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Chapter 1

Home Planet

MQ was fully reclined in the blockhouse, looking through the digi-
tal displays covering the glass wall. Beyond the transparent panels, the 
powerful transmission tower dominated the landscape. Easily the larg-
est structure on the planet, the edifice was even taller than the lofty 
structures needed for scrubbing the atmosphere.

MQ’s body was stretched full-length on the chair-like device that 
allowed him to arch his back as much as possible into an upright posi-
tion. It was more like lying down than sitting. But his head was high 
enough to simultaneously watch the projected displays and the scene 
outside, all the way down to the horizon.

Cool drops of salt water seeped from the life-support machine, 
landing just below his eyes, sliding slowly down his skin – a gentle 
cascade of water to keep him wet while he worked.

He felt a voice. Surely it was SJ, so he changed his concentration 
to receive the full message. He liked the feel of her soft tone.

“Our opportunity is approaching. Are all power sources reason-
able? Sources reasonable?”

“Power is reasonable,” said MQ. He paused to give SJ a chance to 
feel his confirming message. “But is it really worth it? Worth it?”
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Someone else might be listening. This was taking a chance. Al-
though the Great Minds encouraged discussion, this wasn’t the place 
for it. Caution was prudent.

“We must try,” said SJ. “Our vehicle is approaching the target, and 
will begin decelerating soon. Our module will be prepared to receive 
us. Receive us.”

“The tower is ready to transmit. Too bad it won’t be on our shift. 
Our shift.”

He waited for a reply from SJ, but he might have missed it. The 
digital displays were requiring more of his attention now. He felt her 
voice, but he missed the first few words.

“. . . get back to the water soon. Next shift gets the glory. The 
glory.”

The next shift would transmit the data. But no one was making 
claims for success quite yet. It was an untested procedure. Plans for 
engineering changes to the receiver module aboard the spacecraft were 
complex. And without those critical modifications, the vehicle couldn’t 
complete its mission. This signal would send the data, but the likeli-
hood of the signal getting through was minimal. Yet they had to try.

Outside the window, the tower was tilted slightly away from the 
zenith, aligned with the target star and precisely focused on the soon-
arriving vehicle. The majestic structure represented the first major 
phase of new technology developed since the launch of the spacecraft 
over a decade ago.

For MQ to remain out of the water this long was difficult. His 
species was much better at thinking in the sea than working on the 
land. It took thousands of them, operating in seamless teamwork, to 
accomplish a task like this. It seemed you no more than sat down than 
it was time to relinquish your position to the next shift. Then it was 
back to the sea. But if you wanted something bad enough, it was pos-
sible. They wanted this bad enough.

“That’s about all we can do. Can do,” said SJ.
To MQ, the feel of her voice was worth all of the effort.
“It’s time,” replied MQ. “The transmitter is ready. And we did it. It 

won’t be instantaneous, but it’s a lot faster than the speed of light. Of 
light.”
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“Yes, it’s time to go,” said SJ. “The next shift will send the mes-
sage. And the vehicle’s machines will have to make their own decisions. 
Own decisions.”

MQ stretched back even farther. That put him in a near-horizontal 
position, looking straight up. The digital displays extended to the top 
of the rounded dome that formed the ceiling.

“See you again. You again.” Said MQ.
He hoped it was true.

“Yes, maybe. Yes, maybe.”
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Chapter 2

Inbound

Darkness and absolute cold. Computers lived their sterile existence 
without even the blink of subdued panel lights. Within the hollow 
sphere hurtling toward the target star, communication was alive in 
the dark.

There was no sound – not even the hum of these machines. When 
sound did try to propagate, it evaporated into the vacuum of space. 
Within this vehicle, no hint of atmosphere had existed for more 
than a decade. Nor was breathing necessary for these mechanisms. 
Analyze and report – that was their only functions for the present, and 
reporting had meant little in the most recent portion of this journey. 
Information transmitted now would be received back at the home 
planet long after the spacecraft arrived at its target.

The target was a nondescript yellow star, and a decision was 
imminent. As the star revealed details of its planetary system, the 
final route continued to be debated. At time of launch, only four 
planets were known to surround this star, all of them gas-giants. The 
gravitational pull of giant planets promotes the development of smaller 
planets and supports life throughout the galaxy. Moons around gas-
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giants like these are common, and such moons are sometimes covered 
with ice. Beneath that ice, oceans may be found. And in those oceans, 
heated by the giant planet’s tidal force, life may abound. Such may be 
the case within the extensive satellite system around the largest planet 
within this solar system. One of these icy moons is a prime candidate 
for life.

Four more rocky planets and numerous outlying objects were 
detected during the voyage. Two of these planets were being analyzed 
regularly, their moons long ago removed from consideration. The 
largest gas-giant remained the prime target. But recently, the third 
planet from the star was overshadowing that candidate, especially after 
detection of sporadic electromagnetic emissions. Radio transmissions, 
including video and audio data, were detected and translated. The first 
signal received was in the VHF band – a strange video transmission 
featuring a resilient creature called David Letterman. More unique 
signals had been detected since then, translated through a variety of 
fuzzy-logic conversions.

The new candidate was a rocky world, covered by liquid water, so 
exceptional in the universe. It displayed moist shores – opportune 
for life. Creatures had been able to transition from the sea, a process 
demanding an extended period of adaptation, along with a bit of luck. 
Back on the home planet, life had been held almost perpetually hos-
tage to the sea.

Two encouraging planets, significantly dissimilar and offering 
distinctly different life sources. The gas-giant possessed an additional 
advantage as a fuel source for the spacecraft, if it was ever to return 
home.

The interior of the vehicle was dark and smooth. The panel displays 
on the flat wall were visible only in the infrared. No known form of 
intelligent life could see anything in that darkness, unless aided by 
artificial optics.

Absolute cold sunk into every surface. Yet, on the other side of 
the flat wall, there was heat. Some of the heat was derived from the 
continuous energy of the computer bay itself. Most, however, was 
residual energy from the fusion of atoms, standing ready for the 
tremendous deceleration. This spacecraft had floated ballistically for 
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the last portion of its journey; initially accelerated to a tremendous 
velocity and then allowed to hurtle through space unpowered for 
nearly the entire voyage. No similar engine had remained idle in the 
cold of space for so long. But the Great Minds at home were confident 
the powerplant would respond again when needed.

The first deceleration burn would begin soon, but it would be 
merely a prelude to the powerful fires still to come. The selection of 
the target world was imminent, followed by additional deceleration 
burns and then orbital insertion. But the Great Minds would have no 
say in those decisions, for the communication delay now far exceeded 
the value of any otherwise constructive inputs. So the final selection 
of a destination would be made within this spacecraft by intelligence 
evolved during the flight between the stars.

Darkness and cold within. But soon there would be heat – 
tremendous heat. And there would also be light – brilliant light visible 
to an entire solar system.
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Chapter 3

Sunday, January 10, 2016

Mercurial Flare

Kelly’s feet were curled beneath herself on the sofa. Within the 
darkness of the living room, she spoke into the telephone. The muted 
television was the only source of light.

“Hi, Christine. Sorry I’m so late.”
“No problem. Where’ve you been?”
“Oh, I’ve been around. Right now I’m getting ready to go outside 

with Tannon. He’s chasing some stars.”
“Figures.”
Kelly waited for more, but apparently Christine had made her 

point. Kelly broke the silence.
“I won’t be able to make it tonight. It’s getting late, and we haven’t 

had dinner yet. How’s your schedule next week?”
“Same old thing,” said Christine. “I work every night through 

Thursday, but Friday is open.”
“Friday it is. Shall I bring Tannon?”
“Very cute. Why don’t you bring him, and we’ll barbecue him for 

dinner.”
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“Nice talk, friend. He likes you, whether you believe it or not.”
“I know,” said Christine in a more conciliatory tone. “But he really 

doesn’t get the big picture.”
“He’s pretty understanding. You just have to break things to him 

gently. Brothers are like that, I guess.”
“Okay, I’m sure you’re right. But he’s still a guy. Not his best trait.”
Kelly laughed. Christine was always quick to criticize her brother, 

but it was Christine who was the most unwilling to compromise.
“How are you feeling, Kell?”
“Better. Lots better. It was just one of those things. Not your 

fault.”
“I know that. Try getting some sleep.”
“I will. See you Friday.” 

* * * * *

It was cold by Southern California standards, even for January. The 
clearness of the night added to the penetrating chill, as Tannon Bessimer 
waited impatiently. His lanky body was encased in a ski parka that 
could take care of winter in Alaska. The jacket was zipped to the top, 
creating an annoying rub against his throat. His toes, bundled in thick 
hiking boots and two pairs of socks, wiggled with anticipation.

“Sis, I may have launched us on another wild goose chase. What 
time is it?”

Kelly slid the cuff of her oversized windbreaker above her watch and 
brought her thin wrist toward her face. In the dim evening light, she 
could barely see the watch’s unlit digital display. It seemed her vision 
was deteriorating lately – not really alarming, but certainly noticeable. 
Her body released a shiver, and her throat faintly echoed it.

“Fourteen minutes before six. Pretty soon?”
“A few minutes now, but it won’t take much to miss it in these 

crappy sky conditions. Clear, but way too much light.” In the cold air, 
Tannon’s voice sounded even rougher than his normal raspy tone.

How often had Tannon dragged Kelly out of the house to view 
some promised astronomical phenomenon? Their standing joke was 
that most of these events were missed in their obscurity. Once in a 
while though, they hit something remarkable.
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Tannon, college teacher, age 39, soon to turn 40. But his younger 
sister knew better than to have anything planned for his birthday, 
except maybe a private dinner together. For the last 30 of his years, 
Tannon had kept his head pointed skyward. Most of the time, he 
concealed his interest in astronomy from those around him. In his 
youth, stargazing wasn’t considered macho. Astronomy was no longer 
his career ambition – that had been squelched almost twenty years ago. 
But now he enjoyed being a devoted amateur astronomer.

“Mercurial satellite flares are quite predictable, except for brightness,” 
noted Tannon. “This one is supposed to be magnitude minus three, 
which is brighter than any star, so it should be spectacular, even if it’s 
way off in magnitude.”

Kelly obediently kept her neck craned upward. Her tall, thin 
stature was enhanced by her oversized windbreaker. She looked 
southward, halfway up the sky. Her interest in astronomy was all but 
nonexistent. Her only consolation in this cold event was that it excited 
her brother.

“So, will it light up suddenly?” she asked.
“Well, if you’re staring at the right spot when it catches the sun, 

it’ll seem to grow from nothing. The satellite’s antenna array is what 
catches the sunlight. The solar panels are silver-coated Teflon for 
thermal control – makes them perfect mirrors.”

“Antenna array with thermal control. That sounds like you. Lay off 
the tech talk, Brother.”

“Hey, you’re about to witness a celestial phenomenon.”
Tannon had observed older-generation communication satellites 

as they flared through their brief dab of sunlight. But he had never 
treated Kelly to their short-lived brilliance, and this was the more-
reflective Mercury constellation of telephone satellites. There wasn’t 
much he didn’t share with his sister – thus, this evening’s venture in the 
twilight and cold behind their house. The backyard was neither large 
nor very dark tonight. The patio’s small size confined the astronomical 
view, with many of the constellations out of sight behind the nearby 
trees to the east or behind the house itself to the south. In the center 
of the patio was a picnic table, leaving enough room for several chairs 
and a small hot tub. 

The western sky was still orange from the departing sun. The glow 
of the small city of San Dimas merged with nearby Los Angeles to 
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make the stars barely visible. It wasn’t the ideal spot for astronomical 
observations.

On the picnic table sat Tannon’s trusty old Astroscan telescope, an 
ancient piece of equipment from his first astronomical observations 
when he was only 10 years old. But, for now, watching a Mercury 
satellite flaring to brilliance was best seen with the naked eye.

“There!” yelled Tannon.
He felt that same youthful stab of excitement as the satellite flared 

from nothing. The bright light moved quickly downward toward 
the southern horizon, passing behind a high cirrus cloud. The cloud 
dimmed the flare only a little, like a bright aircraft landing light pealing 
through the overcast. The satellite swooped toward the horizon, quickly 
dimmed, and was gone behind the roof of the house – five seconds, at 
the most.

“Wow,” said Kelly, with honest enthusiasm. “That’s really incred-
ible.”

She regretted her enthusiasm immediately, as Tannon went into a 
three-minute dissertation about the Mercury satellites, including their 
launch history, orbital parameters, and the usual technical stuff.

“Uh huh,” said Kelly.
She really did appreciate Tannon’s attempts to share his interests 

with her. But the technical details weren’t important.
“Maybe you should get back inside?” prompted Tannon, knowing 

Kelly’s light jacket wasn’t very warm for the conditions.
“Yeah, I should. Are you going to stay out awhile?”
“I’ll only be a few minutes. There’s a star on my viewing list called 

Tau Ceti. Then how about Burger King?”
“Okay. Let me know when.”
As Kelly carefully stepped toward the French doors in the darkness, 

she pondered Tannon. She appreciated all of her older brother’s 
attention. There was very little not shared between them. Tau Ceti and 
Burger King were a strange combination, but it worked for them.
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M39 open cluster in Cygnus, 800 light years away
Photo from WIYN 0.9-meter telescope at Kitt Peak, Arizona
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