PART 12

8/23/2007

My father shows up after a while, his smile showing as soon as he gets out of the truck. He walks quickly over to the ship and I can sense his excitement,

“Ok I am here, where are we going?”

“Well, it is a little planet a few days from here, we will just get there and orbit a bit so I can test the scanners on the ship. The ship has special scanners and spectrum analyzers that were added for the old mission it was on. I want to see if they really work like the computer says they should.”

“Ah! This should be fun! I have been teased about this ship for months, everyone telling me that I will never see it fly. They were betting that it would be up on blocks soon with the hood opened.”

He laughs loudly and I just smile and grin.

We finish making the pre-checks and get seated. The ship comes to life as the engines begin converting the fuel. I can sense a touch of trepidation from my father as the ship begins to taxi out to the launch area. We are sitting up high in the cockpit and my father is leaning forward trying to get a better view from the window while I closely watch the display screens; they have all the important information.

With the flight plan posted and all checks ok, we are quickly given permission to launch. I look over to my father as we are gaining altitude at 2 ½ Gs. His white knuckles on the armrests are obvious but his smile shines brightly.

The ship functions flawlessly and we are soon on our way. The transition to the FTL drive is always the point where the helm becomes hands off. The computer handles all flights while the FTL engines are engaged.

 My father seems a little surprised at the inertia as the ship seems to become motionless and the weaker artificial gravity makes him almost jump out of his seat. I tell him it’s normal and it will be like this for a couple days.

I spend the next several hours showing him around the ship and telling him how many of the simpler things operate.

After a while we settle in one of the rooms and get comfortable. 

I can sense his thoughts turning towards me and he takes on a serious tone. He has noticed changes in me and is worried, genuinely worried like any father would be. I can sense his emotions and I feel obligated to talk to him.

 I start at the beginning, going over all the things I have learned about the events leading up to my being taken to Amaethon, even though he knows most of it. I talk for hours. I talk all about the ship and the bodies and the battle that happened after I was dropped off. We are both in agreement that there still seems to be something missing. 

Slowly I begin talking about the operation where Pathmaker was killed. I talk a long time about my recovery and about Crystal and Thunder and Summer and Leona and Nokomis. I lose track of time and keep talking until I get to the point of my last operation. I stop suddenly and look at the time… I have been talking for 6 hours.

My father looks at the time, then to me,

“Do you have somewhere to go?”

I look at him and smile,

“Yup, Dinner!”

He smiles and nods

As I get a few pre-cooked and re-heated meals ready, he follows me, watching me. I can tell that he won’t let me end the conversation yet. He knows that I am still not telling him everything. As we sit to eat I can feel his hesitation to ask me what happened to me. I eat slowly thinking about what to tell him. I start talking about my feelings and how I felt about Pathmaker’s death, my anger and my rage. The skunktaurs have made me completely understand the emotions at play when I killed the men but they didn’t make me forget the feelings of the emotions. I keep talking and eventually end up telling him the whole complete account of why and how I murdered the men and then had six months of reprogramming before I was released on a medical retirement.

He is silent for a few minutes and then he just nods that he understands. We have some ice cream for desert and the talk is slow. Finally he looks at me and nods again,

  “I understand your actions and I can’t discredit them, sometimes rage is justified and the sense to take immediate action is overpowering. 

   I know you have had a very rough life. I can feel the isolation of Amaethon, being so far away from the rest of everyone, but it is something I chose. 

   You were dropped there and were much more isolated than the rest of us. 

   I did my best to raise you well and teach you the nature of living in such an isolated place. 

   I know you did what you felt you had to do and I probably would have done the same thing.

   I am still very proud of you. Your mom and I still love you completely. 

   I sincerely hope you understand that you are always welcome on Amaethon.”

He sits silently and I can sense that he means what he said, though he is a little surprised that he actually said it. I can see that he feels some of my wounds and that he does understand me better but I also feel a new level of respect. I am not sure if it is respect for my actions or respect for my abilities. I do feel that he still has great pride in me.

The days slip by silently and after some fun time in zero-G, we are preparing to drop out the FTL engines and approach the planet.

The computer performs a few course corrections and as easy as that, we are in orbit around STM-73-20056.

My father is practically glued to the window. It is a new place that neither of us has ever seen. From orbit, even the most barren and hostile planet can look inviting and enticing. I remember to get the camera and take pictures of the planet, my father, and him looking out the window at the planet.  His friends will be so envious.

We sit and have lunch next to one of the windows, I have had the ship rotated a little to give us the best view. I can sense the awe and excitement in my father, he is loving this, and so am I.

After lunch I have the computer realign the ship and begin testing the scanners. After calibration, the computer reports that the scanners are operating normally and are waiting in standby.

I select the old scanning program from the original mission and send it to the scanners. The computer reports that scanning has started and that it will take several hours. The planet spins below us as the computer periodically adjusts the orbit for the scanning sequence. We sit quietly, looking out the window, listening to classical music and sipping drinks. We have no expectations and are waiting for nothing other than time to pass. 

Eventually the computer signals the end of scanning and begins analyzing the data. My father and I look at each other, we are not sure what to do next so we decide to sit, looking out the window, listening to classical music and sipping drinks for a while longer.

  I stand up when the computer begins showing the scanning results. My father follows me and we walk over to a large monitor.  The scan results mean very little to me, just many map coordinates with chemical compositions associated with them.  We stand and watch them all scrolling past for a few minutes then we turn and sit near the window, looking at the planet spinning, listening to classical music and sipping drinks.

 Soon we are out of drinks and I stand to get more. I glance at the monitor and it has finished scrolling the results and now displays a summary.  I begin reading through it and see that it shows a location for the prototype miner that was stolen in the raid on the ship. I am shocked and begin looking even more closely at the results. My father comes over and begins reading them with me.

The information is very confusing, could I have been wrong? Could the ship been attacked on the way back from the planet? No.

The records are very clear that the prototype was taken in the attack, on the way to the planet. I bring up the scanning results for the prototype and see that the ship had automatically tried to negotiate communications with the prototype but was unable to get a response. The scanning hit was from a radiation signature built into the prototype miner so if it failed completely, at least it could be found by searching for the radiation signature.

 I have the computer compile all the scanning results for the immediate area of the prototype and plot them on a map.  We see indications of some kind of work in the area, metallic objects and radiation residue. There is a long list of metals and other man made alloys indicating some kind of encampment had been there. There is, however, a very large area of Trinitite, the glass formed by atomic fission close to the ground. Higher than normal levels of radiation and the presence of the Trinitite glass are a sure sign that a nuclear weapon had been detonated. I am not an expert on atomic weapons but it is common knowledge that atomic weapons are seldom ever used because the newer bombs based on Matter-Antimatter-Self-Equalization are much more powerful and leave fewer lasting aftereffects.

My Father seems puzzled too and can offer no suggestions about it.  The miner appears to be resting on the surface and within the obvious blast area. The Radiation isn’t at a dangerous level for short-term exposure so I decide to take the shuttle down to explore.

  My father is also curious and after offering to let him stay on the ship, I easily give in to letting him come with me. This planet is not exactly a welcoming sight and I would hate to be stuck here for long should anything go wrong, so I send an updated flight plan including the trip to the surface and a time frame to update it again after we return to the ship. I do like to be somewhat prepared.

  The shuttle feels very small as we leave the ship and begin to drop out of orbit.  The windows are close and the feeling of vulnerability if fairly strong in my thoughts as the computer adjusts the glide path towards the planet. My father is feeling very tense and I try to offer a little reassurance by telling him about all the safeguards built into the shuttle. I smile as I am also reassuring myself.

  The planet seems to come up to meet us as the shuttle effortlessly descends through the atmosphere. Not a bump, not a shake, and not a sound from the computer, I feel like I am dreaming. Somewhere deep inside my consciousness is a feeling of dread and resolution. This is it; this is where the answer lies, if there is an answer at all. Could the miner have malfunctioned, exploded on the surface and destroyed the team’s camp? The computer showed nothing was on the ship that could have caused that kind of an explosion. The detonation was not on the ground level, there is no obvious crater, it seems to have been detonated at the optimum altitude above ground to ensure the greatest effect on the surface. I can’t help but feel that it was a deliberate detonation. 

  The shuttle begins to close in on our destination and I take over the controls to survey the area first, before landing. I begin capturing video images of the area as we fly close above the site. My father has his head against the window as we progress slowly towards the miner. He points towards the ground as he speaks excitedly,

“ Look! There! I see something; it looks like a small ship! Over there, see it?”  

  I steer towards it and slowly circle.  A shuttle! It is a shuttle, but it was heavily damaged in the blast. I can see where the heat of the blast had melted the outer shell.  The geographic area is mostly flat, small sand dunes have blown up against the sides of the shuttle and caused interesting patterns in the layer of atomic glass. The dull green of the glass mixed with the amber sand reminds me of a sandy beach on the shore of a blue-green lake. I pilot over towards the location of the miner and find it in a similar condition as the old shuttle, slightly melted but overall still identifiable. The heat from the blast very intense but the actual blast force was far enough away that the craft was not obliterated.  I land our shuttle next to the miner and shut down the engines.

  It would not be healthy to breath in any radioactive dust so I get a couple masks from the cabinet. They are not very comfortable because they are designed to fit a variety of face and muzzle shapes but still they are better than nothing at all. We step to the door and my father gives me the thumbs-up, my smile is hidden in my mask. The door opens and we are hit with a blast of hot and dry air. I can smell many scents that I have never experienced, but overall, they are fairly weak. The Gravity is noticeable as we walk down the ramp to the ground. The air is thick and our weight seems heavier than normal. The ground crackles and snaps as we walk on the thin layer of glass, our footsteps easily pressing through into the soft sand below.

 I walk over to the miner and begin taking photos and video images of it. My father seems a bit in awe, he has only been to a couple different planets in his lifetime, and they were all inhabited. I whisper to him playfully,

“How does it feel to be the only man on this planet?”

He looks a little shocked for a moment as the thought begins to slowly sink in.

“It feels lonely, there is nothing growing here, no water, no trees, no life… Only the heat.”

“There is limited vegetation on this planet and plenty of water too, just not in this area. Look over there; See?  That looks like a stump; there was probably some kind of trees here before the blast. See those small mounds of sand, I’ll bet they were bushes, maybe beautiful flowers once grew here.”

  My father walks over and looks at the small mounds of sand scattered about here and there. He kicks at it a bit and then jumps back with a shout. I look as he backs away several feet, his hand pointing to the ground. I rush over and look; there is something under the sand pile, something that sends a shiver down my back. I can feel my fur bristling as I begin to recognize the bones. I step back and begin to look around as the scene begins to finally take shape in my mind.  Small piles of sand scattered randomly on the mostly flat surface of glass. 

  I slowly turn, trying to get an idea of the magnitude of the horror, 100 easily, maybe as many as 200 or 300 little mounds. They seem to be everywhere, some in small groups and some scattered far apart. We slowly regain our thoughts but are still speechless. We just stand there looking; what is there to say.  I begin to slowly walk towards the burned shuttle a few hundred meters away. Little piles of sand, tips of bones and tatters of burned and dried clothes showing here and there, mysterious patches of un-melted sand in shapes that I don’t want to try to recognize. I begin to notice hints of civilization in the glassy ground, fire pits, clearings where tents might have been staked, small metallic bits and pieces of unrecognizable origins. This must have been an encampment of some sorts.

  The old shuttle is badly damaged but still in one piece. I look in through the window frame; the inside of the shuttle is thick with sand. I can see what I now recognize as bodies scattered all along the floor. They are not burned and seem to be mummified by the dry heat of the planet. Huddled in positions of fright, they tell their story, they did not die instantly as the rest did. I walk around to the rear of the shuttle and try to pull opened one of the doors, I notice my father reaching to help, I hadn’t even noticed him following me. We pull hard and the door opens. The Sand flows like water out doorway and slowly begins to reveal more of the bodies. They are mostly children. Their clothes stained and dried, their faces and hair caked with sand. They must have been in the shuttle at the time of detonation. Shielded from the blast of light and heat they must have had a few moments to live after. They never lived long enough to climb out.

  I understand the horror; I can feel the sadness; and I know the moral outrage, but… Something in me dampens all the emotions. Six months of therapy has made me into this, I want to feel connected to my emotions.  I look to my father; his eyes seem hollow, his innocent excitement long gone.  I walk away from the shuttle. The direction doesn’t matter.

 Silence, the sound of crunching glass in the sand, hot wind softly blowing, sadness. I stop and look around; my father has wandered off in his own direction. My camera hangs from my neck and beckons me to record the story of death.  

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

  The ship welcomes us back onboard coldly. My Father and I have spent a few hours taking photos and videos of the scene. We have done some simple detective work trying to discover what could have happened. We have come to an agreement that we don’t have enough skill or facts to figure out what happened.

 We look out the window down to the planet. All feelings of beauty have left. The planet seems to cry up to us, injured, defiled, and ashamed. I enter the flight destination into the computer and we break orbit back for Amaethon. We sit sipping drinks silently. 

  It was a long and slow trip back home, I have been sorting all the information and labeling all the pictures and video I have taken. My Father has been helping me and we still haven’t come to any solid conclusions. 

  The only thing that seems to make any sense is that what ever happened there was never made public. I have strong suspicions that this attack was directly related to, and possibly in response to the attack on my parents ship. My father agrees with me but can’t think of any reasons to kill all the children too. He feels that they could have found another solution.  Something terrible happened, someone went through a lot of trouble to keep it silent and prevent it from reaching the public. The data exclusions could have only happened at the very highest levels in the Government and most people don’t just happen to have nuclear weapons in their arsenal. I am only certain that I must think on this for a while. 

  My mother and a few of the farm hands are waiting as we taxi the ship back where it has been parked for so long. My mother is smiling as we walk over to the group. We try to put on a smile. We are happy to be back. We talk about how well the ship performed and the beautiful sights from the windows. We promise to show the pictures from the windows but we leave out mentioning the trip down to the surface. Dinner is a little quiet as my father and I edit through the photos and sort out all the ones that we don’t want them to see. 

My mind is restless and I know I am very close to getting the whole mystery into focus, I need information on the ship or ships that responded to the area after the fighters from Utgard were defeated. I must send this new information to Thunder. If anyone can help, shi can. I decide to send the information in the morning but now I have to be with my family, I know my father is feeling a great weight from this discovery too.

After dinner my father and I display some of the photos we took. Everyone seems envious when I show the ones of my father sitting near the window, sipping drinks and looking out at the planet.  They all admit that the ship had flown well and isn’t up on blocks with the hood opened. The evening ends on an upbeat note and I can sense that my father is feeling a little less stressed. I had assured him that I was sending the information about the planet off to Thunder to see if shi could help figure it out.

  It is early afternoon; I have allowed myself to sleep until my body couldn’t stand to be in bed any longer. I don’t seem to dream much any more, I guess it is one of the costs I have had to pay. I grab some food from the cook and take one of the trucks into town. I want to be on my ship when I make a call to Thunder. I never know how long these calls will last.  Thunder comes up on the comm and is very happy and relieved that I have finally called hir. Shi begins immediately asking me how I am feeling. I say I am ok but I need to send hir some new information. I don’t want to tell hir what I found; I’ll wait until after shi reviews the info to discuss it. Crystal comes in to the conversation and we all chat about what has been happening on Terra. Thunder mentions that Kalki and some of my aunts and cousins have been hounding hir for information about the ship and where they can come to investigate it themselves. Thunder has told them that it is on Amaethon and will not be back to Terra for quite some time. Shi tells me that they have also begun investigating me, “Bluestripe”, and had some probing questions about me. Shi has promised them an interview with me on my next trip back to Terra. Shi had discouraged them from trying to contact me directly but shi thinks that they are getting very suspicions and unpredictable. I am not surprised.  I did expect them to eventually contact me, but to be face to face with a skunktaur who is trying to drill me for information is a very unpleasant experience and not one I look forward to doing again. 

 Thunder is fairly convinced that Kalki has just about figured out that Hunter survived the attack and is being driven more and more in the search for hys granddaughter. I am a little concerned that if they do discover who I am now, that they may break this all out in the open and force Thunder to release all my information. I am worried because I still don’t know how far some one might go to keep the facts hidden.

  I ask Thunder for any help finding who could have been the captains on any of the Federation ships that were in the area and could have responded to the call from Outpost Utgard. Shi had some leads on the Federation ships but will follow up and try to get me some names and addresses. Shi promises to contact me after shi reviews the new material.  I feel freed of some weight by sending the information to Thunder, like some one has taken away the responsibility of thinking about the mystery for a while.

   A few days fade into the past as I wander around the farm. The Bladskard fruits are being harvested and I have been helping in the fields. Mmost of my fur is stained from the juice of the fruit and my hand-fur is a deep purple. It feels good to be back in the fields again, they are healthy and productive and I feel the same. After dinner I check and find a message waiting from Thunder. Shi is fairly traumatized by the findings and is threatening to release a story containing all the information I have gathered so far. Shi tells me that now shi will stop at nothing to discover the truth. I am both a little relieved and a little worried.  Shi has, however, included the name of the captain who was commanding the only large Federation ship in the area at the time. I am very surprised to see that the captain is listed as a chakat and that shi has retired to Chakona. I am again a nervous mess, maybe a chakat would be easier to talk to if shi was cooperative but it would be much worse if shi were not. I have no clue how I would approach some one and gently ask them if they killed 200 people on a far away planet.

  Thunder has stated that shi will wait until after I contact the captain on Chakona to release the findings. Shi has begun to get a bit nervous too and has sent a sealed copy to one of hir close friends in the event some “accident” may occur.

  I have always wanted to spend some time on Chakona.  It is a very beautiful planet, full of very beautiful people who greet you with a friendliness not honed by greed and expectations.

  I have always wanted to explore the mountains there; I have seen them, off in the distance, when I was there last.   I feel a voyage in the near future.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

 My ship is all fueled and waiting for the last truckload of Bladskard fruits to be loaded into the cargo hold. It has been 4 days since my message from Thunder.  I have made arrangements to transport a shipment of the rare fruit to Chakona. To test the market there, my father has donated the best fruits he has ripening. It is my understanding that this shipment will be the first of it’s kind due to the distance to the planet and the short life of the fresh fruit once removed from the vine. The preserved fruits in containers are widely available though. I will be traveling fairly fast, keeping the engines to 85% in hopes of arriving as early as possible for the longest shelf life when delivered. The Fruits are carefully packed in protective crates and I will have them in very low gravity during the voyage to reduce bruising. The Temperature will be kept at the precise levels to keep them from continuing to ripen too fast. I have a warehouse waiting on Chakona for immediate distribution upon arrival and the local news is prepared to run a story mentioning the arrival time. All this will hopefully ensure that I can get the fruit to the consumers while it is in peak condition and that I can earn enough to pay for the fuel of the voyage plus a profit margin to maybe consider a regular trade agreement. I have also offered to transport people from Amaethon to Chakona on this trip for a reasonable fee but I had no takers so I will be alone for the trip. I am feeling fairly confident that I have done all I can to make the trip a profitable one and I am looking forward to locating the retired captain.  

Finally the ship is fully loaded, I have said all my goodbyes, and I am cleared for departure. The 12-day trip begins.

  I have been keeping busy reading up on news events and trying to relax. I have thought about what questions I should ask this chakat captain, I realize that I will be on hir world, even though I am a chakat; I will be a stranger in a new sociological structure. I have read up on the differences between the Terran and Chakonian laws and I think I will have to show severe restraint in dealing with this issue. When discussing important issues with humans, it is common to elevate the voice and assert a certain level of aggression to get the point across to them. This has all been a common part of my training while on the Special Forces Team. Being forceful is something that I am very good at. Being diplomatic has always frustrated me.

 I am 2 days out from Chakona, the Fruits are in very good condition, I have tested a few of them and I am confident that they will be very popular on Chakona. The Ship continues to run itself and will notify me if anything needs attention; so far everything has been hands-off.  I am in my quarters, resting in the low gravity, listening to soft music and drifting off to sleep, when the ship’s computer signals that a message has been received. It is nothing to get excited about; I have been having a conversation with Thunder and Summer during the trip. I roll over and touch the comm screen to view the message.  I see it is from Crystal and I smile to my self until I begin reading the message. It is a warning. Kalki and some of my cousins made an unexpected visit to Thunder and Crystal, demanding information and threatening violence. Kalki tried to probe Thunders thoughts but hys attempt was stopped when Crystal shoved hym. That was the extent of the physical contact.

Thunder believes that Kalki felt that shi really was keeping a secret and is worried what they might do next. They escorted them out of the house peacefully but Thunder promised to contact them in a few days. Crystal didn’t tell them any thing but Thunder and hir have decided to give them the public information about “Artemis of Amaethon” and also a copy of the scrapbook they had made following Path’s and my Career, including all the news stories and even my post positions. They will include some personal photos of my childhood and my happier times with Pathmaker; everything but the secret information regarding my search for answers. Thunder truly feels that they have a right to know their granddaughter. I type a quick response agreeing to their plan and send it off. It would be pointless to try to have Summer and Thunder get in trouble over this little bit of personal information.  I lie back and drift off into thoughts of all my families. 
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