
























































































342 - The Clathran Menace - 343 

(342] 

The eternal optimist in you knows that this will be the time you get into the compartments of Storage Station Four. The skeptic (or is it 
realist) merely hopes to succeed. In any event, the lure of unknown goodies in the compartments still awaits you. 

But first, you have to enter the correct five digits. 

Go now to the CGM. 

ffi STOP ffi 

(343] 

You have little trouble finding where the Bluvian named Plutarch works. The reason he is so wealthy is that he happens to run the largest 
and most important factory in the colony, at least for the time being. The factory manufactures Gradient Filters, rare and valuable technological 
components used in the manufacture of tri-axis drive engines, among other things. Unlike most of the businesses in the colony, which move 
around from place to place at whim, the Gradient Filter Factory mostly stays put. Moving all of the factory's heavy equipment would be a 
very cumbersome task, so the Bluvians don't attempt it very often. 

You enter the factory's main office and are taken aback by the opulence you see around you. A female dressed in garish green clothing 
waits for you to approach the beautiful wooden desk behind which she is seated. Monogrammed stationery covers the top of the desk along 
with a monogrammed stapler, blotter and pen. 

"Yes?" she asks when you approach. 

''I am here to see Plutarch," you answer. 

"I'm sorry, he's busy and won't be able to see you today. Would you like to buy a Gradient Filter?" 

"Perhaps. But Plutarch did invite me to come and spend some time with him. Do you know when he'll be in?" 

"I wouldn't count on getting to see him if I were you. He invites everyone to see him, but he's never here. He's too busy doing different 
things with his money. If you'd like to buy a Gradient Filter, the price is: 

1 Crystals + 1 Radioactives + 1 Tools + 1 Warp Core 

"The other aliens who come by here seem to think it's a pretty good deal. Everyone seems to need Gradient Filters these days. Do you 
want one too?" 

Go now to the CGM. You may select this option again. 

ffi STOP ffi 
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[344) 

You know that the Clathrans have destroyed the planet Outpost, but you have come to look for yourself. The magnified view on your 
screen shows the ring nebula, still several hours distant, and the Outpost system within. The white dwarf star appears as a single bright 
pinpoint. And the planet ... 

The planet appears as a haze of gas and debris. 

You watch as you move closer and the picture clears. Where the planet Outpost used to orbit, there is only a cloud of rock particles and 
gas slowly spreading. 

"My god," you mutter to yourself. ''They really did blow it up." Cold, lifeless, and inert, the cloud drifts silently through space. Perhaps 
millions of years in the future it will coalesce again into a planet, but that is irrelevant. Outpost is gone forever. "But how is it possible?" you 
ask your computer. "Wouldn't gravity hold the planet together?" 

"According to Dr. Steven Strassmann of the Harvard Applied Physics Laboratory," your computer answers authoritatively, "It is theoreti­
cally possible to blow up a planet. What's more, it appears that the Clathrans have the technology to do it. Would you like to see a simulation 
of how it might have happened?" 

"Sure," you sigh. "Put it on visual." 

The front viewscreen blurs for a moment, then shows the planet Outpost whole, as it was before the Clathrans attacked it. You remember 
it fondly. Then, three huge warships emerge from hyperspace and begin to orbit the planet. 

"One of the ships is launching projectiles," reports your computer. The ship is releasing a series of metal cylinders, each about twice the 
size of your own ship. You watch as it launches four sets of five cylinders each, the sets coming about fifteen minutes apart. The cylinders 
seem to be following purely ballistic trajectories as they spiral down toward the planet. As the first reaches the ground, you expect to see an 
explosion, but there is only a cold eruption of rock and dust from the impact. The cylinder is buried by the debris falling back into its own 
crater. 

"Some sort of penetration bomb," suggests your computer. ''They'll detonate them simultaneously when they're all in place." Over the 
next hour the other cylinders fall, landing in a neat icosahedral pattern over Outpost's surface. 

''That's the last one," you observe. "They'll blow any time now." 

But for some reason the blast doesn't come right away. A half hour later, the three Clathran ships leave orbit and move in formation 
out toward the ring nebula. A few minutes after that, Outpost's surface shivers in an eerie and violent cataclysm. There is no burst of heat 
or light; just a sudden onslaught of mechanical force that attacks and overcomes the gravitational force binding the planet together. In a great 
spherical wave, the shocks from the underground detonations converge in Outpost's core, reinforce and cross one another, and race outward 
again, grinding rock from rock as they pass. It is a strangely slow process, not at all like the instantaneous vaporization of matter in the fires 
of a nuclear blast or at the focal point of a laser beam. It takes time for the crazed and stressed stone to fracture into powder, time for the 
debris blasting outward from the surface to sweep the atmosphere away, time for the seas to disassemble into a quadrillion individual struggling 
droplets that begin to boil away into gas. It takes entire seconds for these things to happen. When it is over, Outpost is no longer a planet. It 
is a growing cloud of diffusing vapor and tumbling stone fragments, and whether it will one day coalesce into a new planet, or spread across 
its former orbital path as an asteroid belt, is up to the forces of time and tide to dictate. 

Far away, the Clathran ships disappear into the distances of the Arm, leaving you alone with the ruins of a world. 

"Of course that was just a theoretical simulation, right?" you ask your computer. 

"Right, Boss. But under the circumstances, I'd say it's pretty accurate." 

The viewscreen momentarily blurs again, and the real cloud of debris replaces the simulated one. You can hardly tell the difference. 

Since you could not land, you are still aloft in the trisector that used to contain the planet Outpost. 

ffi STOP ffi 
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[345) 

"Ho Ho Ho" echoes the voice in your head. "I am the God of Jocular Noises, and you are the human I have been sent to impress, because 
of my unique qualifications." 

"Your voice?" you moan. 

"My name." says the voice. ''It's important to you, but I cannot speak more clearly about that. What I can tell you is something about 
the Sirissian Triangle." 

"Yes?" 

''If you go there and do the right things, you can learn how to build a Stasis Field." 

''Thank you, I'll remember that." 

"You 're welcome." The echoes fade away, leaving only a faint rattle inside your head. 

You report the God's name to the Shrine Keeper, on the way back to your ship. 

You may select this option again. 

~STOP~ 

[346) 

The Plain of Rubbish stretches out for miles in front of you. It reminds you of an ocean; you can even detect a gentle swelling on the 
horizon from time to time. Common sense tells you this is more likely caused by the numerous rat-like creatures that thrive in this filthy 
environment. Still, you decide to venture into the trash to see if you can find anything of interest. 

The garbage is well-packed, and you have little trouble going out into the Plain. Aside from the occasional slippery pile of goo you slide 
on, you easily make your way out across the sea of trash. Every now and then you stop and poke around through the refuse to ·see if you can 
find something of interest, but little catches your attention. 

Several hours pass before you stop for a rest. Looking back at the city, you are surprised to see how far you have managed to come and 
decide it is time to head back. You walk parallel to the city for a few hundred yards so you will not be retracing your steps exactly. Who 
knows? Maybe you really will find something valuable in all of this garbage. And if pigs had wings, maybe they'd fly. 

The buildings slowly grow taller and you grow tired. All of this careful walking is wearing on you. On a whim, you start looking for a 
discarded chair so you can rest. Another hour passes before your search is rewarded. Sticking up from one of the countless mounds of trash 
are four chair legs. You figure the rest of the chair is buried and start digging in order to pull it out. About half way through your self-imposed 
task, you hear an odd rumbling noise. What could it be? You stop your digging and cock your head to try to locate the source of the sound. 
Why, it seems to be coming from directly underneath you. Before the ground opens up and swallows you, the thought of all of the many rat 
tunnels that must permeate the Plains and undermine the integrity of the mass flashes through your mind. The image of Swiss cheese is the 
last thing you remember as you plunge into the yawning chasm that has appeared where you were digging. 

Groaning, you finally reach consciousness for all of the good it does you. Every part of your body aches from the nasty fall you took. 
You do not even want to think about moving, but you realize you need medical attention as soon as possible, so you begin the long and arduous 
job of sitting up. When you are vertical, you check each limb and discover that nothing is broken - bruised and sprained maybe, but not 
broken. Glancing SkYward, you are glad to see that some daylight remains. That not only means that your climb out will be a bit easier, but 
the inevitable nocturnal predators that usually inhabit such places as this will not be stirring for a little while. Aren't you lucky! 

Something large and furry scampers across your hand. It is gone before you get a better look at it, but you suspect it is one of the 
countless rat creatures that built the tunnels in which you now find yourself trapped. You wonder if they are carnivorous. 1Shock begins to set 

Continued ~ 
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in and you shiver. Now you really must get going or you will become someone's dinner. Gathering all of your strength, you manage to work 
your way to a standing position. So far so good, but you still have about twenty feet of climbing to do before you will be out of this hole. 
Groaning at the pain, you start the long and arduous climb. Each handhold is difficult to find because the trash tends to shift when you put 
your weight on it. Or you might get a firm hold only to feel some horrible gunk ooze from under your straining fingertips. Each breath is 
even more difficult to take since you do not dare breathe through your mouth. There is no telling what germ-ridden decaying glop might fall 
into your gasping lips. 

Grimly you take each step one at a time, breathing slowly and rhythmically through your nose. You enter a trancelike state where the 
pain fades and you do not think of anything but the next hand and foot hold. Slowly you make your way to the top of the pit. You reach up 
for the next hand grip only to find you are grasping at air. You have arrived at the top. Worming your way completely out of the garbage well, 
you cautiously stand, testing the firmness of the "ground" before you risk taking the next step. In this manner, you traverse the remaining mile 
to the outskirts of the city. Night has fallen, but you are relatively safe. 

A Homeless One comes across your tottering body. Without asking any foolish questions, he scoops you up in his arms and carries you 
back to your ship. You sleep deeply for several days. When you awaken, you see that you are going to need some time in the sick bay. 

Go now to the CGM. 

ffi STOP ffi 
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