Hey, Anand old pal,” his friend began. “Long time no see. I’m out at Kepler right now and this’ll cost me a mint, so I’ll keep it short. One of my associates came up with something interesting last night. Says he overheard something odd in a local bar. All the crews tend to gather in those places and the guy talking was from an NWI research vessel on its way back from Saturn. They went there to check out some of the moons, and discovered the Minaret is gone. The Visitors aren’t due to leave for another forty years, so that’s a cause for concern, don’t you think?

“The story is the researchers broke protocol; with no sign of the starship, they landed on Titan hoping to investigate the Visitors’ factory. Thought they might discover something of value, but guess what they found? Nothing! According to the guy, the whole site is a hologram. There’s bugger-all there except a holo-projector. The research team took fright and high-tailed it; I reckon they figured as soon as the disappearance became public knowledge the place would be swarming, and they had no authority to land.

“I thought you guys should know. Somebody needs to investigate it and you’re the only one of my contacts with the resources. I thought you might like to take a look with that big magnifying glass of yours. That’s about all, so I had better go now before this bankrupts me. Give my love to Karishma.”

Anand leaned back in his chair and stared at the screen, a blank expression on his face. If the Minaret had departed Saturn this was a massive deal indeed, but what could he do? The orbit of the alien ship was well documented and several observatories still made occasional checks, but ANU 5-1 was not one of them.

For several minutes he mulled over the problem. To use the telescope to check this information would require moving off-line from its current programs, and he would never get approval. However, the New Worlds Institute was the most respected research and development body on both Earth and Mars, and a major contributor to the university’s funding, so if they found anything odd, it meant something.

Anand decided he could not let this go.

“Call Gabriella Ramos at VLT,” he spoke to the console and waited until a familiar face appeared. “Hey, Gabby, how are you?”

The striking, Latina woman gazing back at him was one of the directors of the VLT Array, a complex of seven enormous ten-meter telescopes located in the Atacama Desert of northern Chile. Anand knew the facility checked on the alien ship every so often and so possessed the coordinates for an immediate inspection. After the usual pleasantries, he explained the situation.

“Well,” Gabriella said, “we haven’t done a check for several months. Melipal has been down for maintenance and we brought her back online this morning after a complete rebuild and upgrade. We’re still making adjustments, but that’ll be finished in a day so we can use her to have a quick look as a test run before we move her to other projects. It’ll take some time, so I’ll call you back.”

Anand nodded, made his farewells and ended the communications link.

Melipal, a local term for ‘Southern Cross’, was the nickname of VLT3, the third of the original quartet of giant telescopes. The observatory began life three centuries ago with four, eight-point-two-meter telescopes. Over the years they were upgraded, replaced by larger, more accurate units, and in addition the array had been increased to seven, each capable of working alone or as part of a coordinated whole with sufficient power to detect exo-planets around nearby stars. If anything had the ability to make a proper check, Melipal did.

That will have to do, Anand thought. He turned his attention back to the stream of messages yet unanswered.

Several days later, his communicator chimed and Gabriella appeared again.

“Your friend was right. The Minaret is no longer in Saturn orbit, and we can’t find any trace of it. The committee here decided to refer it upstairs, so we’ve set up a conference call with the United Earth Council and the Mars Minister for Space. They’ll want you to attend, as the person who raised this to everyone’s attention.”

“But … what can I tell them? I’m just the messenger.”




      [image: ]The Honorable Martin Calvin, Minister for Martian Space Operations, drummed his fingers as each of the seats opposite blinked from empty to an actual occupant. Arrayed along the far side of the conference table were six holo-fields, set up for the delegates from Earth to join the meeting. Representatives from various authorities on Mars were there in person, seated to either side.

Calvin sighed. Now in his late sixties, white-haired and with a face lined by too many years of fretting over trivial details, he was starting to think the time had arrived to consider those marvelous gerontological treatments so talked about. The Falcons were his friends, and their treatments cost virtually nothing. In Calvin’s occupation image was everything; he was about to book himself in when this business landed in his lap.

To the left sat Professor Stephen Grate, the president of the Mars Institute of Sciences. Steve, also a close, long-term friend and somewhat younger than Martin, was a tall, angular individual with long, gray hair tied back in a stylish ponytail, his hazel eyes glistening with intelligence. Always dressed in cargo pants and a leather jacket, he was the grandson of Alfred Brewer, the faculty head at the time of the Minaret’s original arrival in the Solar System. After the death of his grandfather, Steve, a physicist of repute, had been the obvious choice to fill the vacant chair. He waited, a patient smile on his face as he toyed with a file of papers.

On Martin’s right hand sat Abiko Hirotami, the current Martian home secretary. Abiko, whose parents emigrated to Mars soon after his birth, was also tall, typical of those raised in the lower gravity of the red planet.

The last holo-field flickered and the final attendee appeared. Martin recognized the Honorable Edwardo Mori, chairperson of the United Earth Council and the one who called the meeting. Beside him sat Minister Francoise Abreu, the unenviable individual tasked with the job of coercing uncooperative nations into contributing to the reconstruction of the Terran Space Force.

The conflict with the alien Blackship decimated the original fleet, and while construction of new ships proceeded at a lightning pace the majority of the funding for the Earth contingent came from only ten percent of the planet’s nations. The nano-construction techniques used by the New Worlds Institute, which oversaw the project, allowed a criminally small construction cost, so Abreu’s task was not as noisome as it might otherwise have been.

Martin’s briefing notes told him the other four faces opposite included an uncomfortable-looking Anand Khatri, the scientist who first raised the issue of the absence of the Minaret, and a composed and self-assured Gabriella Ramos, the astronomer who confirmed the discovery. Also present were two other representatives of Terran governmental authorities, David Khan from the North American Federation and Langa Ndaba from South Africa, both senior members of the Council. Martin studied the faces, some of which he knew, others not. Before he could utter a word, Mori spoke.

“Let’s not waste time on trivialities,” he said. “We all know each other and we’ve all read the report. The question is, what are we going to do about this?”

“Hello to you too, Minister ... Ed,” Martin replied, unwilling to give way to Mori. “What do you suggest?”

Mori cleared his throat. “Yes, well. I think we need to find out where they went. This may be critical for us.”

“In what way?”

“Don’t be naïve, Martin. We’re all aware of the power that ship represents. We must confirm if the Visitors are gone or still in the system, and if they are still here, what they are up to.”

“The rumors say they haven’t been doing anything at all. The factory on Titan is nothing more than an elaborate holographic image, according to Joe Falcon.”

“Joe Falcon? The nephew or whatever of the Joe Falcon? What does he have to do with it?”

“An institute research ship was surveying the other moons when they discovered the absence of the Minaret, so they went and had a look.”

Mori slapped his hand on something beyond the edge of the holo-field. “That alone is enough for concern. Why would the aliens do this? What purpose is served by their creating an illusion to fool us for so long? We should send a contingent, an official one, to make sure.”

“I agree, and we intend to arrange one as soon as possible, but I don’t see it as a critical issue. It would be best to focus on locating the ship, don’t you think?”

“I also agree,” Langa Ndaba said. “Those bastards destroyed our major city.” He referred to the destruction of Johannesburg, one of two cities decimated during the Blackship attack. “We’ve never been happy about this Titan arrangement.”

“Would it not be more accurate to say,” Mori asked, “your government shot down one of the shield devices the Visitors used to protect the Earth, allowing an enemy fighter to enter and destroy Jo-burg? We warned you along with everyone else not to interfere with those generators, but you chose to do so despite the warnings, and suffered the consequences.”

“We had every right to...”

“This gets us nowhere,” Martin interrupted. He had no wish to get embroiled in Earth rivalries. He turned his attention to Gabriella Ramos, the only female in the group. A clear degree of hostility was present in this meeting and he hoped she at least would be a calming influence. “Any progress locating the ship?”

“No, none.”

“May I ask why? You’ve been looking for two weeks now.”

The astronomer gave a long, drawn-out sigh, her eyes flicking upward. “I appreciate you’re only a politician, Minister, but if you were a scientist you would be aware of the difficulties involved. The Minaret is not in orbit around any of the planets and does not appear to be in the Asteroid Belt; we would have found her by now if so.

“We’re focusing our attention on the Kuiper Belt at the moment and we have four of the VLT array on it, as well as the Franklin B unit in Tasmania and the AAT-3 at Siding Springs in New South Wales. Unfortunately, once you go beyond Neptune this becomes a big-ass solar system, and finding something out there the size of even that starship is like searching for the proverbial needle in the haystack.”

Martin sat back and glared at the astronomer. He did not like anyone putting him in his place, academics less than most. “Very well, keep looking. So where does this leave us?” He ignored the stricken look of Mori, who realized he had lost primacy in his own meeting.

“The factory on Titan,” Abiko Hirotami said. “Perhaps it’s nothing, but we do need to check. We must learn what those aliens are doing if they aren’t creating fuel for their ship as we thought.”

Martin sighed. “Alright, accepted. I’ll arrange for our navy to send someone out there. Saturn’s a hell of a way, but the new military vessels are well able to make the trip in a few months.”

“If those NWI idiots can get there, a naval vessel should be more than capable,” Ndaba said. “The ship’s landing is in breach of the law, by the way. Has anything been done about that?”

Martin fought to repress a chuckle. “I don’t consider it a critical issue. The New Worlds Institute is one of the most respected organizations on either planet, and my understanding is the mission was under the personal command of Joseph Falcon. He’s one of the senior directors of the Institute and I would not question his motives. I’m assured a full report of their findings will be sent to us as soon as they arrive home, so the issue of their landing isn’t worth our concern. 

For a long, uncomfortable moment the conference fell quiet. Martin expected every member of the group, except perhaps the scientists, had a political agenda of their own, and it did not surprise him nothing concrete had so far come from this exercise. Nevertheless, both Mars and Earth had, since the Blackship attack episode, agreed to a policy of open consultation on any matter concerning alien activities, and in particular the Minaret and the Visitors.

What remained of the Blackship lay as desiccated remnants scattered around a crater in the Utopia Planitia, a broad plain in the northern hemisphere of Mars. So colossal was the explosion on its crash-landing that little of substance survived, but the meager information that emerged from the wreckage belonged to both worlds.

Of the Minaret, naught remained to share. The Visitors left nothing behind when they moved out to Titan, including the remains of the damaged shield generators brought down by South Africa and Kyrgyzstan.

The only avenue remaining was to keep an eye on the ship as it orbited the gas giant, and several telescopes on both planets carried out checks on a semi-regular basis. For that reason, it could be confirmed wherever the alien starship went it had done so only recently, perhaps only days before the arrival of the NWI vessel.

“So,” Martin continued. “The ships we’ll send will be ready to leave shortly. It’s a long journey and they’ll need to prepare. Does anyone else want to add anything—anything constructive?”

Six heads shook on the far side of the table and more with him in the room. All they had to work with was a rumor, a report yet to arrive and the data from the astronomers. There was little they could do at this stage.

“You will keep us advised?” he asked, directing himself once again to Ramos. She nodded. “Excellent. Shall we adjourn for now, Edwardo? Thank you everyone.” A second later the holo fields flickered off and Martin turned to his scientific adviser. ”Why do I have the feeling there is much more to this than is obvious?”

“I feel the same, but these ridiculous meetings never solve anything, and Mori’s not going to appreciate your taking over like that,” Steve said. “We’ve always known little about what the Visitors are up to and speculation is rife, as always. Then there are the stories about their being here, and on Earth.”

“Yes, I’ve heard them too. They live in human bodies and walk amongst us. Tripe, if you ask me.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. We don’t know. We gave them Titan for one hundred years on the understanding they would build a factory to create the fuel needed for their next journey, to find the other colonies of their people. Now we learn it’s all a farce, so whatever the truth is, we know one thing for certain.”

“Yes, we do. They lied to us!”








  
  
Chapter 3




Joe falcon placed one eye to the scanner and waited as the door to his apartment opened. Once inside, he dropped his bags to the floor and took a deep breath, then walked to the windows, sat in his favorite chair and cast his gaze toward the mind-blowing view beyond the thick, pressure-resistant, window glass. He breathed in the familiar, canned smell of the air and let the cool draft from the ventilator wash across his skin. It was good to be home again. 

Something was not as it should be. Despite being in perfect health Joe felt old this morning, and getting motivated for the day was proving difficult. He had struggled all the way from the spaceport to home, and accepted it as a hangover from the voyage from which he had just returned, a lethargy that would last for days. He had not been in space for any length of time in decades, and had forgotten the joys of his body attempting to return to normal.

A trip of several months, the journey to Saturn and back took an enormous toll, and Joe expected it would be difficult to pick up his usual planet-side routine where he left off. Experience told him it would take weeks for his body to re-adjust to Martian gravity.

Joe also realized it would not be long before his little side trip to Titan came back to bite him, considering the governments of both Earth and Mars now knew of the disappearance of the Minaret. He had anticipated that, having long ago discovered one of the crewmembers of the expedition was renowned for having a loose tongue after a few drinks. The news was out, as he had intended.

He heard the first rumors soon after leaving Kepler, and contacted his son Jake to issue an official statement of the landing on Titan. While the trip would be accepted as legitimate under the circumstances, he knew some people in government always sought ways to attack the NWI. When and if the issue arose, he would let his son take care of it. The Marco Polo was an institute vessel, and Jake was the public face of the family business.

For now, Joe wanted to relax. The expedition had been an attempt to kick start his life again, a restorative for his flagging interest in virtually everything. It was over now, leaving him less invigorated than hoped. He was tired, and it was becoming obvious such an adventure was not enough to assuage the demons haunting his soul.

The splendor of Hellas in the morning was an astonishing thing to behold and becoming more so every year. The apartment in which Joe lived was several kilometers above the basin floor, dug into the rim of the eastern wall of the massive, ancient crater.

The sheer rock faces in this district contained many similar dwellings, each with expansive pressure windows looking out to the vastness of the 2,300-kilometer-wide impact basin. Some, like Joe’s, possessed balconies accessed by airlocks against the future day when it would be possible to stand in the open air without protection. Even though his apartment included one, he did not enjoy being outside.

Joe had always battled with vast, empty voids, and in space it always proved a problem whenever he went extra-vehicular. Here on Mars, looking over a seemingly endless drop, it was worse, but the view was worth it.

All the dwellings in the area were connected by a series of tunnels and elevators to local stations on the hyper-loop around the perimeter of the crater. One could easily travel from here to Hellas City, located further along the rim, without once needing a suit.

Joe loved this place. The apartment offered seclusion, enough for him not to be bothered by anyone he did not wish to see, which these days was more or less everyone. A strong security door at the entrance to the tunnel from the hyper-loop station, and another at the house itself, made sure he kept his privacy. This was a district reserved for the more affluent, and that included Joe, as much as he hated to acknowledge it.

For a little less than sixty years he had been a major shareholder in and a leading contributor to the rapid rise of the New Worlds Institute, the research and industrial conglomerate set up by his son Jake and daughter-in-law Akira, to develop and disseminate the data received from the Visitors. The organization operated on minimal profit, most of which the Falcons folded back into the business to increase its viability, but the minuscule allowance given its captains was sufficient to amass a respectable fortune, considering the vast scope of the Institute’s activities. Joe had invested much of his original worth in the early years and the dividends from that alone exceeded anything he had possessed before.

In the glass windowpane, a reflection stared back, a face Joe hated.

It looked wrong.

It should have been older.

Much older!

He turned away from the window and reached for the bottle of brandy standing on his side table. Pouring himself a measure, he closed his eyes and tried to relax.

He had occupied this body, his second, for sixty-one years.

He had been fifty-eight when he and his crew flew their spaceship, an old freighter named the Butterball, to intercept the first alien visitor to the Solar System. He died on the voyage, murdered by one of his own people. Within minutes of his demise, the Visitors downloaded his entire memory to one of their computers.

A year later, most of which Joe spent orbiting Saturn on the alien vessel, his mind was uploaded into a new body created from his DNA with input from his younger crew members to compensate for the genetic deteriorations of age. The clone grew in total isolation from stimulus to prevent it from developing any memories of its own, and at somewhere around the physical age of twenty years Joe took occupancy. It might have been something from science fiction had he not experienced it for himself.

Now, after six decades, his second body should have physically been around eighty years of age.

It was not.

Despite having been force-grown for the first part of its life, the clone aged at less than half the rate of normal human bodies, and Joe now appeared no older than forty-five. He still felt ancient, but it was a psychological thing.

Everything about his new incarnation seemed somewhat surreal. Fifty-eight years in his first body, the one he was born in, and sixty-one years in this, the second: that made him one-hundred-and-nineteen years old, and he believed it utterly. In his mind he carried the scars of those long, dry years, every second of each minute of every day, and when he reached his lowest ebb he often expected to feel the cold hand of the Reaper on his shoulder, telling him it was time to move on. It never happened.

Despite its apparent age, Joe’s face was a map of a life lived far too long, and the intensity in his eyes mirrored every moment. Technically, he was one of the oldest humans alive, and in his mind had outlived the right to life. Apart from relatives, all the people who mattered to him were gone, and these days he had few friends, living the life of a virtual recluse unless he chose to emerge for some specific reason like the Saturn trip. He had only his work left, and his family.

In the harsh light of the early morning, his life seemed empty. It was a chore to become motivated and see what the day would offer. Sleep, probably. He needed a rest after the voyage.

For the gift of a forty-five-year-old body, he cursed the Visitors every day. It had robbed him of the most perfect love of his life, something he could never forget, or forgive.

At the beginning of his second life, Joe entered a relationship with Sarah Cole, his young first officer from the Butterball, satisfying both his fondness for the young woman he had come to respect and the deep love she developed for her captain despite their original age difference. His return in the body of a twenty-year-old removed the only real barrier to their friendship, a wall that existed only in Joe’s mind and not Sarah’s, and they formed a legal partnership.

Joe had expected he and Sarah would spend the rest of their lives growing old together, experiencing the unspoken love for a partner only age and companionship could bring. He had been denied that pleasure when his first wife Helen died young, and now the Visitors’ technology had robbed him a second time. While his new body stayed young, Sarah grew old, and passed away four years ago taking much of his soul with her.

His greatest regret was her refusal to take the gerontological treatments now offered by the Institute, unwilling as she was to continue growing older while he remained young. The treatments did slow aging, but not enough for it to matter to her. Joe believed his lack of aging in some way denied her the longer life she might have otherwise enjoyed.

He opened his eyes again and strained to see along the crater rim to a point several kilometers distant and slightly lower. A small buttress extended out over the basin floor at the place where he placed Sarah’s ashes. One day she would have an ocean view, and eventually he would join her, he hoped.

His secret—that he was the original Joe Falcon who died and was re-born long ago on the Minaret—was known to only a handful of friends, family and higher officials. Everyone else accepted him as a distant relative with the same name as his famous predecessor.

He continued as one of the directors of Martian operations for the New Worlds Institute and the official head of the division responsible for research and development for the fleets of diamond ships, the new, advanced warships now under construction on both Luna and Mars. Beyond that, he kept to himself, a virtual recluse.

There were of course his children Jake, Grace and Raisa, and Jake’s wife Akira whom Joe considered a daughter rather than a daughter-in-law. Jake was now eighty-nine and the vast industrial and research empire he and his partner had built over the years from data given them by the Visitors was now operated by their children, a son and daughter both blessed with superior intelligence.

The parents, still active due to gerontological treatments, headed the board of directors and oversaw operations on Earth, but had now decided to move to Mars, the Institute’s base having preceded them. They still had the final word in any major undertaking, but from the daily running of the family business, they had officially retired. Nobody in the government believed that. The couple were, without doubt, the most powerful individuals on either planet, more so than even the politicians.

Joe’s daughter Grace, with whom he long ago became reconciled after years of distancing, lived on the mother world but was also about to emigrate, having now rejoined the Falcon Empire.

Most of all, Joe’s youngest, third child Raisa was his pride and joy, the magnificent child born halfway through his second incarnation. Sarah had been middle-aged when Raisa arrived, but for her, the girl had always been a distant usurper in the relationship she was already starting to question.

Raisa was a true creature of space. Now thirty-one Earth years of age and Martian born and raised, she had never set foot on Terran soil. She lived the life of a spacer, working for the Institute doing whatever was needed by her father, her stepbrother or his wife, all of whom loved her deeply.

For a while, she captained the old Butterball, resurrected from mothballs after its retirement. Now the much-loved, old prospector served as a memorial to humanity’s first encounter with visitors from the stars, in a museum not far away in Hellas City. Raisa commanded a new ship, the Vasco da Gama, the latest and most sophisticated research vessel belonging to the NWI, and from what Joe heard, she was a first-class captain.

He poured a glass of soda to chase the brandy, and resumed his contemplation of the far distance. No, the last sixty years had not gone at all as he hoped.

Not long after the Minaret’s departure from Mars, terabytes of data were downloaded to a computer terminal in Jake’s home, as a gift to humankind and an act of goodwill. Or so it appeared at the time.

Some of the information had been useful, but most of it proved to have only academic value. A considerable portion of the data appeared to lead in directions both Jake and Akira agreed were dangerous to pursue. The relevant sections involved the harnessing and use of dark energy, and it did not take long to realize following the data blindly could lead to a catastrophe greater than humanity could survive. The discoveries had been made available to nobody, sequestered against the day humankind might grow mature enough to use it.

The Visitors had not passed on any of what Joe most hoped for: the secrets of the amazing shield that protected the Minaret and allowed it to fly unharmed through the corona of a star, the generators used to protect the Earth, the principles of the starship’s space drive, the walkways and gravitational elevators, the bubble-way transport system or the advanced cloning and memory storage techniques that gave Joe his second life. Even the medical technology used to bring Joe’s Butterball engineer Terry Caldwell back to life after his murder by the same crewmember that killed Joe was missing.

In the end, Jake and Akira concluded the gift contained little humanity would not have discovered anyway in the next few decades, and did contain many things considered downright dangerous. In light of that realization Joe now saw the gift as false, possibly a decoy to reduce humanity’s suspicions, or even a trap.

Overall, what could be gleaned from the alien data proved more useful on Mars than on Earth. Nanotechnology was never outlawed on the red planet as in most terrestrial nations, and for an empty world, the benefits of safe nanotechnology were beyond estimation. 

Many industries had already converted to the new technology, particularly in the manufacture of spacecraft built from the ground up, molecule by molecule. Mars suffered greatly from the aftermath as the giant Blackship collided with the surface of the red planet. Much of the fledgling atmosphere blew away and the early, successful attempts at vegetation failed, setting the terraforming effort back by decades. Those losses were being restored, and next time Fortress Mars would be ready.

As Joe sat and gazed through his window, he could see the real signs of progress. The red world was becoming a living planet again, a new Earth.

Why did this no longer excite him as much as it should?








  
  
Chapter 4




Latika advani turned on the taps and allowed the warm water to flow over her hands as she began the tedious ritual of the scrub, still considered essential before an operation. Why, she could not imagine. 

Once in the operating environment, she would not go within meters of the patient, all the surgery performed by a computerized robo-surgeon she would control from a distance. In fact, she would not be in the same room. The simplest of procedures utilized advanced technologies today, and a critical operation like this would be done no other way. Still, the routine of the scrub persisted.

That was it, a ritual, as much so as the fact most doctors still carried an old-fashioned stethoscope on their person, sometimes even around their neck. Such devices were rarely used in modern medicine, but they held an enduring significance in the mystique of the profession. They were iconic, the symbol of the medical practitioner, though in this day and age, a doctor more closely resembled a computer technician than a hands-on healer.

Latika looked up as she scrubbed, peering through the window into the operating room. It didn’t much resemble the average person’s idea of a theatre. Within was a maze of electronics and robotics at the center of which lay the patient. Every action inside the room involved some mechanism or other, the surgeon and assistants restricted to the other side of a glass wall, each seated at the controls of a particular machine. They would perform remotely, viewing the actual procedure through virtual reality.

Truth to tell, many of the simpler, routine surgical procedures were entirely automatic, with computers making the decisions and controlling the operating devices. It worked fine for simple ops, but nobody quite trusted the machines enough to allow them total autonomy in a complex undertaking like the one about to begin.

Following the obligatory but useless ritual, Latika entered the control room and took her seat. This would be a long stint, the subject seriously injured in a sky-car crash; a male, middle-aged, with extensive physical trauma to the head and thoracic cavity, and massive internal bleeding. The chances of success were close to nil, but this patient was someone of importance so the attempt would proceed regardless. Latika wondered if this would be the case for an ordinary citizen. Where did the line between a human life and cost lay?






      [image: ]Seven hours later Latika sat in the surgical-wing restroom sipping at a piping-hot beverage. The label on the dispensing machine said ‘tea’, but she was not convinced. Still, it was hot and wet, and anything was acceptable for now.

The operation had not gone well, the subject’s trauma too great. Latika’s patient died despite hours of meticulous and skilled work in rejoining, sealing and repairing damaged tissue. She stopped the bleeding into the brain and repaired the damage to the lungs and heart, but then without warning the patient appeared to give up. No revival attempt succeeded. It was as if he had not wanted to live.

Jill Riley, the senior post-op nurse, walked into the room and sat down. For a moment she said nothing, staring at the floor. She started to speak, opened her mouth and then stopped.

“What?” Latika prompted.

“Umm, I’m not sure. I took the patient down to post-mortem, and something’s wrong. I don’t know—something unnatural, something weird.”

“Like what? He was pretty messed up and we were never going to save him.”

“No, it’s not that. Two things. First, I couldn’t find a single blemish on the body. I don’t mean the trauma from the accident. I mean normal blemishes and marks from living. This guy is listed as being forty-nine years old, yet his skin is as clean as a newborn baby’s and he looks about thirty-five. No scars, no moles, or freckles … nothing. I’ve never seen a person of that age without some marks.

“Can’t say I have either. So, where are you going with this?”

“Well, the lack of blemishes drew my attention, so while he was being prepared for the post-mortem I hung around and took a closer look. The work you did on the cranium...”

“What about my work?” Latika crossed her arms over her chest, a frown on her face.

“No, I didn’t mean it that way. After you finished, the assistant closed up while you moved on to the chest injuries. The scalp...”

“Yes?”

“It started to heal immediately—within minutes.”

Latika put down her teacup and stared at her associate. This was getting beyond a joke. “Ridiculous.”

“I agree, but it’s also true. You can check it yourself if you want. It appears the lesions began healing at an incredible rate, and continued to do so after death.”

Unconvinced, Latika stood and made for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“Down to post-mortem. I have to see this for myself. Assuming it isn’t all bullshit, we need to take a much closer look at the body. You’re not shitting me, are you?”




      [image: ]“This makes little sense, wouldn’t you agree?” Using a technique intended to diminish her minions the administrator lifted her eyes from the report and glared at Latika over the top of her spectacles. Three days had passed since the unusual patient’s death, and Latika had requested a full autopsy. The results were disturbing in the least. “What do you make of this?” her superior asked.

“I don’t know. Never saw anything like it before.”

To begin, the autopsy looked at the outer appearance of the unfortunate individual, and the opinion of the nurse was confirmed. The skin was perfect, with no indication it belonged to a man in his late forties. The operation incisions on the skull showed clear signs of having begun to heal, and that alone gave cause to pursue the matter further. Latika had ordered a complete internal investigation on a whim, and the case became stranger with each discovery.

“The patient’s appendix is missing. I don’t mean it’s been removed: it isn’t present and never has been.”

The administrator, an elderly, somewhat calcified and aggressive woman named Brixton, with a reputation for avoiding controversy wherever possible and at whatever cost, grunted and dropped the report on the desk.

“A missing appendix? You base your suspicions on that?”

“Not at all; there are other minor differences in the organs. It’s all very puzzling and I think we need to check into it a bit further.”

Brixton leaned back and crossed her arms, her face taking on the typical intransigence for which she was renowned.

Latika continued. “We found a small implant, a gel capsule about the size of a medication pill, inside the skull above the pituitary gland. It’s implanted artificially, but we don’t have any idea of its purpose or its makeup. It didn’t show on x-rays or scans, and we would’ve missed it if the post-mortem surgeon had not chosen to remove the brain for examination. The capsule dissolved when we removed it.”

Administrator Brixton shifted in her chair, her brow furrowed and her mouth slightly twisted. “Doctor Advani, I don’t see how this changes what I said. Give the body to the university. I mean, what do you think this is, other than perhaps a mutation?”
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