Death or Glory – Vladimir Vasilyev


Part One
1. Roman Savelyev, 

prospector, Homo, planet Volga
"Смерть или слава." These words are engraved on the side of my blaster grip. And on the other side - "Death or Glory"… and if you haven't forgotten your English you would know that they mean the same thing. This blaster saved my life more than once. To tell you the truth, it still has not brought me any glory… but it kept me alive, because I always drew it first.
Please, don't think that I am a murderer. It's just that we live in such a world where if you don't shoot first, you will die first. This is simply the time we live in... It seems to me that our ancestors had foreseen the future as something bright and beautiful…
They were mistaken. Their future and my present is the usual landfill, smeared now over some fifty habitable worlds. Earth... and what is Earth? A rotting swamp, an impassable bog. An empire of ruminant herd. Everyone who raised himself by an inch above the gray monotonous weight of the crowd has moved to a colony where there is more freedom and it is easier to earn a living. On Earth there are only desk rats and desperate conservatives. As for the totally desperate like me or Yulia Jurgenson… 

Planets have been colonized by humans for over two and a half centuries now.
My own little world is called Volga. On Earth there is a river which bears that name, but here we have a whole planet. It is a nice planet. Cozy, and hasn't been turned into a landfill like Earth, or Celentina, or Ophelia. There are about fifteen thousand people who live here – mainly prospectors and miners like me. There is a city – New Saratov – and dozens of smaller settlements scattered over Volga's one large continent. On the outskirts of town is our spacecraft launching and landing cosmodrome, a communications tower and a trading station where we sell ore. Once a month a battered cargo freighter arrives from Ophelia to haul away everything we managed to scrape out of this planet, to the orbital factories. Once a week each of the miners makes his way to the trading station to unload the ore, receive his money and immediately waste it at a local bar near the cosmodrome. The Americaneers call them saloons, but we don't have too many of these guys here. Mainly Russians. A Russian sign reads: "Таверна" and right underneath – "Mercury."
All kinds of human vermin are usually found at the Mercury. People who don't work day and night operating machinery but rather make their living with a blaster. On Volga there is probably twice as many of their kind as there are people like us. Now you understand why live-target practice is a daily activity.
The work of a miner has not changed in the last one hundred or even two hundred years. Mines, tunnels, sonic drills. Robots were created, as I recall, way back at Herbert Vispere's time, but the only thing that has changed is that artificial intelligence has grown by leaps and bounds so it is easier to mine.  A new way of mining was proposed when Alexander Belokrichny uncovered the secret of pylon crystals. Yeah, yeah, I was interested in this sort of thing too. A complete waste of time for most people but I've studied the structure of pylon crystals since childhood. I was very fond of reading just about anything. I must say my dad had left an impressive library for me on the onboard computer file drive.
Personally, I think that Earth's technologies at some point simply exhausted themselves. Came to a hopeless, dead end. There were no ideas or discoveries after the death of Belokrichny. What a rotting swamp… When on the outskirts of New London a Svaighian ship landed, everybody thought this was it: our salvation... aliens with new knowledge, technology for us to use...
Bullshit. The Svaighs, without any warnings or ceremonies, turned into ashes a top battalion of our Special Forces and SEAL units, then demanded half a ton of beryllium and just left into space where they felt at home. So yes, there is intelligent life in the cosmos. But the most ridiculous thing is that people don't give a damn if there is life out there anymore. Because they know that nobody cares about life down here. They see us as a backward and hopeless race. If they even see us at all anymore. And who could blame them? I'm afraid this is just the harsh reality of things.

We seldom communicate with the galaxy's other inhabitants. They are the owners of the galaxy; they jump from star to star while we crawl for years to reach… something. We have reached places that are about fifty thousand light years away from Earth and simply do not bother to go any further since there is enough stuff out there we cannot keep as it is...  Even interstellar wars practically have not touched us, although the Svaighs raided some of our planets and stations for beryllium, three times now. To tell you the truth, we don't even know who is at war with whom. There are the Svaigh - a sort of reptilian race from the center of the galaxy, two bird races, some sort of insect and, I think, another alien specie which has no close analog on Earth, Celentina or Ophelia. Funny - reptiles, birds, insects, and an unknown specie, unlike anything else... Only on Earth had intellect arisen amongst the mammalian organisms. This is why we are considered hopelessly backward. I guess they figured that instead of developing reason and intelligence, we developed a strong physique. Victims of evolution. That's us to them, most likely.
And so we live. Not wanted by anyone, even ourselves...
I doubt our ancestors saw their future like this. I, for example, do not see any future at all. I just cannot imagine one. Most likely we will end up scattered over our small worlds like grains of sand and lose even these specs of knowledge, which we managed to save from our gifted ancestors – the dreamers. Or the aliens might exterminate us, if those forsaken wars don't swallow them first. 
Not exactly peachy prospects…
The cross-country vehicle was being thrown violently on the rough road. The plains stretched in front of me and from underneath the vehicle a hardly audible noise could be heard as the gravity cushions hummed. Far, far away in the gray horizontal smoke, I could see the peaks of the Caspian Mountains. There, at the bottom of the ridge, was my little lodge. My pitiful den, with a forty feet high dome, a parking space and a covered spectrolite warehouse serving both as a hangar and storage area. And still it surely had uses that I hadn't even thought of. 
The warehouse had been almost completely emptied. I had just come back from the trading station. I did not even bother to stop by at the Mercury. I'm so tired of seeing those ugly faces. Plus, this toothache had been torturing me all day. I only stopped by the New Saratov market to get some provisions for next month, yeah, and about six cases of beer. Beer is too expensive here. And it is because nobody on Volga is into agriculture. It is probably unprofitable... I mean look at the landscape - you won't grow anything for long. The prices on food are outrageous, especially for anything fresh. It seems easy – labor, sell, and make a profit. However, if farming appears on Volga prices will fall, and who will want to break their back for nothing? Besides, agricultural robots require plenty of experience and knowledge to operate. They are sensitive machines, unlike the straightforward ore-miners.

The mountain was getting closer, as my all-terrain vehicle chewed away the distance. Yep, I was lucky to inherit this land from my dad – only about a hundred miles from the trading station and less than twenty to New Saratov. I don't even want to think about those guys on the west coast, having to haul their loads here every Friday across the whole continent! I heard that the Haetsky brothers, Mustiak, Prokudin and five more miners now make the trip together using some old space shuttle. Makes sense - otherwise the fuel is just a rip-off.

Not every miner on Volga owns a spaceship. What am I saying, not everyone? Just a few odd ones out do. There are some eight thousand miners here and how many spaceships? Private ones that is. That's right, seven! There is me, the Haetskies, Riggeld, Shumov, Vasilevsky, Smagin and Yulka Jurgenson. And all of the spacecraft are small ones, with cruise radius limit of not more than twenty light years. I don't even remember how many times our local banditry tried to jack every single one of them. Shumov had his stolen once, so he gathered the brothers… They unleashed such a massacre at White Cape that many still tremble with fear.

The big shots use spacecraft owned and operated by the cosmodrome. And these machines are something else… not like our beaters. Ours are targets for the smalltime banditry here, not the serious ones like Tazzik or Shadron, whose interests are quite different.

It is the Volgan dream for the average miner to own a spaceship. Thanks to my dad - without his inheritance I would have never been able to save up enough for a bird of my own. Even with… well… that side job. The one that is not registered. On the little island, in the middle of the ocean. The ore deposits there are just insane. Even additional enrichment is not necessary. I go there once a week because the carts get full and the rock-crusher robots don't know when to stop. Yet, so far, I have not had any problems with them. Let them carve up the island at their will. Money is never too much… I cannot even imagine life without my precious beater spaceship.

And there is this crazy idea I've been working on. I ought to gather the fly-boys and discuss it with them in detail. You know which ones – the Haetskies, Smagin and Yulka the Desperate. It's a great idea for making extra cash. Can you guess what it is?

Damn right! Check out our moon – there must be tons of useful mineral deposits there. Can you even imagine? The whole satellite and just a handful of mining developers. It will have to be registered, unfortunately. No way around it… the control tower will detect our frequent flights there and back. Technically speaking, we can even buy out the license from Volga's directorate and start a moon company. What? 'Savelyev Lunar Ltd.' Or to make it easier for the brothers Americaneers 'SaLun Ltd.' In short, there are plenty of projects to wreck your brains over if you are resourceful. Strange though, no one before me had thought of this… and if they did, why didn't they try it out? I don't know. But it is good that they didn't. I will be the first one, and being first is always profitable. 

The mountain summit loomed ever closer and the ground underneath got steeper. The all-terrain transporter glided over the grass effortlessly. It should – I am empty now. But even under full load this trusted old Kamaz drives without any problems. How old is it now? A hundred, two hundred years? Maybe more. Dad had inherited it, together with the spaceship, from my grandfather… I wonder whom will I pass this treasure on to? I don't have any children. Maybe I ought to talk to Yulka about this sometime. The years are passing by fast. It would be such a shame if all that my grandfather toiled over, and my dad, and even I, ends up in the hands of one of those filthy bastards.

Like a giant sail the dome filled up my field of vision slowly. The all-terrain circled around, slowed down over the blacktop, lowered itself with a quiet hum and the antigravity cushion deactivated. One of the hauling robots on duty was already making its way towards the vehicle. I unlocked the trunk and reached for the remote control panel used to program tasks for the robots. Yes, yes, don't be surprised! Mountain quarry robots are still controlled via remote control. All the noise from the stone crushers and the howling vibro-sanders make voice commands impossible. This method, old as the planet and reliable like its orbit, is better. All that is required are infrared search and track scanners, and those work with all brands of robot routers. Punch away at the buttons at your heart's content, just don't forget to change the batteries regularly or the machines might decide to just sit around or dig at the wrong spot.

The hauler was already moving the boxes with groceries into the refrigerated area as I headed to check out the ones on duty. I wonder if they had worked up something unnecessary while I was gone. Nope. Everything looked fine. Digging patterns followed the vein perfectly and the saturation levels appeared to be within the acceptable limits.

Suddenly I sensed something weird, out of the ordinary. Cold sweat covered my palms instantly as I automatically clutched the blaster holster strapped to my thigh.

Call it an animalistic sense of danger if you will.

I was not alone for sure. Someone was hiding here. A brother miner would never hide from me, this is for sure. Must be some sneaky, evil bastard… again.

I headed for the dome entrance reluctantly, thinking about how vulnerable my rear was. This is all it takes – just a blast to the back of the owner and - hello sweet property. The Volgan directorate won't even bother to look for the previous owner.

As for my uninvited guests, they would hardly choose to dig up ore. They would most likely strip the place bare of all valuables and sell the property. This exact scenario happened to my neighbor Yatsek Finkel five years ago. He got shot. In the back. People said that he had hit upon a hermosolite vein but I don't know. I haven't been there since his death. They say only the titanium skeleton of his dome is left now – the fabric covering the building was melted by acid rain and soaked into the innocent ground where even weeds don't grow…

Has my time come too?

My robots are such idiots! Strangers can trespass the premises and they wouldn't give a damn. It is not the first time I feel like barking "blessings" at their designers.

But on the other hand, how could those ancient designers have even considered that mankind might sink so low? So low that people will be shooting each other in the back over miserable possessions, on a colonized planet washed by acid rains.

I ran into the first one as soon as I entered the dome. I don't get it – why didn't they shoot me while I was still inside the all-terrain or when I was checking on the diggers. Maybe they wanted something else, not my things. I don't know… and now no one will ever know… after I dropped this guy.

I made my way into the kitchen, silently removed the plastic lid covering the ventilation shaft, sneaked inside the rectangular duct and crawled towards the compressor room.

My guest was hiding in the second caponier opposite to the dome entrance and I bet right now he is headed for the exit, which is where the air duct leads. At the end of it, there are metal bars that, fortunately, have plenty of space in-between to protrude a blaster barrel.

Behind the compressor room was parked a small all-terrain vehicle. A Tavria two-seater. Yep, I have two "guests." More than two cannot fit inside this beetle to save their lives… especially given the size of the one I sprawled on the asphalt just outside the dome – he was bigger than one of my robots.

The second thief had obviously panicked and decided to run away. He came out from behind the greenhouse and dashed towards the all-terrain. Loser…

Total losers. Mamma's boys from New Saratov in search of easy money. They were probably hired by one of the lowlifes at the Mercury tavern.

I do not and never did feel any pity for scum like that. I would have been dead after the first 'visit' if I did. Sprawled on the asphalt with half my scull missing from the blaster impulse… But I am alive and forced to 'host' uninvited people about once a month. So far I've been 'hosting' successfully.

A sigh… I lowered my weapon slowly as if asking my sixth sense about its opinion on the matter. 

Appears clear, said the sixth sense. Appears...

I looked around carefully and tugged at the padlock. Clear indeed. Only the hauling robot was moving what was left of my provisions on the transporter into the house. 

I dragged the two bodies into the reactor room and took off their clothes. The jackets, pants and boots were brand new and clean. Dumped the corpses in the furnace and tossed the clothes in the washer. Their small, low-energy blasters I hid with my tools and as for their puny vehicle – I pushed it inside the caponier, in a hidden compartment built just for such events. What's more - you cannot find this place alone, ever. I knew our place inside out, yet found out about this compartment from my dad when I was already twenty-three. That's right!

I instructed one of the "moles" to get to work on the tracks left by the vehicle. Not that it is a big deal, but who knows if there aren't more of these morons nearby. Better safe than sorry.

There were no ID cards on the boys, as usual.

Finally, I was able to relax and get inside my dome. Maybe I should think about some sort of security system... They are expensive but, given these ever-more-frequent visits, it may well be worth. Sixth senses are not on 24/7, and this is the second time this month…   

I sat in front of one of the remote control panels and thought about this security system for a few minutes… A beer won't hurt right now, I thought to myself just as the alarm whistle form the island control board came on… 

Terror ran down my spine. What could have happened there? Frankly speaking, I felt that paranoid, acidic emptiness condensing inside me. God forbid someone finds out about my unregistered island mine. God forbid…

The report came from Schveller, my newest and most advanced robot; okay, so… sonic drills in the mine shaft came across… hollow space in the bedrock…bla, bla, bla air contents analysis, possible non-natural origin, bla, bla… man I wish those programmers used less techie jargon. Damn geeks. 

I punched away at the keyboard sending orders to the digging team. First things first – a decent visual of the find. Schveller obediently contacted one of the dedicated video feed satellites.

Okay… here we are. The visual from here appears to be something like a flat box or a casket. The preliminary analysis was correct – the object appears manufactured, not a natural occurrence. Pretty neat… I don't recall my miners ever unearthing ancient artifacts.

Gambler's anxiety I think they call it… the good kind that is. Anyway, it is a nice feeling. Everyone knows Volga never harbored intelligent life, at least during the studied geological periods, so this must be someone's  hiding place. Someone form Volga or Earth. It must be, or else if it is of indigenous origin it must be frighteningly ancient. Or most likely the object is of alien origin. Their visits here for the past century are a matter of record.


That's it then, farewell my cushy sofa, farewell my beer mug! I must fly over immediately.


The island team needed some more instructions before I took off – put away and guard the find, do not cease work, in the event of more such discoveries do not signal alarm and follow command one. Schveller was actively spinning my orders on an imaginary metallic whisker and promptly ordered the rest of the crew back to work. Then I headed towards the distant caponier where my trusted old shell dozed. My spaceship, a Sargas class, six-seater craft, some ninety feet in length, fifty feet wingspan. It requires only one pilot and the rest are passenger seats.


Pre-flight checks I just skimmed over, worrying more about how much the fuel for the two-way trip might run. I buckled up and opened the caponier gate. Sargas lifted its frame off the ground and sailed out slowly and majestically. The gate closed behind us and all entrances locked up. Not exactly an amicable abode - that place of mine. But I'd rather not risk leaving it open… Been there, done that – there are plenty of curious hunters around… I did 'calm down' a couple today, didn't I? 


The spaceship turned around, nozzles facing the concrete grid. I took one last look around the property (the hauler was backing my unloaded all-terrain into its own caponier), switched on the warm-up mode and a few moments later powered up ignition. Sargas charged forward violently, turned its bow stabilizers upwards and roared into the sky. It's a magical feeling - as if the whole planet dropped into a giant abyss… I realized my fingers were drumming away at the control board some ancient tune. No adjustments were necessary (parabolic calculations were on automatic mode), since I flew to the island and back once a week. Minor adjustments based on weather patterns were entered by the auto-copilot.


They do good work these automatic machines, although they have hardly changed over the past century… and still don't know how to chase away unwanted visitors.


And why do aliens consider us backward? No – hopelessly backward! We did master a few things, albeit at a later stage… 


The flight lasted some forty minutes. Technically speaking, Sargas could have maintained a horizontal course but more fuel would have been wasted maneuvering. Sub-orbital flight is better – shoot into the stratosphere and zoom down exactly where you want. No blackouts or redouts either… praise the powers that be for antigravity cushioning technology. 


The Volgan ocean is stunningly beautiful. Especially in nice weather like today. Truthfully though, I have never seen any other oceans except on TV. But this isn't the same… Oceans should be admired from above, through the spectrolite of a cockpit. The flat blue pancake was sprawled beneath Sargas, barely raked by almost invisible ripples. They looked more like a fluttering gauze in the sun… I love this weather.


The sun, which we on Volga also called 'the sun', was kneeling into the waves and thus drenching everything west of us in scandalous pink. Back east, the brightest stars were opening eyes one by one while the moon was sinking behind the horizon. It got me thinking again about the 'SaLun Ltd.' idea, yet in a strangely boring way. Right now, Schveller's team's find was what occupied my mind.


I landed on the water using inertial velocity to steer onto the beach. The sand there crept up at a steep angle for quite some distance away from the water, which meant easy take off later on. From above, the island looked like a giant lobster with its pincers open for attack, facing north. And my secret mine is right in the middle of the main body, in the heart of a granite massif beneath which was the valuable ore. 


I noticed Schveller sticking out in the middle of a paved section, motionless. The find was in a container next to him with some weird robot attached... The rest of the guys were digging on. One of the new bedrock tunnels was visible form here and it appeared to be going down some forty-five feet, with no sign of sea level flooding. I don't think I want them to go deeper anyway - the ore here is as rich as I have ever seen.


Schveller started toddling up towards me as soon as he caught a glimpse of the ship. I waited for him marveling at the view… And what a view it was – a small path wove itself down all the way to the water, the rocks covered with green moth… Pure, untouched wilderness… and I was the owner of it all. Some one hundred and twenty feet below, by the water Sargas laid motionless like a giant sleeping salamander.


Schveller's beep announced his presence and he held up the container. Squeamishly I brushed off the orange dust form the black box and pulled it out carefully.


It was incredibly heavy, as if made of lead or gold. Also, it was wrapped in some kind of super thin, transparent plastic. Eight by four, by two inches. Like a small black brick with golden lining spanning the perimeter. I stood motionless observing it for a few moments; pulled the robot remote out. Schveller reported no more unusual discoveries, ore density normal, contents normal, radiation levels normal, etc. I nodded and walked away. Well if… hmm… yeah, it's been an hour now and they haven't unearthed anything unusual near the place where they found this. What's the point of me sticking around then? Artifacts don't come in pairs, I guess. I turned around and headed down towards Sargas holding the heavy black brick with both hands. The transparent wrap was soft and cool; I hope I don't drop this thing. 


Upon reaching the beach, I saw a long, thin thread glistening in the sky far east – a rocket patrol. I wonder what brings them here.


I waited half an hour more, jut to make sure no one was onto me. Maintained radio silence. Just in case, I contacted Schveller one more time. The boys hadn't found anything unusual since. Still guessing whose untimely will had sent the rocket patrol here, I dragged myself inside Sargas and without much fuss accelerated into the stratosphere.


In the passenger seat, on my right, was strapped the little black box. Strangely, I kept on peeking at it every few seconds. Simply could not keep my eyes off it.


Back home I circled my property a few times before initiating landing orders. My sixth sense was silent but my hand reached automatically to feel the gun holster. My trusted blaster with great-grand-pa's bilingually engraved grip - "Смерть или слава", "Death or Glory".


Luckily I escaped death today, but how lucky can one get in a single day? Is it possible that I unearthed something of unusual value on the island? Something capable of changing the fate of people?


An artifact found at the right time should be fully capable of waking up a race submerged in lethargy, if it falls into the right hands. Hands which may reap glory with it…


But that same artifact can also bring death. In reality I only had two choices: open up the little box and explore it or keep it as a souvenir. 

And either one could bring upon me either death or glory.


Lost in my thoughts I walked slowly in a robot-like fashion just like my boys - those controlled by Schveller - I pushed Sargas inside its caponier and padlocked the gate, since there were no planned flights for this week. I walked into the living quarters holding firmly the little black box in my left hand. Its flat surface had strangely glued itself to my palm through the otherwise fine and slippery foil which covered the object.


I placed it in the middle of the table in the living room, cracked a can of beer while sinking into the nearest armchair and just stared at it.


Okay. What next? Action or inaction? What would have my father chosen in a similar situation? My grandfather? My great-grandfather, Goddamn it, the arch hero of miner and prospector tales? Rational or irrational, all my ancestors lived incredibly long lives, except for my father who died at sixty-four of ore fever. I don't believe they lived to turn gray, only thinking about the safest route at any point of their lives. Death or glory? Shoot or die. I doubt any of them ever chose inaction.


I won't either!


I downed what was left in the beer can and tossed it into the recycler without even looking. Change planets and try professional basketball? You're too old uncle Roma, too old to chase after a mischievous ball on a court… 


The razor sharp hunting knife failed to cut through the flimsy looking transparent wrap encasing the box. Somehow this did not surprise me and I ran to the tool room searching for the laser cutter.

Not right away, but the laser managed to melt through the wrap leaving uneven edges. I set the cutter aside and shoved my hand under the thin film. 



The box was ice-cold. And what's more – it didn't feel like plastic, polished metal or bone. To me it felt like really cold velvet. My fingers raked it without leaving any visible trace.


Having barely removed the cover a hologram appeared on the box. Two rattling bolts of lightning, drawing a round symbol. A little lower was the frame – one of those that usually contain inscriptions. But there were none. 



Strange. How could I have missed the holographic drawing looking at the artifact through its wrap earlier? 


I lifted the box with one hand and with the other moved what was left of the melted wrap over the top. 

The hologram disappeared.

I removed the wrap and the hologram appeared again on the black surface.

Funny. The term 'polarized' was circling around my brain, yet my thoughts couldn't concentrate on it. I tossed the wrap away.

Okay fine. A hidden holographic drawing. Moving forward – how do I open the box?


There was no doubt in my mind whatsoever – I did cut through the protective, hermetically sealed cover – why stop in the midst of things. Let's see what the box innards hide – a death curse or the wings of glory.

At first I thought the little black brick was just a portable computer packed for a trip. Then I noticed the two round spots at the corners of the box cover, which just begged to be touched simultaneously.

Okay, let's see if all is fine with our intuitive logic which is, after all, recognized as existing in the galaxy…

Somehow I knew now that the box was of alien origin and that humans from Earth and people from all the colonies had nothing to do with this object.

Human logic turned out to be just fine. The cover barely sunk under my fingers as some white vapor silently shot out from underneath. I held my breath trying not to inhale anything, while the black cover slowly raised itself away from the box displaying its contents.

Scarlet padding of some strange fabric covered the inside where a thin, black, oblong stick laid, resembling a remote control panel for mountain quarry robots. It had just one large red knob on it.

Red!
I cussed nonchalantly and started thinking that whatever was happening right now looked awfully like a really bad sci-fi soap opera from a cheap TV script. Painfully done over a hundred times and worn off – unknown artifact, a weird hologram (strangely invisible), mysterious vapor… and a stupid remote with a single button.

A red one.


Which strangely and mysteriously calls on you, draws you. Arrogantly demands – Press me! Sink your thumb in me! Sink me into the remote's black body! Which without a doubt might bring to life some ancient ugly life form or a force that would burst out from the planet's core or fly over from the edge of space. Which in turn will blast everything into atoms or quarks. The scale of the potential cataclysm is up to one's imagination. If the imagination is limited – then we are talking just the planet or, at the most, the star system But if the imaginations is more enlightened… well, then the entire galaxy.


Only I, probably, have such insane imagination to worry about the whole galaxy or universe in the face of all my real mundane problems. 


Well, what now damn it? Death or glory, uncle Roma? To press or not to press the knob? That is the question. To press it – stupid. Not to – even more stupid. To press – it's frightening. Not to – it's a shame.


In an instant our future flashed before my eyes. Saw it clearly for the first time. The galaxy's slums, people crawling like ants on the edges of the cosmodrome, pushing forward their pointless, dull lives. Gray, monotonous herd, completely content with its stinking swamp. If Volga falls apart to atoms or even something smaller – Earth, Celentina or Ophelia won't even notice. The commander of the cargo freighter which hauls our ore will report to base, upon entering the star system, that where the planet Volga is supposed to orbit there is an unusual cluster of dust (the semi-educated physicist inside me just now started laughing). The captain will just shrug, turn the spaceship around and enter in his log: Mines currently not accessible. Some people may swing around out of curiosity and to take pictures of what used to be Volga. In time even the aliens might notice that the backward Homo Sapiens types have strangely disappeared from this part of the galaxy which they own, but they won't think twice about it.


Now, if nothing so cataclysmic happens and Volga continues to count years orbiting its star, the gray monotonous herd will remain such and the aliens would know that the human ants, just as always, continue to drag their pitiful existence. Amen.


But is there any real difference between these two probabilities? There is no way things can get any worse, whether I do or don't press this damned red knob on this strange remote control type thing. This whole scenario, together with its details and the dumb thoughts it conjures in my mind, looks more and more like an awful script from an awful TV sci-fi flick.




But maybe, just maybe, uncle Roma, if you press there might be some good consequence - things might just change for the better… Yeah, positive probabilities do sometimes show their pretty faces in my mind. Almost always as theoretical ones and thus they remain – probabilities.

But seldom, seldom, seldom they do form actual statistical outliers – Belokrichny did discover his tunnel effect through pylon crystals. If he did not have guts, that would have never happened. What if this red knob actually stirs up the human swamp for the better. Bubbles it up, makes some waves, wakes up the lethargic bottom feeders? 


My father's silhouette flashed before my eyes. I remembered the time when he was dying, outstretching a weakened by ore fever arm, handing me the antique blaster, lips barely moving. He was whispering: Death or glory son. Remember: death or glory. Life will never offer us another choice. Here, no matter what you do, you will always have to choose between one or the other. Because the third choice is to do nothing and that's no choice at all. I know you're not such an idiot that you'll chose to sleep through life – you're worse than an idiot, I know. This is why you will always be choosing between death or glory, and when you have just cheated death and realized that glory has cheated you, know that things have followed their normal course of development. But you won't have to wait long to make the choice again.

He knew life, my dad, and that's why he could play with death. And he was not a bad player either. Had he been, I wouldn't have inherited a spaceship. 


So what are you waiting for, Roman Savelyev? The rebirth of Christ? There is no choice, it's all an illusion. I know you'll press that button. So press and stop mudding your thoughts. You can't hit rock bottom if you're on it.


And then I took a deep breath, reached for the remote which sprang into my palm on its own, sunk my thumb into the knob's shaggy red surface.


Maybe the remote was made by the aliens, but it was unbelievably ergonomic. It fit my hand as if someone had poured it into it. It felt like an extension of my arm, no, like a part of it! I would not be surprised if they told me that I was born holding it.


It's all like in a cheap sci-fi soap opera.


"Peeeep," it felt like the remote was satisfied, victorious.


And… that was it. Nothing happened.


At first I just sat there squinting, doing guesswork; had I already disintegrated into atoms or something smaller, or not yet? Judging by the feeling of a dry throat and my inner being just screaming for a beer, nothing was what had happened. Corroborating evidence surfaced a few seconds later, after I dragged myself to the fridge, reached inside, took out a beer can and emptied its contents down my throat with a single gesture, i.e. the world as I knew it was still there.


I opened my eyes. The remote was still in my right hand but the knob was filling up with a mellow, fluorescent glow. It kept on glowing after I removed my thumb.


"Okay, so?" I asked automatically. Then lifted the object up against my face and started to inspect it stupidly.


No changes. Except for the knob, which was slowly rising to its original position and by doing so, it was losing its glow.


I even walked out and stared at the night sky covered with stars, shielding my eyes from the porch light. I don't know what I was expecting. The stars appeared as always - cold and indifferent. The dark steppe was chirping with the sounds of crickets during mating season and somewhere, far in the distance I could hear the bass howl of a cave eagle-owl.


A weird mixture of disappointment and irritability took over me. Me, me, me the rules-breaker, the ground-shaker, the man to be the tough decision maker; to press or not to press… the fate of mankind here, death or glory! Nonsense! Ugh! Goddamn little gadget, made by unknown masters, fitting so perfectly in the hand of a Homo Sapiens Sapiens, must have broken and rusted long ago.


If it was ever used for anything at all.




But on the other hand, it is good that the stupid sci-fi script changed the plot for the better. Otherwise, all by itself a dumb smile would have definitely christened my face and my thoughts for sure would have sailed into some rare, heroically-cretinous direction.


I placed the remote back in the box and the lid closed by itself. I took another sip from my beer and was just about to collapse on the sofa when I noticed a change in the drawing on the lid. Everything was just as before besides… the inscription across the frame. Short. And in my native Russian language.


"Death or glory"


The still mostly full beer can hit the floor and its contents spilled out with a hiss. And everything was in slow motion. I recalled my dad again – one of his trademark expressions: 'Don't sweat it Roman! Things aren't as bad as they seem. They are always worse!'

I wish someone could tell me how these words could relate to today's events. What would the pressed button result in – a jinni's visit or just harmless circle waves in a pond.

That night I barely fell asleep. And I think the new inscription is still adorning the lid, it has not disappeared, unlike the box itself. Only the plastic wrap which I spliced with the razor cutter was on the table, serving as proof that what had happened yesterday was not just a drunken dream.


The sun was shining carefree and cocky, not even considering disintegrating into atoms.


I cussed and set about to check the results from the night shift operation.

2. Shaad Owie, 

admiral, Svaigh, linear cruiser of the sat-clan


The admiral was in a very dark mood. His crest, dry and scaly, twitched nervously every few seconds while he stared at the empty screens. The space around was clear and strangely empty. There weren't even any stars to observe except for the Psta nebula in the far distance.


"Keep looking!" the admiral ordered angrily. "She must be around here somewhere!"


All the scanners were busy at the mass-detector console. The finely tuned equipment had detected and localized the massive disruption in the geometry of regular space. It was twisting, bending more and more violently, ready to deliver through the barrier some colossal object.


Some object… Admiral Owie thought, fluttering and contracting his crest. Of course it's a spacecraft! And it is neither an Azanni ship nor Roy. The birds puncture space quite differently and their ships are three-by-eight times smaller, judging by the mass-detector. As for Roy – its lusterless spheres simply pour out from behind the barrier without any disruptions or warnings… Their physics is impressive. Every Svaigh scientist would be enthralled to learn the methods of Roy, but Roy is Roy. It is beyond reptilian comprehension. We should be thankful to Roy for keeping the alliance together through this forsaken war with the Imperishable. Not once had Roy violated the terms of the alliance.


Whose ship is it then? The other birds, the large ones – the Tsooft? Or is it an Ayeshi cruiser? No, it cannot be. It is way too massive. And why aren't there any broadcasts on the air? They could have indicated their space shift through the sub channel and save us the cold skin and puckered scales.

It was easy to understand the admiral.  An unknown spaceship, at the boundary of the controlled spherical territory, and what size it was… In addition to that, no one knew whose it was. Fine, if they are allies – but all alliances are sooner or later wrecked by hidden ambitions.


And what might the reason be for a rebellion within the alliance? Especially now, when the situation had deteriorated for the allies, after the series of raids by the Imperishable on the polar regions of the territory, where a lot of natural resources had been destroyed. The Imperishable do not take prisoners of war – everyone knew it. 


The Svaighian sat-clan cruiser was monitoring every detail of the emerging from beyond the barrier spacecraft. The latter was in no hurry – it kept on bending the vast space around it as if playing.


An instant later the cosmic reef around it suddenly shrunk and twisted like fried skin. All inverse radiation detectors screamed and far, faraway, much further than expected (some eight million kla away), the alien ship materialized. Truly alien. It was not Tsooft or Ayeshi and even the Imperishable could not have been its creators. 


The admiral uttered something unintelligible and stood up form his chair in front of the command console. 
"Mother of depth!" cursed the admiral. The holographic projector was showing a symmetrical prism resembling a spearhead, when the sub-clan experts engaged the defense power shields around the cruiser. The Svaighs prepared to take a direct hit and retaliate with their entire onboard arsenal if… if that strange, giant spacecraft dared to attack.    

It was perfectly feasible – the ship was two-by-eight times larger than the linear sat-clan battle cruiser, which had left the armada for reconnaissance of the spatial disruption. The trail had brought them here, to the peripheral systems. To find their doom or some important information – they were soon to find out.


But the alien ship was not attacking and, by the looks of it, was not planning to. It just rolled out from the energy pandemonium into regular space, detected the surroundings with a powerful impulse ping and sailed straight ahead at the constant speed it had acquired during the moment of puncturing the barrier.


"She is leaving, my admiral!" reported the shift manager. The elderly, pale Svaigh looked completely confused.


"Calculate stable trajectory… We'll follow her!" ordered the admiral.


After a while, after the violent energy from the barrier puncture had dissipated into space, the gigantic sat-clan cruiser maneuvered behind the monolith prism and followed it.


The fugitive ship was moving at sub-light speed. It was not clear why. Admiral Owie was losing his mind guessing what might be happening right at this moment at the military headquarters of the alliance and those of the Imperishable.


He thought that it was impossible not to detect the sudden appearance inside the controlled sphere of a spacecraft this size. Shaad Owie was too experienced to be mistaken.


However, he called on a dispatcher from the secure line, which would have hardly made any difference anyway. Right now speed was more important than secrecy. The speed with which the news would reach headquarters, the sat-clan Galley, the decision makers.


The response followed immediately: "On channel…"


"This is linear cruiser of the armada, admiral Owie speaking, my decision maker."


"What is with you Shaad? Anything urgent?" Decision maker Naz Teo was a distant relative of admiral Owie and a trusted friend, in some ways… A long time ago Naz Teo had also served as a commander of a battle cruiser in the armada. Until his skills got noticed by the Galley and he was promoted through the ranks. To his honor's credit, Naz never forgot his friends among the field commanders. The lofty office had not spoiled him.


"Very urgent, Naz. Alien ship!" Owie saw the decision maker's crest rise and bristle like the dorsal fin of a captured fish. 
"The Imperishable?" 

"No," the admiral answered confidently. "It's not even Orre or Dasht. I have never seen spacecraft like these before."


The decision maker did not hesitate for long. "I am summoning an emergency meeting of the Galleys. Send over the data on the object!"


"It is already being transferred."


Naz did not lower his crest. He cast a sad look upon the admiral and inquired quietly. "Tell me Shaad… do you think it might be the Gone Ones?"


The admiral held it for a while but finally answered honestly. "It is possible. My sub-clan expert conducted a preliminary analysis of the scanned data… We are not one hundred percent on this, since all we know about the technology of the Gone Ones is from ancient fragments and artifacts. But this – a whole ship and, by the looks of it, in mint condition… We might have to change their name to 'the Returned'."


The decision maker nodded and announced grimly, "I am dispatching in your constellation a team of operatives – three-by-eight ships and a flagman. Try not to lose the alien… if you can. Depths, admiral!"


"Depths, my decision maker!"  


If you can… – echoed the admiral's mind. Precisely – if we can. If it is indeed the Gone Ones, the whole armada will not be able to stop them.

Indeed, if the best warriors of the galaxy had returned in the most advanced spacecraft, it was time to change their name.

3. Michael Zislis, 
operator, planetary observation station, Homo, planet Volga


"So I aim at the bastard…" Verigin acted it out, slowly raising both arms clutching an imaginary blaster and squinted his eyes. "I see him in the scope's crosshair…"


"You should have been an actor Lelik," interrupted him Zislis and rustled a pack of cigars. Everyone sent a "Pssssst" his way. The shift chief was sitting before a giant screen and did not hesitate to join the rest.


"Don't interrupt him man! Where's your manners?" 


The scrawny Americaneer, Steven Bekham was the boss at the station. He turned around so that his shaved neck was facing the screen.


Zislis sighed but did not utter another word. Verigin continued to clutch the imaginary blaster aimed at the control screen behind Bekham.


"Okay, okay, fine, you're aiming and what next?" urged him Jana, the telemetrician.


But Verigin just stood like frozen in the same position, aiming at the screen. His overly dramatic muse suddenly vanished and his expression of excitement slowly changed to one of dull confusion and then concern. The silence became uncomfortable.



Finally Zislis turned to look at the screen. A second later he sprang to his feet and flipped the expensive cigar in the waste paper bin like a used up ball pen. "What in God's name is this?" he burst out anxiously.


Now everyone turned to look at the screen.


A large object of unknown origin was fast approaching the planet, perpendicularly to the eclipse. It had passed the orbital greenhouse ring and, judging by its speed, was going to enter the stratosphere within less than fifteen minutes.


It could not have been a freighter from Ophelia. First of all, they loaded up a freighter yesterday and secondly, the large freighter compared to this thing would look like a ping-pong ball next to a submarine. At this distance the guest appeared like a bright, clearly visible blimp on the screen. A distance at which five-mile long objects are represented by a single pixel.


"Son of a bitch!" noted Suvaev in admiration. "I can't believe we missed a comet."


Bekham looked at him stunned.


That was not possible. A body of such size would have been detected by the telemetricians way beyond the moon's orbital path. And the telemetric data was clear on this – no objects had been detected approaching Volga. The sudden appearance of the object meant that it was invisible to the long distance scanning radio telescopes and that shortly it would be visible to the naked eye of most Volgans, if not from New Saratov… The object was maneuvering towards the center of the continent.


Bekham shook off the shock which had iced up his head and immediately contacted the rocket patrols.


Zislis was following the evolution of the bright blimp on the screen in silence. "If I know anything about anything, I'd say he is setting up for a horizontal flight… Too slow though."


"Horizontal?" asked Verigin doubtfully. "At this speed?"


"It's slowing down too! I'm not concerned about the speed." Zislis pried his eyes away from the screen and stared at Verigin's face. "Something is telling me, Lelik, that this thing's last concern is its speed. Even in horizontal flight."


Verigin did not respond. The girls (the telemetricians) were punching away at the keyboards like mad and Zislis knew there was more news to come. 


He was right: a second object was detected approaching fast. Minute compared to the first one, but nevertheless humungous by any standards.


"Son of a bitch!!!" yelled Suvaev jumping from his seat. He stood in front of his station for a second, then snatched the jacket hanging on his chair and dashed towards the exit.


"Hey, hey, hey…" protested Bekham, the shift chief. "Where do you think you're going?"


Suvaev froze right at the door and turned around, "First of all - home, to get the wife and kids. Then to the cosmodrome."


Everything in the Americaneer's appearance – stance, voice and the look on his face – expressed a demonstrative protest against Suvaev's behavior. Bekham was the ranking officer and could not allow anyone under his command to just leave. Especially in an event like this one. "Operator Suvaev, return to your station immediately!"


Honestly speaking, Bekham sounded neither scary, nor authoritative. Although at this time Suvaev would have hardly flinched even in front of Tazik the mobster.


"Return to my station!?" Suvaev parried arrogantly. "What station? Does anyone have a clue what this is?" He shoved his index finger into the nearest screen's blimp and slowly scanned every face in the room, not expecting an answer. "You don't know? Well, I do! This is a Svaighian battleship."


And then he ran out.

4. Yulia Jurgenson,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga


Yulka the Desperate was known by all. All over the planet. And near the cosmodrome she was adored by every homeless mutt, because she loved dogs more than people.


The guys at the cosmodrome loved her too. Even the crazy thrill-seekers at the Manifest.


Right now she was headed exactly for the Manifest. The gray spherical modules of the cosmodrome remained far back west; instead of the tire-marked concrete runways, uncut grass was rustling under her feet. The Manifest was the old airport, the grand central for fanatic skydivers. I don't know why on Volga every twentieth person is a maniacal skydiver. This old sport is an addiction on our planet. The nerds were quick to organize expensive courses for keen beginners. The Manifest never made money though; all the profits paid for the fuel for the two ancient biplanes and the rotary-wing plane Shmell-Omega type. Furthermore, these archaic atmospheric fliers required a lot of repairs all the time, which was very expensive because their parts were practically antiques. Also, the three mechanics and the two pilots had to get paid something because, like every other type of biomass, they occasionally felt hunger and thirst. Hunger is hunger, understandably. But their thirst was difficult to comprehend by many, because at times it acquired such epic proportions that neither the planes, nor the aviators could be dragged to the runway. So oftentimes others had to pilot the birds. Yulka the Desperate herself did that on regular basis and was happy about it. She liked the biplanes and the rotary-wing monster. Everyone loves ancient flying machines.


And everyone loved Yulka.


The Manifest control tower resembled a queen from a chess set. Its base dug into the grassy field. Small trailer homes were scattered randomly around it. They looked more like outhouses, but the skydivers loved them – the perfect places for drunken gabfests. Behind the tower was a bar called "Medousa" (Yulka was surprised the first time – airfield, far away from the ocean, yet a sea name – but then it became clear after they explained that a "medousa" is some parachute gadget) and a volleyball court, and still further away – a parking lot. The antigravity transporters were usually parked near the bar, while the wheelers were scattered everywhere. Birds, here in the grassy steppe, screamed all night, not scared by the jumper rodents. 


Not too far form the tower, near the runway, were the hangars and caponiers.


Starships never used this platform although it was close to the city. The dusty cosmodrome was preferred by all. Even the private mining shuttles or the government owned rocket patrols never landed here. Even Yulka, an insider to the Manifest, never landed her proudly named ship - Der Kenner (The Appraiser) on the grassy airfield. She always landed in the private sector.


Just like today.


"Sportsmen enrolled for flight number eight, please approach the start line…" said the wind and Yulka sped up.


The Shmell-Omega was slowly rotating its wings. The back of it was open and there was a ramp extending form the ground to the plane's bowels. The local nutcases were boarding; their jumpsuits, brightly colored, pricked the eyes like needles. Some had cameras fastened to their helmets. Yulka knew right away that the nerds will be jumping. The air acrobats who formed figures while in freefall. It looked impressive form the ground, if the observer had a sharp eye or a wide-angle telescopic camera. People were waiting for the air over the runway to clear. The same air which blossomed with a dozen colorful semispherical domes, as the biplane buzzed away eastwards over them.


The rookies were always dropped with additional, automatically deployable parachutes. And about a third of them always forgot to disengage the automatic after pulling their chute out, so they descended under two domes instead of one, like broken in two, sinking sea conches. The nerdy acrobats always had something condescending to say about the rookies. 


Yulka stepped on the platform and waved at the observers. Everyone waved back at her – on the chairs in front of the tower, on the platform awaiting their turn. The loudspeakers announced tiresomely:


"Kostya Ziablikov, please come to the Manifest. Kostya Ziablikov, please…"


Some shook Yulka's hand, some winked at her, someone was already dragging her into a vacant chair; Yulka was laughing and resisting. She wanted to climb to the top of the tower, into Irina's glass bubble, which was the best place to watch the skydivers. 


One of the rookies was fast approaching the ground near the edge of the airfield, helplessly hanging off the straps. "Feet together, keep the feet together!" simultaneously shouted those at the start.


The rookie shuddered clumsily, put his feet together and assumed a more or less appropriate stance for landing. People at the start watched the landing; the rookie had not forgotten to switch off the automatic, he sailed into the grass ruffling it, tried to land on his feet but failed. He stood up and waved to let the spectators know that no arms or legs were broken, and received a few cheers from the crowd. "This guy might work out," someone yelled.


Little by little the sky cleared and all the rookies landed one by one, each gathering his chute. Two of the instructors were walking the field supporting one of the novices who limped heavily between them.


It was time to announce the next start and many checked their watches irritably, but the loudspeakers were silent. People were looking questioningly up at Irina's glass bubble on top of the tower.


Yulka climbed up to the top and opened the swing door. The glass bubble resembled a nest and was drenched in crystal bright, almost tangible light from the sky; she wanted to touch the light so much and she imagined the light would feel cool and elastic.


"C'mon man, issue the flight orders. Let the flight go!" shouted the crowd down below.


Irina was staring at the sky uninterruptedly studying something; she probably had not noticed Yulka. Barely shifting her head to one side, Irina Tivelkova was apparently listening to someone's conversation. Voices were coming out of the reproducer underneath the desk. The diction and speed of the conversations sounded like those of frantic sportscasters at the season's finals. "Bekham, Kupsevich, I see it! It's headed east, towards the coast, height – twelve. Jesus, did you see that inversion!?"


"I can imagine the mayhem in the central regions right now!"


"The center? There aren't any settlements there."


"Idiot, I'm talking about the wind speeds! It is stirring up the atmosphere down there…"


"A-a-a-a, that's right."


"Is it still losing altitude?"


"Yep, and if it continues it will drop in the ocean behind the Falagosta archipelago."


Yulka was listening attentively. The skydivers and spectators outside were getting louder. All of a sudden the pilot from the rotary-wing came over the radio: "Ira, what's the delay there? Is everything alright?"


This shook Irina out of her trancelike state and she reached over for the radio. "Guys, switch on the cosmodrome control tower frequency."


Someone down at the cosmodrome was screaming hysterically. "There, there you see. You can see it now!"


"Where? Where?"


"West you idiots!"


Irina and Yulka turned west and stared at the horizon. A strange black line cut through the otherwise stunningly beautiful blue. The storm was headed their way – to the Manifest. Tornados this size were unheard of on Volga.


"Mother of God, what is this thing?" asked Irina, lost for words and greeted her friend nonchalantly, "Hello Yulia."


"Hi there," Yulka answered still staring at the horizon.


The front from the west was moving in so fast that it shortly became visible to all people at the runway. Some ran into the field, away from the trailers, to get a better view.


It looked like the massive tornadoes were wrestling with each other. The atmosphere there was exploding in all kinds of colors: violet, dark red… The storm was approaching and it looked as if it was ripping piece after piece of the calm blue sky.



This awesome, raw beauty was spreading across the sky with unbelievable speed. It was just a blob a few minutes ago, but now it covered half the horizon. Then in an instant, right in the middle of the storm, the tornadoes receded. Behind them something dark appeared, something solid. The tornadoes were spreading out, rushing into the encircling horizon, flying away until the sky over the Manifest was completely covered by something massive. It covered the sun and cast a ghostly twilight all around the airport, over the settlements, as far as the eye could see. It looked like a gigantic flying city covered with black dots of different sizes, like black stars. Dark ones – darker than the main body.


It was moving east at breathtaking speed.


Yulka looked at the runway – the grass was boiling in the strong wind. Some of the skydivers were running away, some were sitting on the ground looking up. Down the runway the rotary-wing had been flipped over sideways by the wind and was being dragged violently – its blades tilling the ground. All the small animals had disappeared as if raked away by a huge comb.


Yet the tower stood firm. Great design, thought Yulka, I wonder what happened to The Appraiser?

The giant sailed over the old airport in about three minutes. It left a white trail in the sky, as wide as the eye could see - like a huge scarf belonging to a strange deity. The random winds were slowing down and the Shmell-Omega, now stuck in the tall bushes, was not moving or screeching anymore. The large propeller was buried deep into the ground and one by one the shocked pilots were climbing out and sliding down its belly.


"Hol's der Teufel!" snapped Yulia. "What the hell was that Ira?"


Tivelkova looked away from the sky for the first time. "Err, what? I think that was an alien ship."


Yulia opened and closed her eyes several times. God almighty, what might the aliens want on Volga? She thought. Are the Svaighs looking for beryllium again?

 The portable two-way had never stopped transmitting the conversations between cosmodrome control and the rocket patrol pilots:

"Bravo-five, is it a guest? Over."

"It's still going down. It's over the ocean now. Yeah, it's losing both altitude and velocity. Over."

"How's the ocean?" someone asked.

"Storming like mad," answered the patrol. "Unbelievable sight, man. Too bad Flumaster isn't here to see this. He'd have appreciated it."

"What about the Svaighian cruiser? Are they going down too?"

"No, maintaining geosynchronous orbit over the ionosphere. I think they are just watching."

"Yeah, good for us…" laughed the same voice which had inquired about the ocean's condition.

"Svaighs!" Ira stepped in. "Exactly – they are looking for beryllium again!"

Yulka shook her head in disagreement. "I know, they build massive ship but not that massive? This one was bigger than the large asteroids of the outer ring. Plus, you heard the guys, the Svaighs stayed in orbit."

"Well then who are they?"

"What, you're asking me?" exhaled Yulia. "How should I know?" 

Tivelkova leaned over the radio mike; her voice carried across the Manifest through the loudspeakers, "Folks, I think the time is perfect for everyone to head home. Something weird is brewing apparently and aliens are involved. Kostya Ziablikov, will you please come over to the Manifest finally?"

Yulka suddenly recalled, "I have to go and check on my ship…"

"Wait." Ira got up and started switching off equipment. "I'll give you a ride."

"Okay, I'll be waiting in your all-terrain," said Yulka. She felt a strong desire to be outside, under the open sky.

On her way down she bumped into Ziablikov who was running up the stairs dressed in a screaming yellow jump suit.

"Oops, hello. Did you see that mother…?" He did not wait for an answer and continued to climb the stairs.

"Yes I did," Yulka sighed behind him. "Saw the whole thing."

Irina and Ziablikov came down five minutes later. In another five they were already at the cosmodrome. Yulka's Der Kenner looked like a sixty feet long boomerang, standing firmly on its landing gear. It looked alright but Yulka noticed that the gear under the wing facing east was a good foot lower – it was dug into the soil. "Wind," she imagined it immediately and shuddered at the thought of how violent it must have been.

Her home was a twenty minute flight away, plus another ten for the warm up and test procedures.


From above she recognized the familiar oval shape of Roman's Sargas parked on his landing platform.

5. Roman Savelyev,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga


Yulka's boomerang cannot be mistaken for any other ship. I jumped out of mine, looked up at Der Kenner and watched it prepare for landing. She was landing slowly, as if sad or desperate – that's how that nickname stuck with Yulka. A whole mile away, she already applied the reverse thrusters. Probably because her boomerang was designed to utilize the laws of conventional aerodynamics, and those wings worked accordingly. She landed masterfully, like a true pro, killing the horizontal velocity with a sharp maneuver. The nose and tail landing gear touched the concrete simultaneously.


I walked over to her. In the middle of the boomerang wing a hatch popped open and I saw Yulka Jurgenson – prospector and pilot, the owner of one of the seven private spaceships on Volga. 

"Did you see it?" she started off without a greeting. "That thing, did you see it?"


I knew what she was referring to and nodded solemnly. 


Why solemnly? Well, because precisely I, and no one else, the day before yesterday, pressed the red button. That button - the one on the strange alien artifact. It is not difficult to deduce the connection between this unexpected visit and the red button. When I intercepted the cosmodrome control transmission and made a few calculations based on their conversations, I knew the colossus was going to fly directly over me.


Right then, I jumped inside Sargas and flew away at full speed. I was imagining the gigantic crater somewhere at the Caspian mountain summit – not dug by the powerful weapons of the summoned demon, not even from the demon's landing. Anyway, why would it crash or even try to land, that demon?


I was mistaken – the alien ship flew over my property without causing any damage. It went past my home, over the mountain ridge and past the coastline. Then it dawned on me – it was headed for my island.


I contacted Schveller immediately. The colossus had stopped over my island and had not moved for over ten minutes. I relayed the satellite to get a visual feed and it was then, that I noticed Yulka getting ready to land.


"I'm afraid, Yulia, that this is because of me," I announced gravely, realizing at the same time how stupid what I had said sounded.     


Yulka just looked at me questioningly, clearly trying to decide whether I was just drunk or gone insane. If she had followed the flight trajectory over the radio, she would have known that the thing flew precisely over my property. "Because of you?" she asked confusedly. Apparently having decided that I hadn't lost my senses quite yet, she further demanded, "Could you try and, maybe, explain yourself?"


I sighed in relief. Thank God she didn't try to stroke my head and ask gently if I felt fine. She believed me – if I, no one else but I, uttered these crazy words, crazy by any Volgan standards, then there must be something here.


"Two days ago I unearthed… well not me, my eagle scouts dug up a small box, sealed-wrapped in some super strong plastic. I think it was some 'Made in alien land' thing. It seemed incredibly old. Anyway I opened it."


"Psycho," commented Yulka. "Just keep going, go on…"


"There was something like a remote control there. You know, like for the mole or gnome robots. But there was only one button on it. And get this, it was large and red. Son of a bitch!"


"And you, son of a bitch, pressed it," without a shadow of a doubt said the Desperate. "You are a psycho nutcase, Roman!"


"What else was I supposed to do?" I shot back without any malice intended. "Like you wouldn't have pressed it yourself?"


"I would have," calmly assured me Yulka. "I'm desperate, right?"


I scratched my chin nervously. "So what do you think? Is there a connection between today's visit and my find? Or not?"


"Tell me," Yulka squinted. "Did your boys find the box on your continental property, or on the island?"


This came down like a thunder from a blue sky. "You know about my island!?!"


Yulka chuckled. "What, you thought I was some dumb bimbo? You think I don't have any unregistered sites?"


"Hmmm, do you?" like a fool I asked right away.


"I got two!"


Oh Yulka, oh babe! My infamous doubtfulness kicked in, "Besides you, does anyone else know?"


"About what?" Yulka kept staring at me cunningly, but nevertheless her look managed to remain truly innocent. "About your unregistered sites or mine?"


"Well, about yours too?"


"Well, I'm quite sure they do. Haven't you ever done comparative soil analysis from the Caspian and the island?"


"Of course I have…"


"And you don't think that at the trading station they have noticed that you sell non Caspian ore?"


My lower jaw dropped down five inches. Jesus Christ, what an idiot I am. And those rocket patrols, I had seen them more than once over the island. So it turns out my secret is no secret at all. But why then was the directorate silent?


Well, wait a minute… The directorate pays severance tax too. For every single mine on the planet. Pretty high severance tax! Well in that case, unregistered mines are a great deal for the directorate. They sell the ore but don't pay any tax on unregistered contractor mines. Genius! Dreamer!


I sighed sadly. Turns out my idea of exploring the moon deposits is shot. As I imagined it, anyway.


"Judging by your sorry look, and by the fact that this thing is hung over... over that familiar to all spot, above the Falagosta archipelago, I think it can be safely concluded that you had indeed found that box you mentioned. Precisely there." Yulka was sharp as always. "Pretty picture Roma. Although I wouldn't bet one hundred percent on the theory that you unknowingly invited those guests on the alien spacecraft."   


I did not say anything.


"Let's go inside," murmured Yulka. "We're standing here, sticking out like three poplars."


"Two poplars," I corrected her.


"Whatever…" 


We walked over, past the shaft and under the gray specterolite I noticed a dark-ginger splash of a spot. We are familiar with these spots… and how they appear on vertical surfaces.


A blaster impulse on its way out of a human body – blood squirts out of the wound canal straight and neat. I guess my facial expression was quite obvious. 
Yulka cast a sidelong look at me while keying in the entrance code. "What's this mess everywhere? Don't people ever come to this place?"


"They do," she answered clumsily. "And as of today they also fly over…"


The armored door unlocked with a hiss and the membrane behind it slid away.


"Make yourself at home Roma," Yulka invited me to my own place.


I walked in, still thinking about that blood spot. Yulia, you pushy gal you… no one can hide anything from you for long. I fell into the armchair right away and Yulka brought a bottle of dry wine.


"Wow," this was unexpected. "What's the occasion?"


Wine on Volga, obviously, costs a pretty penny. It is a lot more expensive than beer. But Yulka loved wine and always had some stashed away. Sometimes she even served me a glass, most often after a stormy night inside this very dome. I see the bottle from here - on her huge bed in which at least twenty regularly built persons could fit. Honestly though, for the past two months there had not been any stormy nights in here. And she spends suspiciously long periods of time with Kurt Riggeld.


"Simple occasion," she explained with cold certainty. "Something is telling me that soon, very shortly, we'll have to make haste and get as far away from Volga as possible."


"What, the aliens you mean?"


"Of course! You heard it over the radio? There's also a Svaighian ship in orbit and I think the Svaighs are not alone." 


Yes. It's logical. If a Svaghian ship had followed another cruiser… means expect a whole fleet. We know, we've read the chronicles. The annihilation of Rhutania, the battle in the Limping Turtle system… There has been only space dust there since, for many, many decades… And spacecraft – human transports anyway – always go around these places, preferring to waste fuel and time but stay away from the unstudied types of radiation.


Yulka poured the wine in tall glasses and recalled suddenly, "Oh, by the way, let's listen to the cosmodrome!" She got up and walked into the work section proudly. Then relayed the dome's acoustics to the boomerang's receiving dish.


It felt like I almost went deaf under the loud noise of the speakers. That very second…


"…enty five ships! Twenty five! It's a whole fleet, around you, left and right!!!"


"Clam down Steve, twenty five is not a whole fleet. They had almost four thousand at the battle of Rhutania."


"Thanks for nothing buddy," Steve was not backing down. I recognized him by the way – Steve Bekham the Americaneer, the cosmodrome officer, the epic pain-in-the-neck Steve. "It takes just three of them to melt Volga down!"


"Who told you that?" laughed some unfamiliar voice.


"Suvaev told me," fought back Steve. "He's the expert on Svaighs here."


"No shit?" the voice ridiculed. "Expert! Guys, turns out we have an expert on aliens here."


This very second someone from the directorate cut in, "Can you take your nonsense off the air!?" The voice sounded peevish and truly worried. "Has anyone tried to contact us? I mean… the guests."


"No," Bekham barked back irritably. "In the mean time, all directorate starships are ready for space flight."


"Excellent. If there's an attempt for contact, immediately switch to the secure channel – 'extrimum' priority."


"Understood," Bekham answered readily. "Anything else, sir?"


"Sir? Don't you sir me! Just keep your eyes open and don't ask dumb questions!"


Yulka was listening attentively holding her wine glass. She knelt and gently sat on the sofa. "Oh that's nice - the directorate is planning to leave the planet. They're fueling their rockets," convincingly shouted Yulka.


"Your ship is also ready to leave," I answered cynically taking a sip of the wine. Regardless of the situation, I just could not enjoy the wine – this, I must say, wonderful wine. Ophelian Traminer, twelve percent, local herb flavor, some honey and sunflower added. 


"And yours too," Yulka fought back. "Everyone in their right mind would be getting ready to disappear. Anyone with brains – and the directorate has brains – albeit well hidden."


She was totally, completely, one hundred percent right. I didn't argue, just sighed and we listened on. 


"…and another one, larger, longer, more than twice longer than the others. The flagman…"


In a nutshell, Volga was besieged by an alien fleet of battleships. A fleet which came out of nowhere. Twenty four cruisers, resembling giant bagels, had encircled Volga. There was a flagman ship too, about twice the size of the others and somewhat stretched out like an ellipse. All of them were in geosynchronous orbit around the planet at an altitude securing a redundant, overlapping radio array.


The other super cruiser hovered motionless over my island. The Svaighian fleet was apparently shepherding it or keeping it in check… No shooting so far – or whatever it is alien craft exchange in a fight.


Then suddenly someone paged me across the internal channel. The Sargas terminal also got paged and this was possible only through the dome transceiver at home. This came like a thunder from a blue sky, but my shock quickly turned into anger. Uninvited guests again! I definitely need this new security system with the self-guided firing capabilities. Shoot every last one of those sons of bitches if they come unannounced. No warnings. You shouldn't be trespassing my property!


I entered the password using Yulka's keyboard and the screen filled with Feliks Udin's fat face. He is a local small-time mobster, known by his nickname – the fat one. Never earned a penny in his entire life. Him and his filthy gang, they only know how to murder and steal. So far I had never had any problems with them, which is to say that they never tried anything on me. One cannot be lucky forever, I guess.


"You ran away, Sava," threateningly pointed out the fat one. I can't stand being called Sava.


"From whom?"


"You ran away, you bastard!" The fat one bashed the keyboard with his blaster grip. "You made off with you ship. Who warned you?"


I did not get a chance to answer – Yulka cut off the connection. I looked at her in surprise.


"Our ships," alarm rang in her voice. "Can you imagine how many people are trying to get off this planet?"


Damn it! She is quick that girl. Indeed, everyone is looking for a way to leave Volga right now. 


"We have to take off, Roma." Yulka got up and started collecting her things. "C'mon, help me, grab the food only." She tossed me a plastic package of instant meal. "Do you have enough fuel?"


"Yep," I answered. "I fueled it up on Thursday." 


"Mine is half empty."


I squinted at her. What was she trying to say? That we might have to leave the system on our own ships? Well, what else is there to do if the aliens decide to blast the planet to smithereens. "We should remove your disposable fuel tanks and load them up on mine. Besides, mine is faster and more reliable."



"Maybe," she agreed. "Not right away though. I think we should fly over your property to check out the situation from high above. And I'll try to contact the rest of the flying guys, while at it. All of them. Quit going through this, Roman, only take the ones which have not been open!"


Dried, packaged, canned… all of it was quickly filling the box.


Fly over my property? Hmm, I would have never thought of doing this right now. Our world may be a landfill, but there are quality people here too. And, sadly, not every nice person has a starship. I have to help out Chestiakov, Smetskov and Mike Zislis, although Zislis, I'm sure, will find a way out of here alone. He is an old cosmodrome dog, that guy. He would probably manage to board one of the directorate shuttles. 


Dragging all the provisions we managed to pack, we ran outside. Yulka didn't even bother to seal the hatch. In the far distance, I saw a multitude of all-terrain vehicles clouding up the horizon, speeding their way towards us. There must have been at least fifty of them.


"Hurry up!" shouted Yulka. "You didn't power down the warm up, did you?"


"I think I did," I admitted guiltily.


"Oh no, you cretin," cried out my desperate companion, running across the boomerang's wing. "Move your ass, you can still manage!"


It felt like I was running ahead of my own thoughts. Cockpit, seat, console, preflight tests… Readiness! 


Why, the devil, did I power down in the first place. It didn't even cross my mind that my ship will become a target. But Yulka thought of this, apparently. Or maybe not... Well, she's not going through start up like me now…


Sargas accelerated into the sky and I saw that the nearest transporters were less than a mile from her place. I think some were shooting at me and at Yulka's boomerang too. Fortunately, accelerating starships, even beaters, are hard targets.


The communications module lit up.


"Finally, phe-e-e-w!" Yulka sighed with relief. "Did they zap your buns?"


"You can bend over and take a whiff, if you like."


"Contact Vasilevsky, Smagin and Riggeld."


"What about the Haetskies?"


"I'll call them. And Shumov. That's it, I'm off."


What a girl, Yulia the Desperate. What a woman! If I ever have a son, it would be only form a mother like her.


Besides, she left it for me to track Kurt Riggeld. 

6. Hariz Ba-Sazh, 
premier-admiral,

Svaigh, flagman cruiser of the sat-clan


"Depths, my premier!"


"Depths, Shaad! Ignore the ranks, please. Tell me what is going on here?"


"I am flattered, Hariz."


Admiral Shaad Owie, commander of the linear cruiser of the armada, that same cruiser which had detected the coming of the giant alien craft, contracted his crest tightly to his head. It was true what they said about Hariz Ba-Sazh, a hereditary Sat, embattled and experienced warrior who hates ceremonies and judges Svaighs only by their military record.


"The alien ship entered the planet's atmosphere, descended to practically zero altitude, without landing, and has been hovering completely still for some two-by-eight nao so far. There has not been any activity at all. It is just hanging over the ocean. Or more precisely, over a tiny island in the ocean." Admiral Shaad twitched his throat sack several times, which was supposed to announce the forthcoming irony in the phrase that followed. "There is a pretty bay there, Hariz, just like the Coast of Birth on Svaighe." 


The premier twitched his throat sack in response, showing that he got the joke. "What is the report from the sub-clan expert?"


"High probability that the starship belongs to the Gone Ones. 87.5 percent likelihood according to the preliminary data analysis."


"How did you detect it?"


"We localized a massive disruption in the geometry of regular space, my admi… Hariz. We calculated the possible mass of the object – at first we thought the calculations were flawed. Then… then we just saw it materialize. I have seen a lot, but… mother of Depth! It was so much bigger than a flagman, it scared me."


"None of our allies build ships like that."


"What about the Imperishable?” 


"I-m-p-e-r-i-s-h-a-b-l-e," Hariz stretched it out. "Chaos has taken over the Galley right now. They think that the Imperishable do not even build ships. The Imperishable might be the spaceships themselves."


"What do you mean?" admiral Shaad asked in confusion. "What are they – biomechanical?"


"It is more complex than this, Shaad. Remember the multi-layer defense fields around their standard cruisers?"


"Of course!" Admiral Shaad's crest twitched violently and quickly snug back to the scales on his scull.


"It turned out that there were no ships behind the defense fields. According to the Galley experts, the Imperishable are an energy-based life form. Our latest data strongly suggests that they are energoids." 


This did not shock the admiral. He knew that the Imperishable were a race so alien to the alliance that the difference between the other four races was a mere detail.


No one knew where the Imperishable originated from, or their satellite races – Orre and Dasht. Maybe from some distant galaxy near the Nucleus… And now it turns out they don't even possess bodies. Truly imperishable. Fortunately, their recent raids over the polar regions of the territory threw some light on the old enemies' nature. It must be for the better – it is easier to defeat an enemy whom you know.


The armada's flagship commander continued: "The Galley experts are convinced that the giant down below belongs to the Gone Ones. They are also quite certain that there is no one onboard, otherwise the cruiser would have hardly behaved as it did." Premier-admiral Hariz muffled the last sentence like a conspirator but closed his eyelids halfway, as if to underline it. "The Galley appreciated your quick thinking admiral…" Hariz Ba-Sazh did not manage to deliver the good news because the scan-crew interrupted:


"Queen-ship of Roy is on the approach. She is already in regular space," the announcement was being broadcasted simultaneously to the premier and all admirals. "Please, advise further action!"


"Standby, 'courtesy regime'," the premier ordered without any hesitation. "Increase defense power shields to four eights!"


The armada's iron fist prepared for the unexpected. Of course, Roy is an ally of the Svaigh, but when a mysterious ship, almost certainly belonging to the mightiest race known to anyone, had appeared out of nowhere, any alliance could be compromised.


"Correction: two queen-ships," reported the scan-crew. "Correction: three!"


The scanners reported corrections three-by-eight and three times more. Too many ships of Roy! And queen-ships at that…


"Connection request, my premier," came from sub-clan communications. "It is from Roy."


"Is the Galley channel open?"


"Not yet, my premier! It is opening…"




"Answer them!" ordered Hariz flapping his crest and growling unintelligibly to himself. "They did not send fire our way, thankfully…"


Inside the projector stem, an image of the Roy representative condensed…

"Mightier be the alliance!" announced Roy.


Hariz relaxed his crest. Everything was fine. Roy was not attacking – it would not be using the standard greeting if it were. Roy never lies or pretends. The concept of lying appears to be unusable for Roy. Yet, they do recognize and understand lying among other races. But they never lie, themselves. Or, at any rate, they had not lied eight-by-eight-by-eight and many eights nao. 

"May it be, indeed," answered premier Hariz studying carefully the Roy representative, the one which could understand the communication methods of the alliance races and translate for the queen-ships.


Roy had stern pyramidal structure which appeared to branch out only at the lowest strata – at the specialized activities levels. Roy soldiers, Roy workers, Roy builders are on the lowest level. Messengers, communicators, engineers, navigators are a step above. Queen-strategists are next – they are directly connected to the upper echelon queens. At the very top is the supreme queen of Roy, which is Roy itself. There are also the private residences of the research scientist teams, which are some sort of queens in themselves. 


Partially, Roy was a unitary being with extremely complex order of organization, a being consisting of millions of sub-beings. Yet, at the same time Roy's reasoning and intellect was not the collective reasoning of all queens.


One did not have to try and understand the essence of Roy, but simply get used to it.


"On behalf of the sat-clan Galley of Svaighe, I welcome thee, friendly Roy," declaimed the premier without any believable amicability. He did not identify himself by name and rank – Roy has no use for either. Roy communicates exclusively with the Galley, regardless of who is on the other end – a soldier or an admiral.


"Roy greets Galley of Svaighe and hopes alien ship grants more knowledge to Roy and Svaighe. Roy considers studying ship an archimportant deed and has dispatched qualified experts. Roy asks of commencement time for research, allowing Svaighe Galley, as initial discoverers of ship, to choose time. Mightier be the alliance!"


Hariz's crest remained motionless, although the premier-admiral was hardly tranquil. "The Galley will announce a detailed statement as soon as possible. Mightier be the alliance!"


"May it be, indeed. Roy is awaiting your statement and reminds Galley that Roy will not wait for long!"


With these words the representative vanished from the projector.


This sounded like a direct threat, thought premier-admiral Hariz. Roy made it clear that they will not stand aside and that they intend to acquire the ship of the Gone Ones by force, if necessary. I hope we don't provoke them inadvertently… The premier turned to face the screen displaying admiral Owie. 
"I am surprised! This is unusual," Shaad Owie sounded genuinely confused. "They must think it is quite a find… they were rather fast."


"Yes, Roy has always been remarkably fast. At any rate, it is naïve to assume that the event remained unnoticed by the other races. Mother of depth, for the right to study a spacecraft of the Gone Ones any race would give up half their acquired energy resources!"


"What would the Galley say?" Shaad moved his crest tips thoughtfully. "It does not make us look good at all, having not managed to keep this a secret."


"No one could have kept secret such a discovery," the premier answered barely stretching his throat sack. "The Galley forecasted the coming of all races within less than eight nao."


Shaad visibly relaxed a little. Well… they must see further from the Galley. He knew, from the very beginning, that the unannounced appearance will not remain unnoticed. He knew then, that is why he dispatched all information to the Galley as soon as he could.


"My premier! Detecting approaching Ayeshi type modular cruiser," reported someone from the scan-crew. "Seven-by-eight and two module bases. Estimated time until barrier puncture – one eighth nao."


"Here we go…" growled the premier and then shouted angrily: "Sub-clan connection! Where is my high speed channel to the Galley!? Move it, before I cut off your crests!"


The connection crew assured that the channel will be opening any moment now; just then the scanners detected another disruption from behind the barrier. Regular space around the star system of the Spiral Sleeve started bending and twisting. 


Too many battleships were gathering in the area and their cumulative mass was becoming dangerously excessive.


Kiss that planet good bye, Hariz Ba-Sazh thought to himself sadly. And Shaad was saying there were pretty islands down there with pretty little bays…

The premier was dreaming of catching some time off, away from the others. Board a small fighter, fly it down to the surface, get off and take a swim in a real ocean, in real saltwater… Maybe even try some local fish.


But he already knew none of this would ever happen; the planet was living its last nao, its last days. Metrics distortions would start splashing, rupturing the planet's core. As for the local star – it would end its lifecycle ahead of time.


"Who is approaching?


"Tsooft, my premier! A whole fleet. More than eight-by-eight attack cruisers, my premier…"


Hariz Ba-Sazh twitched his crest irritably and tried to concentrate. Until an open channel was established through to the Galley, he would have to negotiate with the allies alone. And this was a much tougher task than it looked.

7. Roman Savelyev,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga 


Sargas followed obediently its parabolic flight program. It was wise of me to leave the old, tested trajectories in the navigator's memory. True - not that often - but there were times when checking on trusted friends from above had been necessary. I hope my beater doesn't let me down this time.


Come to think of it now, surprisingly I do, after all, have some friends. Even on a landfill of a planet like ours there are people to whom you can turn your back safely. Not too many, but apparently they do exist. Maybe this is why we check on each other now and then, just in case. Maybe this is why it feels good to feed a guest till they are ready to burst, and then drink them under the table… Maybe this is why we help each other?


And what else is there to live for, besides friends? If there were only scumbags around I would have packed up and left on my Sargas long time ago. Left for some deserted place, become a recluse…


One thing dejects though: there are a lot less friends than there are scumbags. Alas.


One after the other I tried paging Vasilevsky, Smagin and Kurt Riggeld. Paged their ships, that is. But my prospector comrades were gone, away from their ships, I guess right now they could be just about anywhere. I cursed and cussed and begged them to answer – the whole twenty minutes during my flight.


All in vain.


Coming down over Vasilevsky's place, I finally took my attention away from the control console and looked at one of the screens.


I froze in my seat. Two of the six transporter caponiers were blown to pieces. There were several large, smoldering wholes in the living quarters dome. The micro-weather farm stood crooked and the only thing preventing its aluminum skeleton from collapsing was its roof's sensor-broach which had hooked itself to the overhanging spectrolite cable. Black smoke was coming out of a transporter and the antigravity trailer still attached to it. Vasilevsky had one of those old Hius-2 model starships that looked like a plump cigar – the same kind Mike Zislis smokes, bought at ungodly Ophelian prices.


I landed on his runway, pulled out my blaster and popped the hatch to get out. Standing on the round engine intake, I stared at the smoking all-terrain a few yards away. It was not only burning, but the smoke coming from it carried the foulest stench imaginable. That, and the unmistakable ozone smell of blaster impulses on metal.


I looked around some more and then jumped to the ground. Vasilevsky's ranch was built on a huge valley, which resembled a giant horse hoof imprint, behind the first Caspian mountain ridge. It looked emptier than usual now, with those busted vehicles, destroyed buildings and my Sargas on the runway.


Clutching my weapon I walked inside the dome and saw Semetsky lying on his back, staring at the sky in glassy coldness. Three gaping holes in his chest, a tiny "Cricket" blaster next to his hand and someone's bloody foot imprint on his wrist.


Vasilevsky's corpse was in an armchair in front of the computer board. He was shot in the head. They had ransacked the file cabinets, probably looking for the starter key cards. Bastards…


That's it… two more of my friends were no longer on the list of the living ones.   


"I'm so sorry guys…" I whispered to myself guiltily. "I failed to warn you on time… and now I don't even have time to bury you like decent human beings."


Onboard Sargas a small miracle occurred – Smagin was calling. I jumped into the seat, started the engines without buckling up and answered Smagin's call immediately, "Hello. You were trying to contact me, weren't you?"


"That's right," I answered impatiently. "Where are you right now?"


"At home," Smagin replied calmly, convincing me that he had absolutely no clue about any of the events which had transpired.


"Take off immediately! You must fly out," I yelled. "And don't even think about the fuel – your life is worth more."


Smagin looked at me perplexed but, nevertheless, leaned over the console and initiated the pre-start test sequence. "What's happened…?"


"Aliens," I explained briefly. "There is a Svaighian fleet around Volga. And some other ship is at sea level, hanging over the ocean - don't know whose. It's a lot bigger than a standard Svaighian cruiser. You should see that thing, about one hundred times the size of New Saratov.

The directorate appears prepared to leave at any moment now… People are getting killed over a seat on any spaceship."


"You mean killed, as in dead?" it still hadn't settled with him.


"Vasilevsky is dead," I said. "Semetsky too! They were probably getting ready to leave together… Vasilevsky's ship was missing – jacked for sure."


Concern was slowly creeping over Smagin's face. "What about the rest?"


"I'm still pinging Riggeld, but he hasn't responded so far. Yulka is airborne, looking for the Haetskies and Shumov. I'm also going to swing by Kostya Chestiakov's.


Smagin started nodding repetitively; the video screen he was on covered with snow and a zigzagging line shot across it. He had engaged the takeoff boosters.


"Okay then, I'll go look for Jana," Smagin said decidedly.


"Run then," I respected his decision. It would be pointless to just sit in orbit, anyway. "Just don't land anywhere on Volga, if you want to preserve your ass in one piece."


"Understood."


"And keep your communications channel on at all times! We might have to dock in orbit."


"Why?" he sounded truly perplexed.


"I don't think all the ships can reach Ophelia alone. Then there is the fuel shortage issue too… We might have to abandon some along the way."


"Ophelia, hmm…" Smagin's face froze lake a mask. "You think the situation is this bad?"


"What I think is that if the aliens have the planet encircled by a fleet of two dozen battleships, soon it'll be bye-bye Volga," I said rather harshly, leaning back into my seat. Sargas was fast approaching parabolic zenith. "Enough, I'm off to look for Riggeld. Good luck, Yuri."
"You too man."


Smagin had barely dissolved from the screen, when Yulka showed up. "Who did you find?"


"Yuri Smagin," I replied solemnly. "Vasilevsky was murdered and his ship was missing – it was obviously stolen. Semetsky was dead too. Riggeld hasn't responded, so far."


"I haven't had any luck locating Shumov - he's not responding. But I found the Haetskies, Mustiak and Prokudin. They already knew everything and had left their quarry fast.


I gave her a nod.


"Who else do you want to check on?" I imagined she wanted to talk me out of any more landings, but didn't dare to. She knew better…

"I have to try and get to Kostya Chestiakov – that's all of them for me. After that, I'm off into orbital flight."


"Where did Smagin go?" asked Yulka.

"Flew like a hurricane to find Jana."


"I'd have done the same thing, if I was in his shoes."


Then she paused for a few seconds and looked directly into the video-sensor lens. It felt like she was staring at me narrowly, nervously, as if trying to say something very important, but just couldn't muster the courage. "Find Riggeld, Roma," she uttered quietly. "Please find him. I won't manage it, I'm too far."


I nodded, assuring her. Whenever she asks me to do something for her, I always feel like dropping everything and rushing headlong to do whatever it is that she wants.


Well, what? I thought to myself, Chestiakov's property is south of here, over the Astrakhan range. Riggeld's territory is to the west of it, on the bottom of the Caspian massif. It's not all that far… I have to check it. I have to at least make sure…


I didn't want to continue that thought, but the image of Vasilevsky's destroyed home forced itself inside my head, bringing with it all of the rest: his shot-through skull, Semetsky's chest ripped open by the blaster impulses, the burning vehicles…


Quite a miserable day, indeed.


I cannot imagine that the little red knob was responsible for all this. The knob, which had disappeared, turned into invisible dust.


It is so hard to believe something so outrageous!


I clenched my teeth and called Riggeld, again. Again, he did not respond. Instead, Shumov announced himself from somewhere. His signal was incredibly week, barely picked up by the noise filters. The visual animator was dead, so I didn't see him, just listened to his crackling voice:
"Hey Roma! What's all th… (crack and static) … that alarm?"


"Vasily! Finally!" I screamed at the mike, turning the volume to the max. "Where are you?"


"(crack) …away! Moon! Can you hear me? I'm on the moon!"


"You're on the moon?" I repeated shocked. Vasily, you old dog! What are you doing there, trying to steal my idea? "What did you forget there?"


"It's a… (crack) …story. Liste… I contacted the cosmodrome… (static) … old me to go to hell and broke off! I'm terrified!"


"Vasily, listen here…"


"What? I can barely… (crack)… anything."


"Stay where you are! Aliens around Volga! People are shooting at each other here! Can you hear me?"


"(crack)… weapons? Shooting? Hey, Roma, were you at the Mercury last night? I… (crack)"

"Damn it!" At such distance you cannot get a decent connection with our transceivers, without leaving the atmosphere. I have to figure out how much time I need. So: a parabola to Astrakhan – twenty minutes, a horizontal dash (to hell with the fuel) to Riggeld's place – another twenty. "Vasily! Stay tuned, I'll contact you in one hour! Either I or Yulka! Can you hear me?"


"Yes! One hour! I won't disconn… (crack)."


"Right! One hour! Don't disconnect!"


"(crack)… eard you the first time! Talk to you lat…(crack)."


"Later!" I barked out this last one.


Okay, at least Vasily is safe. Our young gangsters can't shoot that far. The aliens, on the other hand… But I don't think they will bother with our moon. Something inside me is telling me that they are only concerned with the giant ship over my island. You messed up royally this time, uncle Roma. If it was you, anyway… 


Sargas reached parabolic zenith shortly and started descending towards the surface. Diving faster with every passing second, pulled by gravity's majestic hug. That same gravity, albeit artificial and obedient, will later slow it down softly and cushion it in landing at Chestiakov's mine terrain.


Landing platforms all over the planet had hosted my ship and me hundreds of times. I even flew to Ophelia once - now that was something else! I have been to the peripheral mines on the Vanadia Belt, outside our star system, some twenty times now. That's forty light years round trip! And, to this date, my little beater had never failed me.


But, there is a first time for everything.


The grand, rusty massif was coming upon me like a shoe sole over a cockroach, but the antigravity breaks were not engaging. I could already make out the little light-gray bubble (Chestiakov's dome), his dark-gray caponiers and the round, spiraling foundation pit.


Still silence form the antigravity cushions.


I gulped and grabbed the rudder stick firmly. Looked at the red light on the sideboard panel, almost imploring it to turn green. But Sargas continued to fall over Astrakhan like a coin tossed by a mysterious giant…

"Damn it!" I cursed and pressed the oblong button on the instrument panel. The canard flaps howled, moved slowly and steadily, turning the freefall into a controlled flight. Sargas moved away from the vertical squishing me hard into the seat. I am no longer falling, but instead tracking a large ellipse over Chestiakov's property. Inversion turn, maneuver, approach for landing… This is the most difficult of all things – landing without antigravity.


But I remember practicing it a long time ago. And landed, I must say, quite successfully. Didn't even brake anything!


Wiping off the sweat from my forehead, I sighed with relief. What could have happened to the antigravity drive? The worst of all this, of course, is that in the last few minutes Sargas burned up twice the fuel required to go all the way to the moon in standard flight regime. And that's just half of it – God knows what other malfunctions this little problem might have brought about. Fixing antigravity drives is easier than fixing handheld scales, if you have the right tools. And I do – only psychos fly without those.


Kostya Chestiakov greeted me at the hatch. Smiling, wearing soiled boots and dressed in his working overalls, with a remote control panel hanging on his neck. "Hi there Roma! Why the speed and thunder? How's the mood, buddy?"


My guess is that I must have looked quite unnerved, because Kostya's smile vanished off his face, replaced by mild alarm.


"Anything bad happen?"


"Yes. It did!"


He stood in silence for a while and then carefully pushed forward his question. "This 'it', is it related to the… alien ships?"


I just nodded. Yet was it really connected, indeed? Well, what else could it be related to, besides these damned aliens. If the rats (the directorate) are abandoning the ship – it must be sinking. Even children know this.


Kostya sighed. "So, what do they need here…?  So many ships, I get goose bumps. I thought that nothing would become of this, that they would just stick around for a while and leave…"



"Yeah right, there's around thirty up there – enough to melt down a dozen Volgas." I don't think he expected that. 

"Thirty ships?! Haven't you been listening to the cosmodrome? There are several hundred up there." His words hit me like a ton of bricks.
"Hundreds? Nope, I haven't been listening to the cosmodrome for an hour and a half now." 

This is just beautiful. We had run like rabbits at the site of the first few and, it turns out, they had just kept on materializing. Diving into regular space from the void using their mysterious technologies. Well, uncle Roma, neat job. The little stone you kicked is producing an avalanche. 

"Okay," I growled gathering my thoughts. "There's no time for chitchat now. Pack the grub and hop on board, while I fix the antigravity drive!"


"Ahaaa," it dawned on him finally. "You baked the drive, ha? That's why you landed her horizontally."


"Can't say I love the horizontal thrusters," I complained. "But they did save me today."


"Yeah, you better fall in love with them quickly, or they might decide not to save your hide next time," Kostya was quick to enlighten.


He is like that – a dreamer, a good soul. Always soft and smiling. In the beginning I just could not comprehend how he managed to live here, among the local wolfish thugs. Then I saw him in a fight once – at the Mercury. That was a different guy - completely different. Cut up six men with a kitchen knife! The Mercury remembers it to this day. Those six were lowlife scumbags. Pure Volgan trash. They were all armed too, albeit drunk like skunks. They were picking on some broad he knew, so he decided to get involved. The directorate sentenced him to a hefty fine, but a lot of the locals tipped in to help him out. Those six did not have a lot of fans. 


"Move it, move it," I advised. "And don't turn on the light beams outside, or God knows what they might attract. Vasilevsky and Semetsky were already shot dead. They tore down their home too... Speaking of which – mine too, probably. The fat one got a hold of me over the local channel – cussing and all. All scumbags are hunting for spaceships right now, so let's beat it, promptly." 


"Roma," the tranquility of his voice was terrifying. "Check this out."


I was aiming to jump in the hatch, when I turned around and…froze. Heading towards us were several all-terrain vehicles, blowing dust everywhere. Either wheeled or caterpillars, but for sure not cushioned. "Shit!" I felt that uncomfortable, cold condensation inside my ribcage. "Do you have a weapon?"


"Of course," Kostya answered, pulling out a jagged hunting knife of scary size.


I didn't know how to answer that. I could hardly breathe. 


As for the all-terrain vehicles – they were approaching fast.

8. Naz Teo, 
decision maker, Svaigh, 

hall of the Galley, planet Svaighe  


The Galley was administering fourth nao in a row. Finally a direct channel was pushed through to the distant star system where the ship of the Gone Ones had been detected. Hariz Ba-Sazh contracted his crest courteously in front of the decision makers of Svaighe. The news were as expected.


The allies had intercepted admiral Shaad Owie's coded messages and had hurried, each separately, to secure the place and flex their military muscle in front of the discoverers of the wonder ship. There were four mini fleets in the system now, besides the Svaighian armada units. More than two hundred ships altogether. It was getting hot and crowded there. 


Naz Teo was listening attentively to the polemic between decision maker Gyros and decision maker Pia. The Galley and the representatives of the alliance to whom channel access was granted analyzed the situation.


"Our main problem is that the planet is inhabited." Gyros stood cold and motionless like a statue.


"Problem?" Pia wiggled his crest contemptuously and twitched his throat sack simultaneously, which did not escape Naz Teo's attention. "My respected decision maker Gyros considers the mammalian savages a problem? I say they can be simply ignored!"


"Do not patronize, Pia!" Gyros was a hard Svaigh to push off balance. "You, like the whole Galley, know perfectly well that the savages, by themselves alone, flew in space and have now colonized some eight-by-eight planets…"


"Eight-by-eight!" Pia remained condescendingly aloof. "Depths, eight-by-eight! Aren’t you afraid they might soon squeeze us out of the galaxy? Toss us out, like we did with the Dasht blades? Or whatever their starship groups were called."


"There were centuries when the Svaigh also conquered space step by step for the first time. It is true that the humans are backward and lagging, but they are slowly acquiring knowledge. Their technologies are poor and their science primitive, but each one is developing. I would not disregard them completely, if not for anything else but the fact that the ship belonging to the Gone Ones went to their home – not ours."


"Instead of developing intellect, these beings have evolved physiologically," authoritatively pointed out the first-of-Galley. "Their development was a drastic evolution of their bodies, not minds. Their evolution is, in fact, a rather curious biological occurrence. I think that they possess a rather complex bio-physiology, too complex for the harboring of higher intelligence. Mammalian groups tend to specialize in narrow niches, which dooms the species just like it has doomed all large reptilians on practically all studied worlds. I do not share decision maker Pia's flippant characterizations, but I also do not see any reason for concern the likes of decision maker Gyros'. They cannot possibly stand up to us? What do they have at their disposal – pitiful spacecraft which barely reach the neighboring stars, primitive weapons… We have arrived and we shall take whatever we wish, ignoring the humans."


"Roy requests to speak!" Dry and lacking any proper intonation, the voice of Roy representative was sometimes unpleasant to listen to. Naz Teo lifted his crest sharply and relaxed it right away realizing his improper reaction. First-of-Galley cast an unfavorable eye on him and winked twice. But Naz knew that the first-of-Galley would not make an issue of this.


"Roy considers discussion about humans irrelevant. We are wasting valuable time. We suggest planning a strategy for siege of alien ship and its prompt execution."


"Is Roy in a hurry?" asked the first-of-Galley, maintaining political correctness. "Why? Roy hardly ever rushes anything."


"Discovered alien cruiser is attractive loot for the Imperishable. The Imperishable would be happy to acquire and study it. Information has tendency to spread. If allied races detected and localized the appearance of a ship of the Gone Ones, so could the Imperishable. To unleash a battle in this system would mean to lose the find." Roy's representative looked like an elongated droplet; it snug its legs to the thorax and extended the effecter antennas widely. It was ready to listen. Or, as it would express itself – ready to acquire and process information.


Naz never quite successfully managed to suppress that double feeling after every speech delivered by Roy. Usually Roy used simple, technical language, deprived of flamboyant comparisons and expressions, or everything else which made language 'language' and not just naked information. At the same time Roy was capable of slipping in completely incongruent to the dry jargon expressions – like for example the 'would be happy to acquire and study it' one. Such talk was not unusual for the birds Azanni, the Svaighs or even the humans. But not Roy. Or it may be that the interpreters are trying to instill a feeling of overblown urgency. Yet, that cannot be – Roy does not use interpreters. Nobody understands the language of Roy, besides Roy. Interesting… if Roy had discovered the ship of the Gone Ones, would the allies know about it now?


Naz did not possess the necessary competence to answer all these questions. He ruffled the scales on his back, expressing regret. It had been mentioned earlier that narrow specialization was what had doomed many species, yet the Galley was also a conglomerate of individuals with particular specialties. In his field Naz was a master and an artist. A step to the left or right - the treacherous darkness of the depth veiled you. Endless whys saturated this darkness. Sad indeed, but there was no other alternative. It was either specialization or savagery, regardless of what Galley dogma professed.


Now it was time for a third alliance race to speak – the Tsooft. The Tsooft were the birds, larger than a Svaigh, who had lost the ability to fly long ago, during the period prior to developing higher intelligence. They had changed significantly since then. They had lost their plumage completely and their sculls had increased in size. Of course, the biggest change had been to their wings which had evolved into hands – real four finger hands, capable of performing the most precise manipulations. The other birds – the Azanni – were still capable of flight and their half wings, half hands appeared to Naz Teo to be a lot less suitable for labor. As for Roy or Ayeshi, they were quite another matter altogether; as a communal organization of quasi-insects Roy applied single individuals according to the necessity of each moment. Ayeshi were even more difficult to understand – their structure was that of complex crystals instead of organic solutions. But what is a living being in reality? Carbon-containing compounds in water solution plus complex and logical structure. However, there were exceptions – Ayeshi, and maybe the Imperishable.


The leader of the battle fleets (tip of the triad) of Tsooft, by the name of Moemillamay, was dressed in orange tops. Eight-by-eight and many eights light years away from the Galley, Moemillamay started clapping and chirping loud; the onboard simultaneous interpreters translated for the Galley immediately:


"Tsooft agrees with the wish of Roy. Time should not be wasted and we should commence execution of the ship reconnaissance. Humans are no problem! If anyone thinks otherwise, Tsooft can send down an escadrille of multipurpose joint strike fighters and reduce all traces of human activity on the planet to ruins and corpses."


"No such thing will be necessary," decision maker Gyros was quick to interject turning towards the Svaighs. "I hope the Galley will support me at least on this matter. There is no point in raising unnecessary noise."


First-of-Galley's gesture expressed support for the words of decision maker Gyros. "The Galley does support you. But only concerning the extermination of humans. Why waste energy and resources on the savages – they cannot and will not be in our way. We must lift the ship above the atmosphere – the humans live exclusively on the surface."


"Who will lift the ship into space?" asked Roy.


"Svaighe, according to the rule of priority. The Galley agrees to all demands of the respected allies concerning equitable investigation of the ships mechanisms and energy sources. We will discuss this upon bringing it in space." 


"Why not discuss this right now?" spoke the Ayeshi for the first time. "Our diagnostics equipment would allow us to classify all information – from the encasement composition to the distribution of the energy flow. Requesting from Tsooft, Azanni and Svaigh, to invite the expert technicians to the discussion."


Naz agreed, twitching his crest tip vertically. The Ayeshi are traditionally governed by their technical elite. Roy is Roy, regardless of the fact that it consists of many individual entities. The other three races would do good now to ask their politicians to step back and become mere observers.


"Svaighe Galley accepts the proposition. Decision maker Senti Iff, please instruct the escort and support group!"


Senti Iff, head of the scientists and engineers spread out his arms obediently and started issuing orders into his suit communicator. 
The Tsooft followed: "Tsooft agrees: our research group is ready to commence work. Additional note: Tsooft would like to be in charge of patrol and security in the star system and on the planet's surface, so as to avoid unexpected developments. In addition, Tsooft considers it wise if the crews of all battleships were kept in defensive readiness. In case of trouble we must protect the find."


Tsooft displays true peacefulness, thought Naz Teo. Underlining the pointlessness of a clash within the alliance – in suggesting to keep all battle ships ready, they are technically announcing that they are not planning to attack, at the same time letting everyone know that they are ready to fight.


Roy added dispassionately: "Supporting all expressed above. Roy is ready."


"Whom do you suspect we might have to defend the find from?" Decision maker Pia growled impertinently. "If from the Gone Ones, then not even atoms will be left of us."


"Only if we believe in the ancient legends," added the Azanni chief by the name of Soaring-over-Pyramids. He too was many light years away from the Galley, just like the rest of the alliance leaders. With the notable exception of Roy, of course, who was always everywhere but never anywhere altogether. "Only if we believe in the legends, and we will soon know if we should. As for the earlier suggestions – we support them and further offer our assistance to Tsooft in securing the area. For example, we suggest that we take care of the atmosphere and the planet's surface. Tsooft may stay in charge of near space as well as scanning beyond the barrier."


Tsooft will agree, thought Naz Teo. For one, their acceptance will show everyone that they are ready for openness and cooperation, and secondly the two bird races always managed to communicate easier with each other then with the rest of the alliance. It is unfortunate that reptilians are represented among the higher intelligence races by us alone…


Tsooft agreed indeed, but recommended also establishing control over the human takeoff and landing platform next to the largest settlement, and the settlement itself. The regular starships which had taken off must be seized and forced to land. As for the small ones - they should be simply destroyed for the purpose of prophylactics. Isolation, complete isolation of the little human world, until the situation around the ship of the Gone Ones clears up somewhat. There was simply no other way. Azanni chief Soaring-over-Pyramids immediately issued orders to the officers of the fleet; all allies heard and saw it. The Galley of Svaighe made accessible all data on human space technologies to the rest of the allies. Besides the Svaighs, no other race had faced humans before, or run across their way of existence. Svaighian ships had even visited Earth, more than once.


Two light cruisers capable of landing on the planet, as well as engaging in battle in the atmosphere, detached themselves majestically form the tightly positioned Azanni fleet. They were accompanied by several raiders which were supposed to stay in orbit.


The cruiser of the Gone Ones was still hanging motionless over the ocean. Yet, Naz Teo did not consider it motionless, but rotating around the planet with angular velocity equal to the velocity necessary for that particular point to complete its daily turn. Considering motionless a ship in stationary orbit was probably how the savages thought of it. 

9. Michael Zislis,

operator - planetary observation station,

Homo, planet Volga 


Today's shift will likely last forever, thought Zislis casting a scornful look at Bekham. 


All the girls (the telemetricians) had run out after Suvaev, who had in fact returned to his station shortly. Bekham measured him up and down with a critical eye but kept quiet. Maybe because Suvaev was whistling carelessly while taking over the telemetric data flow – now that he was back and all…


"Everybody is sweating bullets in town," he announced as if it was no big deal at all. "Everyone from the directorate had loaded their families on the liner – the same one we sued Ophelia over – that thing was packed like a can of sardines."


"I'm sure you managed to load yours there," convincingly added Verigin.


"You bet I did," Suvaev sighed. "Although, I don't think the liner will take off." His voice hardened audibly.


"Why's that?" Zislis livened up in his corner. "Why would they need a passenger liner – the aliens?"


"I don’t know." Suvaev shrugged and shuddered uncomfortably, which almost made Zislis do the same thing. "Just a premonition."


"They are taking off!" Bekham murmured looking at the field monitor.


Dozens of voices were flooding the channel; people were arguing, begging favors, someone was looking for the engineering consultant Samohvalov… Zislis had stopped paying any attention to all this more than an hour ago.


"How many aliens are in orbit?" asked Suvaev. "Lots, right?"


Bekham did not answer – just stretched his lips.


"About three hundred," Verigin huffed on his watch and started polishing it with his cuff. "All sorts. Some bigger, some smaller… I counted fourteen types."


The boom-buzz of voices on the channel was cut off by a warning siren.

"There goes the liner…" Bekham pointed out.


Two freighters had taken off earlier and by now they should have started orbital acceleration, but apparently it was not going to happen. Suvaev, now in charge of telemetrics, was recording the fresh data. The freighter dots were being fast approached by an elongated straight line – an alien ship, followed by another one some distance away. Suvaev shuffled nervously between the schematic data sheets and the live satellite feeds onscreen. The lines were quickly filling up and forming round dots – cruisers shaped like discs, turning over sideways. 


"These are light Azanni cruisers," Suvaev said with authority. "Strategic ones – they can land on planets of Earth's type." He remained silent for a few seconds then asked: "Michael, did you send your family away?"


"I don't have a family," Zislis answered bluntly. "What, you didn't know?"


Suvaev made a thoughtful face.



"Listen," Zislis turned to him confused and curious. "How come you know how to tell apart those alien ships? Me, for instance, I would have never guessed that those were Azanni cruisers. And what are they – these Azanni?" 


"Birds," clarified Suvaev. "Not too big – about the size of a turkey."
 Zislis was listening in serene fascination. "My grandfather worked for the bureau in charge of the aliens. Back then, from what I know, this was considered very important and all information was kept secret. But then all that just lost its priority status and that agency fell apart, or they stopped funding it. Anyway, my grandpa had archived his work which my father inherited with all the rest of his stuff. Then we moved to Volga and I incidentally stumbled across the files in between the computer games. I was just a kid, I must've been…" Suvaev sighed. "But anyway, this is all unimportant. What stunned me later was when I discovered that…"


Zislis, Verigin and even Bekham were staring at Suvaev holding their breath. He was suspiciously well informed about the aliens.


"Discovered what?" demanded Zislis.


"The archives were getting updated," Suvaev said dryly. "By themselves. I noticed it when I started reading up on their ships. New prototypes were constantly appearing in the catalogues, some types were marked as 'decommissioned'."


Verigin squinted in disbelief. "Listen, Pavel… You're not making this up as you go, are you?"


Suvaev shrugged lazily. "Nobody ever took me seriously. Ever! Well, too bad."


At the same time the diagram was not still. The blob, which Suvaev had classified as the Azanni ship, let out a cloud of tiny dots which went after the freighters and surrounded them in semispherical formation. They were forcing a change in their trajectory and soon both Volgan ships were losing altitude. The cruiser in its turn maneuvered to intercept the Volgan liner, which at that time was slinging out of the atmosphere. The second cruiser was monitoring passively, drifting down towards the planet's surface.


"What's up with the flees?" asked Verigin. "What's the word on them, Pavel?"


"These are single-seat fighters. For short-range, tactical assault."


Verigin made a smacking sound with his lips, while staring at the diagram. Suvaev was flipping sleepily through the satellite visuals on his screen. Suddenly he livened up, "Here, check it out! Exactly as I told you – subordinate class single-seaters. Each queen-ship carries several thousand of these."


An elongated object in the shape of a droplet flashed on the screen in front of Suvaev, who immediately switched to the recorded segment. He rewound manually to a clear freeze-frame. Indeed, just a droplet, with a few small outgrowths on the sides. No canards or stabilizers, or anything of this nature – the alien fighters utilized some truly alien principles of operation. Zislis sighed yearningly, eyes glued to the screen.


The airwaves bustled with yelling and confusion, even more than before. Those panicked transmissions from the freighters and the liner had stirred up chaos and fear. The aliens were successfully forcing the Volgan ships to land back where they had taken off – the cosmodrome. And the people could do nothing but obey.


"That's what I'm talking about! I think the directorate just soiled their pants!" Verigin pointed out meanly.


"What, you wouldn't have soiled yours?" asked Bekham, in a manner which appeared to Zislis as jealous.


"Oh, no doubt most likely. That's some impressive machinery display!"


"They aren’t that big though," snarled Suvaev. "Fighters are only some thirty or forty feet long."  


"I'm talking about the cruisers," sighed Verigin.


"Yeah, but I bet even those fighters could burn our liner to a crisp like it's a joke…" Zislis felt that irresistible cigar craving, but today's cigar he had already smoked. One hour ago, in this very room. Of course, he had admired it beforehand the whole day, like a child does a gift from his parents.


Verigin was still curious. "What about the aliens? Do you know anything about the aliens themselves? What are they? Are there many species – I thought there were only the Svaighs…"


"No, no, no! Not only Svaighs. The Svaighs are reptilian – as almost everyone knows, anyway. Besides them, there are the Azanni – small birds, the Tsooft – much larger birds, roughly the size of ostriches on Earth, if you know how they look. There's also Roy – a 'family' of giant insectile organisms, and there are the Ayeshi – creatures that exist in extreme cold – minus 150 Fahrenheit is how they love the weather. I never quite got too far into them, but I think they are a non-organic form of life."


"So who's at war with whom - the chickens versus the refrigerators?" Verigin's inner curious child was in control now. He didn't know whether to believe his colleague or not, but the conversation was absolutely fascinating.


"Nope." Suvaev shook his head. "All five varieties are in peace with each other, and have been allied, somehow, for eons. As for their enemies – there's no information in the archives. As far as I understand, their enemies are living entities from some Godforsaken, faraway place beyond the galaxy's boundaries."


Zislis sighed thoughtfully. "Imagine, what kind of spacecraft you have to build in order to travel outside the galaxy…?" He shuddered involuntarily, imagining that endless abyss – millions of light years of sheer emptiness. There was nothing there – no stars, no interstellar dust… nothing. Yet, how could anyone among the people know what was out there? Only the aliens had possibly been there…


"They're lining up for landing," Bekham shook himself up. "Too fast, too fast!"


Both freighters and the liner were descending awfully fast for their ship class flight envelope. Trailing them down was the massive cruiser – immense, unbounded disc, covering half the sky.


"The one from this morning – the first one – was way larger!" Verigin pointed out. "By the way, Pavel, whose was that one? The insects?" 


Suvaev looked at him, as if trying to underline the impossibility of the question. "I don't know. There isn't a word in the archives about such ships."


"Maybe they are the enemy – the enemy of our aliens, the ones from beyond the galaxy?" suggested Zislis. 


Bekham snorted and chuckled. Verigin cast a sidelong, doubtful look on Zislis. "Whatever, man - our aliens. Our aliens!" his attempt at giggling failed immediately.


"What?" Zislis continued undisturbed. "As if this isn't so? I personally feel closer to any aliens from my own galaxy… Even those frozen ones… That's my gut feeling."


"Well, my gut feeling," mumbled Suvaev, "is that these sons of bitches will blow Volga to atoms and quarks. Regardless of how 'close' you feel to them."


"Well then, why are they forcing the liner to land? They could've blown it up in space – no problem. Clean and efficient…" Verigin suddenly remembered that Suvaev's wife and daughter were on the liner, and shut up.


"Why didn't you leave the planet?" Bekham asked Suvaev. "You left your station, ran to collect the family and came back to work. I don't get it."


"You don't get what?" shrugged Suvaev. "I paid cash to load them on the liner. There was no place for me… And what difference does it make where you toll the bell – here or in space? At least there's air to breathe while dying here."


"That's an awfully miserable mood you're in," added Zislis. "Well, me too, actually."


"Weird, ha?" Verigin raised and started examining his hands in front of his face. "Don't you think? The whole cosmodrome bailed, yet four idiots stayed behind to man the observation station."


"Well, the four idiots who sat and manned the station technically witnessed all the ones running for their lives have their mugs rubbed in their own crap." Zislis spoke in self-satisfaction, aiming his index fingers at the ceiling. "Moral of the story: sit you buns down and let events take their turn."


"Wait, wait, wait!" jumped up Verigin. "What about our magnificent seven – the prospectors? They've got ships, don't they?"


Suvaev shrugged coldly, "They're miners man, miners! I bet all them fly-boys got whacked by the scum at the Mercury, and now those same assholes are arguing between them who can fly a starship better. Poor souls, don’t even know that it's all in vain – damn aliens won’t let them leave. Check out the alien ships in orbit – cruisers for all tastes!"


"Gotta tap their frequency…"


"Whose? The cruisers’ frequency?"


"The prospector fly-gang, nimrod!"


"Why?"


"Because I have friends among them!"


"What, among the prospectors?" Verigin shuddered in surprise. "Man, them are all sick-ass victims of failed abortions…"


"You're an asshole, Lelik," calmly announced Zislis. "We share the same opinion about the directorate. Although, there's all kinds of cheap scum among the prospectors too."


Verigin didn't argue. As for the freighters and the liner – the invisible force landed them back on the cosmodrome accurately.


The alien cruiser hung over the launching pad resembling a gigantic crystal observed under a microscope. It covered the whole city with its flock of fighters and engulfed it with its protective shield, while the escadrille of small fighters lowered itself down to the ground.


People ran out of the liner, looking at the sky in fear. Mothers clutched their children to their bosoms. Men tugged at their wives confusedly.


Fifteen minutes later the second cruiser swung over New Saratov.


"It is starting…" muttered Bekham. 


"It's not starting – it's continuing," Interrupted Suvaev. "It started this morning." He got up and headed for the exit. "I'm going to check up on my family…" he said firmly, and this time the shift manager didn't even think about trying to stop him.


"Well, let's split guys!" said Verigin. "The cosmodrome has new bosses and I bet they don't need us!" He stared at the sky gloomily, where the monstrous shadow hung.


"Go, go…" Zislis leaned over the console. "I'll try to listen to the prospectors."


Verigin ran after Suvaev… Cumbersomely and slowly Steven Bekham somehow decided to leave too.


Michael Zislis was terrified; he stayed and manned the observation station absolutely alone. For the first time in his life.

10. Roman Savelyev,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga


"So?" Kostya asked calmly. "Where are we going to hide? Under the dome or in the spaceship?"


My thoughts froze. I'll never leave my beater – ever! But then, on the other hand, staying in it is suicide. Fixing the antigravity drive will take at least fifteen minutes, and that's all the transporters headed our way need. Sargas can be "paralyzed" from the outside too, if there's a knowledgeable person among them. And this is likely, according to the law of human meanness.


"Fine then," Kostya decided on my behalf. "I'm going inside the dome. More than likely they'll think we're in the ship – makes sense – and I got weapons inside…"


He walked inside not expecting my approval, probably comforting himself in the fact that here was my ship - shielding him from the approaching menace. I dove inside the narrow corridor dragging my toolbox behind and slammed the hatch shut. 


The all-terrain transporters were approaching fast.


I held my breath and ripped the silvery cover off the antigravity gearbox, pulled out my tester and tried to concentrate on the repair work, ignoring the warning screens around me.


Sure enough - found the problem right away; the crankshaft plate had blown out. It had probably spun several cycles out of symmetry, which had forced my gearbox to power down and pull on reverse. Can't get antigravity field if the safety reverse thrusters are activated. I fixed the plate and put it back in its place. All that was left was the suppressor – that was at least three hours work, if nobody got in the way…


But they did.


"Hey, you… in the spaceship!" someone yelled outside. I frowned, knowing that I'd have to pull my hands out of the gearbox and talk to the vandals. The guy who yelled at me was a massive fella – sheepskin jacket, jeans and pointy boots. He held a powerful, dual-current blaster in his hands. Mine looked like a toy in comparison. There were five more men behind him, pointing single-current, butted blasters in my direction. They looked much younger and strangely alike, like chess pawns. Throw one look at them and you'd know they were miners. Provincials from some dead-end part of the continent most likely.


Behind their backs, two more armed men headed for the dome, while my peripheral vision detected a curious baby face peeking from inside on of the transporters. A woman's hand snatched it inside violently.


"Hey, answer damn it!"


I pulled my head out angrily and sat in the cockpit seat. "What?"


"We need a ship! You'll take us onboard and we'll leave Volga together… anywhere you say."


"How many of you?" my curiosity inquired just in case.


"Three families. Nineteen people plus the kids"


"My ship is a six-seater." I spat out. "And it ain't made of rubber either – if you didn't notice."


"No problem, we'll fit," announced convincingly the speaker with the hat. "We got provisions for at least a week."


"And where do you want to go?" I asked as if it mattered.


"Anywhere. We'd like to head for Ophelia if possible. If not – any of the iron-mines on the Vanadia Belt. Yet, given the circumstances – beggars can't be choosers, right friend?"


"You're not my friend," I answered drearily. "And what's this civility all of a sudden?"


Anyway, I already had an idea who these people were. Thank God these were not the regular cutthroats sent by the fat one. These guys were simple miners from the deep provinces – the Caspian massif. They must have freaked out over the cosmodrome messages and packed up, ready to leave. The men were planning to leave, or at least save their families, see them off the planet… Goddamn it, even the provincials are running scared. This is bad news; these bastards wouldn't have even twitched if something hadn't fried their asses… There must be a reason.


How can I send them away, damn it? No way Sargas can lift all that load, and even if it did we'll suffocate like mice in a jar. Yeah, but try and explain this simple truth to the busty fella with the dual-current blaster, and his look-alike friends. Yes, uncle Roma you got into the mess, royally. They won't let you or Kostya leave this place… 


This very moment Kostya appeared from inside the dome, accompanied by three of his boys carrying pulsators. Clearly he must have thought that simply bringing his gun out would not have been spectacular enough. The boys – those are the quarry robots wearing their massive add-on gear for crushing granite monoliths through directed micro explosions. Given precise commands, the boys can wreak havoc. Apparently our guests realized this right away. Miners – no doubt!


Kostya waved the remote playfully. "Greetings colleagues! Is there a problem?"


The leader was visibly startled, but he didn't hesitate for long. "We wanna fly off Volga. And we're currently discussing the possibilities," he explained.

    
"This ship is too small for your group, and secondly it's already taken. Seek your salvation some place else," he drove the point home. 
Gotta give it to the guy – he can sound imposing, even scary, damn it! Anyway, I was losing my thought, then the interceptor radar alarm howled; two dots in the sky above Astrakhan were approaching fast, trailing behind them were their inversion tracks – stunningly white lines, dissipating quickly into the blue expanse. At first they headed west, into the mainland, then suddenly changed direction and started losing altitude. They were headed towards us.


I cussed loudly. Damn rocket patrols, most likely… But I was wrong. The two bodies (resembling scooter wings) passed over the abode and immediately began to turn.


My infamous sixth sense woke up: Run uncle Roma, run the hell away from here. Anywhere, go, go… move it!

Tossing all instruments I dashed for the exit. The hatch was barely open, yet I sprung headlong through it, landing my face in the dirt. I spat, jumped up and ran towards the dome. All I saw was Kostya's baffled expression and probably the reflections of children's faces against the robot armor… when a waterfall of fire unleashed over us. I heard a piercing scream - someone was burning alive, while my own back caught fire. Charging inside the dome I tripped over the hatch threshold and fell inside, face down. Kostya jumped over me, unintentionally striking my temple with the remote, trying to put out the flames. It hurt awfully bad, but not even close to the pain unleashed by this strange fire… fire which was eating us alive.


Then it was suddenly over – in a flash. The heat disappeared but the stench of burned flesh saturated the air.


I recognized it right away – the piece bashed against the wall – it was a chunk of Sargas's panel sheeting. Weirdest of all was that it felt cool to the touch. As if there was no fire a second ago.


Kostya shuddered, sneezed and kicked the panel sheeting off the wall. Then both of us got up. My fists clenched by themselves and I felt tears forcing their way out of my eyeballs.


At the spot where my Sargas, my trusted laborer, had stood was nothing but a black heap of scrap. Twisted, melted pieces of metal in which I recognized transporter parts too. Next to a shell-hole laid the dual-current blaster and the hat belonging to the leader of the miners. There was one transporter which looked like what it should, although it had been blown aside - laying halfway sideways, halfway upside down, its chain-tracks hanging helplessly. Someone inside whimpered nasally. Between the crater and the dome there were three piles of melted metal with bundles of charred wiring sticking out – all that was left of the quarry robots.


Beside me, one of the miners got up looking around in shock; he wasn't holding a blaster anymore.


Up in the blue Volgan sky I could see the two alien fighters leaving, waving their inversion tails. Apparently they were not planning a second flyover – the property hardly concerned them. They had burned my ship and left, and this thought sunk deep down to the bottom of my consciousness.


For a minute I just stood there staring at the pieces of destroyed equipment, then bent over to pick up my blaster. The surviving miner lifted his hands in surrender, eyes terrified. I could still hear the whimpering inside that transporter.


Kostya came to his senses first – walked over to the transporter, pried the hatch open and stuck his head inside. He leaned over and reached down, pulled out a little boy by the scruff – he must have been four at the most, screaming, crying, covered in blood. It was not his blood apparently, but he looked absolutely terrified.


I approached the vehicle and looked inside myself. There was no way the woman inside could have lived – her posture ruled it out. I doubt her backbone survived.


"Can't pull her out like that," said Kostya convincingly. "Let's try and flip it over on its tracks." 
We pushed our backs against the side of the vehicle and dug our feet into the ground. 
"Stop staring and get over here," Kostya barked at the stunned miner, who ran towards us obediently. For a split second there, I noticed him sneak a peek at my dual-current blaster which was lying on the ground.


That transporter was a heavy sucker – like a chunk of ore its size. We flipped it over its right track and it landed noisily, rocking on its shock absorbers for a few seconds. Kostya reached inside the cockpit, took the woman in his arms and gently pulled her out – I thought she looked like a rag doll, not a person.


"Mommy," the boy said quietly rubbing the dirt and blood on his face. He didn't start crying again, although I could still see tears running down his cheeks.


"That's it boy," I muffled the words. "You don't have a mommy anymore. And whatever else you had among the rest…" I knew that was cruel, but I just can't do baby talk or pinch cheeks… 


"Hey you," I turned towards the one surviving miner. "Quit eyeing my gun 'cause you're making me nervous. Nobody's gonna shoot at you unless you earn it. Is he a relative of yours?" I nodded towards the petrified boy who was watching Kostya walk off with his mother's corpse.


"Neighbor," the man answered softly. "My neighbors' son."


I don't think he believed me when I said that no one wants to shoot him… 
Kostya placed the woman's body on the edge of the shell-hole and walked back. "Why did they do that, I'd like to know…" he clenched his teeth. "What do you think?"


I shrugged uncertainly. How was I supposed to answer? War… not some stupid shootout at the Mercury or one of our homes. War – with battle cruisers in orbit and fighters in the sky. What had we done to the aliens – or was this connected to the red button? If so, uncle Roma, these people's deaths are hanging on your conscience. You made this boy an orphan. What are you going to do now?


I tried to shake off the bad thoughts. Now is not the time for remorse and regret, not now… What am I supposed to do – I don't have a ship anymore. Prospectors and people all over the continent have surely turned into animals by now; we can't ask anyone for help. Maybe Yulka and the fly-boys only. But how do I let them know about our plight? Yulka is probably thinking that I had rescued Kostya and am now looking for Riggeld. 


"Kostya," I turned around. "Does your transceiver decode any of the cosmodrome frequencies?"


"Sure," he answered confidently and I livened up immediately.

Some decent luck at last; if it can decode the cosmodrome, it should be able to utilize our frequency range – the one used by the prospectors.


"Inside?" I pointed at the dome.


"Where else?"


I recognized a piece of my ship next to the entrance. Two more were some distance away, dug halfway into the ginger dust. The asphalt was covered with what looked like shattered ceramic crumbs, shed by my ship's encasement. I clenched fists in anger. That's it, uncle Roma. You're not a flyer anymore. You lost dad's ship - the priceless family relic. What did she turn into? A useless heap of rubble. I chased the dark thoughts again. Now is not the time to beat myself up over what had transpired. What's the use?


Kostya keyed in the access code at the sensor panel of the entrance hatch. There was a dent on the super-strong spectrolite plate, but the dome had survived the attack.


It was cool inside and the only stench lingering in the air came from us. The miner lifted the boy to his chest and followed us in; his face still looked stunned. The young man clearly wasn't too bright; if there ever were any original thoughts inside his head, they were surely beaten out by parental "guidance" long time ago.


I sat heavily in the armchair in front of the console; Kostya powered up the computers and brought up the connection software. Just like me, he didn't like to mess with graphical interfaces and the hand manipulator seldom saw any use. The keyboard, on the other hand, was worn out, just like mine on Sargas was; or the one at home… if there was anything left there after the visit form the fat one and his cutthroats…


We tuned to the cosmodrome frequency; I pulled the chromium stand microphone towards my face and switched the sound over to the external speakers. 


It was all quiet at the cosmodrome – as if the observation and dispatch stations were not manned. There was no radio traffic between any of the starships either. For a brief moment my thoughts fell upon the destroyed Sargas, as I clenched my teeth in ire. It would not surprise me if there weren't any human ships left - on or around the planet.


I tried the flyers' wavelength again and Kurt Riggeld's voice cut through the air, "…don't think it's worth it. The boy can take care of himself."


"He promised not to get off the wavelength!" I recognized Yulka's voice. "Something has happened, I can feel it!"


"Wait," Riggeld interrupted. "I think someone just tuned in! Did you hear that?"


"Roma, is that you?" asked Yulka anxiously; this gentle anxiety in her voice felt like a light squeeze around my heart. Darn it - it is so nice to know that someone is worried about you, that someone needs you. And it's even better if that someone is a woman whom you care about.      


"It's me," I answered tiresomely. 


"Are you in one piece?" asked Yulka.


"Well, I am…"


"You jerk!" she added angrily. "Wo treibst du dich herum?" You promised me you weren’t going to get off the air, Hol dich der Teufel!" She always switched to German when she was mad.


"I couldn't answer–" I tried to explain.


"Why not? Where are you?"


"I'm at Kostya's place."


Yulka got angry again. "We had an arrangement – not another minute on the ground. Take off immediately!"


"Yulia," I replied calmly. "I can't take off – Sargas is no more."


It took her five seconds to respond. "What do you mean…no more?" 


"The aliens destroyed it, on the ground. I barely escaped."


"The aliens?" I felt the tension in her voice almost physically. "Are they taking active action against us?"


"Looks like it. The cosmodrome is silent too, if it's still there anyway."


"I called them ten minutes ago, no… fifteen. The aliens had forced all ships to land – ours I mean. There is a giant cruiser hovering over the cosmodrome, and another one over the city. But they hadn't fired at anything. Zislis told me."


"Zislis? He's still here? Well, what am I asking – if they landed our starships…"


"He never left," she announced. "He stayed at the station all that time. Him and Verigin… and that guy, the Americaneer…"


"Bekham," prompted Riggeld and fell silent again.


"Yeah, him. Suvaev too was with them at some point, then left alone." Yulka sighed mournfully. "Is Kostya with you?"


"Yeah, he's with me. Him, and there's one more specimen…" I looked at the entrance. The miner with the little boy in his arms stood motionless like a statue. "Well, not precisely one – more like one and a half."


Yulka did not try to clarify – she's a smart girl that Yulka. "Are we gonna have to come and extract you?" she asked thoughtfully. "Can't you fix your ship?"


"Yulia," I answered patiently, "the ship is gone. Completely. You can't even assemble an outhouse from what's left of it. And by the way, the fighters which did this to me headed in the direction of Kurt's place. Kurt, are you hearing this?"


"Are we talking the southern hemisphere - past the Four Winds plane?" 


"Exactly." Bingo, Riggeld also has unregistered mines…then why did I, of all people, had to unearth that darn gadget..?


 I could feel the miner's and toddler's eyes frisking my back. Were it not for me, they would both be at home now, going about their business. The kid's mother would have been alive, the guy's brothers and his father…


All this because of a pressed button. That's the world for you – curious and cruel.



"Yulka," I broke the silence. "I think flying is dangerous right now. Who knows how many fighters the aliens have in the sky? Or how many cruiser are in orbit? They can probably shoot you down from up there too, for all I know."


"What are you saying?" she yelled, "…that I should simply leave you down there?"


I didn't answer.


"Roma," she went on gently. "Remind me to bust your jaw when I see you! Okay?"


I still didn't answer.


"Stay there and wait for me! Don't leave under any circumstances!" Yulka ordered.


"What if the aliens decide to burn down the place? Still stay here? Chestiakov and Savelyev – tenderly grilled under the dome. Serve with salad and white wine…" I sighed.


There I go again, making an ass of myself when we need to be serious and think clearly. Why does my sixth sense talk to me only when danger is imminent and the enemy is ready to shoot? It categorically refuses to do long-term planning. Hurts my feelings, I swear!


I heard the familiar click over the speakers – someone had just tuned in. 


"Hello?" announced the new voice; I recognized Smagin right away.


"Yes?" Yulka answered.


"Was anyone listening to the patrol frequency?" Smagin's voice sounded rather weird; it took me a second to realize the guy was scared to death.


"No. What's happened?"


"I was listening to their conversations," continued Smagin. "Two of the rocket patrols were pinging Vasilevsky's ship. Hius-2 maintained radio silence. Then two alien fighters announced themselves… After that, there was only static – dead silence.


Precisely, I thought to myself. Dead silence – proper choice of words.


You didn't need great imagination to picture the events. Sargas was destroyed on the ground, while Hius-2 and the rocket patrols were shot down from the sky.


"Vasilevsky was not in his ship," I don't know why I said that. "He got killed earlier, on the ground. So, fold your handkerchiefs."


"I know he was not onboard," Smagin answered nervously. "Something else worries me. The aliens are destroying our spaceships. Are we at war or what?"


"Oh, you solved the riddle," Yulka answered condescendingly. "You're a genius!"


"What Goddamn, Donnerwetter, war is this, damn it!? It's like drowning puppies for them – not a war. We're helpless and disarmed!" Riggeld shouted.


"We have to figure something out, right? Or do you want to just stand in line in front of the slaughterhouse like sheep?" Smagin urged on restlessly.


He was right.


"Are you in the air or on the ground?" I asked.


"I'm on the ground," replied Smagin. "As soon as I figured out that the aliens are attacking ships in the air, I landed."


"Don't worry, they attack ships on the surface too," I assured him in mock soothing. "Where exactly did you land?"


"Down south, in the steppes. Covered my ship with camouflage net and have been sitting quietly since."


I remembered Smagin always carried that spotty net with him. Toss it over a ship and you can stare at it from half a mile and not see it. Especially from above.


"Good boy," I told him. "Now sit quietly and don't move much! Is Jana with you?"


"She is…"


"Two cheers for our side!" I added. "Yulia, what’s up with the Haetskies?"


"Still no word from them. But I heard they took off this morning, together with Mustiak and Prokudin. Don't know where though."


"Okay," I started counting fingers. "Yulia, myself, Kurt and Yuri. Okay guys, we are apart territorially but we can talk to each other. We don't know where the Haetskies are, Shumov is on the moon, Vasilevsky is dead. Zislis is at the cosmodrome… That place is off bounds for now. That's everybody. By the way, I promised Shumov to call him… I thought once outside the atmosphere, I'd contact him. We need to figure out how to get off this planet quickly and quietly."


"I'm afraid," sighed Riggeld, "it might not be possible to do it quietly. I bet you the aliens have total surveillance over the planet."


"I think," Yulka took over, "we need to get together, territorially – as you put it Roman. Right?"


"It'd be nice if this was feasible for me and Kostya… they clipped our wings."


"Roma," Riggeld came back, "do you have any transportation?"


"I think we do," I answered with uncertainty.


"We do," spoke Kostya from the sofa. "We got two all-terrain vehicles in my caponier."


"Head for the Turnkey valley," suggested Riggeld. "That's halfway between my place and Kostya's. Nobody can find you there. Plus, it's easy to hide a small ship there – not a whole liner but we don't have any of these anyway. Over there I got a fully equipped… let's say bunker. The rest of you guys, try to get there unnoticed. I have a feeling we should stay away from any settlements or any property visible from above. Stay the hell away from New Saratov, even if you have to crawl on your bellies…"


"I agree," Smagin supported him. "I'll wait until it gets dark and, if it's all quiet, I'll try to get there at low altitude. Screw the fuel!"


"Me too," said Riggeld. "I'll leave my ship on the island. You know… just in case we end up needing a spare starship."


"That's a good idea," Yulka agreed. "I'll head straight for the Turnkey, since I'm already in the air."


"Use the antigravity drive to land," advised Riggeld. "There's a canyon there – try to land inside. Yeah, and don't be lazy – cut some shrubbery and try to cover the boomerang, please."


"This is pointless," I sighed solemnly. "I don’t think they are detecting our ships visually. They probably have equipment we haven't even dreamed of."


"I don't know," parried Riggeld. "I don't know anything about the aliens. But I know about people – they do search visually, and I can't say I would be happy to meet just any human there."


"Got you," I said. "Fine then, dress up for the ball. Kurt, give us some coordinates, please."


"No, don't!" Yulka shouted. "Not on the air! Send a coded message."


Riggeld fell silent for a while, calculating. "Roma," he came back on the air. "Your birthday! Add the day and month, multiply by ten and… subtract the number of Knights' islands… Remember the number of islands?"


"U-huh," I was writing the numbers down and doing the arithmetic. "I remember."


"That's the number of islands – now add one."


"Got it… and remove the last digit, right? That's latitude, right?"


"Correct."


This way Riggeld also gave me the longitude and the place's entrance code. 


I doubt the fat one and his gang, Tazik or Shadron, know my birthday. Or have read the books referred to. Or any books, period. Nobody outside our group could possibly decipher the riddle. There was only one disappointing consideration – the aliens would hardly have to solve riddles to find us. 


"That's it. Let's go, everybody!" Riggeld urged impatiently.


"Yulia," I said, "please be careful. Please." 


"I promise, Roma," she assured me playfully and I felt better, believe it or not.


I deleted the conversation from the memory and powered down the computer. "So…" I turned towards my companions without much enthusiasm. "Are we going or what?" 


Kostya rose from the sofa and headed for the freezer. "Hey, compadre!" he shouted at the miner. "Put the kid down and come with me. I need your help – won't hurt if we took some food with us. I can't carry the boxes alone. Roma, go start the all-terrain in the caponier – it's not locked."


"Okay," I agreed and walked outside. 


The stench of burned organic matter stung my nostrils. I turned around – the boy was looking up at me in expectation.


"Are you coming?" I asked bluntly, without a hint of baby-talk.


"Yes," he answered boldly. "My name is Borya. What's your name?"


"My name is Roma," I held out my hand at him.


That's how we headed out, together – hand in hand. A thirty-year old man and a four-year old boy. Honestly speaking, I needed this as much as he did… He had just witnessed his mother's death. And probably not only his mother's.


The sky looked clean and peaceful like a pond; no trace of the inversion trails left by the strange alien craft. Hard to believe that not too long ago alien fighters had poured fire over the ginger Astrakhan steppe. 


But we'll have to believe it, I thought. Will have to.


Because now there was no other choice.          
Part Two

11. Soylo-pa-Terk, 
peak-of-pyramid, Azanni,

support raider of the wing


"Speak openly, adviser," peak Terk recommended. "I have no use for diplomacy right now. Your thoughts, without nervous tremors or puffy rituals – this is what I need, before anything else now."


Adviser Soylo-to-Vussi leaned away from the perch support. He did not feel really nervous or afraid, or anything else beyond the customary and usual respect for the peak. It was just that he had become a peak adviser only recently, and the pyramid head was still a stranger to him.


"What should I commence with, peak?"


"Forecasts!"


"My subdivision and I tend to lean towards a premonition that no one of the alliance races would attempt a takeover. The Svaighs' find, it appears, is a mystery to all. There are too many negatives to consider and neutralize, under a sole action. Should I elaborate on the reasons?”

“Briefly, concisely and to the point!”  


"Fine. Reason number one: the first daring transgressor will certainly face immediate united retaliation and annihilation from the other four. The rebel would have to dispatch battle fleets our way, which is a lost cause – detectable and time consuming. All analyses rule out a mutinous act. It also appears unlikely that a temporary mutinous alliance, between two or more sides, might be feasible. Theoretically, more likely then not – Roy, the Svaighs and the Ayeshi against us and the Tsooft. Our galactic neighbors have always assumed that we share common values with the Tsooft because of our biological similarities."


"And this is not untrue." The peak bristled his feathers and closed halfway his capillaries-covered, yellow eyelids. "It has always been easier to negotiate with the Tsooft, compared to the rest."


"The orange leaders of Tsooft already gave a hint about their openness to discuss conditions of a possible defensive alliance. As far as our data goes, Tsooft do not appear intent on provoking anyone. They surely would agree to a coordinated effort to study the ship of the Gone Ones. And we should too."


"I understand," clacked out the peak, his eyes closed. "Are there any other reasons?"
 


"The Imperishable," answered adviser Vussi. "I am convinced their passiveness is faked. The Svaighian admiral was stupid to dispatch news about the find. At this point every advanced civilization in the galaxy could locate precisely the ship's whereabouts."


"The Svaighian admiral did not act stupidly, adviser Vussi. He was not in control of the unusual circumstances."


"Very well – let me rephrase," Vussi agreed. "A forced dispatch, not a stupid one. Would this suffice?"


"It would, adviser. Moreover, it was not his messages alone. Post-puncture disruptions were detected even by some portable scanners – the ship had appeared very large."


"Well then, the dispatch has simplified things for all, right?"


"It did for the Svaighs, more than anyone else." The peak-of- pyramid snapped with his beak. "They have invoked the rule of priority, not us and not Roy, for example. Has it come to this – that I should explain the obvious to my own adviser, crimson heavens!"


Adviser Vussi shrugged his flapping feathers diplomatically, "I assure you it has not come to this, but it is my contention that, had I been in the Svaigh admiral's place, I would have chosen a more sophisticated approach."


"Aren’t you asking too much from an admiral – and a reptilian at that?" Terk liked to mix jokes with serious matters; they laughed heartily. "Alright," he continued, now seriously. "What other potential problems can be observed from the adviser's lofty perch?"


"I would not readily discount the aboriginals – the humans."


"Why? We were informed that they are uncivilized savages," he clacked repetitively.


The adviser moved adjusting his posture. "Respected peak," he commenced quietly, "the humans cannot be so much different from us or the Svaigh. They are rational creatures capable of development – we must not forget this. In addition, they had conquered space alone, without outside help."


"Why are they not in the alliance, if they deserve civilization ranks equal to ours?" The peak appeared angered by his adviser’s watered-down arguments.


"Your rightful worthiness, it surely will not pay to ignore the humans! I studied the statistical data sent over by the Svaigh. Human intellectual potential is not less than that of the Azanni or the rest. The humans are simply backward and lacking knowledge. Furthermore, they are potentially more capable than the Shat-Tsur, Boolinga or even the crazy Oaons. If you are not aware – accepting Shat-Tsur into the alliance is an issue which has been raised more than once."


"And every time this issue managed to become a non-issue very quickly," scornfully added the peak-of-pyramid.


"Remember what I say – the humans will move ahead of the Shat-Tsur, Boolinga and the insane ones, sooner than anyone expected."


"But they are mammals!" insisted the peak. "Life cannot be cheated; intelligence among them developed only because their birth planet failed to produce a more viable carrier species. Life is an intrinsic quality of matter, nature does not stand idle – experts from all civilized races have confirmed it many times over. Why, crimson heavens, has no one discovered intelligent mammalians anywhere? There are none anywhere in the galaxy! Only here, in the outskirts of the humans' birth planet do we run into them?"


"Your rightful worthiness, hasn't anyone ever mentioned to you a simple truth – we, Azanni, are birds, biologically more advanced than the Svaigh reptilians. Why couldn't the humans be more advanced than us?"


"The difference between birds and reptiles is less expressed than that which separates birds and humans."


"Worthy peak, it is impossible to measure and quantify this difference. Therefore intellect can hardly be compared," adviser Vussi patiently wiggled his line. "It would be rather unfortunate, if my warnings are ignored and later the humans turn out to be more of an issue than we had expected. I shall be forced to remind everyone of my warnings."


The peak opened up his beak thoughtfully. He stood motionless for some time, plumage ruffled up; then shook off and looked at his adviser. "Fine then," he snapped. "I don't think that the humans will become an issue, but I'd rather be safe than sorry. Especially given the situation of late. The pyramid cannot afford mistakes, and the race as a whole. Yet, tell me, adviser Vussi – are these your personal theories or those of the whole advice council?"


"Just mine, Rightworthy peak," confessed the adviser.


"I thought so." Terk jumped off the perch support and flew in a circle slowly, landing back in his original place. Gentle rush of wind appeared in his privy room. "Please don't think that I was patronizing you. I heard what you said."


Vussi remained motionless. The peak brushed his handwing across the console on his perch's elbow support. "Send a strategist to my privy room!" He turned to look at Vussi. "You stay here and listen carefully. The pyramid will surely need your advice."


"At your commands, Rightworthy peak," answered the adviser contently. Although the peak-of-pyramid had differing opinions, he had given heed to the adviser's request. And this was the most important thing.

12. Naz Teo, 
decision maker, Svaigh, 

hall of the Galley, planet Svaighe


The break turned out to be a very short one. Naz did not even get a chance to take a swim in his favorite pool on top of the Galley – all decision makers were summoned to the council again; it was good that they managed to catch a snack, at least. 


This time decision maker Naz Teo would have to do more than just listen; the siege of the ship of the Gone Ones was a professional task which fell within his area of expertise. But for the moment he was just listening to decision maker Senti Iff, as were the governing representatives of all alliance races:

“Our attempts to neutralize the vessel’s field or reduce its tension current are failing so far.” Senti Iff’s speech maintained a business-like dryness and scientific conciseness. “The Galley must come forward with the facts – our currently available technical means would not suffice to lift the ship into space. As far as my information reaches, the efforts of physicists and engineers of both Roy and Ayeshi have not brought any progress either. I am afraid we must face those sad facts – we are incapable of moving the craft. In my opinion we shall have to simply accept the inconvenience of studying our find in the atmosphere.” 


A Tsooft leader rose awkwardly and turned to the listeners: “All this aside, we will surely face other difficulties. For one, the ship may not let us inside, as long as we do not understand the nature of the field—”

“The field is gravitational in nature,” corrected the Ayeshi physicist. “More likely a graviprotective field than a graviproducing one. And it is not a defensive, but rather a stabilizing field. We will not be able to neutralize it with our locally available energy resources, and thus move the ship. However, the field should not affect our work on the surface of the ship or prevent us from penetrating inside.”


“Wonderful,” exclaimed the first-of-Galley. “This means we must attempt penetration, immediately.”


Naz looked at the projection stem where the Gone Ones’ cruiser hung motionless amidst a blue haze; the ocean below was clearly visible and so was the sickle-looking island. The water reflected the local sun – a bright, bright spot. Weaving around the ship were several observation probes, communication satellites and four Svaighian reconnaissance robots resembling thin leaves. Not too far away, the icy spherical Ayeshi mobile lab could be seen. Roy had hauled a large asteroid from the nearby belts and placed it just above the atmosphere. It was withered and cratered. Roy operatives were crawling all over the asteroid, around it were Roy sondes. Several Roy vessels were stuck to something resembling a gigantic spiral web, still being weaved by a fat-bellied Roy entity. The asteroid itself was roughly four times smaller than the Gone Ones’ ship and this was the only reason why it did not appear gigantic.


Azanni and Tsooft sent out a joint-action chainlike ship. Right now it was not visible – the chain was hidden behind the monolith cruiser hulk.

“We have localized the six main lock-hatches on the find,” the Ayeshi interpreter device screeched its voice out like a rusted mechanism… “Here they are…” the diagram was lit up by six orange arrows indicating the vessel’s hatches – one through six. “We suggest a simultaneous approach. Hatch three and six are closest to our lab, so we will commence work on them. Hatch four will be easiest for Roy. One and two – the Galley of Svaighe team. Number five – Tsooft and Azanni.”


“Proposition accepted,” coldly agreed Roy; all of Roy’s expressions sounded to the Svaigh icily imperturbable.


“Galley concurs,” said the first-of-Galley after a brief exchange with decision maker Senti-Iff. “Hatches one and two will be ours.”


Tsooft and Azanni also supported the proposition and thus the siege entered a new phase. The Galley was not adjourned and all decision makers could watch the work of the expert groups of all five races, each headed for their respective hatches. Several Roy individual entities commenced approach without any visible mechanisms or tools, sliding down what resembled thin silvery cobwebs. Ayeshi moved ahead with its whole spherical laboratory, which had produced a sidelong crimped outgrowth resembling a docking bay. The four Svaighian ‘leaves’ regrouped and two of them pushed ahead. Far, faraway, the birds’ chainlike ship released one of its matte beads – the one at the end. 
Here Naz felt a pleasant distraction when the servers brought hot fla and fish sticks. And there wasn’t anything to watch right now, anyway. The experts from all five races were simply headed for their hatches. Past not more than one eighth nao, a green flare flashed from underneath the ship’s giant belly, which brought visible confusion among the Roy entities.


“New information.” Roy dispatched a warning. “Attempted neural scanning of the hinge nodes apparently engages local defense – presumably anti-meteor. It could be lethal to some alliance entities.”

“Where did they come up with hinge nodes over there?” growled Senti-Iff, bristling his arm scales. He snuggled inside the scholarly robe. Naz was observing him with ardent interest and even envied him somewhat, since the scientist had plenty of fascinating work ahead.


All of a sudden, Pia – the indomitable debater – expressed an unusually intelligent thought: “Neural scanning? Hmm… This means that the Gone Ones cannot possibly be insectile.”


Several decision makers turned to face him; yet another debate exploded among the Svaighs and, again, Pia was in the middle of it all. Naz Teo chose not to partake since biology was never a passion of his. He was simply listening attentively – were the Gone Ones insectile or a closer form of life? So far it appeared more likely that they were not. Then someone from the leaf-like probes interrupted his listening with some technical question. Naz was glad to consult the engineers and by the time he was done, the debate concerning the biology of the Gone Ones had receded.

Shortly after, hatch number three burst out a series of yellow flares. Naz decided that this time one of the explorers had gotten burned for sure, but felt content that it was not the Svaigh. 
At this precise moment an Ayeshi representative announced: “Outer hatch number three has been breached. Access inside vessel secured. Preliminary measurements indicate class three – nitro-oxygen type atmosphere; temperature… pressure… Hatch activation algorithm…”

Naz was expecting a dangerous unfolding of events, but it was all in vain. Nothing stood in the way of the Ayeshi as they stormed the ship – nobody attacked, nobody defended, nobody came out to greet, even though the spaces inside (adjacent to the hatches) were bathed in the widest spectrum of light possible. The principle of the pass-code algorithm was barely uncovered when all hatches opened obediently by themselves. 
The Galley filled with noise; some decision makers rose from their seats and started gathering in groups to discuss the current events.
Naz Teo stared thoughtfully at the projection stem, as more and more units headed for the open hatches of the Gone Ones ship. The Galley of Svaighe decision maker felt a dim, uneasy sense of hope. Was it possible that the alliance stood at the threshold of a new epoch? A new technological revolution based upon new knowledge, acquired from a mighty civilization long gone...? The alliance had needed such development for a long time. Naz fantasized and dreamed for a long eighth of a nao.

The sharp and unpleasant signal of an incoming emergency message brought him back to reality. Just above the projection stem glowed a red sphere, announcing general emergency.

“Attention!” The voice of Roy sounded more dry and lifeless than usual. “Detecting multiple echoes on approach to the star system! Sending characteristics of spatial seismic anomaly…” 
Roy reported the numbers with pauses in between because of the adjustment in equations and metric measurements required by the interracial code of data communications. 
Naz listened to the details in cold anxiety. He was ultimately facing what he had feared most all along. 

“What does this mean?” asked Pia. Naz was the specialist on numbers, spatial orientation and barrier puncture; he realized that all Svaigh decision makers were staring at him.


“The Imperishable,” he announced grimly. “A fleet… enormous fleet – eights upon eights. They should be here in approximately two-by-eight nao, plus or minus one and a half nao.”

Dead, weirdly audible silence fell upon the Galley.


Before long the metrics disruption could be detected by the Galley’s available instruments. The fleet of the Imperishable was clearly headed towards the Yellow Sun system and if the spin-vector diagram was correct, their intention was to achieve barrier puncture within the boundaries of three main spheres. As ill luck or bad intention would have it, there were only three vector courses available to the alliance units for acceleration into barrier puncture. All three went through the centers of each sphere inside which were to materialize the units of the Imperishable fleet... 

The enemy had cut off all escape routes.


Yet, there was some time left for the allied explorers to seek out a solution to the impending crisis. Time left for febrile searches of salvation onboard the alien military vessel; or time left for agreeing upon a proper negotiation strategy in the face of the enemies’ mighty armada.

Allied units were sending data from inside the alien ship feverishly and tirelessly: relative life-support systems, propulsion, instrumentation sectors of unclear purpose – possibly energy accumulation and transformation…  
Conning tower!!!
Ayeshi were the first group to reach and classify the navigation and combat conning tower. The rest of the groups immediately headed their way. 

Scientists from every race were cataloguing all data as they could. Military command personnel in every alliance vessel were in charge now, hastily reading their ships for the impending battle with the Imperishable menace – probably their last one…

Naz Teo was listening attentively to the mumble produced by the mechanical interpreter device, its voice calm and monotonous: “Control over the ship is, without a doubt, achieved through confluence between the crew members’ central nervous system and the ship’s navigational systems. Ascertained, what appear to be, bio-suits or devices for conjoining multiple nerve endings with hubs linked to vessel control. Without any uncertainty it can be stated – the Gone Ones possessed or utilized a central nervous system of vertebral type, similar to many species in the galaxy. Corporal size of singular entities is comparable to that of Svaigh or Tsooft. Ayeshi research group shall therefore now allow Svaigh and Tsooft representatives to take over, as they are more competent in the field of vertebral neurophysiology.”


Naz Teo watched the crystalline forms of the Ayeshi regroup inside their bubble suits and withdraw form the elongated control emplacements. These resembled burial cocoons with pilot seats inside them.  

After a sixteenth of a nao, the Svaigh researchers working on the bio-suits sent a request to Svaighe for the complete files on the physiology of the aboriginal inhabitants of the nearby planet – the humans. This aroused uneasy suspicion inside Naz Teo. After another sixteenth of a nao, one of the Svaigh scientists onboard the Gone Ones ship requested a connection to decision maker Senti Iff over the reserve channel. Access was granted to the entire Galley and the leadership of the other alliance races.


“My decision maker! All bio-suits in conning and control are tuned to accept neural impulses from the specie which calls itself Homo Sapiens Sapiens – the humans. We are powerless to deduce the meaning of all this.”


At this very moment Naz Teo’s mind hit upon an original solution; on the one hand it would most definitely shed more light on the technology of the Gone Ones and, on the other, it might avert an attack by the Imperishable… or at least hold it off for some time. The concept was in its essence simple and easy to convey. It was met with an overwhelming majority support on the Galley, albeit the fact that this idea smacked of hazardous gamble instead of a solution to anything.


Yet maybe, just maybe… it might allow a play for time.

First-of-Galley unveiled Naz Teo’s plan in front of the allied races in an ad hoc fashion: “There is a plan of action which could help us avoid the clash with the Imperishable, or serve as a significant advantage if such a clash proves unavoidable. Svaighe Galley puts forward a motion to lift all humans from the surface of the planet into the ship of the Gone Ones. According to our estimates the humans are not more than four-by-eight to the fourth power. It should not take us a long time. Simultaneously, announce to the Imperishable that the Gone Ones have returned and joined the alliance. This should force the Imperishable and their satellite races to think twice before ensuing battle. Strange as it appears, the Gone Ones’ monolith appears designed to be piloted by a race genetically identical to the mammalian savages. Thus we will surely gain time, learning more about the ship’s combat capabilities and ensure the arrival of reinforcement units. It might even be possible to activate the find’s battle systems, given the fact that we will have the humans at our disposal. The Galley requests utmost response speed from the allies.”


Approval from all races was granted, surprisingly, almost immediately. Even Roy and Ayeshi did not hesitate.


The Imperishable armada was still bending and twisting the metrics inside the three spheres of regular space, while hundreds of sub-ships belonging to the alliance headed frantically for the surface of the little world which the humans called Volga. The majority of the spacecraft were headed towards the biggest settlement.

The giant military hoax had commenced – phony, yet unstoppably intense and truly violent. Naz Teo thanked mother Depth for preserving the alliance and not allowing it to split over the issue of ownership of the Gone Ones’ vessel.


Yet now, Naz began to fear a different plausibility – the might of the Gone Ones could turn out to be more of a legend than a historical fact. 
13. Shat YY, 
walking tank gunner, Shat-Tzoor, 
support raider of the wing
Shat YY was relaxing, tucked in a hammock, inside the living quarters when Shat Yaf busted in, “Did you hear?” buzzed Yaf, still at the entrance. “Paratroop landing has been ordered!” Its singing was interrupted by the communal singing of the assemblage.  
Shat YY crept out of its hammock and produced a high-pitched screech with its exoskeleton. “Finally. This pre-barrier shaking was making me ill. It is about time they dedicated some real work to us!” 
It loved combat landings on inhabited planets – the massive sub-ships’ thunder, zooming over the surface, the soft cushioning of the gravilifts, the refreshing ruffle and crack underneath the tanks… And above all – the permit to shoot and exterminate anything and everything moving. Not artificial targets but live aliens.


In reality, Shat YY often imagined that it was aiming at its insolent, haughty masters – the Azanni birds which had, again, refused to grant equality status to the Shat-Tzoor race. Regardless… the Shat-Tzoor will wait. They will acquire knowledge and experience… Then the whole galaxy will see who is master and who is slave. Since, realistically, the Azanni were no fighter species if you took their mighty technology away.
Shat YY and its companion Shat Yaf wore full combat gear upon entering their tank. The four tanks were placed inside the paratroop bay of a reconnaissance disc. Their non-commissioned officer scream-sang something jubilant and the paratroopers scream-sang in choral response. Shat YY did not catch the detachment and lift off moment because of the singing and the thunder coming from the power-plant propulsion systems. The reconnaissance disc was slashing its way through the atmosphere when the non-commissioned officer’s scream-singing seized. Shat YY customarily checked its laser gun and squinted blissfully. Nothing is healthier than dozing off before a jump.


But it was not to happen; the non-com was summoned to the control cabin – something to do with connections, supposedly. Shat YY rattled its breast plates in distrust, listening. It was strange of course that they did not attempt to push through a connection ray inside the non-com bay. Secrets, intrigue… it’s all disgusting.
Then all of a sudden the non-com appeared on the section channel carrying an angry order to all soldiers to relinquish their combat firearms and reduce to a minimum the tanks’ cannon power.

Shat YY could hardly believe it. It surrendered its trusted laser together with the reserve battery, receiving in return an unwieldy bio-paralyzer. Not a bad toy, really. Powerful and reliable, but it did not kill the enemy, just stunned it. This was no fun, no combat pleasure; to hear whining or watch twisting faces... Why unleash a sad parody of war?
The paratroopers cried hysterically but the non-com bawled at them angrily. This was an order! All aboriginal savages were to be captured alive. All of them! Regardless of how many they turned out to be. Stun them and load the bodies. Preliminary orders codified it – all prisoners should be taken alive! Shat YY was cursing the squeamish Azanni masters, the bird that barely stood at knee height of a Shat. These cunning, smart creatures have cooked up something dangerous again and are too careful to get close to the fire. Instead, they are sending the trusted and unstoppable Shat-Tzoor again. But there will come a day, it will, when we shall show the birds how unstoppable we are. Such times will come, it is inevitable. And it is for the sake of these times, that we should lay low and obey, and carry shameful paralyzers against whom? Against what? Whatever it is the savage mammalians use in a fight... sticks and stones most likely. 


How sad it is that no blood shall spill today, thought Shat YY while falling asleep. It always slept before a stormed landing, regardless of what was to face them below, on the next unknown planet.  
14. Michael Zislis, 
operator, planetary observation station, Homo, planet Volga 

The alien vessels hung motionless over the cosmodrome and the town of New Saratov. The thought alone, of having billions of metric megatons of alien metal hovering over one’s head was eerie. Within minutes the aliens had covered the town and its suburban extensions with what looked like a massive, impenetrable energy dome. Seeking refuge in Volga’s far corners was impossible now. A second energy dome covered the cosmodrome, overlapping at one end with the larger one. Lone all-terrain vehicles hovered across the trading station runway every now and then. It was obvious, almost the entire cosmodrome personnel was moving back to town – closer to their families.


Zislis was trying to listen to the prospector fly-boys when an image of Yulka Jurgenson’s face lit up the graphic animator. She didn’t say much though – just kept asking questions. Zislis learned that the Haetsky brothers, Prokudin and Mustiak managed to hide somewhere, together with their ship; Vasilevsky and Simetsky were killed and Vasilevsky’s ship had been jacked; Smagin was in one piece and aware of the unfolding situation; Shumov and Riggeld were not responding; and finally, Roman Savelyev had flown away to extract Kostya Chestiakov and check on Riggeld’s home. Yulka was clearly in a hurry, so Zislis quickly described the cosmodrome situation in general terms, answered a few of her technical questions, then got off the air and headed towards the town. He ran into Verigin near the Manifest; both men walked around, checking a few familiar places, walked by the Mercury where a brawl was stirring between some representatives of the mobster gangs. After a while, Zislis and Verigin agreed that it might be a dumb idea altogether to go further into town, so they headed back to the observation station. After all, watching the aliens’ progress in orbit was way more fascinating and, probably, safer considering the fact that they had not tried to destroy any of the cosmodrome equipment. Even all the ships were left intact – the freighters, the liners, the mail shuttle. 


Suvaev had disappeared somewhere in town, together with his family. As for pain-in-the-neck Beckam – he could be anywhere. 

The alien vessels in orbit were performing strange maneuvers, regrouping, accelerating, decelerating… As if from nowhere, a large asteroid had anchored itself in geostationary orbit; Verigin could barely believe his eyes when he saw it near the gigantic ship over the island. Albeit being of considerable size, the asteroid was four times smaller than the ship. Zislis and Verigin were watching this fascinating show, glued to their screens. Tiny craft were buzzing on and around the surface of the ship in frantic choreography when the orbital cruisers started methodically knocking off all human satellites – meteorological, observational, communications… One after the other… A few minutes later, the battle cruiser hanging over the cosmodrome turned all human ships parked in and around the landing sectors into a molten mass of scrap – with just four blistering, calculated salvos.

Verigin and Zislis looked at each other, their eyes reflecting the darkest of premonitions possible, but no firing followed. Whatever the reason was, the aliens had apparently decided not to destroy land-bound equipment and the two men watched on the diagram how a massive cloud of small planetary ships sped their way down, swooping towards Volga’s surface. The cruiser placed over New Saratov covered most of the sky, hanging imperturbably, continuing to generate the protective field.

“Like roaches underneath a giant sole,” Verigin moaned pathetically, his voice reverberating across the unusually empty hall. “When do you think they’ll start blasting the buildings?”

“Don’t know… maybe they won’t.” Zislis was fidgeting nervously, his fingers drumming at the control panel. They both realized how dangerous it was to stay indoors… but was it any safer outside? In the station they could at least still follow the bigger picture.

One of the local channels peeped cheerfully requesting reception, so Lelik Verigin reached over and touched a sensor on the panel. Pavel Suvaev’s three-dimensional image condensed in the middle of the hall. Suvaev – the only human expert on aliens, self-thought of course: 

“Aha,” hemmed Suvaev with the expression of a man whose expectations had been fully justified, “I knew it, I knew you two would return here. What’s the news?”


“Looks like an assault landing. They just destroyed all our spacecraft…”


“Yeah, I saw it all, some piece of work. The town is going nuts!”


“Yeah, the shit most certainly hit the fan,” answered Zislis. “Do you have the diagram in front of you?”


“I sure do.”


“See how many guests we got? They’re coming down on us like it’s going out of style.”

“Can you guys relay me a visual, please?” asked Suvaev anxiously.


“Nope, they knocked off all the satellites, sons of bitches!”


“So it is an assault landing. What the hell did they forget on Volga is what I’d like to know.” 

Zislis shrugged. “I’d say this looks sort of self-explanatory. Here’s the reason – hovering over the ocean,” he pointed at the largest blimp on the diagram.

“Not likely,” Suvaev shook his head confidently. “If that super-ship is all they wanted, they wouldn’t have bothered to come down. They would have simply extracted it into space! Something’s brewing up there.” For several seconds he studied carefully the portion of the diagram which reflected the larger cruisers’ orbital positioning. “Yep, they’re kicking up some serious dust up there!”


Zislis and Verigin turned towards the screen simultaneously, yet saw nothing but their own growing confusion. Neither one understood why their colleague had decided that the aliens were kicking up dust or, for that matter, doing anything remotely intelligible. 
Suvaev quickly explained: “The Svaighian cruisers are regrouping in defensive battle formation. See there, those doughnut-shaped ones? The Azanni wing is regrouping into… well in short – they are getting ready to defend themselves too–”


“Maaaan….,” Zislis called out irritably, “Pavel, I wonder more and more about the probability that you might be heavily medicated on some serious hallucinogens. You cannot possibly know so much detail about the aliens, their ships or their combat strategies to boot!”   

Suvaev shrugged indifferently. “You don’t have to believe me. But you gotta be blind not to see that they are either at each other’s necks up there, or are expecting a third party’s arrival and are reading themselves to give the newcomers a warm welcome.”


“Well,” Verigin came alive. “He’s got a point there Michael.”

The paratroop assault units were now halfway between their mother-ship and Volga’s surface. For a moment Zislis thought that at this altitude the escadrille would be visible to the naked eye, if one just walked outside and looked up. Then he remembered the giant metallic disc hanging over the cosmodrome, majestically covering most of the sky…  

“Well, you do whatever you want guys,” said Suvaev, “I’m charging my weapons! Talk to you later.” He disconnected and his image, which had stood in the middle of the hall, vaporized. 


“And what about us?” asked Verigin after a moment’s hesitation. He aimed that imaginary blaster again, acting it out quite convincingly, artistically, as he always did.


“Do you think it’ll make any difference?” answered Zislis.


Verigin’s face covered with solemn concern all of a sudden. “Well Michael,” he sounded almost angry, “honestly… if these green ones have made up their minds that we’d be better off dead, I’d feel much better going down if I knew I’d greased at least one of them!”

Zislis shook his head and chuckled skeptically, remembering that he had left his cigars at home. Right now a cigar would not hurt at all. “Lest go then, soldier!” he shouted at Verigin from behind the console.


“Where?”


“To the patrol barracks. Where else? The armory, to be more precise. Unless you’re planning to shoot at them with a bb-gun?”


“Let’s go then!” Verigin shouted, springing to his feet. Both men ran out of the gray building and headed for the assault weapons storage facility; the alien giant was still booming over the city. It was impossible not to look at it, and that was what probably everyone did. They kept on looking up at that marvelous machine. “Hovering,” mumbled Verigin shuddering. “Do you think they can see us?”

“Who knows,” Zislis cast an unfavorable eye at the cruiser. “Probably they can, but who knows if they’re watching right now?”

They walked across the launch grid, which was always licked clean by the take-off boosters. The Volgan cosmodrome launched spacecraft once a week at the most, but even at this frequency the grid always remained clean – not even dust had settled…


The barracks building was located behind several large hangars which resembled sliced in half beer kegs. One after the other, Zislins and Verigin crawled through the hole ripped in the barbed wire fence which encircled the barracks. They found themselves on the territory of the patrol platoon unit assigned to the cosmodrome. Having barely shown their faces from behind the brick-and-lumber wall, built probably by the first settlers, they were startled by a guard’s stentorian voice. Zislis turned sideways and saw a figure wearing camouflage and combat boots.


“Not a step further! Stay where you are!” shouted the guard without much confidence in his voice. “Who are you?”


Zislis did not recognize him – one of the freshmen guys, is he? The children of miners from the faraway territories, who pass the enrollment requirements, like to practice that dumb military discipline protocol in smug pleasure. It always takes them a while to drop that silly attitude and become true veterans – calm and lazy.


“Hold your horses, boy!” replied Zislis peacefully. “We are from the observation station. Where’s the rest of you? Or did everybody run away, hah?”


The soldier stood motionless, still aiming at them with his standard issue assault blaster. He slowly lowered one hand and reached for the communicator holster on the side of his thigh. “Sergeant,” he told the little box. “I got two here on the territory. They say they’re form observation.”


The box squeaked in response but they couldn’t make out the words.


“Your names?” asked the soldier after moving the communicator away from his ear, still aiming at the two men.


“Zislis and Verigin.”


“Zislis and Verigin,” he repeated into the communicator. Another squeak from the box and the soldier put it back in its holster, lowering his blaster. He waved at the men to approach. “You must go to the office of accounting. It is…”


“I know where it is.” Zislis interrupted pulling Verigin behind him. “Let’s go Lelik!”


Verigin turned back as they were walking away – the guard was sitting by his post, looking up at the giant cruiser hanging in the sky. It felt as if it was just barely over their heads. He fixed his helmet and stepped down into what looked like a shallow trench with a steel plate for a roof. Maybe in order to avoid the sight of the alien might, to avoid the feeling of the powerless backwardness of his race.

Verigin clenched his teeth in anger and hurried after Zislis. The narrow path led them to a two-storey house. I wonder which sergeant is on duty, thought Zislis. It’s gotta be either Hanin or Yakovec. 

Upon entering the lobby he turned left and walked through the coffee room. The accounting office door was wide open; one of the patrol lieutenants, by the nickname Flumaster, was sitting behind a desk. No one remembered the man’s last name, with the exception of all new recruits and possibly the accountant who signed his paychecks. Sergeant Hanin was sitting on a small cubic safe on the floor, looking at the lieutenant across his shoulder. They were both reading a thick sheet of paper taken from an old, crimpled envelope. By the looks of it, they had been going over the list for some time.
The lieutenant looked up questioningly at Zislis and Verigin, exchanged a quick look with Hanin, who shrugged, and turned rudely to the newly arrived: “Why are you here and what the hell do you need?” barked Flumaster. 

Zislis pointed his index finger at the ceiling. “Lelik said that when the guests arrive, he’d die a much happier man if he manages to take down a few of them first.”

Flumaster and Hanin exchanged looks again.

“Did you come to volunteer?” asked Flumaster looking perplexed.

“What volunteers, man? We came here to acquire some weaponry. We figured the green ones might be immune to bb-guns, if you catch my drift… and in point of fact, we thought the patrol personnel had run like rabbits. We didn’t expect to find anyone here.”

“You don’t have a very high opinion of the patrol, do you?” Flumaster responded gloomily. “Only half ran away.”

Verigin tried to hold it back but couldn’t – he bent backwards, roaring with laughter. Hanin also pulled a delicate smile, turning his face away from Flumaster.
“Honestly, I thought so too. I thought they’d all make haste.” confessed Flumaster. “Six stayed, mind you: three of the guys who were on duty yesterday, Hanin and the two boneheads outside. I’m number seven.”
“Does that include the bonehead in the shallow trench who greeted us outside earlier?” asked Zislis with a faked sigh.

“That’s him…” Flumaster replied. “So, can we count you as volunteers or what?”

Zislis and Verigin looked at each other comically. Yes? No? What difference did it make yes or no?

“I guess you can count us.” said Verigin boldly. “What do we have to do?”

“Fill in for the ones that ran away!” The lieutenant leaned over the desk tiresomely and concentrated on the thick sheet form the dusty envelope again.

Zislis thought that maybe the patrol had not received orders printed on paper in ages, which might explain their obvious fascination. Then came the knock on the open door. The second sergeant, Valery Yakovec, accompanied by two privates entered the room; Zislis remembered one of them because of his ginger-red hair. His name was Shura or Zhenia, or something like that… The second private he hadn’t seen before. The soldiers remained outside – Yakovec slammed the door behind him and saluted offhandedly. 

“Aha!” Flumaster livened up. “Well since you dragged your behinds here… Valery, give these two rifles, would ya? They are sort of… freedom fighters.” He smiled condescendingly.
Yakovec looked at the newly arrived in distrust. “What’s wrong with you? Hangover?”

“No, we’re just bored,” corrected him Zislis. Redicule and semantics was a favorite pastime for him.
“Smartasses!” Flumaster cut in. “Yakovec, the three of you guys load up too. Sadofiev and Sadorenko are up on the fourth with Semilet and Zhelud. Have them roll out the number two oscillator and turn its head outwards. And by the way, you’re taking the two freedom fighters with you to scan the perimeter and inspect the situation at local command!”

“Where is your colonel, if I may?” Zislis grimaced sarcastically. “Is he in the trenches too?”

Verigin’s face was pale but it still retained the ability to smile sadly. Zislis appeared perfectly calm, like a sphinx. As if not having ever noticed the grim messenger hanging over the city, some five miles in diameter.

“The colonel tried to bail on one of the liners,” Flumaster answered angrily. “I don’t know where he is right now. Probably somewhere in town.” The lieutenant cringed his face slamming his clenched fist on the table. “I’ll shoot the bastard if I see him!”

“Enough, guys. Move it!”

“By the way,” announced Zislis checking his watch. “We got five minutes before the aliens start landing their paratroop assault units.”

Flumaster lowered his head, his eyes staring through his eyebrows at Zislis. The lieutenant’s face was covered with freckles. “And how would you know that, you darn fool?”

“I saw it! At the station! We didn’t head this way before we were sure that the green ones would start dropping down on us.”
The lieutenant grabbed his communicator immediately, “Attention! Code ‘Feline’! Repeat, all posts – code ‘Feline’!” He pulled the communicator away from his face and barked at Yakovec: “Head for the armory! Let’s go, go, go… move it!”
At this very moment a buzz-boom came over the cosmodrome – still faint, barely audible, distant. It got louder with every passing second. Zislis, Verigin and the two soldiers barely managed to keep up with the tall Valery Yakovec who was not walking but leaping forward like a hunting leopard, boots slamming and keys jingling.

The armory was on the second floor, opposite to the entrance. Yakovec plunged forwards and shoved the key into the lock almost in midair. Immediately a siren howled hysterically.

God almighty, talk about dumb measures, thought Zislis. Ancient padlocks, sirens… whom are they guarding against? You can buy a blaster in New Saratov on every corner. Not this powerful, but still…”  
Ignoring the siren Yakovec kicked the blaster locker open. The weapons were lined up neatly, five of them – brand new and all the same caliber – they looked so fine glistening with a gray, suffused light. Zislis unwittingly sighed in admiration. Five of the slots were empty; apparently the soldiers had visited the place earlier.

“To the fourth, quickly… move it!” shouted Yakovec and the men whirled off after each one of them got his plasma oscillator. Verigin grabbed his with the determination of a doomed man. Zislis checked the safety switch first – it was on. Yakovec was the last one to leave the premise, shutting the door behind him, which made the siren stop howling. It felt as if an ointment had been pressed against their almost electrocuted ears. The sirens had been designed to emit powerful ultra and infra sounds, causing both physical nausea and mental disorientation. Having one’s brain resonate inside one’s scull was one of the worst feelings imaginable.
With the sirens silenced, another sound could be heard clearly getting louder by the second. A dense, low-pitched sound was filling up the air, as if millions of bumblebees were flying over the cosmodrome. The three men ran out in the open to be just stunned by the site overhead – aircraft. Dozens and dozens of small flat ships, resembling flying pentagons. On their keels simultaneously began to materialize dark, spherical linings, which could be anything from hatches to weapons’ bays. In groups of four the strange flying objects were quickly covering the vast cosmodrome field. Some appeared to maneuver for landing. Several of the groups, the ones flying at higher altitude, took a turn towards the Manifest, towards the favorite field of the maniacal skydivers. The rest headed towards the town. And above all this action, the giant alien spacecraft continued to hang motionless and almost silent. Zislis noticed a slight change in the light indicator array spanning its massive keel. 
Before the eyes of the stunned townsfolk, one of the assault fighter-craft smashed straight into the main antennae of the observation station and miraculously flew through it unharmed as the latter exploded into a red fireball. An instant later, black smoke crept up its walls and the tall tower collapsed on itself in a matter of seconds. The assault fighter flew over people’s heads like an unchained mythological beast, pounding the surface with its roar – a sound resembling a thundering bolt of lightning smashing against the ground.

From somewhere on the left, one of the flying craft was engaged form the ground with a powerful stationary pulsator; the effect would have hardly been different if the craft had been shot at with a water gun. A blue-green flare lit up the matte hull and that was it. Not even a mark was left at the place of impact and the craft continued on its trajectory without even firing back. 
Yakovec leaped into the shrubs in front of the barbed wire fence and hissed out something unintelligible like a raccoon in a burrow. Zislis came to his senses and followed, dragging Verigin by the shoulder. There was plenty of space in the shrubbery to fit two more – in fact the whole cosmodrome platoon of deserters plus the deserter-colonel.

The men were watching the unfolding bizarre scene from inside the bushes; ships gathering into formation near the edges of the cosmodrome, blue beams of light forming and condensing under their keels simultaneously, reaching down into the ground, blurred shadows tumbling up and down the beams. And when the beams disappeared – tens of weird semitransparent machines were landed on the ground, as the carriers accelerated upwards instantly.
Four carrier craft altogether, one after the other released their land-assault units, ten each, and flew west towards the cosmodrome hangars.
Forty! Forty alien autonomous ground units armed with who knows what, against the Volgan humans.

Zislis shuddered unwittingly. Just a few moments ago he had thought of shooting at the aliens – it appeared smarter than just accepting one’s impending death as a finished fact. But now the hands felt week, the mouth dry and the only thought left in the brain was to hide. Hide deeper inside the bushes, away from everything, appear smaller than a cicada…
Yakovec adjusted his aim, cussed loudly and squinted through the scope of his weapon, “C’mon you sons of bitches, you goddamn foreigners! You gonna burn my cosmodrome, you sons of filthy bitches you…”

Zislis hit the ground next to Yakovec, hands shaking he checked his scope and with the corner of his eye saw Verigin aiming at something while unlocking the safety switch on his weapon. Zislis was panting; while studying the horizon with his narrow angle scope he noticed a figure, a shape headed their way. He depressed the trigger, the weapon recoiled violently and the alien shape was blasted back some six feet. The alien dug its legs into the ground, tipped over and hit the ground.

This was the second one to go down. It looked like Yakovec had shot the first one. Strangely, the aliens did not shoot back. But Zislis had no time to think about this. He simply kept on shooting frantically. The alien shapes were taking fire from the right too. Someone was engaging them from one of the barns. It was probably the soldier on duty. Then a salvo came from the left too, from the training trenches. And from farther away – what appeared to be a stationary pulsator blast. The alien shapes were being mowed down, knocked over… they lowered themselves into the grass. But they did not return the fire, did not shoot back… Zislis couldn’t understand why.

15. Roman Savelyev,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga

“Look!” Kostya shouted tugging my sleeve and shoving my torso against the armored glass.

I had been staring at the steppe in front of us for a long while and it took a couple of seconds before I could refocus to the left. Faraway, to the south-west of us, I could see four black objects in the sky approaching fast, spinning behind them were string-thin tails. I slammed the brakes forcing our all-terrain into a stop, almost knocking everyone over – Kostya, myself and the miner with the little kid. Powered down the antigravity cushion and the vehicle huffed its frame onto the ground like an exhausted beast. 
The fighters were following their original course. Will they notice us? I thought to myself feeling increasingly hollow inside. This time there will be nowhere to hide. They’ll roast us like marshmallows and not think twice about it. 

But the aliens just kept on going – they either didn’t notice our all-terrain or it didn’t interest them. I don’t know… It is possible that they are going for the starships only. But why then didn’t they destroy the liner or the cargo freighters, like they did with my ship or Vasilevsky’s, but just forced them to land? Can sit here guessing till kingdom come – aliens…


“Hey Phil,” Kostya turned to the prospector who by the way turned out to be an Americaneer. “Did you see any fighters in the sky when you were headed for my place earlier?”


“We did,” the man responded unwillingly. “Several times.”


I think he is still scared to death that we might shoot him and dump his corpse in the steppe. Americaneers on Volga are for some reason all whacked up on Christianity. I don’t get it – they are more worried about being properly buried than whether they live or die. Personally, I consider this a backward folly, but that’s just me…


We had to hurry now so I powered the all-terrain back up and headed north-west towards Riggeld’s abode in the Turnkey valley. It is a weirdly fascinating place with tangled up underground cavernous tunnels, all natural. You can go down underneath the lake and not even get wet. Every time I had visited that place I had felt like an ant inside a giant porous sponge.


The kid behind me made a snorting sound. Pretty remarkable, that little tot. He’s been holding it up quite bravely so far.

Unfortutnately, the transceiver in Kostya’s vehicle was unable to decode the cosmodrome flight control frequency, while the digital gate for the civilian video feeds was for some reason transmitting an uninterrupted busy signal. I felt as if I was cut off from the rest of the world, having grown used to Sargas’s equipment with which I could always establish contact with the cosmodrome. Things were obviously changing by the hour and when you’re used to being able to get updates at the snap of your fingers, this lack of info can be quite unnerving. Nevermind, I thought to myself. Riggeld’s bunker must be equipped with a portable transceiver or an ultra-high-frequency device. Otherwise we’d have to rig something together with whatever we have.


I figured that with a vehicle such as this we had about one and a half hours before we got to the place. Antigravity cushioning is a lot better than those ancient track types like the one Phil’s dead relatives had driven to Kostya’s. With antigravity there’s virtually no friction with the ground so one does not even have to be picky with the terrain. Better handling and excellent roadability. We had even crossed two rivers so far, kicking up fantastic sprinkle jets.          

We passed an impressive herd of buffalo grazing peacefully. The large animals looked like withered hairy rocks. Several of them turned their massive flat heads lazily to look at us. I have heard some say that buffalo on Earth have horned heads. Who knows, and I never really cared about the absence or presence of horns among the bovid family here or anywhere else. I was always a lot more fascinated with the technical wizardry we sometimes managed to snatch from Earth’s databases. They have huge databases on Earth.


“Ro-o-oman! Snap out of it boy!” shouted Kostya. “What do you think is going to happen now?”


“You mean with us?” I asked. “Or with Volga?”

“With us and with Volga.”

Well, good question. What have they planned? Probably land and try to get rid of us – kill us off. Not all of us of course – someone will manage to hide well enough to survive this ordeal. But then what? Is it because of the ship which is hanging over my island that they came down on us like they did? Yeah, let’s use heavy artillery to exterminate the ants!

And another thing – why did that ship decide to stop over the island despite the fact that I messed with the remote after I flew back home? Why had the island attracted this alien visitor? What lies underneath this island? Is it only the rich ore deposits? A tectonic plate crack? Technically speaking, I had barely scratched the surface with my boys – the “gnomes” and “moles.” What if I had dug deeper just for the heck of it? Maybe I’d have uncovered something a lot more interesting than that black box.

My tongue felt dry – I had been daydreaming with my mouth open. Whatever, Roman! There may be a base there, built by the owners of that super ship. Abandoned, of course. And they had built it… well maybe because they needed the ore… 
By the way, I haven’t even heard that ore like ours is mined anywhere in the colonized by us parts of the cosmos. Such unique combination of heavy elements and such high saturation levels overall are not found anywhere else according to Earth’s interplanetary, geophysical research data. Theoretically such ore cannot exist in free state in nature. They discovered it on Volga by accident, which wasn’t too hard since it is everywhere on this planet. There are untouched deposits in a lot of places where the veins are literally on the surface. A treasure island in space – that’s us. In point of fact though, all constituents extracted from our ore can be synthesized from scratch industrially. But the costs are prohibitive because our race is chronically short on energy resources.
So back to the green ones: That wonder-ship may very well be a simple robotic transporter, not a cruiser. The aliens may have detected it in space, realized what it was and what it usually carries (maybe even where it carries it) and decided that it would be nice to simply appropriate both the ship and its rare cargo. But then it turns out that the planet is inhabited! And – great luck – by the human savages.
There you have the logical conclusion – exterminate the humans, acquire the ship and its potential cargo, eliminate its owners unless they are allies. However, it is more than likely that there are no owners onboard at this time. I probably ran into their remote control by accident and ordered the automaton-freighter over to my island without realizing what I was doing. It is even possible that the ship’s owners have been extinct for eons, and this is just leftovers from their technology scattered in space.

By the way, I made Kostya aware of my contentions right away. He let it sink in for a while before responding. Phil was also silent, afraid to even breathe.

“Cargo freighter, you’re saying?” Kostya pointed out quietly. “Well, maybe it is a transporter after all. But I think it is empty Roma. I think you might have called it over and now it doesn’t know what to do next. It might be waiting for further commands. The aliens might know what it is or not, so it might be interesting to them just as is. As for what lies beneath your island… man I just think all this is insane. I don’t think they’ll worry about us at all, damn looters. They’d chase us away like flies from a meal and that’s if we get lucky, I think. In fact I don’t even wanna think about this anymore…”

“Sad,” I groused . 
“The man has been officially saddened!” Kostya sighed. 
“I just wonder how long are they going to drag this on for?” I continued, realizing that I was asking a rhetorical question. “How long are we going to have to hide for?” 

“For a long time probably” Kostya shrugged. “And if they decide they like it around here, then we might have to stay in hiding indefinitely.”


“The aliens live in space,” I disagreed. “What’s this little world to them? Just an episode. They would probably want to establish order, whatever it is they consider order to be, and leave soon after.”


Kostya didn’t respond. The aliens probably had bases on numerous worlds, so what difference does it make – one more, one less… It is very unlikely that Volga’s ore deposits were unknown to them. I always thought that our galaxy had been thoroughly traversed by the ancient races. Earth’s discoveries, on many celestial bodies, of exhausted and abandoned alien mines are a matter of historical record.

This whole deal stinks…


What was it that you had discovered on your little island, uncle Roma? Good or bad, it would have probably paid off to dig deeper than you did. What other galactic demons might be lying there dormant? Chestiakov is right that there is something very sad about these events. It is sad to be the pebble which started off the destructive avalanche.

I clenched my teeth in suppressed anger. Kostya was sitting in the seat next to mine, silent. He raised his hand and started picking his ear, then the other one; I realized that I’d suddenly felt the need to do the same thing.


Something is not right.


I tried listening to what was actually a physical sensation in my ears; strange, low-pitched humming, as if a high speed escalator had lowered me a mile deep into a mine in a matter of seconds. I pulled the vehicle over and scanned the horizon as far as I could see from inside the cabin; not a thing in sight out of the ordinary. I opened the side hatch and jumped out of the vehicle. Kostya followed me.


Behind us, from the south-west, the horizon blossomed again with white puffy clouds speeding towards us. The sound which reached us shortly after was that of boiling water…


A giant cruiser was flying in our direction, hastily catching up with us. It was not as big as the one over my island but it was huge nevertheless. It was closing on us fast; a humongous perfect disc, covering half of the sky, streamlined like a giant sea conch. This time it was not torus shaped but a real disc instead. Unlike the super ship that hung over my island, which looked like a spearhead, an upside down heart with a tail – a spade.

Phil and the boy followed us out of the all-terrain, looking up at the encroaching colossus in awe. Phil’s lower jaw sank to his chest, his face beaming with confused astonishment. This guy was strange. I have no idea where he’d grown up – in the deep provinces somewhere, obviously – he was either scared or jaw-slacked… all the time.


Kostya stood motionless, staring at the sky; then all of a sudden he jumped inside our all-terrain and after a few seconds peaked his head out from inside the hatch. He tossed a pair of undulation binoculars at me. “Catch,” he yelled. I could see in his hands the same model, which he was adjusting. “We can at least marvel at our alien problem now.”


I started adjusting my optical device which was equipped with weak quantum image amplifiers. The ship was approaching fast. It was larger than the instruments’ field of vision before, but now only a small fragment of its surface could fill the scopes’ lenses. I was leaning left and right, trying to scan as much detail as possible from the ship’s surface. The wind picked up fast; miniature cyclones started appearing on the sides and rear of the ship, swirling back into the vessel’s wake. But this was clearly to be a light storm, unlike the one created by the giant super ship. And besides, today’s cruiser sailed along rather slowly and I think I was beginning to notice why.


I could focus in on the fighter units which were flying slightly ahead of the cruiser in groups of four. Synchronized as if they were one single whole, they maneuvered harmoniously and violently. Barely ahead of all of them was a familiar craft desperately trying to speed forward – Yulka’s boomerang! It looked like a speck of dust in a sandstorm.

I felt a massive lump sinking down my throat.


Even from this distance I could see that the boomerang was pushing the edge of its flight envelope, going full throttle with afterburners engaged. It wasn’t fast enough to shake the pursuers off its tail. The fighters, carbon copies of the one which destroyed my Sargas, were flying alongside Yulka with apparent ease, cutting the boomerang off every time it attempted to break off. Yulka was visibly pulling insane G-loads, desperately trying to shake loose the pursuers who swooped effortlessly around her like hawks on a mouse. 

The aliens were not shooting. Actually it looked like they were trying to capture the boomerang intact; the cruiser probably had some designated for this purpose ‘net’ – most likely an energy-induced one. In a few moments the edge of the giant disc shape crept over the fugitive and its pursuers, releasing a bluish beam upon all. The alien fighters dashed out violently, away from the light while the boomerang suddenly stabilized its flight and disengaged the afterburners. It calmed down, as if a pair of giant invisible hands had grabbed a hold of it. In a few seconds Yulka’s ship began to raise its frame up toward the cruiser’s keel.


I cannot possibly describe what I felt during these few seconds.


Then suddenly, some four or five miles away from us, near the horizon, a parachute opened up. A simple atmospheric chute, like the ones used by all Manifest skydivers, was headed for the ground. The violent wind was shaking it in all directions. 


I had an instant flashback – just before the blue beam engulfed the fleeing craft, a tiny speck had detached itself form it, disappearing in the air below.


Yulka had ejected. Desperate girl!


“Everyone get inside the vehicle!” I screamed, leaping into the driver’s seat.


I forced the antigravity accelerator to the maximum. The vehicle made a sharp turn and rushed forward; the massive enemy ship was dead ahead of us, filling up the gyroscopic lens. Trying unsuccessfully to shake off the fear, I accelerated towards the cruiser – the giant disc certainly armed with deadly weapons. Somewhere between this iron beast’s belly, filling up Volga’s sky, and the dust from the Astrakhan steppe, I could discern the red dot that was Yulka’s chute.


Nobody dared say a word to me – neither Kostya nor slack-jawed Phil. Neither one tried to stop me…for their own good.


No one was capable of stopping me right now. One thought alone was pulsing inside my head – clear and simple. Смерть или Слава. Death or Glory – as Phil, the provincial Americaneer, would put it in English. There was no time to think about the fact that no glory would shine upon me, even if I was to shoot down the alien cruiser. No time to think about death either.


There was no time for anything. There was no clear thinking. There were no aliens all of a sudden, no ships… nothing.

There was just me and her now; she was somewhere over the steppe, several miles away from me, her chute kicked around by the artificial storm. And I had to get to her…
16. Yulia Jurgensen,
prospector, Homo, planet Volga


Riggeld disconnected right after Roman Savelyev. He had shouted “Bis bald Verwegene!” and disappeared. Yulka would have much rather preferred to hear “Herzallerliebste” or “Suesse Kleines” instead of the usual “Verwegene.” But Riggeld was always self-restrained.


Yulka sighed. It’s all bad. Roman lost his ship - he would have preferred to lose an arm instead, that’s for sure. What’s he going to live off now? He’s taking it pretty bad no doubt. It’s all so damn messed up!


She leaned back in her seat and took off her headphones, staring silently at the screen. Far below, the ocean’s blue saturated the atmosphere. Looking down from such an altitude, the Volgan horizon appeared convex, just as it should; dove-colored cyclones covering a big portion of her home planet. The other observational flat-panel displayed the blackness of space, with tiny stars pricking through the impossible darkness. These hundreds of tiny dots were actually alien vessels, hundreds of gaping predatory maws, ready to swallow all that she had loved since childhood. When it came to people – Volga was a nasty place, probably deserving its fate. Yet still, there were those who were worth something…

Yulka shuddered, bringing the surroundings back into focus. Besides the autopilot’s usual hum, the rest of the equipment was silent. Being airborne was clearly becoming more dangerous than being grounded, so Yulka decided to land. She slid in front of the keyboard and pulled up the preprogrammed descent parabola aimed at the Turnkey valley. Recalculated relative to her position, entered the corrections and turned everything over to the digital navigator to execute. That’s all. Now I can kick back and get bored for the next half hour with a clear conscience.  

She didn’t know how to get bored though, and even if she did, today was not going to be the day for it.

The autopilot let out a loud out-of-tune beep for several seconds, when some unidentified object flashed violently over Der Kenner at an incredible speed. The autopilot bellowed so loud this time that Yulka could not hear her own cussing. She looked at the right monitor and saw a flat disc – alien ship. It was some sixty miles away and at least one hundred times bigger than her own. 


The scanner announced something about three groups of flying objects, roughly the size of her boomerang. The first one was dragging along the large ship – probably it had just been launched by the carrier; the second group was accelerating towards the boomerang, or more precisely, towards the end point of its trajectoral descent, rapidly closing the distance between them; the third group was swarming around Yulka’s ship like killer bees poised for a strike. It was they who had set off the autopilot’s proximity alert signal. 

Each group was comprised of four small fighters. Autonomous attack craft most likely – Yulka thought trying to suppress her fear – the same kind that  destroyed Roman’s Sargas. I can’t believe I missed them!

Der Kenner’s ballistic descent had been knocked off course by the intruders. Yulka switched to manual control taking a sharp left turn flipping the ship upside-down and dove towards the surface engaging the antigravity boosters. The main thrusters were roaring at their limit.


Within a few minutes the mainland’s east coast became visible. The rusty-colored landmass appeared nearly motionless but Yulka knew it was drawing closer at an incredible speed. The four fighters were stuck behind the boomerang’s tail while the other groups also adjusted their flight patterns in relation to Yulka’s acceleration. The large disc-shaped cruiser appeared to be losing altitude but it had not changed its course.


Yulka realized: she won’t maneuver while descending; she’ll try to catch up with me when she’s back in horizontal flight… unless the fighters do something to my ship first…

But the alien fighters were not firing, whatever the reason might have been. Without a doubt they could have destroyed the human ship several times by now if they had wished. Instead, they were trialing it in synchronized pursuit.


At an altitude of several miles Yulka switched to forward packet mode – engaging both the antigravity drive and the ship’s conventional thrusters in a single direction, which accelerated the boomerang to such an insane speed that its structural integrity was severely jeopardized. Alarm signals were going off all over the console. Yulka had never flown so fast in the atmosphere and was worried about the air friction damage to the ship’s hull; such a speed could not be maintained indefinitely because the ship would eventually turn into an uncontrollable bolide.

I hope it does not come to this.

The cruiser descended to an altitude of one and a half miles and showed what the alien technology was capable of – it caught up to Yulka in less than a minute and decelerated to match her speed in an instant. Several small fighters shot out away from the cruiser, coming straight down and to the sides of Der Kenner clearly trying to block any escape attempts. The other four were flying some two hundred feet underneath Yulka’s ship, cutting her off from below. Suddenly, another fighter quartet was released by the cruiser; they flew over and stuck above Yulka, cutting her off from above. The cruiser itself was slowly creeping over the small ship like a giant thunder cloud.


Yulka attempted a dangerous maneuver trying to zoom away in-between two of the fighters to her starboard. They opened fire immediately – not at her but at the region she was trying to squeeze through. The salvos produced clouds of lilac-blue as far as the eye could see, forcing Der Kenner to back away. She tried a second time, aiming straight down but the group underneath produced some neon-colored field, restricting her descent toward the ocean. 

The cruiser was closing in fast; it was some three miles away when Yulka’s boomerang crossed over dry land. Fuel indicators showed steady and fast depletion – the ship was engaging its afterburners at full throttle, sucking the tanks dry. At this rate there was no way she could make it across the landmass. The ship would run out of fuel somewhere over the Astrakhan steppe and crash.


Strangely, the alien fighters were steering Yulka towards Chestiakov’s abode, in the direction of the Turnkey valley. This very second Yulka remembered the present her friend Irina (the Manifest manager) had given her – a small backpack containing an emergency parachute and supplies.


Clearly the aliens would not let her land. They needed either her or her spaceship; or else they could have shot her down already instead of wasting energy resources in pursuit.


For some reason Yulka could not stop thinking about the colossus trailing her – without a doubt it was wasting immense amounts of some unknown energy resource.

The chase would lead to the Turnkey valley in less than ten minutes. Maybe even less time. Will the cruiser catch up? Will the fighters squeeze tighter? Either way, there was barely any time to think. The boomerang is doomed…  I have to abandon ship…Irony of fate – they took Roman’s ship and now they’ll clip my wings too…

Yulka did not complete her thought. The autopilot bawled so loud it almost burst her eardrums. At the same time The Appraiser began gaining altitude steadily even though its boosters were pushing it straight forward.  Yulka gasped, looking around like poisoned – the disc was creeping upon her ship and there was nothing she could do to shake loose. Furthermore, the beast’s keel showed a docking bay like a gaping maw, right above her. The boomerang was being sucked up into it like a feather.

It was clearly a gravitational drive at work – Yulka’s antigravity drive started huffing and booming… then clanked to a holt altogether. She reached behind her seat to grab a hold of her backpack with the parachute. 


Hers was a starship, not an atmospheric flyer with a diving platform or built-in ejection seat. Jumping out of the side hatch was not an option either – at this speed a jumper’s body would end up smeared across the hull… But not if it was jettisoned from underneath with the internal fuel tanks…


She strapped on the backpack, her helmet with a laser-guided topographical database… her blaster sidearm. What else? Compression mask… no! She was barely a mile above the ground… what else... a map, where’s the map? Yulka bent over and ripped off a peripheral card from the ship’s mainframe shoving it in her bosom. She squeezed out of the narrow cockpit, crawled past the ultraviolet protective shields and opened a container resembling a coffin. She proceeded to punch in some codes in the timer which peeped and initiated a receding sequence. She had activated the auto-jettison mechanism.


This is it. There’s no going back now… Farewell my dear Appraiser. Farewell and forgive me…


Tears filled the young woman’s eyes as she squeezed her slender body inside the coffin-like container and closed the lid. She groped for the parachute deployment line in the darkness and grabbed it firmly with both hands. Who could have thought that her first jump would take place in such extreme conditions? The timer’s peeping seized, a pneumatic clump shuddered the container which shook violently for a few seconds and then tossed Yulka out of the ship. 


It felt like slamming against a wall of air but the unpleasant feeling was over shortly and she turned skyward while falling. Instead of the sky she saw the belly of that massive enemy disc. Her Appraiser was disappearing inside the gaping blackness of the cruiser’s docking bay. 

Yulka was losing horizontal velocity fast, her ears were ringing louder and louder. The steppe was approaching awfully fast. She squinted and tugged on the deployment line. A dry flapping sound burred from above her helmet; then a sudden upward pull made her legs twice heavier. The wing-dome chute had deployed successfully and Yulka was dangling underneath it like a pendant worn by a runner. The alien cruiser was still looming over her but its bow portion, with the segmented docking bay, was no longer visible.

A brief moment later she noticed several fighters in the far distance, approaching fast. Then she saw a tiny all-terrain vehicle creeping slowly over the surface towards her. Neither event, however, was of major concern to her at this moment. Landing without breaking any bones was the issue now. 

As if by itself, Kostya Ziabliakov’s voice shouted in her head: Put your feet together… keep the feet together!
She put her feet together obediently and Volga slammed against Yulka’s heels. It hurt almost as bad as it did when the ground came up and bashed against her torso a fraction of a second later. The parachute swooped over but remained in the air. Like a giant kite it dragged Yulka’s body some sixty feet and collapsed onto the dust. At this very moment three alien fighters flew directly over her, saturating the air with what sounded like a pervasive high-pitched hiss, not engine roar.
The fourth ship took a dazzling flip-turn and landed softly at a distance of some three hundred feet or so.

Yulka spat and pulled out her blaster. She was expecting either a hatch to open or something like a platform to be lowered to the ground…

But nothing like that followed.
A cylindrical shape popped out of the middle of the disc, like a cork out of a bottle. It went straight up vertically, hung in the air for a split second and spread out what looked like wings. It started descending along an elliptical line, heading straight towards Yulka.

Yulka shot at the shape before realizing what was happening. She hit the target dead on, albeit without the helmet’s laser-guider.

The alien astronaut was knocked off its ellipse; it flapped its wings several times and headed straight down, hitting the ground like a wounded bird.
Yulka’s heart was pounding as she locked in place her helmet visor – aiming with laser-guiding gave you a sense of security. From behind, the antigravity cushion of an all-terrain could be heard approaching. Who the hell is this? She thought angrily, turning her head around aiming at the vehicle. The laser-guider had locked on to the moving target, its yellow square blinking inside Yulka’s visor. 
The vehicle stopped and its cockpit hatch opened from where a burly Roman Savelyev popped out, visibly perturbed. Behind him was Kostya Chestiakov, smiling as always.

Yulka relaxed a bit while Roman ran towards her. It was more of a choke hold than a hug as he lifted her in the air shouting:

“Here’s my desperate woman! Here’s my Yuliya!” Inside her helmet, where nobody could see, she was smiling too. “Are you in one place?”

She nodded. He would’ve kissed me no doubt, if it was not for the helmet – she thought – Such a nice guy, Roma…


 “Roman,” Kostya yelled calmly. “I don’t mean to be the party pooper but I think you should focus some of your passion this way…”

Roman put Yulka down and looked at Kostya. In the far distance, low over the grass, the other three alien fighters were speeding their way towards the all-terrain.


Without saying anything Savelyev ran towards the grounded alien ship.


“Where… what?” uttered Yulka involuntarily following Roman confusedly until she came upon the dead alien’s body. Chestiakov showed up behind her.


Roman jumped effortlessly on the alien fighter’ flat frame, looked at the opening on the convex cockpit and jumped in. It was a narrow hatch and Roman barely snug in. 


The other three fighters had by now halved their distance from the humans. Flying in perfect regular triangle shape, some twenty feet above the ground, they headed straight for their fallen congener.


Yulka lifted up her blaster but it felt small and powerless immediately. She didn’t manage to fire it – a blinding bright light made her cover her eyes as the front fighter exploded in a ball of purple fire. The shockwave hit the other two causing visible surface damage. Both machines lost flight control slashing through the steppe like burning meteors. Then the shockwave reached Yulka and Kostya knocking them down onto the grass.

Suddenly everything was silent. Yulka lifted her head up – Roman Savelyev was standing on the downed aircraft staring at the place where one of the fighters had crashed. Kostya was squatted down by the corpse of the alien pilot. Next to the all-terrain stood the tall guy looking more than ever before like the provincial mountain-man that he was. His jaw was hanging in awe and fear as he was holding the little boy in his arms. 

Yulka looked down at the pilot creature she had shot a few minutes ago. The figure was smaller than a man, about three feet long. A transparent helmet-like device covered a birdlike head; gray tops loosely wrapped around the small body. The flesh at the place of the blaster impulse impact was burned to a crisp. Yulka squinted squeamishly but kept on examining the body. The shoes looked funny – the creature’s locomotory system was probably rather unique. An elongated gadget was attached to a belt around the mid section of the torso – probably a weapon. The alien hadn’t had a chance to draw it probably because its wings were used as hands too. Why did this dumb creature not shoot at Yulka from its fighter but chose to come out instead? If it wanted her dead it would have easily killed her – the craft’s firepower was displayed to all just moments ago… Did it want to capture her alive?

“Let’s get the hell away from this place,” said Chestiakov nervously. Roman jumped off the craft’s surface and headed towards the all-terrain.


“O-my-God!” gasped Yulka. She was about to continue in German but chose Russian instead. “Was it you that shot that thing down? It was, wasn’t it?”


Roman shrugged in response.


“Yo,” Kostya reminded of his presence. “You can reminisce about this in the vehicle.”


Yulka looked back at the alien ship in disbelief. She thought it looked like a huge toy or a piece of Christmas tree decoration.


“Don’t even think about it,” said Roman. “It’s one thing to shoot from it, quite another to fly it – it’s too darn alien.”


Yulka sighed. Sometimes it seemed that Roman could do everything. But it only seemed that way… and he was always the first one to dispel any wishful thinking.

“Hey, hillbilly boy!” Kostya barked at the guy with the kid. “Move it!” The latter headed for the vehicle obediently. Kostya dragged the alien corpse towards the all-terrain and tossed it in the trunk. “Make some room,” he told Yulka and sat down next to her. Savelyev was behind the wheel.


I wonder what happened to the rest of the fighters – thought Yulka as the all-terrain pushed its weight ahead.


The last twenty minutes were quite eventful indeed; she had lost her ship, completed her first parachute jump, killed an alien creature and hooked up by chance with her fugitive friends. She felt as if she had lost her ability to be shocked or surprised. Or feel in any way emotional. Maybe one’s consciousness reaches a breaking point where it ceases to perceive the unfolding reality of the surroundings as altogether real. 

In point of fact, what had transpired felt like a twisted nightmare. Still, a dream in which pain is all too real. A dream in which you could actually die. It must have meant that they should resist and fight… and not for a second forget that they might not wake up from the nightmare. 


Savelyev stirred the transporter to the north-west, towards the cavernous wilderness of the Turnkey valley. None of the rest of the fighters returned and the large cruiser had long disappeared past the horizon.

17. Michael Zislis, 

volunteer Home Guard, Homo, planet Volga

The first wave of aliens was successfully engaged and destroyed. From the bushes no less! Zislis was beginning to wonder whether they were dealing with trained combatants at all. On their craft and in the air they were an awesome might, but as land assault units and infantry they looked pathetic. Yakovec, Verigin and Zislis, together with the rest of the hidden volunteers to the left and right of them, held their positions firmly. The alien units kept close to the ground, attempting simultaneous dashes forward as means of getting closer to the Home Guard. But after each attempted leap forward, three or four fell down to the meticulous human resistance fire.


Zislis was confused. Why were they walking into the fire? Why aren’t they shooting back? Why aren’t they using airborne machinery to facilitate their advance? Just one of their ground-support fighters would be enough to turn the trenches into graves.

One such craft flew over disinterestedly and headed in the general direction of New Saratov. It didn’t even attempt to engage the ground.


In the beginning Zislis was shooting frantically at any alien shape that dared to show up above the ground. He depressed the trigger every time one of those semitransparent shapes lifted its frame up above the tall grass. Then he decided to study their looks through the aiming scope. On the outside the aliens resembled walking skeletal shapes featuring exceptionally large bones. You could say they looked anthropomorphic – two lower limbs, two upper limbs and a head-like outgrowth. At least a dozen weird-looking outward crevices covered their bodies at strange places – on the chest or on the sides of the pelvic-torso area. They did not appear to be dressed in any protective clothing but were apparently utilizing some wave-based bodily camouflage system which made their bodies appear semitransparent. More than anything else, they looked like large puppets made up of elongated blocks. All were armed with short thick clubs, bent into a Z-shape through the middle.

Some forty alien paratroop entities had been deployed over the human encampment and were all destroyed within less than ten minutes. This was ridiculously easy. 


When it was clear that no more attackers remained operational in the observable vicinity, Yakovec stood up to look at the power shield doming over the cosmodrome. Scanning the horizon his eyes met those of Zislis. “Good job boys! Well done!” said the sergeant. “Excellent shooting… I didn’t expect such performance.”


“Oh, quit patronizing,” said Zislis frowning. “On Volga children learn how to shoot before they learn their ABC’s.” 

Yakovec shone a mischievous chuckle.


“He’s right,” spoke Verigin. “Think about it Mike. The green ones mustn’t have had a clue that on a small mining planet like ours all adult people are armed and shoot before asking questions. I think we just lucked out on their uninformed assumptions.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” answered Zislis. “For some reason they did not shoot at us. I don’t see why. Do they need us alive?”

“Alive?” Verigin repeated. “You mean for experiments?”


“How the hell am I supposed to know what for? But they didn’t shoot at any time – neither the infantry nor the fighters.”


A figure dressed in patrol camouflage ran from the adjacent brick building towards the bushes where Yakovec and his men were standing. It was the patrol guard Zislis had encountered earlier.


“Sir… sergeant…” the soldier gagged out. “I was forced to abandon my post–”


“Well done!” interrupted him Yakovec. “Good job soldier! Excellent shooting! Plant your ass over there by the end, in case those sons of bitches advance our way again.”


“Yes sir…sergeant…” The soldier dropped down and crawled nervously to a nice shooting spot. Yakovec was speaking to Flumaster over the communicator. Zislis looked to the side and saw…the commencement of a second alien landing assault. Their initial assault was terribly executed but they were hardly going to repeat the mistakes. Far in the field, a different type of craft were descending. They were larger than the first fighter units. This time they didn’t drop infantry but tank units.

It came as a bit of a shock to Zislis to see that those tanks were not antigravity cushioned but walking ones instead. Metallic heavy machines, looking like giant chickens, some twelve feet tall. Cockpits hanging in front of them with paired blaster cannons sticking out, making the ‘chickens’ look like ruthless birds of pray. Two dozens came down over the volunteer Home Guard positions. Although it was apparent that assault blasters won’t damage them, Verigin shot at one of them several times and cussed in desperation.

Somewhere to the left of their position someone had rolled out the heavy artillery. The stationary pulsator cannon was belching fire at the tank units. It was probably Flumaster and Hanin together with whoever had stayed from the soldiers. Direct hits to the frontal sections of the tanks didn’t appear to have much effect, yet one of the salvos severed a unit’s leg causing it to crash into the sand. Another unit took an impulse right below the lobe section making the cockpit fly into the air. The guys armed with standard assault blasters suddenly found new targets – out of the damaged machines crept the familiar skeletal structures. The aliens appeared to be trying to shoot at the humans with their clubs; Zislis couldn’t understand what kind of weapons those were since they didn’t appear to have any effect – not even primitive metal bullets flew their way. Was it possible that their weapons simply did not work here? 

Suddenly, one of the tanks took a slight turn heading directly towards Zislis and Verigin. Their blasters were useless against the chicken’s armor; the machine had left a trail of sizeable imprints on the ground behind it…

“Fire in the hole,” screamed a soldier throwing a thermal grenade at the tank. The close explosion made their ears ring with pain. The tank slowed down for a moment, spinning its tower, and releasing a cloud of neurotoxins. Zislis, Verigin and Yakovec were just barely touched by the chemical but even a small whiff made you want to vomit. The soldier apparently got a full dose and collapsed to the ground convulsing. Immediately a skeletal shape jumped out of the tank and headed for the downed guard. Zislis found some strength in him to aim and shoot at the thing; the alien was clearly caught by surprise, as it had hardly expected anyone to withstand the chemical attack. The shape collapsed face down. 

Like a pro basketball player Yakovec tossed a shaped-charge grenade inside the open tank hatch: “Fire in the hole…” The explosion did not breach the outer hull but made that metallic chicken stop, tip to one side and tumble down in a ball of smoke. Another tank ran towards the fallen one but it was successfully engaged by the heavy pulsator artillery – its crew mowed down by blaster fire as soon as they jumped out of the armored vehicle.
The situation had turned out to be not as hopeless as it appeared in the beginning. The tanks didn’t really help the aliens. If their aim was to paralyze everyone, it had failed miserably. Only three humans were paralyzed; Zislis crawled up to the downed soldier only to discover that he was alive but unconscious. Of the twenty tanks only six survived their own assault – the rest were either destroyed or severely damaged. The crews inside them were all killed. The surviving tanks fled away from the patrol territory, tearing down the barbed wire fence. Then they headed in the direction of the Manifest where, apparently, a savage battle raged on between the humans and the alien units. It was probably the pilots – the atmospheric flyers – and the skydivers who were defending their positions from the aliens. A tough bunch, yet poorly equipped for sure… 

Now and then, the shooting subsided and the ongoing battle in New Saratov could be heard. Mad barrages were going off there every few seconds.
A large transporter came down over the battlefield, picking up what was left of the tanks chased away by the patrol Home Guard. Then the machines accelerated into the zenith fast.

Zislis felt something between disgust and condescension: Were the aliens fighting with mere civilians against the human professionals? Weren’t there any trained personnel available to throw at the human defenses? Whatever…

Verigin was whistling some familiar military tune; Yakovec was trying to bring the poisoned soldier back into consciousness, using a simple first-aid kit and an electronic defibrillator.
Sergeant Hanin came out of nowhere, followed by the ginger private. They brought fully loaded blaster batteries, packaged lunch bags and a two-gallon thermal flask with hot coffee. Hanin carried the paralyzed guard into one of the buildings. 
About ten minutes later, a dozen bulky soldiers came running from the general direction of the Manifest – their blaster batteries were dead. Flumaster came out of nowhere, pointing everyone to where they were going to get whatever they needed. Assault blasters could be recharged, but not the skydivers’ hand blasters; the batteries did not fit…
Two men from the skydivers group announced themselves as medical doctors. They tried to revive the fallen soldiers without any success; the aliens had paralyzed them but, apparently, without affecting any of the essential vital functions. 

Basically, the volunteer Home Guard was apparently coming through so Zislis and Verigin did not feel so much like black sheep, after all. Zislis even recognized some of the skydivers – Max Kluchkov, Kostya Ziablikov and Luis Boamorte. Most of the Volgan folk thought Luis was an Americaneer. He was actually Portuguese and fiercely proud of it. In point of fact Zislis was not Russian himself – his heritage was from Earth’s Baltics.

The initial success in holding their positions against the alien invaders had boosted morale among the volunteer Home Guard. However, the massive cruiser hanging over the cosmodrome was slowly squeezing the good mood out of the human combatants across the perimeter. It was clear to all that the flawed alien strategy was simply due to poor planning and insufficient knowledge of the Volgan culture. Beings capable of building and lifting into space such colossal technological marvels would, without a doubt, find a way to subdue the audacious savages. But nobody was going to surrender without a fight.


Soon the word came from New Saratov – the alien assault was successfully stopped and the enemy had sustained heavy losses. Practically all adult men on Volga were always armed and always shot to kill. It was amazing how quickly old quarrels and grudges were forgotten and the united front of dedicated defenders had stood up to the alien onslaught. Divided little Volga had united and turned into a tough nut, and there was hardly any doubt that the audience in the sky was currently figuring out a way to crack that nut.   
18. Pavel Suvaev,

formerly – operator, planetary observation station, Homo, planet Volga 

For the first time in his life Suvaev felt the practical benefits of a childhood hobby – studying the alien races.

He could recognize every type of the assault fighters which poured out from the cruiser like beans from a ripped bag. He knew right away whom they were dealing with – an Azanni satellite race, the Tsooft and with the Azanni themselves. He knew right away that the invaders’ aim was not to exterminate human life on Volga because he recognized their weapons from the catalogues he had studied – stun guns and bioparalyzers. Weapons which did not kill.


The monolith in the sky was an Azanni cruiser. Grandpa’s wonder database did not lie. All which Suvaev remembered was being confirmed by reality, to the minutest detail. And he knew and remembered a lot, because his childhood was mostly spent studying aliens… even as a grown up he often sat behind the computer to check out the latest database updates regarding alien technology progress.

When the paratroop assault commenced he was at home with his wife and daughter and had just hung up on Zislis and Verigin who were still manning the observation station. 

He had barely pulled out his blaster and fastened a belt of battery cartridges when a roar came from the streets; the sound was not that of hysterical shrieks of panic but a, quickly picked up by many, angry battle cry. Suvaev looked out the window – there was a mob of people by the building entrance, mostly men, pointing rifles at the sky, screaming and jumping… The door bell rang:

“Who’s there?” asked Suvaev ignoring the monitoring devices. He thought he had heard a familiar neighbor’s voice a moment earlier.

“Hey man?” wheezed the voice from behind the door. “We’re organizing a welcoming committee down there, if you know what I mean… Come out and help when you’re done crapping your pants!”

“Coming out!” answered Suvaev softly. “Just gimme a second.” He turned around and saw Sveta by the baby’s room, holding their kid in her arms. Her eyes were glazed with horror. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t leave this place under any circumstances! Got that?”
Sveta nodded obediently like she always did.

Suvaev opened the door and walked out in the corridor. There were five men outside, all tenants from the same building. The neighbor with the hoarsely voice saw the blaster in Suvaev’s hands and barked approvingly:

“Told you all – the guy is on the level. Not some pansy-ass wuss. Let’s go shake up the sixth floor!”

Suvaev followed the men up to the sixth floor where another two gray-haired armed volunteers joined the group. Then a teenager came out of one of the apartments, dragging an antique turret type mortar-thrower – probably form the time of the Falagosta conquest. The wheeze-voiced one rattled on something along the lines of ‘I told you so…’ but Suvaev was more interested in hearing what was going on outside.
The whole group went down the staircase quickly and came out of the building; Suvaev immediately noticed the small flying objects in the sky and recognized them – Shat-Tzoor reconnaissance discs. The shadowing cruiser must have disengaged its doming force-field for the time being.

“What do you have to say?” asked the wheeze-voiced.

Suvaev shrugged. “These are paratroop assault ships. Ten aliens per vessel. They… sort of look like skeletons. Aim at the head only! Otherwise hand blasters would be useless against these things.”

Most of the crowd turned around to look at Suvaev with a healthy dose of distrust. One of the busty fellows, probably a patrol guard, was trying to force some order and turn this ragtag group into a fighting unit:

“How do you know all this detail?” he asked, as if purposely rude and suspicious. 

“Your mother told me!” Suvaev showed him the finger. “You don’t have to like what I say, you know!?”
Suddenly, random fire exploded nearby. The group of men dispersed before they had any chance to coordinate as a fighting unit. Suvaev noticed that nobody ran away or tried to get back inside the building. Instead, the men spread out across the yard – some jumped inside the bushes, some laid behind the children’s concrete play figures in the sand, some busted the basement windows of the adjacent building to prepare for defending it. The heavy mortar-thrower was placed facing down the street.

Within less than a minute a reconnaissance disc swooped by and hovered over the street intersection. Then a second one, then a third… The craft started unloading the expected skeletal structures. They looked exactly like they did in grandpa’s digital animation files; yet they were shorter, instead of taller than a man, as Suvaev had expected.
A mad barrage of blaster fire exploded over the area. Some of the defenders were mowed down by friendly fire coming from their frenzied comrades. Suvaev sprawled to the ground as soon as the first explosion hit the air. Lying at the edge of the playground, behind an iron toy figure resembling a spaceship, he opened fire at the advancing alien troops. After a few poorly aimed shots his sharp eyesight confirmed that the invaders were armed with paralyzers only, instead of their standard assault laser guns, which was an emboldening piece of information. He sat up and took his time, aiming properly… His shots were dead on – one shot, one kill.

Nevertheless, the paratroopers breached the human perimeter and the gun fight turned into a hand-to-hand combat massacre in which four of the Shat-Tzoor entities were quickly shredded to piles resembling something between bloody chunks of flesh and melting pieces of plastic. The wheeze-voiced neighbor was nowhere in sight; some skinny young guy, wearing combat shades, was shooting randomly while trying to stick by Suvaev. In between shots he was throwing looks of awe and admiration at Suvaev and, thankfully, wasn’t asking any questions.
Thus the first wave of attacks was successfully repulsed; someone was yelling unintelligible orders but nobody was listening. A couple of reconnaissance discs stood watch over the intersection so none of the human combatants dared to come out. The craft were spitting directed clouds of something neuro-paralytic, thankfully in the opposite direction. 
A few moments later the walking tanks showed up. Suvaev could not believe his eyes – these machines were ancient and were going to be practically useless on the battlefield. Before the defenders’ eyes a simple antigravity-cushioned police platform with barely charged pulsators attacked the tanks. Within half a minute the highly maneuverable vehicle destroyed two of the tanks while the third one lost its legs and collapsed in the middle of the intersection. Its stunned crew was mowed down by mortar fire as soon as they jumped out. The police vehicle howled its siren to greet the rest of the combatants and dashed for the park. A dozen new walking tanks moved into attack formation at the intersection… These machines were of absurd design and the only thing they were good for, apparently, was withstanding hand blaster fire. Several of the defenders were trampled to death in the bushes by the unaware advancing machines. This was the extent of their damage on the humans.

Suvaev knew the tanks’ week spot – the gyroscopic sphere underneath their hull. It would not be affected by hand blasters and as for the mine throwers… they were not exactly precision weapons. One of the machines took a hit in the leg twisting it awkwardly. The tank tried to turn around when a weak direct hit, probably from a hand blaster to the gyroscopic turret, produced a bluish lightning which licked the ground. Then the whole lobe section just slid off the walking platform and fell to the ground.

This small victory over the alien technology encouraged another round of joyful battle cries.

Truthfully, the alien invasion was opposed by a wild mob, not an organized and regimented fighting force. Suvaev knew that it was just a matter of time before the defenses fell prey to a new strategy. The aliens would realize that capturing the aboriginals through hand-to-hand submission was impossible and would use their nets. But Suvaev didn’t want to abandon the fighters yet. He didn’t want to show fear. Somehow subconsciously he decided to hold aim… to the bitter end. Moreover, several of the fighters had already gathered around him – the burly twins from the fifth floor, some kid wearing glasses, a desperate girl with some antique gun and that deaf old man from the far wing of the building.

Something about Suvaev’s demeanor was telling those around him: ‘I am a leader!’ 

In times of danger a flock always gathered around the leader… and he was not about to let them down.

19. Moemillamay, 
angle of the triad, Tsooft, palace of the triad, planet Tso     

“This is how, my courteous Moemillamay, our Azanni allies messed up. Or as they would have put it: ‘landed beside the nest’.” The tall Tsooft expositor adjusted his tippet and looked at one of the Three.

Moemillamay blinked in support and snarled: “They should not have been so eager to sing hymns of victory before the battle started. Or listen to those swaggering Svaighs and their preposterous ideas about the inversely proportional ratio between intellect and the biological complexity of a vertebral organism.”
Expositor Latilyllamay, head of all expositors on planet Tso, reminisced for a moment before speaking his thoughts. “If we interfere right now, with our paratroop assault, the action may seriously affect the racial prestige. In terms of rank promotion, as you all understand.”
Moemillamay clacked his dichromatic beak expressing restrained doubt. “You think anyone will consider this an achievement at all?” One of the Three jumped from one foot to the other irritably and turned towards the window. The angle continued: “Why complicate relationships with our closet and most trusted ally? Peck a little deeper and it is all too clear – the bloated heads at the sat-clan of the Galley of Svaighe think that both we and the Azanni are somewhat limited, retarded… After all, we are birds. I am of the opinion that in the inevitable saber-rattling with Svaighe we should back the Azanni. The recent events only confirm that that theory about the mammalian congenital backwardness and stupidity is nothing more than an expression of blind racism on the side of Svaighe.”
“The triad has acknowledged human intellect? Since when?” the expositor asked in astonishment.
Moemillamay placed a hand on his crop fidgeting with all eight fingers. “Unofficially my friend, unofficially… The humans are not savages. Did you see the visual recording of their defense tactics? This is exactly how the Tsooft would have defended had we been attacked at this level of technological development. It is not the humans’ fault that the development of their intellect and technologies started later than ours.”

The expositor extended his long neck and tipped it to the side. In reality the words just uttered by the one of the Three were exactly what Latilyllamay thought himself, but it was not politically correct to speak them out. In part because of the existing climate of conservative attitudes among the allies, and in part to avoid tensions with the Svaigh who were the birds’ worst enemies before the creation of the alliance. And finally, disagreements between members of the alliance were the last thing anyone needed now when the immense Imperishable fleet was about to storm the Volgan sun system.
The triad ordered a regrouping of the Tsooft fleet closer to Volga – a measure some thought was too little, too late. If the Imperishable decided to slow down, and it was very unlikely that they would, they had good chances of destroying the insignificant alliance forces, snatch the Gone Ones vessel and disappear behind the barrier. As far as the triad and its supreme expositors were informed, after Roy had announced its detecting of the Imperishable advance, all races had dispatched powerful fleets to counter the awesome armada. Most likely, none of the enforcements were going to make it on time.

The situation was heating up; the risky yet ingenious suggestion, on the side of the Galley – to try and bluff, had been accepted by the triad without much analysis. Maybe the time spent chasing the humans could have been better utilized coordinating a defense strategy around Volga.

Moemillamay had already privately expressed his concerns that the humans might complicate the situation if let onboard the Gone Ones cruiser and his doubts had been proven correct faster than anyone had expected – the humans had become a problem as soon as the alliance tried to deal with them. Azanni and their satellites had been crushed by the Volgan resistance and so were the alliance plans to capture any humans. It was hard to say how the Tsooft would have handled the land assault had they not agreed to let their allies proceed with it. Tsooft were given the task of patrolling the system which was completely pointless considering the current developments. The advancing Imperishable fleet was probably large enough to turn all alliance forces into space dust…

Azanni had, undoubtedly, put too much hope in the shock-and-dazzle factor which, theoretically, should have subdued an underdeveloped race in the face of an overwhelmingly powerful and omnipotent invader. They had even deployed those useless walking tanks, so much liked by their dumb satellite race. Those tanks looked like parodies of the Tsooft birds and, in full honesty, were sort of a time tested recipe for scaring the living daylights out of backward alien races. It had been done a hundred times before.

But on the hundred and first time the savages had refused to run for their lives. Instead, they had united and destroyed those vulnerable mechanisms, utilizing nothing more than their savage weapons and methods. Maybe the human minds functioned from within a different type of moral paradigm. Or maybe their sense of fear was somehow unique. Without a doubt the humans would resist any bigger and more sophisticated machines as well. Had it not been for the advancing Imperishable armada, the failed assault wouldn’t have been such a problem; now the alliance could not afford any more mistakes.
Latilyllamay tipped his head to the side gently; these discussions with one of the Three sometimes got to him. Moemillamay was sometimes difficult to figure out, especially when it came to timing; when did the private conversation become official… The expositor had a hard time discerning the mood swings but so far it had never presented a problem. If one of the Three decided they needed a culprit at any time, Moemillamay wouldn’t have a hard time fingering his young relative expositor... Moemillamay had not climbed to the position of one of the Three by accident. He was cunningly resourceful, a professional politician.
“Bring it out for confirmation,” ordered Moemillamay officially and this time the expositor knew the private conversation was over for sure. “Paratroop assault team ‘Steppe Runner’ is authorized for deployment. Given our current time pinch, I authorize them to act at their own will in cohort with any and all Azanni forces. We must attack the humans on Volga again. Also, send an official note to the Azanni peak-of-pyramid Kuan-na-Terk and to peak Soylo-pa-Terk expressing our severe doubts in the wisdom of using satellite races in this immediate operation. The Azanni will have to make up their mind fast… at least we wouldn’t have wasted any time if they fail again.”

Underneath the tippet Latilyllamay ruffled up his plumage. Change of tone again. Drastic! What if I, the expositor interpreter, had already commenced the translation? That last sentence from one of the Three could have had serious, far-reaching consequences…

But the head of all Tso interpreters was an experienced translator; he knew how to handle political talk in a politically correct manner. Only experienced translators know how to polish bad language and unclear thoughts and present the speaker as a coherent thinker. Moemillamay was such an expositor. Having assessed the potential damage, he chipped the rough pieces off the talk and sent it down to the rest of the yellow triad interpreters, the circle of Tso and the alliance.

Latilyllamay felt strangely content that he was not interpreting an order for the annihilation of a planetary species – the human species. Somehow these unruly creatures struck a note of respect in him. The humans impressed him as possessing something none of the alliance races or their satellites had – selfless desperation. It had emboldened and empowered the specie for absurd yet proud retaliatory action.

Was this the essence of the notorious and never before encountered mammalian intellect? It would certainly be fascinating to get to know the humans closer… And apparently the will and manner of one of the Three would facilitate such a development. It is so excellent when one’s work is pleasurable. Fulfilling.

So little in the universe was fulfilling…
20. Kuan-na-Terk, 
peak-of-pyramid, Azanni, center for long term strategizing, planet Azan   
In his anger the peak of all Azanni pyramids appeared scarily ferocious, and Soylo-pa-Terk got a full dose of his superior’s attitude. It was not the first time. It was bad that the anger of the lord of all skies was resulting from the actions of peak-of-pyramid Soylo. Soylo-pa-Terk’s failure on Volga was the reason today.
“Rightworthy peak,” Soylo started off repentantly. “I shall not attempt to diminish my faults. Moreover, my advisers had expressed opinions that the humans might prove a problem beyond what I had envisioned… A problem hard to tackle…”

“Hard to tackle?” The measured beak-clacking protest of the Rightworthy fit rather scarily with the atonal voice of the hereditary aristocrat. “I am demeaned to hear this from the peak of one of the most stable and firm Azanni pyramids?”

“As you heard, Rightworthy peak! Presently, I am fully aware of the problem’s far-reaching scope. It turned out that we had to conduct a standard paratroop assault on what turned out to be a not so technologically backward world…  The alliance has come across a race whose existential characteristics contradict our understanding of neointelligence among the galactic races.”

Kuan-na-Terk was visibly perturbed. “Contradict what?” he asked, trying to control his anger. “In what way are these humans different from what we had expected?”

Soylo-pa-Terk straightened his backbone away from the tight perch support. He had expected this question and had prepared an exposition. “First of all, the level of human technological development proved much more advanced than anyone had suspected. They are utilizing impulse-transformatory weapons, surprisingly powerful and effective for the perceived level of technological development among neointelligents. The information we had acquired from the Svaigh regarding the aboriginal specie’s science and technology is outrageously outdated and scant. And secondly, the percentage of armament-equipped individual entities among the dominant sex is at absolute.”

“Which means…?” Kuan-na-Terk waved a handwing questioningly. “In what way do you mean absolute?”

“Literally absolute! One hundred percent of all Volgan males appear to be equipped with, and capable of using, deadly force. Furthermore, they handle weaponry with a knack never before observed among civilian groups. I beg the Rightworthy peak’s forgiveness but I believe my concerns to be realistic – what if we had encountered their regular military as opposed to civilian troops?”
“Soylo,” clacked the peak irritably. “Do you realize what probable nonsense you are spewing? This race is thousands of cycles younger than us! How can they possibly stand up to a galactic race? What regular military are you envisioning on a primitive mining colony? Yours is worse than the gibberish of a newly hatched chick!”

“I thought so too, Rightworthy peak. Until the paratroop assault…” Soylo-pa-Terk paused for effect, and it worked perfectly. Kuan-na-Terk sank in thoughtful silence; peak-of-pyramid Soylo congratulated himself in his own mind.

An adviser leaned over Kuan and whispered something at length in the Rightworthy’s ear, then turned around and spoke out: “The advisers wish to point out the humans’ nonstandard behavior. Bluntly speaking – this was not behavior one should expect from neointelligents facing a galactic race. We could have been countered in such a manner by the Svaigh or Tsooft during the eons of war, if you remember your history. Let me underline this – the humans do not appear to be frightened by complicated machinery, albeit clearly understanding the technology’s superiority.”

“Crimson heavens!” Kuan suddenly became terribly concerned. “The ship belonging to the mightiest of galactic warriors came to the human world! And it is designed to be controlled by mammalian humanoids! I am not sure all these coincidences happened by accident.” The Azanni peak-of-pyramid would have been content to analyze the situation at length, but time was running out for the galactic alliance. “I am tuning in the allies, Soylo. Try to be as convincing as you can!”

Next to the image of Kuan-na-Terk condensed a new holographic sphere.

“Mightier be the alliance!” tiresomely announced the first Azanni.

“May it be, indeed!” 
The secure connection between the alliance leaders was being protected against interferences from space by a powerful undulatory field which held up without interruptions so far. The Galley of Svaighe, Roy, pyramid of Azanni, the triad and circle of Tso, the technocrats of Ayeshi and commanders of their respective battle fleets were all making the most of the time left. Their ancient enemies from the galactic Nucleus were approaching barrier puncture fast.             

At the same time, all human inhabitants of the small planet were preparing to face a second alien invasion.
Kuan-na-Terk concentrated and, as always, asked the expositor to increase the volume. The automaton complied obediently; the peak-of-pyramid always felt as if the allies were drawn closer if they sounded louder. In fact the distance between them was thousands of light years. Roy addressed the Azanni-Tsooft coalition in dry monotony as usual. It spoke of irreparable damages which might ensue from the wasted time. The risky bluff, that all had agreed upon to fool the Imperishable, could backfire if the humans were not loaded on the Gone Ones’ vessel immediately. The Imperishable were sure to possess the capability to scan at least sectors of the vessel for the presence of organic matter. The failure of the Azanni-Tsooft coalition to deal with the stubborn savages was a blow for morale in a pre-battle environment. The alliance was only as strong as its weakest member…

The support Tsooft expressed was unexpected – Kuan-na-Terk was rather surprised because the Tsooft could have easily and correctly blamed everything on the Azanni. Instead, Tsooft maintained that the alliance had fallen victim to misinformation and insisted that the Galley of Svaighe should update its data concerning Earth and the rest of the human colonies in this part of the galaxy.

The Svaigh maintained silence; next spoke the leader of the ground assault mission, Soylo-pa-Terk. Fortunately he managed to sound as truthful and convincing as he was during the preliminary discussion with Kuan. The news about the impulse-transformatory weapons manufacturing ability among the humans hit the Galley of Svaighe like a meteor shower.
The weighty yet calm announcement by the Ayeshi techies brought closure to the situation: “It is of no point to waste time on fruitless blame and confrontation. We must organize and execute a successful assault. The Azanni-Tsooft coalition should be given a second chance – to shed the shame brought by the Volgan failure and reassure the alliance of their worthiness. Repeating mistakes is the hallmark of backward and savage races. Civilized galactic races learn form their mistakes and turn them to their advantage. Ayeshi are convinced without a doubt that the human hordes should be attacked with weapons of mass paralysis – bio-neurological or psychedelic. An attack of such nature is fully executable, we believe, for the coalition and should be initiated immediately. The rest of us should concentrate on activating the Gone Ones’ vessel combat functionality and take preparatory preventive measures in the spheres where barrier punctures are expected.”

The Azanni leadership could relax a bit and each fly a circle of relief over the perch supports, before deciding upon the proper attack tactics.
The wing formation regrouped again; four of the back up raiders abandoned their stable orbital trajectories and joined the two near Volga’s surface. Several cruisers also burned their way into the atmosphere; Tsooft readied their neutralization and capture groups…

Crimson heavens! thought Kuan-na-Terk irrritably. Why does it always prove easier to destroy a planet than to enslave its masters?    
21. Viktor Pereversev, 

patrol lieutenant, commander, volunteer Home Guard, Homo, planet Volga 

Flumaster and Hanin had chain-smoked in the office to the point where one could cut the vile fog with a knife.

“So… what else did we miss?” asked Hanin putting his cigarette out in the piled ashtray.

“How am I supposed to know?” asked the lieutenant. My job is to patrol and secure an area, not to defend against space aliens for God’s sake! I wouldn’t have known about the attack if it wasn’t for the observers…”

Hanin frowned thoughtfully and so did Flumaster as if in response.

“Wait…” the lieutenant got up. “It was Zislis! It was him who announced about the attack. Get him over here!”

Hanin jumped on the windowsill and shouted through the opening pane: “Hey Zislis! Over here!”

Down in front of the entrance four men were sitting on the benches smoking; a few yards away Yakovec and some other guy were hauling a load of charged batteries. 

Zislis stood up and walked away from the group towards the curb, looking up at the pane opening which was framing Hanin’s face. 
“What do you want?” he asked, adjusting the assault blaster on his shoulder.

“It’s not ‘what do you want?’ – it is ‘yes sir!’ Get your ass up in the office, soldier!” answered Hanin.

Zislis shrugged and headed for the building entrance. Within a few seconds he was standing in front of the office; Lelik Verigin – the second observer – was peeking from behind his back.
“Mike,” you could tell from Flumaster’s expression that he would not be beating around the bush. “I wanna know how you knew that an attack was imminent. I would also like to hear your opinion about what is happening up above the atmosphere. Can you give us any intelligible explanation?”

“There are several alien fleet in orbit around Volga,” Zislis started off somewhat uncertain. “I mean several different races. The maneuvers and regrouping you all saw over time was in my opinion a tactical defense formation. Maybe they are expecting someone unfriendly. As for the small assault ships – we detected those from the station as they were being deployed over the steppe by the larger cruisers. So I thought it must be an attack…”

“Why did you decide that the fleet were preparing for defensive action?” the lieutenant asked with a raised eyebrow. He was hoping Zislis’ answer would shed some light on the overall problem they were facing – information he could later use on the battlefield.

“Well…” Zislis squinted trying to recall as much detail as he could. “The Svaigh doughnuts together with the Azanni wing were placing themselves into a defensive funnel.”

“Funnel? Wing?” Flumaster made a stupid face, clearly expecting some clarification.

Zislis sighed: “That’s what Suvaev told us. He’s the one who knows a lot about aliens. He’s got this database on his mainframe which, apparently, is living a life of its own, constantly updating itself. He just looked at a diagram and said that the aliens were preparing to defend themselves… And, by the way, he told us a little bit about the alien races too–”

“Okay, fine,” Flumaster interrupted exchanging a look with Hanin. “Where is this guy right now?”

“In town,” answered Zislis without a moment’s hesitation. “He was calling from his apartment last we heard from him.”

“We gotta get him over here!” said Flumaster decidedly, sliding towards the videophone. “What’s his number?” Zislis dictated the number and Flumaster punched it into the dial, but there was no answer. 
“Bummer,” announced Flumaster sinking back into his chair. “Here’s the deal guys:” he looked at Zislis. “Can you revive the observation station?”
“Well, they blew up the main antennae segmentation. I don’t know if it’s fixable at all. We’ll have to inspect it.” said Zislis.

“Well go and check it out then!” ordered Flumaster. The tone of his voice was quite clear that this was an order. 
“Very well,” agreed Zislis. “Is Lelik coming with me?”


“You bet,” assured him the lieutenant. “Hanin, you’re going with them too. I expect a report as soon as you’re done inspecting the situation there.”

“Aye-aye sir,” answered Hanin and stood up.


“Off you go boys,” Flumaster leaned over the videophone.


The three men walked out of the office promptly. Zislis was thinking about the heavy blaster hanging by his shoulder; it didn’t feel so heavy anymore – it felt as if it had become an extension of his body. 

After all, a man and his weapon are somehow mystically connected. Hard to tell which fulfilled which more – a weapon its master, or the other way around. Probably people could become the ideal soldiers sometime in the future. When and if their technology advanced to the level of the aliens.


I wonder if they’ll let us reach their levels, ever? Zislis squinted angrily at the cruiser in the zenith. Probably not… 


The three men trotted ahead in the direction of the observation station.

22. Roman Savelyev,

prospector, Homo, planet Volga 

“It has to be here somewhere…” said Chistyakov thoughtfully looking at the onboard computer monitor. “Look for some reference points.”


“What reference points, maaan…” I growled in response. “Riggeld only gave me the coordinates.”


“The computer’s telling me that we’ve arrived.”


“Well then we must have arrived. Unless the computer has a grudge against you.”


“Quit the nonsense guys,” Yulka cut in. “Let’s get out and take a look.”


I threw a sidelong look at her; I guess she was taking the loss of her ship better than I did the loss of mine… I caught a glimpse of my miserable expression in the rearview mirror. Yeah, compared to me she appeared completely unperturbed. ‘Appeared’ being the key word; she loved that boomerang and considered it almost an extension of her personality.

We were in a dry valley covered with cracks. Shallow natural wells were pretty common here – watery slush covered by a thin crusts of dry mud. Walking outside of a vehicle can be dangerous here. I know first hand – once I spent twenty-two hours in one of these, until Shumov fished me out of there with an old friend of his who passed away a while back. His name was Petrovich, the discoverer of Gayser Valley. Back then he told me that had I not been cussing so loudly they would have simply walked by without realizing that I was in trouble. I would have simply starved to death in that hole if the cold did not kill me first…


“Pull over…” Yulka popped the hatch and climbed on top of the vehicle as soon as it stopped. I could see her looking around… The wind was ruffling her short brown hair. She always cut her hair like a boy. I have wondered many times how she would look with longer hair… even prettier, no doubt. She looked beautiful even wearing the shapeless mining overalls and heavy boots. Or even just a blaster holster…


Kostya climbed out after her and I followed behind. Tiny hills topped with thick shrubs dotted the landscape. 


“Riggeld talked about a canyon, if I’m not mistaken.” Yulka said uncertainly. “I feel like that parachute landing knocked half my memory out of me.”


“He did,” confirmed Kostya Chestiakov. “I remember it clearly – he was saying that you can hide the boomerang there.”

I pinched his cheek in my thoughts as if to remind him of the ship’s loss. Yulka looked away, trying to hide her pain… But they were both right – Riggeld had spoken about a canyon and had recommended that we camouflage the ships with some of that shrubbery. These are pretty distinct plants so we mustn’t be too far off.


“Let’s climb up that larger hill and take a look around,” suggested Kostya. “We’ll have a better chance to see anything.”


“Fine,” I agreed and turned towards Yulka: “Are you coming with us?”


She nodded.


“Me too!” announced the little boy firmly. Apparently he had snuck out behind us and was eavesdropping patiently. His neighbor – the congenitally astonished Americaneer – was stretching nervously by the side slide door of the all-terrain.


Yulka looked at little Borya outstretching her hand: “Can you grab a hold of this?” she asked with a smile.

The kid clung on to her arm. “Mom said that I am a big boy now, so I’m not afraid even a little,” informed us little Boris.
“Your mom was right,” answered Yulka. “But I think we’ll all learn to be afraid soon – big ones and little ones alike.”

I cant’ believe how well this kid is holding up. His mother died in front of his eyes and he is remembering her without crying. This isn’t right. Aren’t children who have lost their parents in such violently tragic ways supposed to behave differently? But what do I know about children anyway? Prior to this one here I’d pretty much only seen them form afar. 

       
“Snap out of it, Roma! Let’s go,” Yulka poked me in the rib.

So we headed for the closer one of the hills to the left. These whitish lumps of limestone looked as if they were crumbling and, from a distance, resembled unusually thick coral inclines. Walking here was a sure way of breaking legs. Yeah, people have gotten softer since they dismounted the horse and climbed into the cockpit of a starship. Surely any one of my historic ancestors from Earth, covered in furs and wielding a bludgeon, could have walked barefoot over the worst terrain the Turnkey valley could offer and yawn with boredom. We, on the other hand, covered less than a thousand feet and were already sweating – well I was, anyway.


We had to either jump over or walk around the cracks in the ground; Kostya and I managed to play some basketball in the mean time; little Boris was more than willing to be the ball – some of the cracks were too wide for him. When we stepped on real soil – true Volgan clay loam – I felt relieved. 


Pushing our way through what resembled scratchy elfin-wood bush, we made it to the top. From here we could see quite a ways, yet nothing resembling a canyon was in sight. After a few minutes of bored yawning into the horizon we were ready to walk back to our vehicle when Yulka shone with a lucent stroke of lazy genius – signal Phil to drive up to us. He was quite a ways from here so I had to stretch my vocal cords somewhat before he got the point; our Americaneer drove to the top in no time, which made me think about our common idiocy – jumping holes all the way to the top. We spent the next half an hour riding around the area looking for that canyon and finally stumbled across it. I don’t know why Riggeld had decided to give this crack in the ground the glamorous title “canyon.” The fault resembled a scratch in the chalkstone left by an unknown giant’s nail; not more than three hundred feet in length and about a hundred in width at the widest part.

“I wonder how he imagined me landing inside this thing…” said Yulka.



“Only on antigravity drive,” I said. “The wings would’ve been useless…”


“You got that right!” Yulka sighed. 
Kostya and Phil were listening to our conversation with visible awe and respect. Neither one had ever had to land a starship on the Volgan surface. As for me and Yulka – this is mundane triviality. Or used to be, I should rather say, because those darn aliens destroyed our ships. Damned be the day when I received that emergency message from Schveller!
“Look over there!” Yulka interrupted my thinking. “Does that over there look like an entrance or is it just me?”

I squinted at the vertical opening on the adjacent natural rock wall, some distance away, realizing that its outline was a little too perfectly oblong to be a naturally occurring shadow. Then I saw the metallic pass-code console next to the gate. Yes, it was a digital padlock! 

I leaped towards the spot forgetting that just moments ago my biggest concern was not breaking my legs. I keyed in the pass-code which Riggeld had sent to me over the radio in an encrypted form the last time we spoke. The chalky oblong block plugging the canyon wall quaked and slid back about three feet, thus opening a cranny entrance. It looked just like a standard airlock shaft like the ones we used on asteroid mines on the Vanadia Belt. 
Chistyakov hurried inside the opening like a cockroach running from the light.

“Hey, hey, hey…” protested Yulka. “We should cover the all-terrain, don’t you think…? Okay guys, grab your blades and off you go to harvest some shrubs for me!”

“The dame has spoken wisely,” I sighed. “Phil, let’s go!”

“I, aaaa, am, I, I don’t have a knife,” muffled the Americaneer.

“I’ll get you a knife,” I sighed again. “If you promise not to cut me up, alright?”

Phil accepted the blade I handed him with some uncertainty and looked at me incredulously. I wonder if he considers himself kidnapped? Well the hell with him for now; won’t get much done worrying about his feelings…

“Kostya—” I shouted “—enough fluffing off man, the shrubberies are expecting us.”

We managed to camouflage the all-terrain quite convincingly within a few minutes. Now all you could see was the prickly underbrush extending down from the canyon wall over the vehicle. It even looked pretty, like a natural growth, but I knew the twigs will soon dry up and change color, which would probably give away instead of hide the all-terrain after a few days… Too bad we don’t have a real camouflage net, like our friend, the always-prepared-for-everything, Smagin. That would have made the all-terrain truly invisible, a load off my shoulders.
We dusted off; Kostya, myself and the suddenly somewhat happier Phil headed carefully towards Riggelds bunker. Inside it looked exactly like a standard miner’s dome – a little smaller maybe. A large empty bubble melted into the massif. A metal grate separating the floors; the ground level held all communications equipment, water, septic and the rest of the residential automatics. Upstairs – a place for relaxation, some decent furniture and interior gadgetry, reminding that we are a civilized specie, in spite of our cruel social ways…

…cruel animalistic ways. Yes, uncle Roma, unfortunately our race doesn’t consist of decent, cool people like Yulka, Riggeld, Kostya, Smagin or Shumov… or Mike Zislis. But mostly of idiots like you, with a dumb sense of curiosity, who bring to our world whole alien armadas as if it was too damn peaceful before; idiots because of whom little boys become orphaned…

Phil handed my blade back to me – his eyes begging me to let him keep it. But I won’t do it; him and that group he was with tried to jack my ship earlier and I’m still a little sour about the whole deal. Let him find a weapon by himself after all…

“Hey philosophers,” Yulka’s voice cut through the thoughtful silence which engulfed all of us, even little Boris. “Anybody wanna grab some grub?”
A truly great idea; even Phil’s face shed its usual, worriedly-perplexed, expression in exchange for one of genuine interest. Little Borya eagerly hurried to help Yulka unpack some of our provisions. I opened a can of beer ready to relax for the next half hour. Yulka seemed to find her way with ease inside Riggeld’s bunker – clearly she had been here before, although she probably never flew here by herself which would explain her unfamiliarity with the outside terrain.  
Smagin flew over shortly after it got dark outside. Actually we realized it was him later; at first we just heard the alarm go off and one of the screens on the cheap home security console lit up. The outside cameras were running in infrared mode, always producing weird images. But these were never a problem for the experienced eye of a miner used to reading infrared transducer panels. The hodgepodge of rainbow colors was confusing only to the desk rats and rookies.

“It’s a ship,” announced Yulka confidently, yet I could see the disappointment in her eyes – it wasn’t Riggeld who had arrived. The flat nacelle engine intakes were not those of a Salling class starship. Actually, Riggeld had said that the ship was parked on his island and he would be coming to the canyon with some other people and their all-terrain. Why is she expecting him with such anxiety, anyway…, I thought to myself irritably.

A second later I recognized Yuri Smagin’s Equator – a twin-hull ship, many of the guys jokingly called ‘the space catamaran.’ After a low flyover, the craft swooped around, decelerating in a sharp descent right into the crack in the ground. It touched down with both its bellies simultaneously. I bet Smagin found the canyon from above without any difficulties, even though it was completely dark outside. He must have scanned the relief with the look-down radio sonar – it takes just a couple of seconds if you’re at the right altitude.
“Let’s go meet the man,” said Kostya, getting up. Yulka was already walking towards the exit, followed by Phil and little Boris. The latter one was giddy and restless like a pup.

Just before stepping outside, I noticed a pair of night vision goggles hung on one side of the locker. Grab them uncle Roma…, said a voice inside my head. It must have been my trusted sixth sense, waking up whenever it felt itself useful. I put on the night vision goggles on and adjusted the light amplification after stepping outside. The ships hatch was already open and I could discern the chiseled, shapely silhouette of Jana Kovalenko. Smagin was crawling above her on the upper intake, dragging behind him the camouflage net. He looked like a night fisherman poised for a good catch.

Suddenly a blue strobe flare cut through the darkness and I saw Smagin slide off the intake, falling down on the sloped frame of his ship; next to it, out of nowhere – as if from under the ground – appeared some strange creatures with very long necks and disproportionately large heads, leaping up onto the ship’s canards. The Equator’s planar surface wasn’t taller than an average man, but it barely reached the waist height of the large-headed shapes attacking us.

My sidearm blaster sprang into my hand in a split second, as if by itself. I plunged to the ground spraying impulse charges at the alien shapes; loud cussings in German ripped through the air and I saw Yulka shooting randomly; Chistyakov gibbered something in a muffled voice; Jana screamed for several seconds and passed out. Burly Phil suddenly jumped inside my reduced field of vision – his expression baffled and angry as he swung around and, with his huge fist, bashed one of the creatures in the head, knocking it flat out. Two more came out of nowhere and as Phil tried to wrestle one of them, the other one zapped him with the end of a fluorescent club it carried. The Americaneer dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes.


These two I shot dead right on the spot, a split second before my sixth sense told me to turn around. Right on time! A third alien had leapt in the air and was going to land right on top of me had I not shot it in midair. It was holding the same kind of fluorescent club which the other ones used on Phil – I don’t think I would have liked it if they tried it on me. This last one I dropped, I managed take a better look at – they looked like ostriches but with heads five or six times bigger than those on the peaceful steppe birds, dressed with what looked like clumsy thick overalls.


I spent the next several seconds creeping towards a shallow trench nearby. The only thing I could see from here was Yulka’s blaster impulses slashing through the night sky. My night vision visor was constantly readjusting its light amplification to protect the unit’s electrono-optical transformer. I heard one of the aliens let out a piercing high-pitched shriek – there was no way a human could produce such a sound. Some shadows flashed past me and I sprayed the darkness with blaster impulses not knowing whom or what I was shooting at.  

Everything was over just as it had started – in an instant. The place was quieter than an abandoned mine for what seemed like hours.  Then a quickly dissipating rumble, as if coming from a strange mechanism, could be heard departing into the distance. 
I laid in my trench for another minute or so, nose buried into the dust, before looking up. I saw Yulka frenziedly kicking a motionless alien sprawled on the ground; Kostya appeared out of nowhere, grabbing a hold around her shoulders he dragged her away from the body. I couldn’t hear anything but it looked like he was trying to calm her down talking into her ear as she wrestled to break free.

I got up and headed towards them bent over and looking around. I saw Smagin knelt over Jana who had passed out next to his ship. I counted seven alien bodies laying on the ground but I couldn’t see Phil or little Borya. In this absurd skirmish I was the only one whose senses apparently had not departed. Smagin appeared ready for a nervous breakdown, Yulka was psyched out and amok, Kostya looked clinically depressed and Jana was peacefully passed out. Thankfully everything was over before I had a chance to freak out myself.

“Hey guys!” I called out quietly. “Let’s move back into the bunker, quickly…” 

Smagin snapped out of his trance at the sound of my voice. He picked Jana up from the ground and carried her towards the bunker entrance. Chistyakov dragged Yulka after him by her sleeve – she was still waving her blaster and hissing something through her teeth. In German of course. Kostya clearly didn’t understand a word; I grabbed a hold of her other arm and helped him drag her towards the bunker. Once we got inside, she calmed down a little.

I took off my night vision goggles and scanned the premise morosely. Kostya was covered with chalk and blood, still holding on to his humungous hunting knife. Yulka apparently didn’t manage to roll in the limestone dust so her clothes were clean, except for her left sleeve – it was black as if charred. Smagin looked unusually pale and the freckles on his long face appeared larger and darker. Both his hands were shaking. Then I turned around to look at my face in the mirror. Clearly, I was mistaken in thinking that I had remained relatively composed compared to the rest. My expression read quite differently. Completely! Death or glory! In the mirror I saw a battle-hardened madman like the ones from those Earthly folk tales – a berserker, an ancient Norse warrior, frenzied in battle and held to be invulnerable.  
23. Pavel Suvaev,

formerly – operator, planetary observation station, Homo, planet Volga

It was mostly quiet until dark. The aliens had left the surface but their cruiser was still hanging over New Saratov like a giant cheese kebbuck. The town’s defenders waited a good couple of hours or so before attempting any celebrations. The burly twins from the neighboring building decided to walk through the shattered store window and drag out a case of corn vodka. The owner of the store – the guy living in the apartment below Suvaev’s – just waved a hand indifferently.

And then it started. The crowd, just recently united for a common goal, quickly degenerated into a noisy drunken mob. Yet Suvaev could not fail to notice that no quarrels or fighting broke out, which was unusual, especially considering the fact that there was a lot more booze and weapons per person than it usually took for a skirmish here.

It didn’t take long before Suvaev realized the futility of his idea – to convince the men to maybe control the party a little. He headed home, walking past several groups of neighbors who had organized makeshift drinking tables right at the positions they were defending not too long ago. His wife met him at the doorstep, looking like a whist shadow. They could hear through the open windows how one of the patrol guards was trying to talk some sense into the festive crowd, only to receive cusses and communal laughter in response.


Yeah – thought Suvaev – some warriors… Just in case, he called the observation station but no one answered. So Zislis and Verigin abandoned their post after all… did stay for almost two shifts though, the crazy bastards… Hopefully they managed to run away…, Pavel sighed. Who could have been there to defend the cosmodrome, although there are patrol guards there at all times and any regulars could have gotten weapons and joined most likely…

But still, the cosmodrome was not like the town. Not more than thirty people were there at any time and they all probably ran away at the break of dawn. Besides those, there must have been at least ten patrol guards. Add to that whoever was at the Manifest patrol building and at the Mercury… Hardly anyone there would have run to the cosmodrome. Every man for himself – defend one’s own.


So technically speaking the aliens should have taken over the cosmodrome without any problems – swallow any resistance barely noticing it. Yet thinking about it, that handful of Volgan folk would have hardly given up without noticeable resistance. And if the aliens tried to take over the cosmodrome in the same fashion as they did in New Saratov, using the same idiotic approach, then the morsel would have for sure proved too large for their throats. Especially, considering the fact that the patrol has weaponry a lot more serious than hand blasters. Indeed, the aliens might have very well met their match on the ground at the cosmodrome too. But then on the other hand, maneuvering over the cosmodrome would be a lot easier for airborne craft in search for ground targets. If extermination of the humans at the cosmodrome was their only goal, than the open terrain there would have made it easy to make sure that not even bacteria survived. They stormed New Saratov with bio-paralyzers, so hopefully the intention behind the cosmodrome assault was not to kill.

Suvaev shook his head as if to toss out all these thoughts. One minute he thought that the cosmodrome could and did defend itself successfully, the next minute it felt like everyone there had died or run away. Either way – Suvaev told himself perplexedly after a few minutes – What’s next for me…?

The videophone rang, interrupting his train of thought. Suvaev depressed the ‘Full’ key and a holographic silhouette condensed in the middle of the room – it was Michael Zislis.


“Aha, it’s you,” said Suvaev. “Glad to see you in one piece.”


“This is the fourth time I’ve called! Why didn’t you answer?”


“I was outside – the aliens tried to capture the town.”


“So what happened?”


“It was easier than shooting caged animals. What about you?”

“They came down on us too, at the cosmodrome. Let’s just say they didn’t fare very well,” Zislis smiled. “Get a load this: Lelik and I are freedom fighters now! Volunteer Home Guardsmen, imagine that!”


“Volunteer Home Guard?” Suvaev repeated confusedly. “So I guess the patrol people didn’t run for their hides, ha?”


“Nope! Flumaster’s in charge – senior officer and all. Hanin is here too, and Yakovec and almost all the guys. Plus, we got sixteen more from the Manifest. Plus, we got weapons and ammo for at least a whole month ahead. Well, anyway. Someone here wants to talk to you.” Zislis slid to the side and another man’s figure appeared in his place. It was Flumaster – the patrol lieutenant:

“Hello, Suvaev...” 


“Hello.”


“I was told you know quite a bit about our visitors somehow. Is this true?”


“Yes,” said Suvaev. “But I’m usually laughed away.”


“I promise not to laugh. And I want you over here with us! Take anybody’s all-terrain and drive over to the barracks ASAP, alright? I want you over here in case the green ones decide to attack us again—”

“They’re not green, by the way,” Suvaev corrected him. “The Azanni are gray, the Tsooft are gray-brown and the Shat-Tzoor are brown…” Suvaev realized Flumasters was looking at him expectantly and irritably. The former was not too crazy about either one of the two options he had; the first one was to cross the juncture wall of an energy dome force-field. The second was even less attractive – staying in the city which was surely going to become the target of a massive neurotoxin attack shortly. “Do you guys have a bunker of some sort there?”

“Bunker?”


“I have a wife and a baby daughter.”


“Don’t worry about it,” answered the lieutenant. “We’ll find them a hiding place.”


“Okay then, we’ll be there as soon as possible.” 

“And there’s something else,” Flumaster’s cheek twitched nervously. “Bring the computer with that weird database of yours, okay?”


Suvaev held an intense look on Flumaster for several seconds: “Sure thing,” he agreed finally. “I’ll bring it over.”


“Don’t take too long,” said Flumaster.


Suvaev responded with a nod and shouted at his wife: “Sveta! Pack our things, we’re leaving.”


Sveta approached silently, squeezing the baby in her bosom. She looked as if she had been losing weight by the hour; her eyes reflected the desperation which had settled around. Their little world had become even tougher than before.

“We’re going over by the patrol people,” he explained. “There are better places to hide over there and they have much better weaponry. And the people there are a lot more sensible than that scum outside. Besides, there won’t be much left of this town soon. Got that?”

Svetlana nodded in response.


“Don’t take along anything either! Just some baby food and diapers for Lisa, okay? Hurry up!”


Sveta nodded again and disappeared in one of the rooms.


“Damn it – thought Suvaev packing his portable computer – we are all entirely shaped by random goals and circumstances!

Five minutes later he was already in the elevator, holding a black bag in one hand. His wife, dressed in jeans, boots and a leather jacket, was holding little Lisa.


They walked out of the building; outside the drunken festivities raged on. Suvaev headed for the intersection and Sveta hurried behind him. Suddenly someone shouted behind their backs:


“Hey!” It was the desperate little girl, with that antique weapon, who had fought alongside Suvaev earlier. She was looking at his back in numb disappointment. “Where are you going?”

Now, he had to turn around.


The twins were standing beside her too. And so was the little bespectacled boy, and deaf-mute old man who lived on the far side of the building… Suvaev stopped. How could he explain it to them?


 “With these—” he scanned the loud drunken groups with his index finger “—you won’t last long in a fight. I’m leaving to join the volunteers.”


“Volunteers? Where is that?” asked the girl.


“The volunteer Home Guard at the cosmodrome patrol barracks. Wanna come along – find yourselves transportation, because my all-terrain is a two-seater.”


The twins looked at each other and ran towards the east-side garage. The girl exchanged something in sign language with the old man, then grabbed his arm and pulled him behind her as she followed Suvaev and his wife. The little boy hurried behind them too. Several of the nearby party animals had overheard the conversation and started exchanging nervous whispers. Some got up and headed for the parking lot or the garages, but most of them decided to head towards the liquor section of the ransacked grocery store.

Luckily, Suvaev’s all-terrain was not damaged during the alien attack. There were a lot of destroyed vehicles – the tanks had walked over quite a few of them, but not Suvaev’s Tavria. Next to it was someone’s  bright-red Lis model, looking as if it had been pulled out from a hydraulic press. It was a small miracle that the Tavria, and the tree it was parked under, had survived the violent onslaught.

Within a minute the all-terrain’s antigravity cushion lifted it gently off the ground. The vehicle turned around, glided over the short brick fence and sped its way down the street. The company getting hammered right by Suvaev’s place was not alone – half the town’s population was heavily inebriated, the other half working on it steadily. It was quite amazing how amidst the alcohol debauchery no one was shooting at the sky in celebration. Right behind Suvaev’s Tavria followed a dual-cushion Kiev; in the rearview screen, the tense face of Pavel’s skinny neighbor could be seen – the same guy who proved a terrible shot earlier.
What’s this guy going to volunteer for... thought Suvaev absentmindedly. Grandpa’s war stories about the Falagosta conquest, and the role the older men played, suddenly rang hollow and made-up. We’ll see what this Home Guard’s made up of…

Hardly a full day’s cycle was completed since the invasion and life on the little planet Volga had been turned on its head. Thousands of individual fates changed forever. Suvaev had no delusions at all about the possible outcome; whatever was to follow would hardly be good for the Volgan population. And he was the one man on the planet who knew more than everyone else about the alien menace.  But he had no plans of giving up without a fight; probably no one on the planet did either.

The Tavria was slowly but steadily creeping out from under the Azanni cruiser’s shadow hanging over the city, towards the shadow of its twin which covered the cosmodrome. Suvaev looked at the ship with mixed feelings of anger and aggravation. The good news was that the energy domes had disappeared. Probably the aliens knew that no one would try to run away and had decided to smoke out the humans, force them out of their maze of buildings into open space. Suvaev would do exactly that if he was in their place.
The all-terrain was gliding smoothly over the paved road leading to the trading station square and the cosmodrome building. Roads like this were still used by the owners of wheeled vehicles, and maintained by them. The cosmodrome structure looked like a humungous sea conch. The passenger and service buildings were some distance away – about a mile further down the road. Suvaev took a turn leaving the trading station and the conch to the left. The grass on the sides of the road was ruffled and pressed against the ground roughly – reminding of the recent violent maneuvers the alien craft had undertook just above the surface here. Suvaev stepped on the accelerator and forced the vehicle over the neatly and meticulously ripped-down barbed wire fence, then headed for the patrol barracks which were housed in a long two-storey building. Past those he could see several smaller buildings which resembled shanty barns or storage facilities for housing useless junk. Still further away, towered the cosmodrome hangars. Near its end, the takeoff runway was ploughed up by the alien walking tanks and human blaster fire. At least fifteen alien assault machines laid collapsed in the dust, destroyed. Suvaev whistled involuntarily. What a Home Guard! What fighters! Not like the booze platoon he had to join for a short time when defending his home. 

Suvaev felt a wave of strength and confidence ripple across his body. He had made the right choice! As if sensing the energy coming from her husband, Sveta smiled for the first time today. Even little Lisa started uttering the usual baby gabble, drooling profusely and grabbing for mom’s collar.


The Tavria pulled over in front of the barracks; three armed men walked out to meet the arriving vehicles from New Saratov. Two were dressed in civilian clothes, one wore the patrol combat uniform. Suvaev easily recognized the civilians – Zislis and Verigin. The camo suit looked familiar too – it was Valery Yakovec. Zislis and Verigin carried standart issue assault blasters across their shoulders; Suvaev laughed out heartily.


“Salute to the National Guard!” muttered Suvaev laughing, lifting a hand against his forehead, twisting the palm down and forward, back and forth several times – clearly not knowing which way was the right way. Either way was wrong, since he didn’t wear a hat; all Russian armed forces personnel saluted only when wearing a hat since time immemorial.


“Welcome,” answered Yakovec. “Did you bring the database?”


“I did, I did…”


“Let go to the office—” Yakovec turned around.


“Wait a sec,” interrupted Suvaev. “I was promised a bunker here or at least some sort of protected dugout accommodation.”

“Over there. C’mon let’s go!” Yakovec waved impatiently.

Suvaev gestured to his wife to head for the shelter and pulled out the black bag from underneath the seat.


Yakovec turned to the rest of the newly arrived: “All of you rookie freedom fighters, follow me!” Several vehicles of different colors had followed Suvaev to the cosmodrome and were now parked behind his all-terrain. Some twenty men dismounted them and headed after Yakovec.


Far to the west, just over the horizon, hung the ginger Volgan sun. Usually this was the time when the warm twilight colors crept pleasantly across the whole sky. But not today. The sky was covered by the sprawling monstrous enemy cruisers as far as the eye could see. 
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In spite of the gloomy expectations the situation at the station was not all that bad although the main antenna was damaged beyond repair during the alien attack. However, the orbital diagram was brought to life at the first attempt by Zislis. Most of the ground-based pitch sensors were intact, which was more than enough for a normally functioning diagram. Power supply to the station was at normal despite the fact that one of the turbine reactors was smoldering quietly, not producing any electricity. The relay connection was up and running too – just moments ago Zislis had called Suvaev and, to everyone’s excitement, the latter had agreed to come and join the volunteers. They didn’t have to wait too long. Suvaev arrived quickly and he was not alone – some twenty people had arrived with him, all armed with whatever they had dug out from their apartments. Yakovec had to open up the sealed ammunition chests with the spare blasters, again. Flumaster was primarily concerned with Suvaev’s database – he set upon exploring its content vociferously. Zislis and Verigin sat back staring at the alien ships in orbit.

The aliens looked rather passive for the time being; there were a few orbital regroupings after which all movement ceased. They were probably expecting something.

Before long, Suvaev arrived at the station, eager to study the new fleet formations. It didn’t take him long to narrow down the three most probable developments. His original suspicion, that a fight had broken out between the different races in orbit, now proved inconsistent. Clearly they were readying themselves to clash with a so far invisible opponent.


Little Volga was unfortunately placed right between the anvil and the hammer.


Flumaster finally left the office and walked over to the station. It was truly a lot more convenient here – a functional diagram in front of your eyes and a well informed Suvaev by your side. Hanin ordered a couple of privates to haul out a stationary pulsator, right inside the observation station. Less then a hundred yards from the building the ruins of what used to be the telemetric dispatch tower could be seen – now slowly disappearing into the darkening twilight. Gentle breeze stroke the visible area around. The only thing out of the ordinary were the lights shooting up from New Saratov usually followed by barely audible crackle. Those were, without a doubt, the dead-drunk defenders of the city, lighting signal flares and setting off fireworks.


Until midnight it was fairly quiet and calm outside; Flumaster and Suvaev were glued to the computer screen displaying the alien database, gulping coffee by the bucketful; Zislis and Verigin stood beside them engulfed in the information but soon Lelik grew bored with it and moved over to where he felt more comfortable – the telemetric console. It was easy handling the telemetrics now – nothing worked; Verigin was slowly dozing off in the chair. Zislis was still lazily trying to follow the computer screen where graphs and columns of numbers flashed faster than the eye could focus. He was bored. Yawns contagiously spread from one to another – him and Lelik hadn’t slept for over a cycle now. Zislis was seriously considering going down to the basement where he could sleep undisturbed for several hours until dawn. The aliens were not likely to storm the surface again while it was dark, right?


Wrong!


Something made Verigin squeal, snatching him suddenly out of the pleasant drooling snooze. It was loud enough to wake everyone up and make them turn towards him. Verigin was sitting up, index finger shoved into the diagram. Because the main antenna was out of order, the image was quite blurred. Still, it was obvious that a small portion of one of the fleets was regrouping fast; several ships from the second fleet followed. They were all moving down closer to Volga’s surface. 


Suvaev managed to make out the ships quickly: “Group one… these are Tsooft operative sub-cruiser strike-fighters. Group two – short range Azanni raiders. Guys, this is without a doubt a paratroop assault!” There was not a hint of doubt in Suvaev’s voice. Clearly he knew exactly what he was talking about.


Hanin leapt towards the exit; Flumaster started hollering orders into the communicator:


“Attention all groups: code ‘Feline’! Repeat, code ‘Feline’!” He looked at Suvaev and asked bluntly: “How much time do we have?”


Suvaev squinted calculating as fast as he could… “Twenty minutes at the most.”


“Dispatch all units, readiness buffer – fifteen minutes!” Flumaster purposely cut the prep time. “Point all artillery pulsators away from perimeter! Back up with spare battery charges! Secure fulcrum points…” The lieutenant sighed realizing that he had been panting all along. He looked gloomily at Zislis and Verigin and completed his sentence: “… and may lady Luck be on our side tonight!”

The night side of Volga was attacked by a starfall of descending bright objects following a curvilinear trajectory.


In less than a minute Zislis, Verigin and Flumaster were outside the building. Hanin and two artillery gunners form the patrol were rigging a large stationary pulsator cannon. It looked like a massive mushroom flipped upside down with its stem cut short. A star exploded high in the sky… not a star – a whole nebula! Right underneath the gigantic cruiser keel hanging high over the cosmodrome. Another nebula glistened up underneath the cruiser over New Saratov. A couple of minutes passed and, out of one of these blue clouds, two massive rays of light shot down to the ground. The places where they impacted the soil lit up and started letting out ghostly luminescent concentric circles which rippled away like waves in a pond caused by a splash. In the night sky again appeared those flat flying, irregularly shaped, pentagons – alien assault fighters. They flew over the runway in groups of four, each maintaining perfect formation even going through the sharp maneuvers. They flew as if welded together by some invisible force fascinating the human observers with their technology – it all looked so pretty. 

Before long the first luminescent wave reached the human defenses and rolled over the volunteer Home Guard positions. Zislis had not felt such intense confusion and terror for as long as he could remember. Maybe since childhood. The darkness then had a similar effect on the innocent toddler mind. He was running, or at least it felt like running, like searching for a shelter from the terror. But the terror caught up with him everywhere, made him run again and again… 

He came to his senses in what felt like ten minutes or so, yet the sense of time felt strangely off balance. His blaster was laying on the ground, possibly thrown away since it was too far to have just been dropped. He was behind the observation station building, closer to the Manifest, sitting in the creeping-ivy and honeysuckle. A bent little branch swayed up and down right in front of his face, covered with sparkling droplets. Not without a reason had the first Volgan settlers called the local flora “weeping.”

The second wave of the bluish sinister blaze was approaching from the side of the Mercury. Shots could be heard coming from the barracks but the firing was not at all intense. The stationary pulsator cannon was visible from here – it was surrounded by erect figures that did not look human at all. A high-pitched feminine scream suddenly erupted from behind the fence and two of the figures immediately followed the sound. Zislis swallowed a lump, took a few steps forward аnd tripped over something. He looked down – it was his assault blaster. He picked it up with desperate determination, brushed off some of the clumped soil on the weapon, clenched his teeth in anger and ran towards the figures with whatever was left over from his courage. 


He was shooting frantically as if in hopeless peril, discharging long uneconomical impulses, not even astonished by his uncanny accuracy. The alien silhouettes, in which the weirdest feature were the huge heads topping the exceptionally long necks, were dropping helter-skelter. It looked like three of the shapes were trying to drag away a limp human body; Zislis charged ahead to intercept them, roaring like a wounded wild animal.

The aliens were dragging the body towards a fighter landed nearby; a broad board climber extended from its hatch to the ground; orange light was coming from inside the craft.


Zislis was running. Suddenly an alien figure appeared to his left, then a second one. Both creatures were speeding towards Zislis carrying long scintillating rods; Michael’s first thought was that if these rods touched him it would be the end of it all.

   
He knocked away the first rod with his rifle butt and bashed the large head with the next violent swing. The creature collapsed on the spot. The second alien shape he kicked as hard as he could and shot down point-blank. The other three were loading the human body onto the climber; Zislis aimed but right then, just above the fighter, the second ghostly luminescent wave rolled over engulfing everything. The primal fear came back.


Zislis dropped his blaster and hit the ground like an animal trying to burrow away from danger. They tried to subdue him but he jumped up screaming, punching away with his bare fists in a frenzy; he dealt a severe blow to one of the heads which caused the shapes to back off for a moment. Next, the right side of his back froze and he felt the cold spread down to his leg, then the other one; the hands stiffened and the blood in the arteries drew to a halt. The worst of all was that he was fully conscious. The mad fear exerted on his mind through that strange glowing wave was amplified by the sober realization that he had been captured alive. Captured by beings from some distant galactic worlds, whose intentions were hardly peaceful or benign. 

He collapsed on the smooth and cool metallic climber which, he thought, might very well not be metal at all. The platform was covered with soil and foliage blown around by the large-headed alien shapes which dashed up and down in strangely cushioned movements. The field of vision narrowed drastically for a short period of time, then something lifted Zislis up and carried him inside the fighter-craft. His body was unbendable, stiff like a block of wood, painfully paralyzed. With one major difference: the motionless block that was Suvaev was aware of everything transpiring and was terrified to the bone.

They laid him down next to a paralyzed Flumaster. Stacked one on top another were Suvaev’s body, Hanin, Verigin and one of the artillery privates. The massive terror wave was ebbing away.


He could hear the random shots outside, the aliens moving around inside the fighter, some guttural inarticulate bellows but these were not the aliens – they sounded different. Suvaev couldn’t even move his eyelids; the eyes started hurting, filling with tears.


But the bodily aches were not the worst thing of all…


Volga had fallen. It had been conquered despite the humans’ congenital readiness to fight. The alien technology had ultimately proved far superior to anything the brave defenders could muster against it. The first daytime attack was unprepared and uninformed, but this takeover looked easy and even cavalier. How many aliens did Zislis actually manage to destroy? One, two, ten? Not enough for sure.

It was clear now that the aliens wanted to capture humans alive rather than kill them. They were quite good at it too. Zislis felt that scary emptiness filling up his chest – he was trying to imagine what fate awaited him as a captive. He didn’t know, and it was scary to even think about.

After a while, against all preconceived odds, the aliens actually stooped down to sooth his pain. Another large-headed one showed up, sung something out of tune and Zislis immediately felt relieved sinking into blissful savory mindlessness.

Had it not been for this – whatever it was – he would have most likely gone insane for good. Easily. But by the looks of it the aliens didn’t need any crazed out Volgans.


By the break of dawn the joint-action assault, conducted by the Azanni and Tsooft paratroop units, had captured over ninety-nine percent of the Volgan humans. The sun had barely showed up from behind the horizon when the alien fighters scrambled for the zenith in spectacular choreography, leaving the planet virtually uninhabited.


The two massive Azanni cruisers were the last to leave the atmosphere, wrapping themselves in defensive force-fields. The air boomed and trembled as the two splendid giants ascended upwards and headed for the awaiting alliance fleet.


The alliance still had some time left to prepare for the coming of the Imperishable armada.
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