INDEPENDENCE
A wWorlds-Apart Story.

The Aves Prudence lifted from the skypad as gently as awhisper, and rose like aquail from the roof of
the hundred story Tower of Government. Its passengers spared the sprawling capita city below one last
look, before the ship shot into space at a speed that put bullets to shame.

Behind her, the excdlent metropolis receded, an orderly patchwork of parks, boulevards, and
hundred-story towers thrust at the azure sky from an idand carved in the shape of aperfect circle,
connected to the mainland by sixteen magnificent bridges. Its suburbs wragpped in a crescent around the
coadtline; an urban shadow cast in architecture.

Her speed might have given the impression she was glad to be rid of the place, but it was only because
this was the speed she had been designed to fly. Seven people occupied the generous space afforded by
her main deck, and their consensus was that the planet had been spectacular.

"No one on that whole planet tried to kill us," Cgptain Kedler sghed, wiping atear from his cheek. "God
blessthemdl.”

HisAdjutant, Tactical Lieutenant David Alkema dumped in the seat next to him. For him, Independence
had been a 27-day marathon from the time Pegasus had made orbit. He had had to be the Captain’s
congtant companion, reminding him of this officid’s name, that officid’stitle, and that other officidsfetish
for houseplants and women dressed like boys. He gopreciated finding the first civilized world in
Pegasus’s two yearsin space, but he was looking forward to well-earned time off.

The Captain prattled on. "Maybe, we've finally reached the Galaxy's better neighborhoods. It was
wonderful, dthough far from perfect. Wasit just me, or did the peopleimpress you as being alittle bit
too loud, and alittle bit too full of themselves?"

"Sampling error,” Alkemareminded him. " The people you met were leaders of their government and

"Za, that's probably it."

"One colony in seven surviving intact, " Alkemashrugged. "Not bad, | suppose. Better than we had any
right to expect.”

The Colonies of Earth, seeded during the Era of the Gaactic Commonwealth, had been on their own for
over athousand years (varying depending on how long each individua colony took to orbit its Sar); time
enough to evolve new unique civilizations,, even ones unrecognizable as human.

Thefirst world they had visited had been invaded by diens, and was barely recognizable as human. The
second was rotting from its own decadence. The third had been wiped out by a virulent plague. The
fourth was in the path of Conquest of an insatiable conquering race, the Aurdians. Thefifth had dready
been conquered by them, as had the sixth.



Independence, however, was like ataste of home; peaceful, advanced, prosperous, with art, religion,
music, shopping, and all the other amenities. Her seas, where many of the crew had enjoyed planet |eave,
were deep and clean and dmost violet in color. Her mountains were capped with snow, her flatlands
blooming with wildflowers, her citiesrivaed those of the home-worlds and werefilled with friendly and
interesting people.

"Nobody tried to kill us," the Captain repeated, shaking hishead in wonder.

His Third-In-Command, alean, red-haired, intense officer named and titled Tacticad Commander Philip
J. Redfire, leaned forward. "Didn’'t that makeit abit... dull?’

"Sometimes| prefer dull,” Keder said. "When the dternative is desolation, destruction, and decay.
WEe ve seen plenty enough of that."

Redfire shrugged. "Happy planetsare dl dike, but every unhappy planet is unhappy initsown way."
"Very clever, you should write that down,” the Captain yawned.

"Retrofitting Pegasus with the Indi€'s anti-proton wegponry will amost double our firepower," Redfire
went on. Since encountering the ruthless Aurdians, and having barely survived, Redfire had become
nearly obsessed with them. They had amost besten Pegasus, and he vowed that next time they met, the
advantage would be his.

"If we adapt the Indies’ fusion reactor design to Pegasus, we can increase energy output by 25%,"
Alkemaadded. Independence had an impressive degree of technological progress. They were even
preparing to undertake their own interstellar voyages, using sub-light ships and stasis chambers, when
Pegasus arrived.

"My guessis, they'll have the tachyon pulse antenna operationd within four years,” Alkema continued.
"Oncethey arein contact with our home worlds, they'll probably want to build their own ships.”

"Isthat dl you guys can talk about,” said Speciaist Kayliegh Driver, the pretty sSster of Prudence's pilot
and one of Pegasus's scientists. He primary field was climatology, but botany was her secondary
interest. She leaned over her seat and craned over to address them. "The park where we signed the
treaty contained over 800 different plant species, at least half of which were non-native and some of
those were completely unknown to us. Were dedicating awhole vivarium to the new plant life from
Independence.”

"The blood replication technology we shared with the Independents will surdly save many lives,” Medica
Technician Bihari put in. Bihari was athin and € egant woman from Republic.

The men acknowledged them palitely, then went back to discussing how | ndependence technology could
double the acceleration of Pegasus' s Avesand defensive missiles.

What would happen next? Keder knew, as he stared out his viewport and watched the world become
acurve and then asphere, far below and behind of him. World by world, Pegasus would find the
colonies of humanity, and begin reconnecting the ddlicate strands of civilization that had once joined the
dars.

So, now it was on to the next one, and hoping their luck held.



Matthew Driver turned dightly to hisleft, where asmal band of screens had suddenly gone blank. He
reached over to touch them, but they ignored his activation gesture.

"Thisisodd," hewould have sad, if he had been the kind to talk to himsalf. Instead, he decided to note
in hislog that at 1444 Misson Time, the bank of communications interlinks between his ship and
Pegasus had failed.

"Prudence, hailing Pegasus. Pegasus Hight Command, thisisthe Aves Prudence, returning from the
planet Independence with seven souls on board. Please respond.”

No one answered him. The bank of communication interlinks remained silent. He activated adiagnostic
systemn to check his communications systems. It ran from beginning to end, found no hardware failures,
and no operating fallures. Abruptly, Pegasus had seemingly ceased to communicate.

He repeated the halil, then asked for live telemetry on Pegasus. Prudence attempted to connect with an
automated system and failed, and substituted its own sensor scan. He saw Pegasus, long and

magnificent, aspaceborne clipper ship, hanging slent.

Something was wrong, something he could not place & first. He turned away from theimagefor a
second. " Prudence, recal the frequency for communication with the planet Independence and open a
channd."

The ship did asit wastold. "Independence, thisis the Aves Prudence from the Pathfinder ship Pegasus.
| have lost communication with Pegasus. Areyou recaiving my sgnd?'

Prudence informed him there was no response from the planet. He turned back to the image. It had not
changed position. Something € se. Pegasus was luminescent, glittering with thousands of lightssetina
hull that gave off its own bright glow. None of the lights moved, none blinked. It was likelooking a a il

photograph.
Thiswas definitely weird.

Not that he would have made the observation out loud.

Shayne American, one of Pegasus's best junior officers, answered the call from the Command Module.
"Specidist American, thisis Flight Captain Driver. My tdemetry digplays and com-links seem to have
locked. Can you attempt to contact Pegasus.”

American nodded. "Affirmative, Captain Driver. | will attempt to raise Pegasus.” Shesighed alittieas
she activated the Comm Station. She supposed it wasto her credit that everybody expected her to work
out system problems, atestament to her skill. Other times, she wished she could just say, "Can't
someone esedo it?' Share the credit, share the responsbility, share the blame. " Aves Prudence hailing
Pegasus Hight Control, please acknowledge.”

No one answered her.

Sheran adiagnostic of Prudence’ s communication system. Perfectly functiond. She repeated the
message, and got no response.

She leaned back in her chair, concentration etched on her dark features. Complete loss of contact with



the base, and with the planet. Complete telemetry failure. She ran through the standard proceduresin
under two minutes, and then, came to the one that required a complete systems scan of Pegasus. It came
back that none of Pegasus s systemswere functioning. Thiswasimpossble. She had to check twiceto
be sure, and while shewas &t it, she scanned Pegasus, according to procedure.

"Captain Keder, Commander Redfire, we have asituation,” she said, not turning around. They were
across from her, speculating asto why certain acolytes of Independent Buddhism died their hair pink.
They crossed to her side, accompanied by Alkema.

"What' s up, American?' Redfire asked.
"I'mreading no life ignson Pegasus,” Shayne American reported. "No energy readings. Nothing.”

Redfire and Alkema examined the readings while Keder looked concerned and American quietly
resented them for not believing her thefirst time. Redfire ticked off the results. "Energy output, zero. Life
sSgns, zero. System cognizance, zero."

Alkematrandated for his Captain. "It’s as though everybody on the ship left, and the last one turned out
thelights"

"Show me Pegasus.” Kedler ordered. American brought up a screen. Pegasus was 20,000 kilometers
ahead, brightly lit and proud against a background of bright diamond stars on black velvet night. "Were
we attacked?" he asked.

"Arethere any shipsor energy readingsin the area?' Redfire asked.

American answered him. "Negative, no other vessals and no energy signatures arein the area. Pegasusi
shanging dead in space.

"All thelights are on, but nobody’ shome," the Captain muttered.

Alkemafrowned thoughtfully. "If the lights are on, how can there be no energy signature?”
"It could be asystemsfailure on our ship," Redfire suggested.

"Negative, dl of our sysemsarefunctioning normdly,” American informed him.

"Try contacting the planet, use our designated channel," Alkema suggested.

American stuck the communication link in her ear, for no readily apparent reason. "I ndependence Space
Command, thisisthe Aves Prudence from the Pathfinder Ship Pegasus. We have an on-board
emergency, requesting priority response.”

No response came from the planet. "1 am going to switch to carrier wave," American told them. She
scowled, listening. Do you hear that?"

"l don’'t hear anything," Redfiretold her.

"That’ swhat | mean. Electromagnetic frequencies should be carrying static... normal background
radiation. None of it'sthere. It'slike al the stars have gone out.”

The Captain mused. "Thereis an ancient Earth legend that the purpose of humanity isto write down the
nine billion names of God. Upon completion of thistask dl the sarswill go out one-by-one." He
shrugged, and swirled the drink in his glass. "Maybe someone should have kept an eye on what al of
those monks over in Arcadia have been doing al these millennia”



"The dars haven't gone out,” Alkematold them, looking through the canopy. "There s till billionsand
billions of them out there.”

"Billy-uns, and Billy-uns" Keder corrected. "It's pronounced, Billy-uns and Billy-uns.”

Redfire, Alkemaand Keder migrated up to the Command Module, and were standing behind Matthew
Driver’ s piloting gation as he closed on Pegasus. Their home ship loomed large in the space ahead,
prow jutting forward like a spearhead, spreading behind, vast sailplanes angled outward like wings. The
twin Command Towers rose above at the back of the great ship. It was beautiful, it was mgestic, and it
was utterly ill.

"Shelooks perfect,” Keder said. "Absolutely premium.”
"'She should be bouncing nine kinds of beacons on us

Matthew svung Prudence around behind and plotted a conventiond landing path. "How are you going
to get usin?' Keder asked.

Matthew scanned the backside of the ship. "The Hatch Cover for Bay 27 is partialy open. | think | can
get usinthroughit.”

Redfire looked at the hatch on the cockpit display. It was, perhaps, one quarter of the way closed. It
didn't look likeit would be atight fit, but it still made him uneasy.

Matthew guided the ship with a deft hand. The shadow of Pegasus's huge command towersfell over
them as they passed over the markers, stilled for once. Gently, he brought the ship into the small space
between the gigantic hatch and the deck. Beyond the aperture was darkness.

The Aves moved in. The passageway to the hangar was short. " Speed dampers are off-line," Matthew
confirmed. "Reversang thrusters. Reducing speed to 4 meters per second.” Kedler and Alkematurned up,
both wondering how close the top of the passage was to the canopy, painfully aware of the two Shrieks
risng up from their wingtips. What would happen if their wings clipped the top?

Matthew unerringly said the wrong thing. "'Y ou know, there should really be asimulator training exercise
for this"

The displays on theinsde of the canopy gave the only indication of their passing. The passengers waited,
amog holding their breeth.

Suddenly, it dawned on Matthew why the Hatch Cover for Bay 27 had been partly opened. Hisjaw
dropped, his eyes went wide, and the clean-cut pilot who wouldn't say “shit’ if he had amouth full of it
sad, "Oh, shit!"

Prudence jerked violently upward, too fast for theinertia systemsto compensate. Kedler, Redfire, and
Alkema, who were standing, were knocked to the deck. Kayliegh Driver and Shayne American, who
were aready in landing couches, were shoved down.

The space between the top of the passage and the Aves Amy was just barely enough for Prudence to
pass through. Bare millimeters separated the two ships and hardly more separated the tips of the Shrieks
on Prudence’ s wings from scraping the top.

"What...?' Keder began to say.



"Executive Commander Lear’ s ship landed ahead of us, and was il in the Passageway when we came
in," Matthew explained. "We dmogt collided with it."

Keder patted him on the shoulder. "Well done, pilot. If welive through this, you can have an unlimited
bar tab at any establishment on the ship.”

"Thank you, Sir. | don't drink acohol.”
"l know."

Findly, after it seemed like it had been weeks since any of them had dared draw breath, Prudence
entered the landing bay. Eight other Aves were parked, arrayed, or hanging over the hangar area. There
was an open spot, and Matthew carefully brought hisship into it.

And when they landed, they opened the hatch and stepped down, one at atime, onto the metal deck of
the Hangar bay. A landing crew should have met them. Service crews should be checking the shipson
the deck. Goneril Lear should have been complaining to her pilot that her teawas too hot. Instead, there
was no one to be found, and no one who responded on the intra-ship comm-links.

"I guessit’salittletoo late for the rest of the crew to jump out and yell * Surprise,” said the Captain.

"Look at that," said Shayne American. She pointed to an automech poised on the top of one of the
parked Aves. Itslong meta arm was frozen in place asit was extracting a sensor module from the
reactor dome. It looked like a statue.

"The people are gone and the machines don’t work," Keder muttered. "It dmost fedslike my old house
on aSunday night.”

Redfire removed from his pack a souvenir from Independence, a round sphere of some rubbery,
glowing, but unidentified materia known asa"Happy Fun Bdl." Happy Fun Ball wasused in an
eponymous game on the planet's surface. The ball had aunique property in that it conserved dl of its
potentia and kinetic energy. In short, once thrown, it could bounce infinitely without losing speed. Redfire
chucked the ball as hard as he could into the depths of the landing bay.

The HFB bounced off afar wall then caromed off astructura joist. It ricocheted off the deck, bounced,
recoiled, caromed again, snapped back, deflected off the wing of a parked Aves, sprung back, glanced
off an overhead lift, boomeranged, rebounded, and findly flew back into Commander Redfire's
outstretched hand.

"| think we can conclude that something strange is going on." Redfire said, replacing the HFB in his pack.
Not only had the bal failed to hurt any of the technicians that would normaly be tending the landing bay,
it had failed to arouse the ship'sinterna sensorsthe way afast-moving projectile in a sengtive operationa
areacould be expected to. "L et's acknowledge the herd-beast,” Redfire said.

"What does that mean?' Shayne American asked. A native of the planet Republic, aplanet largely devoid
of enormous, herbivorous, nomadic quadropeds, she was unfamiliar with the expression "acknowledge
the herd-beast.”

"It's a Sgpphirean expression for when people refuse to acknowledge the obvious," Alkemaexplained,
aways hepful. "Metaphoricdly, it'sasthough weredl in aroom with abig green hairy herd-beast, but
no onewill talk about it."



"I’d say he' snot only in the room,” Redfire went on, "but he’ s also dropping a pile on the dinner table.
Let'sface up. The ship isempty. Everybody is gone. We can spend hours going through every section on
400 decks, supposing that they're al hiding from us, or we can acknowledge the obvious and go from
there”

"Not just the ship,”" Matthew Driver reminded them. "The planet, too."

"Exactly, it's as though the whole universe, minusthe six of us..."

"Just vanished," Kayliegh Morgan whispered.

"Either that, or Pegasus has been replaced with an exact duplicate somehow,” American suggested.
"Who would have donethat?' Keder put forth. "And, more importantly, why?"

"The Aurdlians might be ableto pull off something likethis" Redfire said.

"Why would they want to?" Kedler persisted.

Alkemashrugged. "Just to play with us. Maybe get usto reveal our technology to them, the secret to
hyperspace navigation. It'sthe only tacticd advantage we have. They would do anything to get it."

"Thiscould beanilluson,” Bihari suggested. "It could bedl in our minds."

"Therésanideal hate" Keder grumbled. "If it' strue, then we have no way of controlling it, or escaping
it

"We are overlooking the obvious," American said.
"Whichiswhat?'

"The Indies. We rein orbit of their planet. Doesn't it make sense that whatever is happening is something
they’' redoing to us?'

"But they seemed so nice," Kedler deadpanned. He knew in his heart there had to be something wrong
with Independence. So far in their journey, anything that seemed not too horrible to be true probably
wasn't. "Why should they?"

"What if everything we have experienced snce arriving in this system hasbeen anilluson,” Alkema
wondered aoud.

"I think | know how to test that theory,” Redfire said. "Captain, I d like to go to the inhabitation decks.
American, you' rewithme."

"l would aso like to go to the Inhabitation decks," said Dr. Bihari. "My son, the child from EdenWorld, |
haveto seeif heis..."

Redifre nodded. "Understood, perhaps you should cometoo," He gestured at Kayliegh.
"Hey, why do you get dl thewomen!" the captain demanded.

"I"d rather stay herewith Matthew," Kayliegh Driver protested.

"Hight Captain Driver isgoing to the Bridge with me," Keder said.

Redfire looked perplexed. "The Bridge? What isit?"



"It sabig room where the command officers Sit, but that’ s not important right now."
"l meant, why the Bridge?"

Keder shrugged. "1 just fed | should go there. Besides, if Pegasus had any inkling asto what happened,
there might be some clue in Primary Command. And | want these two guys with me becausg, if there are
hogtile aliensinvolved, there’ satwo out of three chance one of them will get shot first.”

"Thanks, Captain,” said Alkema. He could seeit al now. The doorsto PC-1 dide open. The bridgeis
filled with horrific green and purple insectoids, buzzing around with fangs and tentacles, Keder shouting,
"Captan? Who? Me?1’m just the Kitchen Staff Supervisor.”

"I'll go," said Matthew, asif he had achoice.
"If welose contact, we' Il al meet back herein ... three hours?' Keder suggested.
"Agreed,” said Redfire.

The Inhabitation decks were ten decks up and many sections forward of the Landing Bays. Even without
trangport pods, it was not a difficult traverse.

Crew inhabitations on Pegasus were designed like large, chunky, amaost pyramidica blocks of suites
arranged beneath an artificial sky and divided by landscaped wakways of flowers, grass, and trees. An
automech was stilled in one of the hedgerows, water arcing from his midsection, the dropletsfrozenin
mid-air. They stopped long enough to stare at it with ‘isn’t that peculiar’ expressions, then proceeded.

"So, why the living quarters?* American asked. " Shouldn’t we check out the Engineering Aress, or the
Tedemetry Labs?'

"Those are only useful if what we' re experiencingis... for lack of abetter word ... red," Redfire
explained. "If thisisal anillusion, it can only recreste what'sin our mindsto begin with, right?"

"That makes sense," American conceded.

Redfire came to one of the inhabitation blocks, led them up to the second-leve, chose adwelling unit and
pressed againgt the hatchway until it finaly gave way. Beyond it was abare room. Thewallswere plain
and white. The single piece of furniture was a bed, covered with smple gray blankets.

"It must beanilluson!” Kayliegh Driver exclamed. "They had no ideawhat would be behind these
doors, o it'sjust ageneric environment.”

"Actudly, these are my quarters,” Redfire said. "And these are exactly how they're supposed to look."

The women regarded him skepticaly. He explained. "I find furnishings and decorations distracting. This
way, | get out more often. My question is, are these quarters what any of you expected?”

They agreed that they were not, and Redfire led them down the corridor. He stopped before another
hatch. "These quarters belong to Tactica Specidist AlissMandebrot. | have never seen theinside.”

" S0, how will you know if they're right?* American asked.

"l won't. That's not what | am looking for," Redfire said. He pressed on the hatch until it gave, opening



onto Aliss Mandelbrot’ s 400 sg. meters of assigned living space divided into four rooms. Thismain room
contained a pair of Odyssey Project-issued couches (in an unimaginative teal and gray check pattern)
and chairs, an interactive salf-entertainment suite, and the other basics.

Redfireignored them, and looked at the persona touches, beginning with the holoposters that hung from
thewalls. Carpentarian folk art depicting, mainly, smplistic drawings of mining equipment, ore
processors, spaceships, and old-style robots. "Quaint," he muttered. "Exactly what | would have
expected.”

He turned from the artwork and headed toward the larger of the two couches. When he reached it, he
fell to hisknees and plunged his hand behind the cushions, rummaging. After afew moments of this, he
pulled out some loose coinage and apair of writing styluses. He examined the coins. "Bodicéan cameos,”
he said. "Mande brot did take some shore leave on Bodicéa, so this comes as no surprise.” He looked at
the grit and dust on hisfingernails. "If thisisanilluson, it isavery detalled one."

"What are you looking for?" American asked again.

"l don't know," he answered, dready moving toward the kitchen. He opened her food storage unit and
surveyed its contents. "A-hal"

"What isit?'

He pulled out a container of raw medt, rice, and seaweed and showed it to the women. "Boredlan sushi,”
he explained.

"No thanks, I’m not hungry,” said American.

"Neg, neg, you don't get it. Look at the date on this container. Mission date 161. Thisfood isover a
year and ahdf old."

"So, it'snot so fresh? What?"

"Neg, that’s not it. Besides, radiation trestment and cold storage keeps our food fresh long after it' sno
longer safeto edt, but that’ s not important right now. Thethingis, she got thistake-out, tried it, didn’t like
it. Makes sense, but it’s not something | would have expected. However, she never got around to
recycling it either, which | also would not have expected, but it makes sense. Y ou seewhat I’ m getting
47

"Nay, | don't," American seemed irritated. Redfire looked to Kayliegh Driver and saw that he would be
getting no help there.

Heexplained. "If thiswere an illusion, whoever was creating would not have been able to produce such
unexpected, but logical, details of people with whom we have only apassing acquaintance. If it were al
in our minds, the details could only be drawn out of what we aready know. Only redity could contain
these unexpected, but logical, details. Whatever we' re experiencing must bered.”

The women accepted this. It was as plausible as anything on abig empty ship, frozenintime. "So now
what?'

"We catch up with the Captain," Miller told them. "And figure out how to ded with thisnot being dl in
our minds"



Onthe Main Bridge, or PC-1 assome gtill insgsted on calling it, Kedler, Driver, and Alkema surveyed
two levels of empty command stations and frozen displays. The Captain found acomfortable chair at the
Tactical Station and dumped init. PC-1 was a hundred and twenty-two decks up from the Landing Bay,
and without transport pods, it had been along climb.

"An empty ship," the Captain lamented. "No one to hear my bon mots, my amusing anecdotes, my stories
that go no where and serve no purpose.”

Alkemaexamined the displays. Crystal clear. He passed his hand through them, which was no surprise
because they were holographic and hung in the air around every station. He passed by one of the planet
monitoring sations. A great black and purple storm was moving over the highland plains of the second
largest continent on Independence, called Liberty. The view showed lightning flashing from
cloud-to-cloud.

Something caught his eye. He checked first one, then dl of the displaysin hisvicinity. "Captain, | think
I’ve found something. All of these displays have the same Mission Time readout. 1444.32."

"That must mean something,” Keder said, otherwise you wouldn’t have pointed it out to me.

"That’ sthe sametime al of our chronometers siopped ... and the same time Hight Captain Driver said
his communication linkswent down. It that right?"

Driver was standing in the forebridge staring into the corner.

"lan't that right?Y our comm links went off-line at 1444.32 Misson Time... Flight Captain... Matthew...
Honey?"

Keder raised hisweary head. "He asked you a question, Captain.”
Matthew squinted and cocked his head. "1 can see her.”
"Seewho?' Kedler asked.

"Eliza... she'sright hereon the bridge... | can see her. It' slike aholo-image, badly transmitted. | can
barely makeit out... it flickers on and off, but she' s here. She' sright there at the Command Station. .."

He pointed toward the Command Station, but no one was there. It was as empty and deserted asthe
rest of the command deck.

"There sno onethere, Captain,” Alkemasaid.
"Can't you see her?' Driver asked, moving afew steps nearer to the Command Station.

"l don't see anyone." Heraised his Tracker. "L ook, Matthew, besdes us, there snot asingle lifeform on
thisship. Not even the animasin the Zoologica Vivaia™

"Nay, sheishere." Matthew edged afew steps closer to the spot, like a cat stalking a skittish and
frightened prey. "Sheishere. | can't explainit but | know sheishere. | can see her."

Alkemaand Kedler looked at each other, then back to Driver. The pilot was known for being rationd,
cam, and steady asrock encased in concrete and then anchored into deep bedrock. No one on the ship
was more firmly in command of hisfacultiesthan Matthew Driver. If hewaslosing them...

"Okay, Matthew," Alkemasaid camly. "Tdl usexactly what you see.”



Matthew continued staring, but blinking and squinting al the while. "1t' shard to focus. It' s like something
you catch in the corner of your eye, but when you turn to seeit, nothing isthere. If | look away, | can
amogst see her. She's... she's... standing at the Command Station, like she just stood up. She' sturning
toward the Hight Communications.”

"What does shelook like?' Alkema continued.

"l see her shape... it'sal faded and flickering, dmost like an after-image. She' sright here." Matthew
was now standing just in front of the Command Station, just ahead of Alkema, outlining ashapewith his
out-stretched hands. Alkema pointed histracker at the space Driver indicated.

There' s nothing there according to the Tracker, hethought. So, why is every hair on the back of
my neck standing up? He stared hard into the empty space, then tried squinting and looking from the
corner of hiseye, as Matthew was doing. He still saw nothing.

Driver began to extend hishand. "I think... | can touch her."

For no reason he could explain, Alkemacried out. "Matthew, don't... | don't think that’savery

"A-aaaar-r-r-h..." Matthew began to cry out, then, in asplit second, like aflash of lightning, he had
vanished.

"...idea" sad Alkemain the dlence that followed.

Hours later, they gathered once again in the Landing Bay. Kayliegh did not take the news of her

brother’ s disappearance well. She sat in atechnicians lounge with Bihari, who tried to comfort her, while
American and the men worked out what they had |learned, which was not very much. The ship was
devoid of life. It was not an illusion. And everything had stopped at exactly the same moment.

"Thereisonly onething that explains our situation,” Redfire announced. Somehow, timeitsaf has

stopped.”
"That does not explain where my brother went,” Kayliegh Driver put in tearfully.
"It explains everything el se, and that’ swhat we have to work with," Keder said.

"Pegasus's power and life support systems are time-dependent,” American argued. " Quantum power has
to radiate, water and air have to flow through conduits.”

"Gravity," the Captain added. "If time had stopped would we sill have gravity?
"Of coursewewould,” American huffed. "Artificid gravity existsindependent of time. It hasto.”

"Za, za, of course," Keder muttered. 1t was a good thing he knew how to command, he thought, because
he knew so dambed little about how things actually worked on this ship.

"Perhaps the ship’ sgravimetric propulsion field insulates it somehow,” Alkemawondered doud. "In any
case, water, power, and air are not flowing on the ship, but our bodily functions have not ceased.”

"Please don’t mention bodily functions again,” said the Captain.



Dr. Bihari elaborated. "We re breathing, and CO2 concentrations are building up in this Landing Bay."

Alkemaadded. "Obvioudy, quantum and atomic-level motions have not ceased, otherwise everything
would fal gpart, but timeitself has otherwise ceased moving forward.”

"Who has the power to stop time?" American asked.
Shewas answered inachorus. "Tarmigans.”

"Pah, Tarmigang!" Kedler said. He dtill did not believe in Tarmigans, supposedly an ancient race of
immense power many held responsible for the destruction of the Old Commonwedl th.

"How would you explain this, Captain?' Redfire said.

"Thereisan Old Earth Proverb (OEP) that states that once you have diminated the impossible, whatever
remains, however unlikely, isthe explanation.”

"That would be grest, except that every explanation | can come up with isequaly impossible.”

American had a suggestion. "Maybe some scientist on the planet was doing atime experiment that went
wrong."

"The problem with that theory," Redfire explained. "Isthat if it istrue, we are quite boned.”
"What do you mean? All we haveto do isfind hislaboratory."

Redfire shook hishead. "All evidenceisthat whatever we are experiencing isauniversal phenomenon. If
itisamistake, then the scientist could be on another planet thousands or millions, or even billions of light
yearsfrom here. We would never find him, even if we could get the ship moving, which I am thinking we
can't.”

"Maybe, we'reall dead,” said Kayliegh Driver. "Maybe the ship exploded, and time stopped, and we're
al inakind of Purgatory, awaiting Judgment. My brother was agood man, so he’ s gone to Heaven, but
therest of usarejust waiting..."

"Waiting for what?' Redfire demanded.

Kayliegh fretted. "I don’t know. Maybe... maybe we should al confess our sinsto each other.”
Keder spokefirg. "Pass.”

Redfirefollowed. "Pass."

American, "Pass”

There were afew moments of uncomfortable slence, and they were al afraid Kayliegh was going to start
confessing her sinsin front of them. To cut her off at the pass, Alkema spoke up, "' So, getting back to this
whole... out of timetheory."

Redfire picked it up, "Thereis at least onetheory out there that states that timeisanilluson. The universe
is static, no motion. However, there are an infinite number of universes, each one representing one
probabilistic course. We don't move within one universe, but we move from one universe continuoudy
into the next one depending on random probability. Our constant passage from one frame of referenceto
the next createsthe illusion of the passage of time."



Alkemapicked it up. "If that isthe case, then, we have somehow become locked into a single frame of
reference, like adtill picture. We re not moving forward any more.”

"Sounds good to me," Keder said. "Actudly, it sounds completely demented, but I’ [l take your word that
that’ swherewe are. I'’m no expert in tempora mechanics, but | have seen alot of space dramas. They
seem to suggest the only way to get out of asituation like thisisto set off abig explosion with the crew
having an only margina chance of successor survivd. Isthisright?' He turned to Redfire, who usudly
liked big explosions.

Redfire was shaking hishead. "Firg of dl, any explosion we could st off, even with aNemesiswarhead,
would be too localized to do any good. Second, | don't see how an explosion in three-dimensiona space
should have any effect on four-dimensiona time. Third, given that every reaction on the ship has stopped,
how could we even set off aNemesiswarhead.”

Keder then looked to Alkema, expecting him to devise brilliant solutionsto each of Redfire's
reservations. Instead, Alkemasaid, "Agreed, but | think the solution is smpler than that."

"Oh, even better," Kedler said.
"If we're stuck in time, maybe the trick isto move in space.”
Keder had to agree. "Y ou'reright, that issmple.”

Alkemaexplained. "If we have stopped moving forward intime, it' s possibly because weran into
something, we got stuck, we just didn’t redizeit. It might even be something physicd, or quas-physicd,
in the space-time continuum. ..

Keder interrupted. "Son, asagenerd rule, anything involving thewords* quad,’ or ‘ space-time
continuum,” can not be cdled smple

Alkemasmplifiedit. "If Prudence could go back to wherever it was we got stuck, maybe we can
ungtick ourselves.”

"Without Matthew?' Kayliegh said, wet-eyed.

"She' sright,” Kedler nodded grimly. "Whao' sgonnafly the ship?' He turned to Alkemaand Redfire. |
am guessing that, even though neither one of you isflight certified, you both know how to pilot an Aves.”

"Za," Redfire said, grinning. "But | don't think ether one of us can back Prudence out of the back of the
Landing Bay without colliding with Commander Lear’ sship, or thewall.”

"Wedon't haveto,” Alkematold him. " Prudence’ s misson logswill contain her precise course from the
planet to the ship. Wetel her to reverse, she'll follow it exactly.”

Keder grunted. It was beginning to sound too easy. Thisworried the hell the out of him.

They returned to Prudence and sealed the hatch. For thistrip, they al wanted to be in the command
module, asif dl being together, and dl being in the control areaof the ship brought them comfort.

Redfire sat inthe pilot’ s seet. "You'll need an interface.” Alkema said tracing the line of the interface
across his cheek and jowl.



Keder looked horrified. ™Y ou mean one of those things pilots grow on their faces that lookslike
high-tech and/oroid acne?'

Alkemadrew hisfingertips across Redfire sface. Black, gray, and blue chips and ridges appeared asthe
molecular knitters produced the interface. The commander touched it with hisfingertips. "I’ m connected.
Prudence, thisis Tacticd Commander Philip John Miller Redfire. Command code,
burn-fire-fire-burn-six-sx-one."

Command input acknowledged, the ship replied. Where is Flight Captain Driver?

"Damn good question,” Miller answered. "Plot reverse core to last point of departure on the planet
Independence. Precision: absolute.”

Accessing navigational data and recomputing. Courselaid in.

"Executel" Redfire ordered. The ship lifted from the deck and began backing toward the landing tunnel. It
dodged Exec. Commander Lear’ s ship with the same bone-jarring abruptness as before. Once in space
though, it turned around, and flew forward back toward the blue-violet sphere of Independence.

"If my caculationsare correct,” Alkemainformed his captain, "we will intersect the exact place we
crossed at 1444.32 misson timein eght minutes.

"Should | ask why you seem concerned, lieutenant,” the captain replied, "or isit only going to trouble my
mind about things| have no control over."

"Without FHight Captain Driver, the ship’smassis off by about 78 kilograms," Alkemaanswered. "'l don't
think it will make any difference, but.”

Keder stared through the canopy. The minutes passed. "1 keep expecting to see some sort of glowing
mass of energy, ahalo or something,” hetold Alkema.

"Wedidn't see anything thefirst time," Alkematold him. "I don’t know why we would see anything

"Za," Kedler conceded.
"Wheat if thisdoesn’t work?' Kayliegh Driver whispered.

"If it does't work, we continue on course back to Independence. We'll find areasonably pleasant place
to settle down, and spend the rest of our livestrying not to go mad.” Keder sighed. "Apart from the bit
about time standing till, that was pretty much my plan for the rest of my life anyway."

The ship moved onin slence. Keder worked out in his head. Three men and three women. Three
Adamsand Three Eve sin atimeess Eden. All the men from Sgpphire, dl the women from Republic.
Who would hook up with whom?

Dirty old man, he scolded himself.

In the meantime, they would live on aworld without motion, where the wavesin the seas stood il
where trees bent to the wind never to rise again, where rain paused still in the sky. He wondered how
long they could remain in place before dl the air, food, and water in agiven area were consumed. Would
they have to move congtantly, nomads adrift on an immobile world?



Or, maybe a some point in the future, time would snap back to normal. He would find himsdlf aged
twenty, forty, sixty yearsin the space of seconds. Would he even survive the shock?

"We should intersect our 1444 coordinates in the next ten seconds,” he heard Alkema say.
And then nothing happened.
Except for everything changing.

"... edablish diplomatic relaions, and eventualy secure an dliance,” Goneril Lear was saying. "But, the
question remains, bilaterd, or tri-laterd?"

She looked at him, as though expecting an answer.

Helooked back at her, asthough expecting some surprise a his sudden materialization on the Primary
Command Deck.

"Do you have any opiniononthisat dl?' Lear perssted?

“Hey! | just teleported here from another dimension. It'simpressivel” Keder looked around at
Command Deck. "Where' sLt. Alkema?'

"In his quarters presumably,” Lear answered, as though this were the only place she gpproved of him
being.

"How long have | been here?" he asked.

"Y ou returned to the Primary Command Deck forty-seven minutes ago. Y ou participated in afind
exchange of farewe Iswith the Chief Executor of Independence, during which you said that you hoped
additiona contact between our people would lead to better fashion sense because his suit was* ugly asa
gongo’srear end,” and tried to get himto join you in achorus of your AlmaMater’ sdrinking song..."

That certain sounds like something I'd do, Kedler thought.

"... ater which we broke orbit and are now accelerating out of the system. | wastrying to engage you in
adiscussion about whether our worlds should have separate treaties with Independence, or whether the
many advantages of a united approach should overrule our sovereign concerns. Y ou pretended to listen,
but you also made noises that showed your mind was elsewhere.”

"It surewas,” Keder muttered. He shook his head, fedling disoriented. Not liking waking from adream,
but more like finding himsdf unsure whether he was dreaming or not, and trying to wake up. "Okay, I'm
just going to ask.... | did not suddenly just appear on the Bridge just now?"

"Doyou think you just appeared on the Primary Command Deck?" Lear asked, unable to hide the faint
hope that her Captain finaly waslosing it, and she could claim the command she openly coveted.

Keder' sfeaturestightened as he tried to concentrate. "l was... | wasonaship... an Aves... coming
back here from Independence..."

"We departed the planet dmost sixteen hours ago. My ship led yoursin. Y ou went back to your
quarters, and | had afew wordswith Fight Captain Wang about upgrading the teaservicein hismain
deck."



"How long after your ship landed did mineland... Never mind! Don’'t answer that! Get me Commander
Redfire. Now!"

Oh, wait, hethought. That’s something | can do myself. "Redfire, thisisthe Captain.”
Redfire’ sface appeared, bearing alook of confusion Keder was sure he shared. "Redfire.... Here?"

"Phil... thisisvery important. Y our Captain is questioning his sanity and needs an answer to the following
guestion: Do you, or do you not, remembering being with me on abig empty ship with no people, and
time had stopped, and we were trapped in asingle frame of reference, and we had to travel in space
back to the point where time had diverged? Do you remember any of that?"

"All of it, Captain,” Redfire said. "1 seem to bein the observation deck with the boys, watching out for
the seventh planet because it has arare, bisecting ring system and we' re going to pass by it in afew
minutes, but my last prior memory isbeing on an Aveswith you."

The Aves.

Kayliegh Driver sat bolt upright in her degper, her heart pounding, breath coming hard as though
awakening from anightmare. A second ago she had been on Prudence. How did she come to be here?
Had she ever redly been there?

"Areyou dl right?' she heard adeepy voice asked. Her husband looked at her through bleary eyes.
"Honey, where have | been... today | mean?"

Magnus rolled over, muttering, "After you returned from the planet, we had dinner, went for awalk in the
Vivarium, made love, and went to bed.”

Shedidn’'t remember any of it.

When she was sure that Magnus was deeping again, she rose, dipped into off-duty clothes, and walked
from the chamber.

It was possible that when they had passed through that bregk in time, they had smply caught up with
themselves. They had exited one frame, and fast forwarded to their normal lives.

If that was the case, who had been on Pegasus, ... this Pegasus! ... while shewas stuck intime. Who
had made love to her husband? Had something unredl, afigment of time, detached itsdlf from her, and
gone on with her life, then vanished when she regppeared? If nat, it was her smultaneoudy existing in
both places, what had happened to sixteen hours of memories?

Shelocated her brother in the Amenities Nexus, having dinner with Eliza Jane Change. He was smiling,
as though nothing had happened. When he saw her comeinto the food court, he smiled and waved her to
their table, offering her aseat. "Good morning,” he greeted her. "Aren't you and Magnus usudly adeep at
thishour?'

She gtared at him for a second, unable for amoment to believe he was her brother, thinking he was some
kind of replicant. Or was she the replicant?



"Areyou al right?" he asked. "Should | send for some herbal tea”

She shook her head, then changed her mind. "Please, | would like some team, thank you."
Matthew sent for tea. Kayliegh stared into space. "What’ swrong?"* he asked.

"Don’'t you remember?' she asked him. "We were trapped in time?"

"Trapped intime?’

"On Prudence. We were coming back from Independence, and we got trapped in time, don’t you
remember?'

"When?'
"Today."
Matthew looked at his Sster strangely. "We returned to the ship, perfectly normd flight."

Her teacame. Sheignored it. "Y ou don’'t remember flying back to the ship, and everyone being gone?
Y ou went to Primary Command with the Captain. Y ou said you saw Lt. Change, and when you touched
her, you vanished, too."

"Nay, | returned to the ship. | did a post-flight check and went back to my quarters.” He paused. "Y ou
know, | did have adream about Prudence, that | lost contact with Pegasus and..." He squinted, as
though trying to focus on an e usive thought hiding in hismind. "I did go to the Primary Command and
saw Eliza, and she touched me and | woke up." He shook his head. "That was just adream... | woke up
inmy..." he paused, turned to Eliza. "I dreamed it, didn’t 17"

"Nay," Kaylieghingsted. "Nay, Matthew... It wasred, it happened.”
"Could we have had the same dream?"' he asked. They weretwins. It had happened before.

"Sixteen hours of timeare missing!" Kayliegh ingsted. "It was not adream. Wewerefrozenintime, or
time stopped, or ... something happened with time."

Eliza Jane Change shrugged. "Perhapstimeisjust adream in the mind of the universe.”
Matthew chewed on thisfor amoment. "That doesn’t make any sense.”

Eliza Jane reached across the table and took her hand. "Darling, if you ever find anything in thisuniverse
that makes any kind of sense et dl, let meknow. I’ ve been looking for it my entirelife.”



