THE VOID
Michael McCollum

End of the world stories are very popular in sciencefiction. If only the problem wasthat small!

Captain-First-Rank Tessa Hallowell stood before the mirror and cast a critical eye over the
black-and-silver uniform that hugged her svelteform. It was not vanity that caused her to switch the
mirror camerafrom viewpoint to viewpoint, but rather a desire to make the proper initia impresson on
her newly acquired prisoners. The war council had entrusted her with one of the most important missons
of theimpending attack and she was determined not to fail them in the dightest detall.

Having assured hersdf that her uniform was spotless and wrinkle free, she turned her attention to the
body within. The face was pretty enough, she supposed, with high cheekbones and amouith that fell too
eadly into apout. Her eyeswere her best feature, emerald green and expressive, but ashard as
diamond when she wanted them to be. The blonde hair was cut short in order not to interfere with the
helmet sedl of her space armor. The body was muscular, without being manly; properly curved, but
without the excess flesh that some men found attractive. There were many planetsin the galaxy where
TessaHalowel would be considered beautiful--and, of course, an equa number where her large framed
blondeness was little more than a curiosity.

She smiled as she scanned the mirror onelast time. At 28, she was the youngest captain in the fleet and
only one of two women commanding starcruisers. It had taken agreat dedl of effort and not alittle
political maneuvering to achieve her current status and everything she had worked for was about to
culminatein triumph.

Finished with her ingpection, she cadled out, ™Y eoman!™

"Yes, Captain?' came theimmediate reply from the overhead speaker.
"Have my gig madeready. I'll go over to the observatory now."
"Ayeaye, Madam."

She picked up the anachronistic helmet that the Hegemonic Navy had adopted for its official headgear
and strapped it on. Moments later she was striding purposefully around the main circumferentia corridor
of the busy star cruiser, acknowledging sautes from the crewmen she passed. The sluteswere ascrisp
and perfect as any to be seen at the Galactic Guard's academy on New Rome, an indication that her
pride was shared by those who served her. Two corridors later and aquick fall down a dropshaft
brought her to one of the bays where they kept the auxiliary craft.

The gig launched into the greet blackness |less than two minuteslater. Asthey cleared the cruiser, Tessa
glanced up and suppressed a sharp intake of breath as the galaxy cameinto view. From her current
position some ten thousand light years above the plane of the galaxy's equator, the Milky Way was avast
river of subdued fire frozen againgt the utter blackness of space. The great pinwhed was so closethat it
seemed three dimensiond, yet sufficiently distant that its foreshortened spird form was easily discerned.
Next to the gadlaxy's glory, the other patches of light in the ebon sky dimmed to near invishility.

The Hegemonic Fleet Starcruiser Warwind had been six thousand hoursin transit to reach her objective



located high above the galactic spird. For two-thirds of a standard year they had dipped upward from
where humanity's million-plus stars floated among ahundred billion unexplored brethren, climbing nearly
to the halo of ancient blue sunsthat englobed the flattened disk and bulging central mass of the galaxy.

Warwind's objective was the Extraga actic Tachyon Observatory, the largest and most costly observing
tool ever created by human beings. For a starship to approach the universe's premier tachyon instrument
by stedth required careful piloting and not alittle luck. For eight long months, Warwind 's crew had
monitored the superlight communications bands, searching for any hint that the observatory had noticed
the tachyons that streamed continuoudly out of their ship'senginesasit climbed ever higher above the
galaxy. For dl of that time, TessaHalowel had lived with the tension brought about by fear of
discovery, tenson made worse by the knowledge that it would only take but a single warning to aert
New Rome and ensure the destruction of the Hegemonic fleet.

Nor was lack of an alarm necessarily evidence that they had not been spotted. Even in these non-military
times, agreat dea of comm traffic wasin code--whether originated by computers, diplomats, or merely
commerciad concerns eager to keep their monied secrets. Also, the warning could have been disguised,
elther as an innocuous message or by being buried in the astronomica data the observatory transmitted
back to the galaxy round the clock. A single nanosecond pulse was all that was needed to send the
Gdactic Guard streaming away from their bases and toward the worlds of the Hegemony.

After eight months of worry, action had come as an anticlimax. Warwind had closed to within a hundred
thousand kilometers of the great observatory before launching her strike boats. Her marines had
grounded on the hull without incident and then proceeded to break in a a dozen different places. They
had been met, not by armed defenders, but rather by a staff more bewildered than resisting. The sheep
had submitted meekly as soon asthey found armored wolvesin their midst.

With surprise total and her victory complete, Captain Hallowell had sent the coded words so ancient that
few knew the language that had originated them. "Tora, Tora, Toral" had whisked toward Hegemonic
Headquarters on abeam of modulated tachyons, to be instantly responded to with, "Make your
preparations, but hold for orders. H-hour isimminent!”

Suddenly, atiny sphere appeared in the great blackness before them. With the galaxy at her back, it
seemed logt in an empty ebon sea. It expanded quickly and turned into alarge habitat globe, amost
mundaneinitsordinariness. Therewereliteraly tens of millions of theseidands of hospitality scettered
throughout human space. Most orbited yellow sunsthat emulated (to agreater or lesser degree) the
warm glow of Father Sol. Others bathed in the ruddy rays of great starsthe color of old codls, or flashed
with the actinic blue-white of nature's supergiants, or orbited close to many of the universe's countless
midget suns. Still othersfloated where every star was a dimensi onless pinpoint and only the most
sengtive ingruments could detect the pull of distant gravity. The standardized habitat modules were used
wherever men and women found themsalves envel oped by vacuum. Out here there was nothing to
reflect off the white hull save the suffuse glow emanating from the Milky Way. Even so, the contrast with
the black backdrop and its myriad faint smudges of light made it seem as though the habitat globe was
illuminated by someinternd fire.

The habitat was only the most visible portion of the observatory. Dispersed across abillion kilometers of
surrounding space were the sensors that collectively made up the tachyon "array.” Invisible though the
sensorswere, they were the reason Tessa's ship had been digpatched to this distant outpost. Here, high
abovethe galactic swirl, conditions were nearly perfect for "seeing” the superlight particles crested in the
nuclear firesthat burned at the heart of every star. Out here where space was virtualy flat, where cosmic
gas and dust were nearly nonexistent, tachyon astronomers could watch the universein red time,
unfettered by the snail like crawl that islight speed.



Nor were they limited to observing natural phenomena. The engines of starships burned bright with
wadte tachyons that were ingtantaneoudy flung toward the farthest reaches of the firmament. Likethelr
sublight cousins, the neutrinas, tachyons were virtually unaffected by passage through norma matter.
Thus, starships appeared astiny moving starsto the great instrument at the edge of the gdaxy. It wasthe
tachyon telescope's ability to track shipsthat had caused the Hegemony's high command to dispatch
Warwind to thismost distant of dl humanity'singalations.

#

The space gig floated through the observatory habitat's main ship lock and wasimmediately winched to a
tie down pad within the large cylindrica hangar bay. Assoon asthe gig was secure, itsflankswere
buffeted by a hurricane of expanding air as atmosphere was released into the bay. Tessa unstrapped and
floated toward the midships airlock.

Sergeant Mgjor Cochrane of Warwind 's marines waited in the hangar bay with asmadl squad to
welcome his captain. Despite the lack of gravity and his space armor, Cochrane managed to look as
though he were standing on the parade ground back at headquarters.

"Situation report, Sergeant Mgor!"

"The habitat is secure, Captain,” the sergeant's amplified voice said from somewhere around his belt.
"We control communications and are continuing to transmit routine messages and scientific data. We
have rounded up the observatory staff and have them in the messhdl, al except the headman. He's
waiting for you in hisoffice."

"No dragglers?’

"No, maam. Wetapped into their roster and have them all identified by face and retinascan. Thereare
twenty-eight of them. Ten scientigts, twelve assistants, and six housekeeping and maintenance types.”

She nodded. 1t would be even more crowded aboard Warwind on the return voyage than on the
outbound leg, but that could not be helped. A warship wasnot aliner. Even with every free bit of cubic
crammed with food and other consumables when they had launched; this voyage was straining their
resourcesto the limit. They would naturaly restock from the observatory's supplies of foodstuffs and
oxygen, but even so, by the time they returned to the galaxy, ship's crew and prisoners would be on short
rations.

"Whét is the name of the head astronomer?"

"Senior Academecian Trevor Vannick, Captain. | must warn you that heis not ahappy individud."
"Did heresst when you captured him?"

"Other than cuss us out in about four languages? No, maam!™

"Conduct meto him."

"Yes, maam."

Cochrane gave aslent order over hishelmet commlink and his party immediately assumed convoy
positions. Tessa grasped Cochrane's equipment harness and let him tow her toward the axis hatchway
using hissuit's maneuvering thrusters.

The habitat's interior was as nondescript and common asitsexterior. Here and there, the inhabitants had



attempted to personalizeit with pictures and potted plants. Like all such ingallations and every ship of
space, the place smelled of people and machinery forced into too close proximity.

Academician Vannick's office was just one hatch out of many that lined the outer curve of themain
equatoria passageway. It would have been indistinguishable from all the others save for the two
Warwind marineswho flanked it. The hatchway retracted into the bulkhead at their approach, and
Tessapulled hersalf hand over hand into the office beyond.

Vannick was cadaveroudy thin, with wisps of white hair that floated akimbo in microgravity. He glanced
up as the hatch opened and watched his captor make her way to the anchor framein front of the desk.
Therewas alook of barely controlled rage on hisface.

"Areyou the leader of thisband of hooligans?' he demanded as she wrapped her legs through the anchor
frame.

"l am Captain TessaHallowd |, commanding Hegemonic Star Cruiser Warwind .
"Y ou're from the Hegemony of Stars?' Vannick asked, incredulous.
"l anand you, Sr, are my prisoner.”

Tessa could see the astronomer's expression change as he processed this new bit of information. The
Hegemony had begun life aslittle more than aregiona |obbying group, an association formed by the new,
raw gar sysems at the fringes of human space to blunt the influence of the older, more civilized systems
that clustered around ancient Sol. There had been talk of secession for generations. Lately thetalk had
turned serious. To find himsdlf face to face with someone who claimed to represent the navy of a
sovereign state told Vannick that the political situation was far worse than the news reports from New
Romeindicated. The Communion of Humanity, with its capita at New Rome, had not had a competitor
for dmost 200 years, not since the Antares Republic had submitted following abrief, bloody war in the
28th century, in fact.

"The Hegemony has seceded?’

"It is| who ask the questions here, Professor,” Tessasaid coldly. Onboard her ship, such aresponse
would have hated dl protest ingtantly. Rather than quiet the astronomer, her rebuke only drove himto

fury.
"Goddamn it, have you people seceded?’

Tessafrowned and made a conscious effort to hold her temper. 1n general, scientists did not respond
well to authority and her greatest need wasfor aquick, orderly evacuation of the station. Shemadea
quick calculation that she would complete her mission most expeditioudy with the gppearance of being
reasonable. There would be plenty of time later for the professor and his people to learn who
commanded.

"Not yet," she answered with deceptive cam. "However, military action to bring about a Situation where
we can declare our independence isimminent.”

"Youcant! Thisistheworst possbletime...” Vannick's protest died in histhroat. A new, horrible
thought had occurred to him. "What are you people doing here?!

"My fleet will soon bein action againgt the Galactic Guard. | have been ordered to ensure that the gigi 's
do not use this observatory against us.”



"How could they possibly do that?'

"With your sensors, you can track ship movements. That is a capability the guard will find most useful
after the commencement of hodtilities.

Vannick's response was arude noise.
"Do you deny that your instrument detects starships?”

"No, of course not. Interference from ships moving ftl often corrupts our data. In fact, we do everything
in our powernoat to detect your precious ships.”

"But you could if you wanted to?"

The senior astronomer nodded his head reluctantly. Hiswisps of hair moved asthough diveintheair
currents. "We could, of course. However, the techniqueis not terribly useful. For onething, with only a
singleingrument, we have no ability to triangulate observations. What good isit for me to watch your
ship crossmy field of view if | have no third dimension with which to pinpoint your location? Do you
think the guard has enough shipsto search every kilometer aong a constantly changing position vector
someten thousand light yearslong?"

"We areless concerned with the tacticd utility of this observatory than its strategic implicationsin thelong
term. Up until now, we have taken gresat care to mask the movement of our fleetsin order to preserve
the element of surprise. After the battleisjoined, wewill no longer have that luxury. Our ships must to
return to their bases periodicaly for refit and resupply. Given time and sufficient observations, the guard
will be able to pinpoint the location of our bases. We can't risk that."

The worlds of the Hegemony were well known to the Gaactic Guard, and nearly defensdless againgt a
determined space attack. Likewise, the worldsthat circled the centra suns of human space were known
to the Hegemonic Navy. What kept everyone safe was the ancient principle of "baance of terror.” So
long asthe rebels maintained a credible striking force able to revenge gigi terror raids, then Tessa
Halowd|'sfamily on Askar would remain relatively safe.

For twenty years, the Hegemonic Navy had secretly built bases on unexplored worlds circling
out-of-the-way suns. A base whose location is unknown cannot be attacked, which left the rebel fleet
freeto devoteitsfull effortsto defesting the guard inthar home systems. All that would change, of
course, if the Extragal actic Tachyon Observatory were able to track the Hegemony's ships. Even with
deceptive maneuvering, there would be no hiding the number of shipsthat stopped in supposedly
uninhabited star systems. Once those systems were identified, the Galactic Guard would concentrate
overwhelming force there to quickly end the rebellion.

After long seconds, Vannick cleared histhroat and asked, "If you weretruly interested in the long term
drategic outlook, you would cdl off your attack."

"Why isthat?"

Therewas a brief struggle on hisface asavariety of emotionsraged within him. Findly, he said, "Never
mind. | supposethat you want usto track the guard's shipsfor you rather than vice versa.™

TessaHallowell shook her head. "No, my orders are to evacuate your people and then deny the use of
this observatory to the enemy.”

“Deny how?"



"l am to vaporize this habitat and destroy as much as possible of the sensor array before returning to the
galaxy.”

For an ingant, she worried that he would have a heart attack. The already pae face turned ashen and his
whole body shuddered as though stricken. When findly he regained the use of hisvoice, the elderly
astronomer croaked, "Y ou can't!"

"l can, gr, and | will. | have my orders."

"What if | give you my solemnword asto our neutraity in the coming war?'

"Not good enough.”

"Well give guarantees. Y ou can rig abomb to blow usdl up at the first hint we've betrayed you.”

"Thefirg hint will come when the Galactic Guard dags down fleet headquarters. No, Professor, | am
sorry. Thisobservatory will be destroyed.”

Vannick hesitated for long seconds, and then sighed heavily. When he spoke, it waswith the air of a
man who has struggled with his conscience and cometo adifficult decison. "Before you destroy the
observatory, Captain, there is something you must see. | think you will agreethat it placesdl of thisina
different light.

"A very different light, indeed!”
#

Without waiting for her answer, Vannick dipped hisrestraint and clambered across the desktop like a
monkey at feeding time. She consdered having the Cochrane hat him, but decided that the quicker
whatever game he was playing was over, the quicker they could begin the evacuation. Instead of
ordering Vannick stopped, Tessa ordered the sergeant major and his guardsto follow them. The small
party swarmed aong the circumferentia corridor, then turned upward into aradid corridor that led to the
interior of the habitat.

Within afew dozen meters, shefound hersdlf floating in alarge spherica space. A platform with severa
workgtations hovered at the sphere's center, held there by someinvisible means. Vannick immediately
kicked off and floated the ten metersto the platform. Tessa ordered the guards to station themselves at
the entrance hatch and followed him. She anchored hersalf beside the astronomer, who was powering
up various controls.

"What now?"
"Watch," he said, cryptically.

A moment later, she was no longer insde the featureless gray sphere. Instead, she hovered in deep
space with the galaxy spread out below her and the infinite universe above. The view wasthe same as
she had had from her gig, except the stars were a bright kaleidoscope of colorsthat borelittle
resemblance to the pae radiance they exhibited outside. Overhead and behind them were dim patches
of colored light that represented the far galaxies.

"A holographic display from the tachyon array," the astronomer explained. "Y ou are seeing the galaxy
not in visblelight, but rather, by the superlight particlesthat stream out of theinteriors of stars.

"Why thefdsecolors?



"They denote particle energy. Red isfor the dowest tachyons, blue for the fastest.”
"| thought tachyon velocity wasinfinite.”

"Close enough to it that it doesn't matter for most purposes,” Vannick agreed. "Even the dowest can
cross the known universein lessthan an hour. However, if they wereinfinitely fast, there would be no
way to detect them. They would appear to be everywhere a once, with no means of telling their
direction. Asitis, we require more computer power than most planetsto interpret the readings we
receivefrom the array.”

"Surdly thisisn't what you brought me hereto see?'

"Right. Let'stakealittlejourney.” He passed his open palm over one of the controls as he spoke a
series of coordinates. Suddenly the sky changed around them.

"The galaxy isonly one of billions, you know. Gadaxiesare arranged in gravitationally bound groups
cdled clusters, and clusters of galaxies are themsalves arranged in superclusters, and so on virtudly ad
infinitum.”

"l excelled in astronomy at school, Professor,” she said acidly, not knowing where he was going with dl
of this. She watched while the universe rotated and the galaxy, which had bel ow them, began to shrink
precipitoudy. Inlessthan asecond, the Milky Way was just another hazy patch of light on the ebon
vault of the viewdome. Other patches streamed past her until one particular patch began to grow. Asit
grew, the smudge of light split and became numeroustiny smudges, which in turn grew until each
developed atiny shape of itsown. When the expansion halted, it was as though some careless giant had
sown the sky with hundreds of tiny spirals, each oriented at random.

"Thisisthe Virgo clugter of galaxies, which isthe gravitational center of our own loca superclugter. Itis
about 70 million light years from here. It contains some 250 large g axies and about 1000 smaller ones.”

Tessafelt amomentary pang as her mind struggled with the scde of the universe, something for which the
human brain issingularly unsuited. After seven centuries of dar travel, humanity had visited lessthan 0.1
percent of the sunsin the home galaxy. Asfor the Andromeda Galaxy, humanity's closest neighbor, it
remained unattainably distant. On the viewdome stretched hundreds of galaxies, many far larger than the
Milky Way, dl crammed into a portion of the sky that could be covered by athumbnail held at arm's

length.

Nor wasthis particular galactic cluster unique. There were gaactic clusters everywhere onelooked in
the sky, so many that the astronomers barely paid attention to anything as smal asamere gdaxy. The
entirefifteen billion light year diameter of the universe was so filled with gadaxies that on alarge enough
scae they had the appearance of being the foam flung skyward by some overpowering violent surf.
There were more galaxies in the sky than grains of sand on abeach. It wasenough to giveevena
garship captain afeding of inferiority.

The Virgo cluster was S0 large, the number of galaxies within it so numerous, that it took adozen
seconds for her to notice the small violet spherein the crosshairs of the viewdome's coordinate display.

"What isthat?' she asked, wondering if it were part of the display.

"That, Captain Hallowell," the astronomer said heavily, "isthe reason why the Hegemony must not
secede from the Communion of Humanity. Moreimportantly, it isthe reason why you must not destroy
this observatory!"



"What isit?'

"Wecdl it TheVoid. Itisabsolutely pure vacuum asfar as our instruments can determine. No stars, no
planets, not even cosmic gasor dust.”

"How come we can seeit then?'

"For reasonsthat | will explain, the void possesses an event horizon. Any normal matter that crosses that
event horizon is converted into pure tachyon energy.”

"Event horizon? Like ablack hole?!

"Theanalogy isclose, but TheVoid isnot caused by gravitationd curvaturelike ablack hole. Infact, we
do not know what causesit. All we do know isthat it ppears to be a sinkholeinto the tachyon
universe”

"I'm afraid | didn't get that far in astronomy class, Professor. What, exactly, isa‘tachyon universe?"

"Thetheory isavery old one. It wasfirst postulated more than athousand years ago and has been
generdly accepted sncetheinvention of FTL travel. It was back in the twentieth century that peoplefirst
redlized the true nature of the universe, namely that it began in atitanic explosion. Our ancestors
somewhat whimsically dubbed this colossal event ‘ The Big Bang.™

"I'm familiar with the concept.”

Vannick ignored the sarcasm. "Theimportant point isthat the Big Bang did not create one universe, but
three. Thosethree are the universe we see, the antimatter universe, and the tachyon universe.”

"l beg your pardon.”

"Beieve me, Captain, there are strong scientific reasons for beieving that these universesexist. Y our
shipisone. WithoutTheTrinity , asthe three universes are collectively known, there could be noftl
ships”

"Right. What do these other universes do?"

"The antimatter universe, asthe name suggests, is composed dmost solely of antimatter, just asours
contains mostly normal matter. Time flows backwardsthere.”

"Timeflows backwards ?'

Vannick shrugged. "Why not? Thereis nothing inherent in the nature of time that causesit to havea
preferred direction. In fact, antimatter is nothing more than norma matter for which timeisreversed.
The tachyon universeisthe onethat containsal of the superlight particles created in the first moments of
the Big Bang. Nothing in the tachyon universe can travel dower than light, just as nothing in our own
universe can travel faster than light, saveinsde anftl drivefield.

"You caled TheVoid a‘snkhole."

Vannick nodded. "We think our universe has somehow managed to collapse into the tachyon universe,
taking agreat ded of norma matter with it."

"And matter that falsinto the sinkhole are transformed into tachyons?' Tessaasked, interested in spite of



herdf.
"Correct. Normd matter cannot exist there."
"Interesting,” she said, "but | fail to see what this hasto do with my mission, Professor.”

"Two years ago, Captain, The Void was but a bright, dimensionless point of faster-than-light energy. Itis
now four million light yearsin diameter and hasjust consumed its second galaxy. If it continuesto grow
asit has, within 75 years, it will consume our galaxy!"

#

For amoment, the viewing compartment became indistinct as Tessa labored to catch her breath. The
sensation was remarkably like being punched in the somach. When finally she could spesk again, she
asked, "Isthis some sort of ajoke?’

"If itis, itisnt avery funny one," hereplied puckishly.
"Why haven't the other astronomers reported this?!

"The other astronomers work with eectromagnetic radiation, which islimited to light speed. TheVoid's
rate of expangon istrans-Eingteinian. Norma light astronomerswill see nothing awry even should they
happen to be staring directly into The Void asit washes over them. Thewave front isadvancing at a
milliontimeslight speed.”

"So you aone have discovered this menace?' she asked caudticaly.

Henodded. "My peopleand |. We have the only instrument in existence with the capability of mapping
tachyon emissions at such long range. We have been studying thisfor two years. Our data, which we
have forwarded to dl of the mgor astronomical facilities within the Communion, has been classified Most
Secret. It wasthe government's hope to avoid mass panic. Perhapsit would have been better to release
the news. Panic just now would be vastly preferable to rebellion.”

"How do | know that thing out thereisred?'Y ou could easly have programmed your computer to
display this... this.... hdlucination!"

Vannick moved hishand across anew set of controls and suddenly The Void expanded until it was more
than two meters across. At thislevel of magnification, it was fuzzy, with the barest hint of amottled
surface.

"Doesthat look like aspur of the moment programming job? We have thousands of hours of
observations on file. Do you think we could have produced those in the few seconds between the time
your people blasted their way in here and when we were captured?”

Tessahedtated. She had to agree that they had not had any time to react to the invasion, unlessthey had
spotted Warwind during the long approach. Except, if Warwind had been seen, New Rome would now
beonfull dert.

"Show meyour files" she commanded gruffly. She was beginning to understand theimplications of this
new discovery. Suddenly the universe did not seem so large and impersond. Infact, it had just become
very personal!

Vannick complied with the order. He showed her records of The VVoid when it had been adimensionless
source of tachyon emissions, asit had looked when it first developed adisk, and again, when it



consumed the galaxy in which it had formed. Thereview took more than an hour, but in theend, Tessa
Hallowel found hersdlf convinced of the truth of the astronomer's claims. Convinced and very confused.

She spoke not aword when the last fuzzy starfield faded and the lights came up in the observation globe.
She considered for amoment, and then asked, "What is New Rome planning to do?'

"What can we do for the moment except observe the beast?'
"Canit be stopped?’

The astronomer laughed. There was very little merriment in the sound. "Our ancestors used to think
hurricanes were awesome. Compared to The Void, ahurricane isn't even Brownian motion!”

"Y ou're saying that were helpless”

"Not helpless, Captain. We can learn everything possible about the phenomenon and then figure out how
to keep out of itsway. That iswhy you must not destroy this observatory. We need every minute
remaning to learn dl we can."

"Keep out of itsway how?"

"How fast isyour ship?'

"That isdassfied information.”

"Let meguess. Your top speed is about fifteen thousand lights, correct?”
"Something like that," she dlowed.

"Wall, if were going to outrun The Void, we need shipswith top speeds on the order of 2 millionlights .
Evenif it gobbles up the entire universe, it will take 1500 yearsto do so. We canlearn alot infifteen
hundred years. Perhgpswe will learn how to survive whatever comes after. Then thereisthe possibility
of escaping back into time. Remember, time runs backwards in the antimatter universe. Why not here,
too?

"If we had escaped back into time, wouldn't there be arecord of it?" Tessa asked.

"Not if the refugees from the future colonized worlds far distant from those we now inhabit. The universe
isalarge place, Captain Halowdl. Thereisnearly aninfinity of worldswe could use. | have had two
yearsto think about this, and believe me, the possibilities are endless. However, we must concentrate
the energies of every single human being on the problem. Thisisno timeto divide the race with awar,

Captain.”
"l don't make policy, Professor.”

"Y ou can influence policy!™
"How?'

"By reporting what you know. If you wereto tdll your high command about The Void, then they will call
off thisinsane attack. | know they will."

Tessashook her head. "Too many shipsarein motion. Things have gonetoo far to call them back



"Havethey?' he demanded shrilly. "Havethey redly? Thereisno power inthe universe that can recal
those ships?'

In redlity, she knew, therewas. Every ship captain had been supplied with a code sequence to abort the
attack if they came across evidence that the Galactic Guard had been forewarned. A captain who used
the sequence for any other purpose would likely be shot.

"I'msorry. | havemy ordersand | must carry them out. The universe will haveto look out for itsalf until
we win our freedom from New Rome."

"Think, woman! We are talking about the end of everything we know in lessthan 75 years That isn't
even onelifetime. If we start building now, we may be able to save much of our population when the
time comes, but not if you people and the Galactic Guard dug it out acrossthe star lanes for the next

twenty or thirty years."

"We project awar of lessthan two years," she answered, no longer as sure of hersalf as when she had
boarded her gig thismorning. In truth, history was rife with such rosy predictions. They seldom came
true. "Therewill be plenty of time afterwards to sudy thisvoid of yours."

Vannick gazed at her as one does a student who is dow to understand the lesson being taught. When he
spoke again, there was soft pity in hisvoice. "The Void may not be our only problem.”

"What do you mean?' she asked, suddenly suspicious.

He dimmed the lights and brought the display back up on the screen. He passed his hands quickly over
the controls. Theviolet void dimmed until it became a phantom object framed against the obsidian
blackness of space. Somehow, it had aso grown larger and fuzzier, as though it had developed ahdo.
The halo was not violet like the sphere. 1t was pale yelow and indistinct, so much so that it was nearly
invisble

"What did you do?"

"I'vefiltered out the highest energy tachyons. What you are seeing now are low energy particlesthat tend
to be washed out when welook a The Void."

"Low energy tachyons? What isthe source?™
"Sarships.”
#

TessaHallowell barely reacted to the news. There had been too many shocks this past hour. She was
put in mind of an old expression: "Y ou can't wet ariver." That wastheway shefélt.

"Whose starships?' she asked in a voice made tondless by too much emation.

"Theracesof the Virgo Cluster, of course. You didn't think that we were the only starfaring race in the
universe, did you? God wouldn't be so wasteful.”

"But it has only been two years since the appearance of The Void. How did they arrange an evacuation
S0 quickly?!

"A good question, " the astronomer agreed. "In some cases, they must have only had afew months
warning, possibly less. Even on such short notice, they managed to send billions of starshipsinthis



direction at velocities subgtantialy in excess of amillion lights. We are going to haveto ded with those
people long before The Void's event horizon passes thisway. Do we want to be engaged in war when
those shipsarrivein thisvicinity? Moreover, what about all of the other racesfrom all the thousands of
galaxiesthat will soon be taking flight? Just how crowded do you think it will be on whatever distant
planetswefindly choosefor refuge?’

It is often said that on€'s life passes before one's eyes at the moment of death. Tessa experienced a
smilar sensation. She suddenly found herself floating above her father as he blasphemed New Rome.
Her detached consciousness seemed to hover in aclassroom at home on Askar as her teachersand
fellow students plotted rebellion in hushed tones. She watched as though detached from her body as she
once again daved through the 27-hour days to gain admittance to the Hegemonic Space Academy, and
sherdived the overwheming surge of pride that sheld felt when she had been given Warwind to
command.

It was asthough dl of her emotions had been burned out through overwork. Try as she might, she could
not recapture the patriotic fervor she had once fet at the thought of throwing off the Communion's yoke.

Indeed, as she watched the tracks of starshipsfleeing The Void, it was difficult to recal the Hegemony's

reasons for wanting to separate from the Communion of Man. Suddenly the coming fight with the gigi 's
seemed akin to two ant coloniesfighting over the same crust of bread.

The attack of ambivaence lasted an eternity that measured a dozen seconds by chronometer. When it
passed, it left behind a Tessa Hallowell who was not the same woman who had set out from her ship a
conquering hero. Thisnew Tessa Halowell was much older and wiser than that adolescent of afew
hours previous. Sheturned to Vannick and with deceptive calm said, "1 want recordings of al your
observations, dong with al communicationsrdatingto TheVoid."

"Youll get them, Captain.”

"Good. | will broadcast them to my headquarters as soon as my ship breaks orbit. | suggest that you
send awarning to New Rome about what you have learned today, as well."

"Does that mean that you aren't going to destroy the observatory?'

"It meansthat | will probably be shot for not doing so, Professor Vannick. | hopeitisworthiit.”
"Itis" therelieved astronomer said. "And, Captain, ... thank you."

Tessabarely heard him. She keyed her persona communicator. " Sergeant Mgor Cochrane.”
"Yes, cgptain?'

"Prepare to disembark the observatory. We're going home.”

There was a heartbeat's hesitation before the customary response. Y es, maam!"

"Patch methrough to the ship.”

The next voice she heard was that of Warwind 's communications officer.

"Pasqual, send ‘ Vertigo Veritatus Ve ocipede to headquarters. Do you have that?!

"*Vertigo, Veritatus, Velocipede. Aye aye, Captain?’

Tessalistened to the words that would cause amighty armadato hat initstracks, turn around, and then



return to base without a shot fired. She hoped shewasintime. Shewaited tensdly for the automatic
acknowledgment from Hegemonic headquarters, knowing that it would take afew minutes before the
angry questions began to fly starward. She ordered communi cations to shut down, anxious that her own
arrest order not arrive before sheld had time to explain her actionsto her crew and superiors back home.

Sheturned to Vannick and said; "WEell have to draw from your storesin order to get home, Professor.”
"Y ou are wel come to everything we have in surplus above our barest necessities, Captain.”

A very chastened TessaHallowd | climbed aboard her gig haf an hour later with severd record cubes
tucked into her pockets. She gazed neither at the Milky Way, nor at thetiny patches of other galaxies.
Sheno longer felt any desirefor stargazing. The universe no longer seemed the overwhelming giant that it
once had. Infact, despite being fifteen billion light yearsin diameter, it seemed almost claustrophobic.



