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Chapter One

The Trojan asteroid, 2020 XL5 at .7
miles in diameter, was expected to share Earth orbit for around
4000 years and, naturally enough, Earthlings had begun right away
in the aftermath of its discovery to consider if it could be
useful. It didn’t take long for someone to hatch a plan.

It would, they were certain, make a
perfect launch platform for ships traveling deeper into
space—because it was accessible to Earth and didn’t have the
gravity Earth did.

Meaning it would need very little fuel
to launch from that site—unlike anything launched from Earth, which
required so much fuel it ate most of it upon launch and created a
serious dilemma as to how to fuel the trip afterward.

Trojan 2010 TK7, previously
discovered, was less stable at only .2 miles in
diameter.

But 2020 XL5 had found that perfect
spot for its size and weight, the sweet spot, to be captured in the
gravitational pull of the sun and Earth to hold it captive without
the need for fuel to stabilize it.

It didn’t take long to convince the
people who made such decisions that they were right. Here was the
answer to the problem that had plagued the space program from the
start.

The tricky part was going to be
building what they needed in the way of a launch pad without
destabilizing it.

Alida Anderson was a part of the crew
sent out to begin construction.

Her name, Alida, meant small and
winged. Her older brother had always tormented her that it meant
she was a mosquito because she was so pesky, but she had always
known it meant she was born to fly. And so she was thrilled when
she finally achieved her lifelong goal of becoming an astronaut.
And more excited when she was given a spot on a mission. And beyond
ecstatic when she found out it would be a mission of such
tremendous importance to the human race.

Once built, humans would become, in
truth, a space faring species.

And her name would be on the roster of
astronauts that had made it happen.

Granted, it was a
tremendous undertaking and there were a lot of names on the roster as
contributors, but hers would be one of them and her surname
guaranteed her a spot close to the top.

She was almost as terrified as she was
thrilled when she was launched from Earth with the rest of her
crew. Fortunately, the thrill took precedence and eventually she
grew accustomed enough to space flight to ‘stabilize’ between the
two—always alert for danger, but able to focus on the task ahead of
them. By the time they were close enough to spot their target, she
was almost bored to the point of fearlessness.

Not quite, but close.

And that allowed her extensive
training to kick in.

They had to ‘attach’ the ship to the
asteroid since it was far too small to have any gravity of any
significance. Hours were tied up in the tethering procedure. At
last, however, the ship was secured to the asteroid and settled on
the surface and the crew left their seats to collect the tools they
needed to anchor the launch pad they would begin
building.

Cleopatra Brown had the task of
monitoring the procedure from the cockpit and keeping her eye on
the readings to alert them if the asteroid was destabilized by any
of their efforts.

They’d managed to ‘park’ the ship
fairly close to the target zone—which Alida became more and more
grateful for as time passed. The asteroid was a rocky one and
‘lumpy’, which made for very difficult maneuvering across the
surface. They were tethered to the ship to keep them from floating
off into space and wearing heavily weighted, magnetized boots to
allow them to take advantage of any magnetic properties the
asteroid had.

And it did have areas of magnetism.
They were just weak and fractured like the rock, almost as if it
had magnetic veins running through it so that it only made
‘walking’ more treacherous.

Alida was panting for breath and felt
sweat trickling down her body by the time she was in position. She
had plenty of time to recover before all of the measurements had
been taken and the spots for the anchors pinpointed. Finally,
though, she was able to set her drill in place and begin the labor
intensive task of drilling through three feet of rock. It seemed to
take twice as long as it had in simulation, but finally, she
reached the depth that had been predetermined.

Thurman, one of the crew members, was
waiting with the anchor pin when she finally reached her depth and
stepped back. He sent a camera down to examine the hole, judged it
adequate and then Alida helped him with twisting the anchor into
place.

She headed back to the ship, then, to
take a break and check her oxygen supply while another crewmember
took her place with the next anchor hole.

It was on the fourth rotation that she
saw it.

She had lifted her head from her task
for some reason. She wasn’t entirely certain of what, if anything,
had prompted it, but when she did she caught a glint of sun that
nearly blinded her and … something huge just disappearing in the
halo of the sun as it drifted behind it. “OH MY GOD!” she gasped,
pointing, frantic to have another witness of what she thought she
was seeing. “Look! Look at that! Anybody else see what I’m
seeing?”

There must have been a note in her
voice that captured everyone’s attention almost instantly, because
the entire crew looked.

Fortunately, everyone caught a glimpse
of it. Unfortunately, no two of them saw the exact same
thing.

“We have a schedule to
keep, ladies,” Cleo reminded them from the cockpit. “We don’t have
time for sightseeing now—or discussions—if it doesn’t pertain to
the job.”

When everyone had stopped
the excited chatter and turned their focus back to the task, Cleo
sat struggling to do what she’d ordered them to do—focus on the
task at hand—trying to force her mind to calm so that she could
make a logical decision. In the end, however, she realized
it had to be
reported—and without delay—whether they instantly denounced her as
a kook or not.

“Houston … I need a secure
channel.”

She waited with what patience she
could muster till she was told she had clearance for her
transmission. “If you aren’t sitting down, you need to,” she said.
“We just spotted a planet drifting behind the sun—that isn’t
supposed to be there.”

“Repeat that?”

“I’m going to forward what
I have. I don’t know if the cameras caught the image or not,” she
said and then loaded and sent the file to the attention of the
director. “We’ve got a neighbor way closer than we
thought.”

Way, way closer, Alida discovered when
she glanced toward where she’d seen the object for perhaps the
twelfth time. Because there was something coming at them way faster
than anything should have been able to.

“Incoming!” she bellowed,
dropping her drill to dangle by its attached safety cord and doing
her utmost to race toward the ship—which had seemed so close before
and now seemed impossibly far away—by reeling herself frantically
along the safety line she was attached to.

She didn’t make it before the thing
was directly above them, zipping around them like a bee that just
discovered some predator was messing with their nest. They were
near the airlock, however, and managed to tumble inside shortly and
close the door. Panting for breath, Alida stood at the small
window, staring out at the thing darting around their construction
site and then around the ship.

“What the hell is that
thing?” Olivia demanded.

“I think it’s a probe,”
Alida gasped. “Something like ….”

“Definitely not a missile
… although it could be carrying something. It’s plenty big enough
to be armed,” Thurman volunteered. “Maybe even manned. It looks …
maybe half the size of our ship?”

“Hostile, you think?”
Emilio guessed.

“I think we’ll know soon,”
Alida murmured. “But I’m pretty sure they got a way better look at
us than we did them.”

“Mission control!” Cleo
said. “We have just been buzzed by a bogie. Possibly hostile. We
need a mission status update.”

Because they weren’t armed. They
hadn’t expected to run into anything that might make that a good
idea.

An hours long discussion followed on
the secure channel while a hastily gathered review team went over
every detail they could think of. Alida was as certain as she could
be that the incident would have been dismissed if the probe hadn’t
shown up, bearing up their claim that they’d seen something and
making it clear that the something they’d seen had also seen
them.

And might be a threat … to their
hardware.

They were going to have to do some
figuring before they could order an abort mission—try to figure out
how they were going to get them back—now—when it was supposed to
have been three days on the rock and the return flight had been
calculated based on those parameters.

In the meanwhile, since the probe
seemed to have left, they thought the crew should try to get the
platform secured since they had set the anchors.

The crew glanced at each other, but
none of them verbalized their objections.

The painful truth was that they were
stuck and it didn’t matter how badly they wanted to take off and
head home. They couldn’t. Not if they actually wanted the chance of
making it there.

And they were probably no safer inside
the ship than outside doing their job.

It was unfortunate that Emilio had
dropped his anchor when they’d fled to the ship. There was little
doubt it had floated away in the meanwhile and was long gone into
the black abyss of space, but NASA always had a backup plan. There
were two spares on board.

* * * *

Vulcan studied the images, but he had
directed the probe to withdraw to a less obvious, and threatening,
distance and it was difficult to make out what they were doing—the
Earth children.

He was certain it was them. The tiny
ship that had brought them so far from their home was not something
that would have carried any species to that particular rock from
anywhere else in the universe.

If it had been a massive ship, it
would have been equally obvious since the rock could have no
particular significance for another species from far
away.

Were they that brave? Or perhaps
brazen? To return to their work so quickly after the probe had made
them take flight?

Were they trying to finish before they
left?

It was nothing but a platform, he
decided feeling confused and strangely deflated, when they packed
up their tools and headed back inside.

“Do you think it is
finished, Commander?”

Vulcan glanced at his aid. “I do
not.”

Turning, then, he headed out of the
command center, strode briskly toward the lift—which, however, was
not noteworthy, not indicative of any sense of threat. His was a
brisk sort of personality and decisive. When he moved his six foot
three inch, well muscled frame, it was with a minimum of effort or
wasted energy and the objective of reaching his goal without waste
of time. Otherwise, he was still, completely motionless and
completely focused on everything going on around him.

He reached the conference room,
dismissed his aid with a faint jerk of his head and went inside
where the High Councilor, whose primary purpose was as tie breaker
in any close decision, and the Council of Twelve waited.

“The activity is of no
threat to us … no immediate threat.”

The High Councilor, Jupiter, spoke.
“Our Intel suggests they have made a great deal of progress in
their … eagerness to spread out from their world.”

Vulcan lifted his straight, black
brows, deepening the V that winged upwards at the outer corners. “I
have read it.”

“And yet you see no
threat?” another councilor asked.

“No immediate threat,” he
repeated. “They are closer than they have ever been. I think there
is a distinct possibility that they will be knocking at our door
very soon. I do not like to speculate. However, I am convinced this
particular excursion had nothing to do with us. I believe they were
as surprised to discover us as we were to discover them in a
position to find us. I believe it is only to further their
ambitions of exploration. In which case, they are not, yet, in a
position to do anything about it even though there is little doubt
we are now discovered.”

“Had?” the Head Councilor,
Jupiter, asked sharply.

Vulcan’s thin, hard lips tightened in
an expression of irritation. “Unfortunately, it was necessary to
send a drone to investigate and it did not go
unnoticed.”

“What you are saying is
that they know we are here? Beyond any doubt?” Councilman Marvic
asked.

Irritation flickered through Vulcan.
Had he not just said exactly that? Yes, which meant that Marvic,
who was neither deaf nor mentally deficient, was pointing the blame
of it directly at him for making the decision to send the probe. To
his mind the Earth children had already made that discovery—purely
because they had arrived at a most inconvenient moment in time at a
most inconvenient location. The decision to send the probe might
not have been his wisest, but, in the end, he did not believe it
would have made any difference at all. “I believe so.”

“Thank you, Commander,”
Jupiter said dismissively.

Nodding, Vulcan turned on his heel and
left them to their discussions. He paused in the corridor outside
of the chamber, considered whether he should return to the command
center or not and finally sent his aid to keep him informed and
left the Temple of Government.

He needed to clear his head and he
generally found that difficult with the ‘weight’ of the government
of Nirubu hanging over him.

He could not fathom why they decided
it would be more convenient to move the command center into the
government temple, but he found it a distraction.

Politicians and men of war made poor
bedmates to his mind.

Not that they had had actual warfare
in many generations, but there was certainly a possibility of it …
now. Humans had always been volatile and dangerous when frightened.
Nor had they ‘outgrown’ their savagery, especially when they felt
cornered, in all the time they had been observed.

And he was fairly convinced they were
very frightened now.

Not that he had actual firsthand
experience with the children of Earth, but, naturally enough, he
had studied them extensively since it had always been known, or at
least believed, that the humans would be a
threat—eventually.

There would be panic on Earth when
they had all doubts as to whether or not they were alone in the
universe removed.

Especially when they discovered just
how close that ‘other’ intelligent life was.


Chapter Two

Alida wasn’t just scared shitless by
the time they left the asteroid, at long last, and headed home. She
was totally pissed off—mostly because she suspected the bastards in
power had simply left them as a sitting target on the floating rock
so that they could spend the three days of their mission working
frantically and whipping frightened looks over their
shoulders.

It was only sheer exhaustion that had
deprived her of consciousness for even a few snatches of sleep in
all that time. She was not rested, mentally or physically. She was
exhausted, and still scared out of her mind when they at last cut
the tethers that held them to the rock and began the trip
home.

There was a trickle of relief, though,
in knowing the ship was pointed toward home, respite she had not
felt once since they had been buzzed by the drone. They hadn’t seen
it since, but she didn’t believe for one nano-second that it was
gone. It was there—watching—the entire time they had been on the
damned asteroid—working as hard or harder to convince themselves
there would be no attack as to finish the job they’d been sent to
perform.

She’d felt watched the entire time and
she damned well wasn’t going to let anybody try to convince her it
was just paranoia.

She didn’t know how they [the aliens]
could have known they were there—when they [the crew] couldn’t have
even looked like ants from any distance at all even if there’d been
a telescope pointed in their direction.

But they clearly knew something was up
or they wouldn’t have sent the drone.

And she was absolutely convinced it
had come from the planet she’d barely caught a glimpse of. Such a
fleeting glance, in point of fact, that she might have convinced
herself she had just been looking at Earth reflected off her visor,
or something else, if not for the bogie.

They must have tripped some sort of
sensors, she decided.

They hadn’t seen any kind of
artificial bodies, but there was no reason they couldn’t make
satellites that looked ‘natural’ or even used natural rock, for
that matter.

Whoever had built that thing that had
been all over them was advanced beyond anything Earth people had
managed—way far advanced.

And it seemed pretty clear they’d
known about Earth people. They’d been watching for them.

Was it a giant leap to
connect their experience with the UFO phenomenon, she wondered,
when it finally occurred to her that there had to be a connection? Or UAP as it
was called now that the government had finally acknowledged there
was something out there that wasn’t from Earth?

Did the government
know about them? Did
they know there was an alien planet in their backyard?

People had been convinced for years
that the governments of the world absolutely knew and they were
keeping what they knew close, ‘sharing’ only what they couldn’t
keep secret anymore.

But this? Did they know this?

She found it hard to believe they did.
From what she could see, she thought the alien planet must orbit
opposite Earth—which meant the sun was always between the two and
that nobody from Earth was going to see the other planet even if
they knew it was there.

And if they couldn’t see it, then the
only way they’d know about it was if the aliens had landed and had
a chat.
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