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Prologue:



The Called and the Chosen

Eddie Roebuck
New Halifax, Sapphire

It was an hour or two past midnight on the last night of the Platinum Festival. Somehow, Eddie
Roebuck had ended up on the top of the great stone fist of Kennecott Rock with his best friend Barnes
Asahi and two girls he did not remember meeting. The top of the rock was crowded with people who had
come to see the lights of the city and the harbor. By day, New Halifax, Carpentaria, was not much to look
at; it was a working town, spread out across the rocky islands of Halifax Harbor Bay, but on the nights of
the festival, when the city was lit up (along with most of its citizens), the view was spectacular. The
bridges that joined the islands and the mainland were strung with lights like incandescent pearl
necklaces. The lights of the buildings dappled in the waves of the harbor. Giant holographic
advertisements and corporate logos danced in the sky above the city like neon seraphim.

Any night of the year, you could go down Cobalt Avenue - the stretch the locals called “the Gauntlet.”
—and get tossed out of one bar and land in the next from dusk until dawn. It was different at festival time:
The bars stayed open during the day. He and Barnes were utterly destroyed. The women looked like they
could shower, change and be ready for church in half an hour. Women amazed him.

“I'm going to retro-digest,” Asahi reported.

“Neg, beauty,” said Roebuck. “Don’t be crude. Alcohol is for internal use only... internal use... aw,
slag...” Asahi was already on all fours, heaving onto the badly littered gravel of the footpath.

“Poor Baby,” cooed the girl with the tattoos and the artificially blond hair. She knelt beside Asahi,
who rolled over and lay his head in her lap.

Roebuck couldn’t tell whether his friend’s position was technique or happy accident. He turned to the
brunette, whose name he could not remember. She raised her bottle of Old Matthias (“The Ale the Made
Matthias Significant”) and downed all but the last swallow before passing it to him. Roebuck reached for
it, missed on the first grab, then caught it and sucked down the remainder. He put the bottle down and
tried to focus on the woman.

“Are you having a good time then, Eddie?” the brunette asked in the annoying fake Republic accent
she affected. Republic was Sapphire’s sibling world, orbiting the other sun of their double star system.

“Za.” He reached toward her and missed.

“I think this one's asleep,” the pseudo-blonde called-out.

“Roll him on his side so he won't choke if he decides to review his beer again,” Roebuck said, then
added to the brunette: ““Scuse my crude. Maybe we should go back to my place, y’know?”

“If we sleep now, we'll be all hung over in the morning.”

“Not if we keep drinking.”

She checked her chronometer and grabbed his arm. “Come with me, Eddie. It's almost time.”

Eddie liked the sound of that. She pulled him away, down a trail that led to the dark side of the rocks,
away from the lights of the city where the night was as black as it gets. There were no moons visible in
the sky and the stars were billiant. Even the black and orange glow of the Monarch Nebula was visible.
Eddie noticed none of it. All he knew was that an intoxicated woman was taking him into a dark place
where nobody could see them, and that this was the general template for most of his sexual experiences.
He moved in to kiss her, expecting lips, but finding neck and ears. He kissed anyway. “Eddjie...,” she said.

“That’s me.” He continued planting wet sloppy kisses on her.

“Eddie,” she said again.

“Za,” he put his arms around her waist and rubbed his body into hers.

“Eddie,” she said, much louder, pushing him off her. “Look!” She pulled the hair at the back of his
head, twisting his head up. She leaned close and whispered in his ear. “The shuttle to Republic is about to



launch.”

Roebuck looked up and tried to focus. A second later, a tiny halo of silver-white light appeared in the
sky, expanded and dissipated.

“It's off,” she said with something like reverence. “One day, I'll be on that shuttle.”

“Za?”

“Za, when they began taking applications for the Odyssey Project, I camped out in front of the
recruiting office for three days so I could get my application in first.”

“Congratulations,” Eddie whispered although he didn’t see what good it would do to be first. The
selections were made randomly, in keeping with Sapphire’s egalitarian traditions.

“Did you sign up?” she asked him.
“Za, for sure... well,  mean, I haven’t yet, but ...”
Her body stiffened. “You haven’t applied for the Odyssey Project? Don’t you want to go into space?”

“Za; I told you was gonna sign up. It’s all part of my plan. See, I'm gonna get a job with the Mining
Guild...”

“I'm not talking about the Mining Guild. I'm talking about the greatest adventure of all time...”
“Exactly, me, too.” Eddie returned to his kisses.

“Eddjie... neg...” She pushed him away. “You have to register for the Odyssey Project. You have to
register this very instant.”

The next thing Eddie knew, he was standing in Molybdenum Square, squinting into the gray light of a
foggy dawn. The other three stood off to the side as he approached the recruiting kiosk, a crystalline
obelisk about three meters high, with lights dancing on the interior. The kiosk was a node of the Odyssey
Project Artificial Intelligence network. The AI’s designed their own interfaces and were inexplicably fond
of the translucent-tombstone-with-dancing-lights design. Across the top of the kiosk, the slogan of the
Odyssey Project was emblazoned in flashing red neon: “The Greatest Adventure of All Time.”

“Hoy,” he said to the AL “I'd like to apply for the Odyssey Project.”

“State your name, please,” said the kiosk in a pleasant feminine voice as the dancing lights brightened
and jumped

“Eddie Roebuck.”

“Good morning Eddie Roebuck. Personal Access Codeword?”

“Pretty-Frankenstein-zero-zero-zero-zero.”

The kiosk scanned him with a beam of blue light. Eddie saw his ID photo come up on the screen. It was
a couple of years old, but he figured he still looked pretty good. The dark brown eyes and cafe-au-lait skin,
the sharp nose and mischievous grin. His face, he figured, was the only good break he'd ever gotten.

“Does the Odyssey Project have permission to review your public records, including educational,
professional, and credit files?”

“Za"

“Thank you and good luck, Eddie Roebuck.”

The kiosk’s internal lighting faded. He stepped away from the kiosk and down the two steps to his
waiting friends. “I did it.”

“Oh, Eddie,” said the brunette, shoving her hands under his jacket. Roebuck kissed her forehead.
Roslyn, he thought suddenly; that was her name. And her friend was Cecily.

“Hey, I'm starting to feel sober,” said Asahi. “Let’s find a bar and breakfast.”

Eddie looked to Roslyn for her opinion and was answered with an affectionate squeeze from under his
jacket. “Neg,” he said. “Let’s get on back to my place.”

“You know,” said Barnes Asahi as they walked away from the square. “The odds against you actually
being picked for that are like three million to one.”

Roebuck smiled. He not only knew it, he was counting on it.



Matthew Driver and Kayliegh Driver
Midlothian, Republic

Through the canopy of the shuttlepod, beyond Matthew Driver could see nearly the entire southern
hemisphere of his home-world, 10 066 Pegasi II, Republic. The greater part of that great gray, marginally
habitable rock was obscured by white and yellow clouds.

“Overlay, Meteorological,” Kayliegh Driver, his twin sister, commanded. Yellow and aqua blue sigils
appeared. She whistled low. “There’s a huge storm pushing across the Trans-Arctic Shield, converging
with another front west of Midlothian.”

The ship shuddered against a high altitude updraft. When Matthew reached for the stabilizer
controls. Kayliegh had to squeeze far back in her seat in the cramped cabin. “What kind of landing
conditions can I expect?” he asked.

“Visibility zero. Ion interference with landing guides and com-links. Surface winds gusting to 200
kilometers per hour. Ammonia, sulphur dioxide, and methane contamination from the Cauldron Extremis
volcanic region. You'll never be able to land in that.”

Matthew might have taken this as a challenge, but he knew the zeta-class shuttlepod was not
designed for extreme weather. Soon, however, he’d command an Odyssey Project Aves — big as a
transport, fast as an Interceptor, nimble as a Defender — could handle far worse. He looked out through
the canopy again. Somewhere below that storm front was Midlothian, their city. “Why does our weather
have to be so awful?” he wondered aloud.

She was only too happy to explain. “Republic has an eccentric orbit because the gravitational pull of
Sapphire’s sun combined with that of the gas giant Colossus pulls us off center. As we orbit our sun, the
planet tilts on its axis more by almost forty degrees. Because we're in the extreme south, we get the worst
of it in both seasons. We get the coldest, darkest winters, because we’re turned away when the planet’s
farthest from the sun. When Republic is closest to the sun, our hemi-sphere is turned toward it, and we
get heat and sunlight forty-four hours a day.” She had repeatedly ecplained this since she was seven
years old. Matthew never quite got it, except that it made for horrid flying weather.

Midlothian was not only the southernmost but also the smallest Republic city-state, with barely
800,000 inhabitants. However, its importance to Republic belied the size of its population: Midlothian
provided access to rich geothermal energy reserves, mineral wealth, and water and oxygen of the south
polar ice cap, on which the huge megacities of the north depended. It also served as a safely remote
location for Republic’s fusion generating plants. To protect the city from the extreme climate, it was built
into a mountain range. Only transport tubes, and utility works lay outside the rock walls.

Matthew raised his com-link. “I'm going secure an alternate landing permit at ... City of Iron. We can
wait out the storm there and fly in when it clears.”

“Matthew,” said Kayliegh, in her soft but certain voice, “We can’t put this off until tomorrow. We
have to tell him.”

“This is not the kind of news you relay over an open communication channel.”

“Tomorrow, the Directorate will make the announcement,” Kayliegh argued. “He deserves better than
finding out that way, or hearing it from a co-worker.”

Matthew turned to his sister, seeing a feminized version of his fine face and features. Her hair was
lighter, and fell in curls past her neck while his almost black curls were clipped to a military trim, but her
green-brown eyes were the same as his own. She looked hard back at him, always the one to do things the
proper way, even when it was harder.

He sighed. “See if you can raise the Weather Station. That’s where father will be.”

She engaged the other com-link while Matthew plotted a course around the storm. The first two
channels were blacked by interference, the third was at maximum capacity and taking no more traffic.
Kayliegh hesitated for a moment, then accessed the Weather Directorate’s direct priority channel.

Calloway Driver was the Chief Administrator at Midlothian’s weather station. Although his city was
small, the facilities it cared for were spread over 8,000,000 square kilometers of territory. Storms like this
were a constant threat to the power stations and pipelines that criss-crossed his southwest quadrant.



When his face appeared on the communication screen, he was still holding a finger to the back of his jaw
where the communication link was implanted in every Republicker. “Kayliegh, you can’t use priority
lines during a storm alert.”

Matthew checked his instruments, and avoided the stern face of his father. Calloway Driver had been
a proud man, once, and his careworn face was testimony to how years of exile in Midlothian had almost
broken him.

“No choice, Pato,” Kayliegh told him, using a Republic term of endearment. “It was the only way to
get through to you.”

He frowned. “Somewhere out in that toxic cyclone I have a sensor tower caked in frozen carbon
dioxide; probably irreparable. So, I have a blind spot and scale 6 windshear cells developing in the
vicinity of one of the Energy Ministry’s precious geothermal rigs. It isn’t that I don’t what to talk, but the
penalty for using this channel during a storm alert... I can’t get sanctioned.”

“I know,” Kayliegh responded. “But this is very important.”

Their father turned away from his storm model. “For both of you to break into a limited access
channel... I should hope so.”

Kayliegh spoke with some difficulty. “Father ... You know of the Odyssey Project.”

Even Matthew could sense Calloway Driver’s heart dropping. But their father’s voice remained calm,
precise. “We do get news even in Midlothian.”

“We've been selected for Pathfinder Three. Matthew will be an Aves pilot. I'll be assigned to
Geological Survey as a Climatology Specialist.” She could see her father staring blankly at the screen,
words having abandoned him. “It's a very important job,” she added

“It’s an important job here!” their father protested. “The whole planet depends on Midlothian for
energy, for water, for the air they breathe. We need good climatologists”

“Father,” Kayliegh said soothingly. “It’s a great honor, and it’s our duty...”

“Duty? Isn’t that the word they always use when they order you to throw aside your own life and
submit yourself to the service of the common good of the Great Republic, as defined, as always, by the
Great Republic in her undeniable wisdom.”

Matthew was busying himself with securing a landing authorization from the City of Iron aerospace
port, but he bristled at the sound his father, railing against the Government, and on an emergency
channel no less.

Kayliegh tried to soothe him. “This is a tribute to you, father, to the upbringing you and mother gave

”

us.

“So, this is what the Great Republic demands now, families split apart, flung across the stars like ...
like dust... like cosmic dust?”

“You know that isn’t true. Families can go together.”

“Not our family,” Calloway Driver said, anger and defeat in his voice. “You know I can’t go with
you.” Kayliegh had no answer, and Matthew and his father had never, in the course of their lives,
discovered a place where words were easy to find between them. “I had always hoped you would come
back to me, but I should have known better. No one stays in Midlothian unless they have to.”

Matthew took a turn to speak. “We'll fly in as soon as the storm clears. We have twenty days leave
before we report to training.”

“Twenty days...” Calloway sounded copmpletely defeated. “That is not a long time to say good-bye to
your family.” A small red notice appeared in their viewscreens. “I have an incoming priority message,”
Calloway Driver said. “Driver out.”

The image of their father vanished, replaced with the shield of the Telecommunications Ministry done
in the same style as the shield of the other 127 Ministries; an impressionistic rendering of heroic people
marching bravely into the future, or in this case, telecommunicating bravely into the future.

Neither spoke until they saw the lights of the City of Iron appear on the horizon. Kayliegh touched
Matthew’s shoulder. “Was that as hard as you thought it would be?”

“Tt was hard, but now it’s done.”



“Not quite,” she said. “I still have to tell him I'm getting married.”

David Alkema
Joshua-Nation, Sapphire

From the top of the WatchTower, Cadet David Alkema could look out over all of the Odyssey Project
Primary Training Complex. Sixty-four enormous, interconnected buildings hunkered beneath a giant
dome, an assortment of cones, cylinders, and scalloped cubes and parallelograms typical of
hyper-modern Republicker architecture. Beyond the done stretched an ash-colored landscape of dull,
eroded mountains and a debris field of large, cracking rocks. Even on rare cloudless days, the sky was
gray. That was Republic, a drab planet for a drab people.

Cadet Alkema was often mistaken for the visiting little brother of some other cadet. His hair was dark
and curly, his complexion ruddy, and his build athletic, but all scaled to the size of a young teenage boy.
According to his biography, he was barely fifteen, the youngest age at which one could, with parental
consent, train for Odyssey. He could easily pass for younger. When he had come through the reception
hall, the adminicrat at the gate had checked his credentials four times before letting him pass. That had
been a close call.

Odyssey training was a nonstop ordeal, memorizing a thousand different science and engineering
formulae, mastering a few hundred ship systerms, team-building exercises, and long missions to the
desolate moons of the Republic system. As training progressed, reviews and examinations thinned the
herd. Some of the Sapphirean cadets whispered that the reviews were skewed to wash out more
Sapphireans than Republickers. Alkema did not know whether there was any truth to that, just that
three-fifths of the cadets who had started with him had already washed out, that he was damn lucky to
have gotten as far as he had, and that he had three months still to go.

‘The WatchTower” was the penultimate hurdle. Every third night, Alkema took his place with forty
other cadets in the double horseshoe of workstations designed to simulate the primary command center
of a Pathfinder starship, and let an electronic vine of system interfaces grow across his cheek.

The WatchTower simulated what the mission designers expected to be a typical duty shift aboard a
Pathfinder Ship. Shifts lasted seven hours and once each hour, maybe twice, an anomaly would creep into
the system — an unidentified ship entering the control area, a failure in one of the ship’s systems. It would
only happen once or twice, and only one cadet could catch the error and receive credit for it. It was a test
of stamina and attention span, and would strongly determine the likelihood that those cadets that had
survived all the other ordeals would be assigned to a ship.

Tonight, they were monitoring simulated ship’s operations. The previous shift, it had been flight
control. A flight of four shuttlecraft... Aves, they were called ... had come back with five. Alkema had
caught it first, challenged the extra ship, made the score.

That had been easy. Tonight, he had spent five hours watching numbers change on eight different
ship system read-outs. Then he saw it. He touched the simulated com-link on his panel. “Pathfinder X
control, Alkema here. I am reading a phase variance of 0.3 in anti-proton stream. Propulsion engineering
confirm?”

He waited. It was a very small anomaly, just a hair outside system tolerances. Maybe it wasn’t the
test. Finally, a voice came back. “Specialist Alkema, Pathfinder X engineering propulsion confirming
phase variance, compensating.” His holographic screen showed the system returning to normal, and
acknowledged that he had caught the night’s anomaly.

He breathed a sigh of relief. The cadet at the next station, a female Republicker named Marriott looked
at him. “Nine for nine. You know you’re going to get a ship now.”

Alkema could not tell whether she was failing to hide the bitter edge in her voice, or just intentionally
being bitter.

“One more, and you’ll have a perfect score,” Marriott went on. “They may promote you straight to
Tyro-Lieutenant.”

Alkema knew he could get a perfect score, and knowing would have to be enough. A perfect score



would attract the kind of attention that might lead to him being on a shuttle back to Sapphire... or a
detention cell.

Philip John Miller Redfire
Corvallis, Sapphire

He told no one. The next day, or maybe the next, someone would call him on the com-link and be told
simply that he had gone off-world, a satisfyingly mysterious exit.

He walked down Concordance Boulevard, intending to follow it to the river and cross the
Remembrance Bridge to Joshua Island, where the graceful buildings of Planetary Governance, centuries
and even millennia old, stood with quiet, erect dignity. He had seen them in the day, when they bustled
with busy clerks and adminicrats serving out their brief terms of public service. Now, he would walk
among them, with only the shadows for company, and see the soul of the city, without a million human
masks to disguise it.

This was his ritual of benediction. He had come to know each of Sapphire’s cities in this way, like
studying the face of a lover as she slept. In New Cleveland and Kandor, there were people out on every
street at all hours and music was continually playing. The streets of the industrial cities of Matthias,
Hootch Grabr, and Sienna bustled with busy mechanoids and automechs, servicing the machines that
hummed and throbbed in the daytime. New Sapporo’s streets, in the Borealan winter, had been a place of
silent frozen beauty, where the moons and stars glistened on black ice and pale blue snow. Corvallis at
night was like a big library after closing time. Everything in it was well ordered, most of it was
interesting, and he could not help feeling he was not supposed to be there.

He paused on the Remembrance Bridge to watch the Corvallis River pass underneath. On the South
Bank, the towers of the Commerce Sector shined against the backdrop of the near-vertical, 10,000-meter
face of the Wall of God mountains. Would he ever, he wondered, walk the streets of any city until dawn
ever again? He looked up. Thought of worlds spinning around the stars above his head and tried to
imagine their cities.

A shrill voice shattered his reverie. “Hoy, citizen!” He turned to see a woman wearing a gold
jumpsuit, thigh-high leather boots, and a long cape. Great, a cop.

“Is it illegal to walk on the bridge?” he asked.

“Hoy, shiv out. I just wanted to make sure you're not a jumper,” she yelled back. Sapphire was a
largely crime-free planet. Cops were more like free-lance do-gooders,

“Do I'look like a jumper,” he asked.

She shrugged. “They look like everybody else.” The cop studied him. Philip John Miller Redfire cut a
lean figure in a black leather jacket and jeans. His red hair was cropped short, accenting his sharp
cheekbones and soft jawline. The cop moved closer, and he raised his hands, showing black leather,
fingerless gloves. “You're an artist?” she exclaimed.

“Za, a pyro-kineticist — not a jumper,” he answered. “I blew up the Ur Building.”
“] saw that one. That was you?”

He favored her with a slight bow. “Za, it didn’t work out the way I wanted. My original proposal was
to embed debris in the surrounding buildings, but they wouldn’t let me use enough monohydrazine.”

Her tone turned more cordial. “Are you planning to blow up the bridge?”

“Neg, I already blew up a bridge once ... in Matthias... part of a classical music concert... I'm just...
saying good-bye.”

The cop fondled her paralyzer. “Good-bye to what?”

“To Corvallis.”

She gasped. “Hold! Are you going to blow up the city?”

He laughed. “Neg, my grant got turned down. I'm leaving tomorrow for Republic, and this is my way
of saying good-bye. I take a long walk around the city at night, try to fix the memory of time and place in
my mind, and ... connect with the spirit of the metropolis.”

“That’s so unique,” said the cop, drawing her cape around her shoulders against the early morning



chill.

“So, officer, with your consent, I'm going to walk to the Plaza of The Thing and wait for the sun to
come up.”

She nodded and bade him Good Night. He continued his walk toward the capitol.

Eliza Jane Change
Somewhere in the Asteroid Belt of the Sapphire System

Eliza Jane Change had been sitting in the control couches of mining ships since before she could walk.
Born on a Guild hospital frigate, she had never been outside a Mining ship or support facility. She had
never breathed unprocessed air nor felt her weight in normal planetary gravity. The Guild had taken care
of her when her mother died and given her a job as soon as she could reach the controls.

Change killed the ship’s artificial gravity and closed her eyes. Moving a mining ship into position next
to an asteroid was a delicate ballet in space involving a precise and exquisite balance of forces. The mining
ship was huge, 2 000 meters across at its longest axis, the rock was larger still. She had instruments that
gave her a three-dimensional understanding of the position and motion of both her ship and the rock, but
she rarely needed them. When she closed her eyes, she could almost sense the gravity of the giant rock
and feel the motion of both bodies. She touched her controls and felt the ship move into position.

“Entant-464, we show you in perfect alignment,” came a tansmission from the guidance team on the
asteroid’s surface. “Well done, Eliza Jane Change.”

She ignored the compliment, opened her eyes, and stretched. The rock she had just parked next to had
enough exploitable reserves of platinum, titanium, molybdenum, and manganese to keep the miners busy
for months. She had earned her salary for the period. This was the life of a guild pilot. A few minutes of
intense concentration followed by months of boredom.

As she finished locking the controls, the rear hatch slid open and Mining Chief Do floated in. “How’s
your status, Eliza Jane Change?”

“All is normal. We're locked in orbit at LaGrange V. I'm getting ready to calculate compensatory
thruster burns to keep us in position.”

Do waved her off. He was a heavy man, with a curly-black beard and a face pock-marked from too
many accidents involving explosive decompression. When gravity was disengaged, he didn’t wear his
prosthetic legs, and Change was accustomed to seeing his legless torso floating through the corridors of
the ship. “I didn’t come up here for a position report. I came up to see if you had decided to accept the
Guild’s offer.”

“I made my decision a long time ago. I am staying here.”

The MC pulled himself up by the OhShit handless on the cockpit wall. “If you refuse, you may find
yourself on the slag line in the belly of an ore-processing ship.”

Change’s voice grew sharp and flinty. “I don’t understand why they are trying to get rid of me. I'm
their best pilot.”

“The Guild doesn’t need great pilots. Good ones are good enough and less expensive to the pension
plan.” He took a swig from a blue-metal flask. “Eliza, girl, I have known you since you were a child... since
before your father disappeared and your mother died. Do you know what awaits you if you stay with the
Guild?” He jerked a finger at the forward monitor. “You spend ten, twenty, thirty years putting ships into
orbit around rocks in space. One day your thrusters fail or you miscalculate, and you and the ship end up
as part of the rock. Even if you should live to be as old as me, you will squander your youth and vitality
wrenching metal from rock, and that, Eliza Jane, is far less than you can achieve. All the time you work,
the fruit of your labor goes to the Guild. The committee members live well in their beautiful homes and
send you a box of cookies at Sidereal New Year.”

“You think I would be happier on a ship with 7,000 groundlings?”

“I am telling you that whether you stay or you go, your life won’t be as you planned it. The Guild
never forgets or forgives an act of defiance.” The MC looked out through the tiny viewing port into space.
With that, he shoved off from the wall, and let himself out through the hatch.

Eliza Change closed her eyes. Much as she hated to admit it, the MC was right. She had no future in



the Guild Not anymore, and nothing could alter it. Whatever future she had lay out there.

Goneril Lear
City of Alexander, Republic

Lt. Commander Goneril Lear took a vertical transporter to the 503rd level of the Ministry of Defense
Space Command Edifice. The lift had transparent walls and slid up the exterior side of the building.
Sunlight dazzled through the perpetual mist that shrouded the City of Alexander, making the sky
shimmer over the huge, interconnected buildings in which forty million citizens lived and worked.

The transporter opened onto a broad internal corridor. Goneril Lear walked into the busying herd of
uniformed people. She was a short woman with the finely drawn features, pale gray eyes and nearly
white blond hair typical of Republic women of a certain age. The slant of her chin and her purposeful
stride left no doubt that although she walked among the clerks and officers of the Ministry, she did not
consider herself one of them. She was, after all, a Lear, a Senior Liaison Officer and Command Designate,
for her, people below the rank of Chief Administrator did not exist unless she required them to. She
approached the office of Acantha Dassault, Executive Administrator for the Republic half of the Odyssey
Project, already knowing what the Executive Administrator was going to tell her. Lear touched the
Reception Panel. “Goneril Lear,” she said. The door slid open.

“Come in, Lt. Commander Lear. Let’s sit down and talk, shall we?” The Executive Administrator
smiled pleasantly, emerging from behind a desk that looked like a large oblong plastic slab suspended in
mid-air. (Lear guessed it supports must have been non-reflective composite. Even an Executive
Administrator would not have warranted the extravagance of a localized anti-gravity field).

With a grace that was almost grandmotherly, the Adminstrator took Lear by the arm and escorted
her to a white-cushioned chair of sharp and square design that nestled in an alcove of her office suite with
another chair. The two seats were arranged before a huge perfectly round window that looked out over
the vast cityscape. “As you know, the Odyssey Project originally called for the construction of twelve
ships” she began. “You were to command Pathfinder Eleven. However, the mission has been redefined,
and it is now believed that nine ships will suffice for Phase 1.”

“I heard news to that effect some days ago, but I was unaware that a final decision had been made.”

“It has, and I regret that there is no longer an opportunity for you to command, the other
commanders having all been confirmed. The Odyssey Project can only offer you the position of first officer
on Pathfinder 3 or Pathfinder 6.”

Lear nodded. She had mentally prepared herself for this moment, but she could not help feeling
betrayed when it was confirmed, one-to-one, in its finality. “If I turn down the first officer positions,
would I be in line for a Phase II command position?”

“You would be past mandatory retirement age by the time Phase Il is ready, unless you choose to go
into stasis and...”

“] have a family. Stasis is not an option.”

“I regret that it is the only option I can offer you.”

“Or, I could remain here.”

The Executive Administrator spoke again, still sounding grandmotherly, but this time like the
grandmother who hadn’t survived the rough-and-tumble politics of the Space Ministry by handing out
cookies. “We need our people on those ships, in command positions, or ready to take command should the
need arise. There have already been security breaches on Pathfinders 2 and 3. Nine days ago, we arrested
four Sapphirean Isolationists who were trying to gain access to Pathfinder Three’s fusion core.” She
paused. “Needless to say, that information does not leave this chamber.”

Lear nodded. “Of course, Senior Commander.” For a moment, neither of them spoke. Outside, an
air-limo plowed through the mist, stirring the clouds from which only the tallest towers of the city
protruded. Lear wondered what Minister or Executive might be inside.

“Look at that, Goneril” the Administrator said. “A city of forty million, and two hundred forty more
like it across the surface of our planet. Our ancestors would be proud, don’t you think, of the civilization
we’ve built on this forbidding world, through strength, discipline, and necessary sacrifices for the greater



good.”

Lear looked up in surprise. She could not have imagined the Executive Administrator addressing even
her own husband by his first name.

She was not yet finished. “I have been preparing you for the last fifteen years to command a
Pathfinder Ship, not a Ministry, or a HomeGuard Base, or a diplomatic mission, and I am well aware you
could have any of those if you wanted it. Your duty is to go where you are needed, and you are needed on
a Pathfinder Ship.”

“I would never have seriously considered the option of remaining behind,” Lear told her.

The Executive Administrator seemed pleased. “Good, very good.” She stood. Lear stood. The meeting
was over and Lear knew, it was time to find the door.

“Just one thing, dear,” the Administrator called out, just before Lear exited. “When we discuss your
position with the Odyssey Directorate, do not surrender your bargaining chip so easily. Let them think
you will leave the program if you aren’t given the right ship, and the right range of authority. Do this, and
I will make sure that you get exactly what we need.”

William Randolph Keeler
New Cleveland, Sapphire

The University of Sapphire at New Cleveland’s Grace Auditorium seated six hundred. Its transparent
walls looked out on the quad-rangle. On this, a brilliant spring day in Sectember when the girls in the
quad were wearing shorts and the boys were shirtless, or vice-versa, being indoors was almost too much
to bear and the lecturer knew he was up against both cabin fever and adolescent hormones.

Chancellor William Keeler was a substantial man, well-fed and large-framed, with a full head of
steely gray hair and a round face that wore an expression of perpetual self-satisfaction. He was 52
Sapphirean Years olds, at the prime of his professional life. Middle age was still twenty or more years in
the distance, the foolishness of youth a pleasant memory. When he was ready to speak, he tapped a long,
ceremonial staff against the side of the lectern.

“Good afterdawn, everyone. Before we begin, I have an announcement. The orgy with the gymnastics
team has been moved back to next Firesday owing to a delay in the delivery of cinnamon oil...” Keeler
paused and looked up from his notes.

“I'm sorry, class,” he said to the suddenly silent lecture hall. “Those were my notes for the faculty
meeting this afternoon. It appears that you are here for Colonial History 101. So be it.” He made a gesture
to the teaching assistant who ran the holographic projectors.

“Your knowledge of our planet’s history probably begins with the discovery and survey of this
world by the starship Carpentaria.” Images formed over his head of an ancient star-faring vessel entering
orbit over the familiar blue and green sphere of the planet Sapphire. “However, for purposes of this
course, the history of Sapphire begins on the planet Earth. Now, you have probably been taught very
little about our mother planet. There is a simple explanation for that. Very little is known and what think
we know, is highly suspect.

“To understand why this is, one must first understand the lengths of time with which we are dealing.
Our Sapphirean civilization is, roughly 3,000 years old, and we’ve spent nearly half that time on our own.
Nevertheless, our language, our concepts of art, science, and religion were all handed to us from Earth.
Sure, we have devised our own unique innovations, our own flavors, but the foundations for all we have
were laid out thousands of years ago on a world on the other side of the galaxy, about which we know
almost nothing.”

He gestured to the holographic projections of a blue planet with a large question symbol
superimposed over it. “We have no maps of Mother Earth. However, the accounts of the Carpentaria’s
survey party suggest that it was much like Sapphire. The young Survey Secretary of the Carpentaria’s crew
— a man named Joshua Nation, who became the first Colonial Governor-General — makes repeated
mention of the mildness of Sapphire’s climate and notes the presence of only one significant desert region.
From this, we may conclude that the climate of Earth was somewhat harsher than ours, and that there



were several, perhaps many, desert regions. Joshua Nation’s log also notes that the continental
landmasses are similar in size and landmass-to-ocean ratio to the Earth’s. The timeline on the log suggests
Earth’s year was longer than ours by forty to forty-eight days.

“Our colonial period began in the last part of a period known as the ‘Great Seeding,” or the ‘Great
Diaspora.” Wasn't everything humanity did in those days, ‘great’? Earth and the Inner Colonies explored
the galaxy and established thousands of colonies, forming the Human Galactic Commonwealth.” His
projection displayed spaceships zooming back and forth among the stars.

“The Great Seeding continued for over two thousand years, and then abruptly stopped, which began
the current ‘great’ epoch of human history, the Great Silence. The Great Silence is said to have begun
about twelve hundred years ago with the departure from our orbit of the last starship to pay a call on
Sapphire, the St. Beryl. In the centuries since, no other ship has called on our system, and the galactic
communication network has been silent for almost that long.”

Outside in the Quad, a game of Inverted Wally Ball was commencing. He would have to pick up the
pace. Once the players began levitating, all bets were off. “So, What happened to the rest of humanity?
Many believe that the human empire was destroyed in war with a Superior Alien Species. One reason
this theory is so widely accepted is because it is ‘known’... “ he put finger-quotes around the word, “...that
coincidentally with the beginning of the Great Silence, humanity encountered such a highly advanced
alien species. They were called the ‘Tarmigans.’

“Did your parents ever tell you, ‘If you don’t finish your ground-nuts, the Tarmigans will get you?’
The Tarmigans were supposedly an advanced race encountered in the course of our expansion in the
gal-axy. Some believe the Tarmigans conquered the Commonwealth, and the greater part of humanity
was annihilated, reduced to a primitive state, or put into slavery.” The tone of Chancellor Keeler’s voice
indicated he did not believe it himself, and no student in his class should either if he knew what was good
for him.

“This is a theoretical possibility. But, there is not nearly enough proof that the Tarmigans even
existed, let alone wiped out human galactic civilization. In any case, if such a race did conquer Earth and
the Inner Colonies, one would expect some word to have gotten back to us, unless every other colony had
fallen simultaneously. Quite apart from the logistical demands of executing a swift and coordinated
conquest across many light years, why should every other world have been conquered save for Sapphire
and Republic? It seems awfully incompetent for an alien master race to have overlooked us.”

He looked out to the Quad again. The Wally Ball Game had become co-ed shirts versus skins. Four
balls were in play now. Damb! If he was distracted, this was not good. He signaled to his assistant to jump
ahead. The top of the room became an animated diorama of bug-eyed, horned aliens over-running
screaming human colonists. “A variation of the Conquest of Humanity Theory has the Earth at war with
an equally matched species, such as the Theans, or the Garr, a conflict that eventually leads to the collapse
of both civilizations. Of course, we haven’t heard from the Theans or the Garr, either. Perhaps, the
Tarmigans got them as well.

“Any theory explaining the Great Silence must account for how the disaster could be both
simultaneous and complete across all, or almost all, human galactic civilization. The key point to
remember here is that simultaneous does not mean instantaneous.”

Keeler stepped away from the podium and made a discreet gesture to turn off the projectors. He put
on a thoughtful expression and said, “Now, I am going to tell you the disappointing truth of what most
likely was the case.”

With the attention of most of his students fixed on him, rather than the hologram, he explained. “One
would expect a sudden loss of contact with the rest of human civilization to have been of great concern to
people living here at the time. Yet, in what remains of the records of the era, very little is written or said
about it. In fact, the term “The Great Silence” was not used until nearly four hundred years after the St.
Beryl left orbit.

“This suggests that the loss of contact was not, in fact, sudden and total. Indeed, records indicate that,
prior to the departure of the St. Beryl, it had been six years since a ship from another star system had
made orbit here. The flow of starship, and communication traffic to this system had, over the centuries,
slowed to almost nothing.



“Transporting people and goods between stars is an enormous undertaking. Space is vast, perhaps
infinite. If our sun were a grain of sand, and all the stars were to the same scale, the sun of Republic would
be almost a hundred meters away. On average, all the stars in our galaxy would be 10 kilometers apart,
stars with inhabitable planets, 200 kilometers apart. It requires vast amounts of energy to move that
much mass, that much distance.

“ At the same time, the objective of each human colony was to attain self-sufficiency. Given a choice
between directing limited resources toward attaining self-sufficiency or maintaining contact with
distant, it is logical that most colonies would have chosen self-sufficiency. That is, after all, the choice that
we made, and there’s no reason to believe any other colony was any smarter than we were.”

“Presuming self-sufficiency was even the smartest response,” Keeler heard a student mutter. He
perked up. One bright kid could make a whole term worthwhile.

Keeler continued, directing his comments at the boy in the third row, the mutterer. “As each colony
moved toward self-sufficiency, inter-stellar travel would have diminished. This is consistent with what
happened here. When we were founded, Sapphire traded agricultural goods, arts, and entertainment to
Republic for chemicals and minerals. Over time, however, as each colony became self-sufficient, contact
went into decline and eventually ceased, only being restored in the last three hundred years, when we
had advanced enough to afford the luxury of interplanetary contact.

“And that, I am almost sorry to say, is most likely what happened across the galaxy. This is what I
call the ‘“They-Just-Forgot-About-Us’ Theory. If I am right, there are hundreds if not thousands of human
civilizations carrying on with no knowledge of us.”

He sighed. “This theory is also flawed, of course. It does not explain why Earth or the highly advanced
Inner Colonies should have broken off contact with us. Yet in the absence of proof to the contrary, the
prudent historian will prefer non-catastrophic explanations.”

“Sophistry,” He heard the boy muttering into his recorder.

Keeler grinned. “I was going to dismiss class early, but since that gentleman-scholar in the third row
has expressed skepticism with my theory. I think it fair to give him a forum. Stand up please, Mr...?”

“Terminax, Sloane Terminax,” said the boy, standing. He was thin, with stringy dishwater blond
hair, and too-large lips for his thin face. “I have two problems with your theory.”

“Only two,” Keeler answered, arousing an amused twittering.
“First, you say that self-sufficiency of each colony caused the Great Silence, but it could just easily go

the other way around. The Commonwealth fell, for whatever reason, and only the self-sufficient colonies
... like ours... survived.”

“I believe self-sufficiency was the only practical choice.”

“That’s a Sapphirean perspective,” the boy argued. “But after the Disintegration, Sapphire went into
centuries of decline. Republic fell into planetary war. We were better off before the collapse when we were
part of a galactic community.”

Keeler argued right back, enjoying the challenge. “Only one star-system in tens of thousands
contained a habitable planet. The proximity of Sapphire and Republic is a cosmic fluke. Even to Republic,
by our fastest liner, near light-speed, nearly five weeks. To another star... years. How can you have a
‘community’” when it takes years to reach your nearest neighbor?”

The boy persisted. “What about the communication net? Your thesis is it fell into disuse as colonies
became self-sufficient, but colonies surely would have wanted to share news of their advances and their
social progress with one another.”

Keeler sighed. The kid had a point, not that he was willing to concede it. “A Tachyon Pulse Antenna is
a thousand kilometers across and difficult to maintain. When Sapphire went through its Dark Age and
technological retreat, our TPA drifted off into space. We only rebuilt it within the last three hundred
years.”

“But there were thousands of colonies!” the boy protested.

“Of course...,” Keeler said, gently gesturing him down. “And that’s why the Great Silence remains
such an intriguing mystery. Now, does anyone else want to play ‘Match Wits with the Professor.” If not,



then that’s all I have today. I'm sure you've got better things to do then absorb knowledge from me. If you
have more questions see me during my office hours, or just suffer in ignorance. Class dismissed.”

On his way out he noted to his teaching assistant. “Make a note of Mr. Terminax’s arguing with his
sage professor. There is no way I'm letting that kid get any grade less than Double Alpha this term.”

“A message came while you were lecturing,” said the teaching assistant, a former Republicker named
Herodotus Xerox, exiled from his homeworld after a humiliating, but highly entertaining, scandal
involving ‘whorebots.” He handed the message to Keeler, who read it and frowned.

“There’s been an accident at Odyssey Project.”

“Oh, dear,” said Xerox. “Was anyone hurt?”

“Just the commanding officer of Pathfinder Ship Pegasus.”

“How awful.”

“It's worse than that,” Keeler said grimly. “They want me to take over for the poor bastard. They
must really be desperate to get me off this planet.”

chapter one

The Republic Outsystem

Titus (All-Environment Excursion Vehicle P3-021, Aves-class) streaked through the outskirts of the
Republic system, maintaining course for the Pathfinder ship Pegasuss.

Its pilot watched a virtual display of the ship passing into the controlled space of the Odyssey Project
Shipyards. When it had passed through, he addressed his single passenger, seated behind him on the
command deck. “We're approaching the outer perimeter of Pegasus’s artificial gravity field.” It was a
standard spiel, required by Republic Ministries of Transport, Public Safety, Space Travel, and Human
Health. “You may soon experience disorientation and other effects related to entering into the
gravitational influence of the pathfinder ship. If you experience discomfort, the standard recommendation
is to close your eyes and relax until the feeling passes.”

Pegasus’s commander looked up from the science report he was reviewing, “This is not my first
docking, lieutenant.”

The pilot answered, “Aye, sir.” Then, turned his attention to the necessary communications with
Flight Control.

“Pegasus Flight Control to Aves Titus. We show you thirteen seconds inside the outer marker, closing
at .15c. Confirm?”

“Titus confirms closing at .15¢, 20 seconds inside the outer marker.”
“Pegasus Flight Control orders Titus to reduce to docking speed and stand by for approach vector.”
“Titus acknowledges.”

The Aves pitched slightly forward and down like a bob-sled making an easy turn as it encountered an
intersection between two overlapping directed gravitational fields. Pegasus was the size of a small city,
but in open space, it generated multiple short-range pseudo-gravitational fields, some as strong as a
planet. Navigation among them was always at least a mild challenge to the pilot.

Titus slid along the inner margin of one gravitational field, still outside visual range of Pegasus. Titus’s
pilot fired braking thrusters. There was another sharp lurch as Titus bumped off a gravitational field,
throwing its occupants against their safety harnesses.

“Steady as she goes, Lieutenant.” Prime Commander St. Lawrence wondered if this pilot’s landings
were always so rough.

“Titus to Pegasus Flight Control. Titus has encountered a gravitic discontinuity. My instruments did



not indicate any GD advisory. Can you confirm?” If the Aves was off-course, he might be encountering the
edge of a gravity field outside the normal flight path.

Before Pegasus could answer, Titus smacked hard into some invisible wall, suddenly bucking upward
and back, snapping its two occupants hard against their seats.

The pilot reached for his controls. All around him, a bank of read-outs that had been calmly glowing
blue and green erupted into red and orange flashings as alarms began to wail. Something slammed into
the starboard wing-blade. Before the pilot could react, Titus was ripped into pieces. There was a small
explosion as the main cabin opened into space, then a larger one when the fuel cells tore apart.

The Republic Out-System

Another pilot, another passenger, and another Aves were making the run across the same stretch of
space.

In the back of the command deck was one William Randolph Keeler, who sat with his legs up on the
aft navigator’s station, gin and tonic in one hand, a copy of Significant Galactic Archaeological Finds of the
Colonial Era in the other. The pilot of this Aves, Flight Lt. Matthew Driver, gave no thought to the fate of the
last ship to make this run. “You might want to secure yourself, sir. When we enter into Pegasus’s gravity
well, it can be disorienting. The standard recommendation is to secure yourself in and close your eyes.”

Keeler nodded, set his book aside, and drained the last of his beverage. Then, he rose from his seat and
leaned over Flight Lieutenant Driver’s chair, catching the last of a conversation between the pilot and
Flight Control.

“Pegasus Flight Control to Aves Prudence. We show you thirteen seconds inside the outer marker,
closing at .15c. Confirm?”

“Prudence confirms closing at .15c, 20 seconds inside the outer marker.”

“Pegasus Flight Control orders Prudence to reduce to docking speed and stand by for approach vector.”

“Prudence acknowledges.”

“Hoy,” said Keeler brightly, tapping the side of the command chair with his walking stick.

Driver bristled. “Sir, I would recommend that you remain seated during the approach...” The young
pilot offered Keeler the seat next to him. Keeler declined, choosing to kneel on one knee behind him, which
he sensed gave the young man some further discomfort. Still, how much worse could it be than the flight
interface, that reef of bright obsidian plastic that seemed to grow out of the cheek and jaw of the young
man. He wondered if it hurt. He wondered what it felt like to be plugged into a machine that way. He
should build up to it before asking, he decided. “What is your name, lieutenant?”

“Flight Lieutenant Driver, Matthew Driver, sir.”

“Where are you from, Flight Lieutenant Driver Matthew Driver?”

“Midlothian settlement ... Republic, sir.”

Keeler gave him a friendly tap on the shoulder with his walking stick. “Driver... I took that for a
Sapphirean name.”

“My great-grandparents emigrated from Sapphire.”

“Good God, man! Why?” Keeler exclaimed. “Did they abhor sunlight, fresh air, and deciding things for
themselves, or did they just want to live in a cube of a three-hundred story tower micromanaged by
adminicrats?”

The piloted fidgeted uncomfortably. “They were democratists.”

Keeler held up a hand. “Enough said.” Some centuries earlier, when Sapphire and Republic regained
contact, the democratists had sought to replace Sapphire’s system of Government — which consisted
mainly of picking people at random for single five-year terms to serve in the planetary legislature, called
“The Thing”- with an electoral democracy like Republic’s. They were never numerous, and, when space
travel became practical again, hundreds emigrated to Republic. One of Keeler’s ancestors had had most of
the rest shot. “Is Midlothian a nice place?”

“Midlothian is in the antarctic region of Republic, built into the side of a mountain range. The air



turns to liquid in the winter.”

“Most people don't like that. Lieutenant,... May I call you Matt?” His pause was not sufficient to give
the pilot time to respond. “Za, of course I can. I'm the Captain... I can do whatever damn well pleases me. I
was only trying to make conversation. I intend to command Pegasus just the way I ran my University. My
students always knew where I stood and knew they could approach me. I intend to have that same
rapport with the crew of this ship.”

“I understand, sir. I am just trying to concentrate on delivering you safely to your command.” He ran
a final system status review. Just his luck, everything was fine.

Keeler sighed. The pilot of the liner that had transported him from his homeworld to the Odyssey
Station on Colossus IV had not been conversationally gifted either, and that journey had been a
three-week trip. Granted, relativistic speed had made it seem like three days, but Keeler had spent his
whole life in New Cleveland, the very capital of Sapphire in every sense except the governmental one.
Spending three days without an opportunity to skewer the pompous, self-satisfied twits that made up
most of his faculty was like being deprived of air. He had hoped commanding a ship on which half the
personnel were Republickers would provide a range of new targets for his sharp wit and eccentric
behavior. But so far, the Republickers attached to the Odyssey Project had not proved very sporting.

“Pegasus Flight Control to Aves Prudence. Slow to docking speed. Come about 32 degrees and adjust
positive 620 meters vertical.”

“Prudence acknowledges,” he turned to his commander. “I have visual on Pegasus,” Driver announced.

Keeler turned to the forward monitor. At the edge of their field of view, a tiny pale star was becoming
larger, eventually resolving into a magnificent double diamond of light, and crystal, and gold. As the full
shape and details of the ship became clear, Keeler could make out transport and cargo shuttles flitting
around her like a swarm of lightflies while a small squadron of construction pods applied the finishing
touches to the hull.

They came at her head on, nose-to-nose. The forepart of Pegasus was like the prows of two ocean-going
vessels, sandwiched one atop the other and fronted with a huge shield in which was inlaid a design of
wings and stars. Just as Prudence reached the bowsprit, she lifted up to flash over the four-and-a-half
kilometers long dorsal plane of the ship; a mosquito buzzing past a swan.

Driver banked his ship, and showed Keeler what he would soon be commanding. First came the
domes and heavy hatches that covered the main body of weaponry; the missile hatcheries that made
Pegasus as deadly as she was beautiful. Then came a long expanse of metal and crystal that connected the
forward to the aft like the shapely neck of a swan. The hull widened where the habitation levels began,
protected from space by millistrati ultracrystal stronger than diamond. Within, Keeler could see flashes
of gardens and architecture, as well as transport pods moving on the intraship tubeways.

They reached the rear of the ship, and Driver guided his Aves between the command towers. Nearly a
thousand meters high, they narrowed as they rose, adorned with sculptures of humans reaching toward
the stars. They curved upward, bending toward each other as though to whisper secrets. Almost despite
himself, Keeler was impressed. Humanity was returning to the stars in style.

Flight Lt. Driver cut his speed again as the Aves flashed over the ship's backside. In the space beyond,
Keeler could pick out the distant space docks where two other ships of Project Odyssey, Republic and
Sapphire, were being constructed The Aves arced around behind Pegasus and began its approach to the
landing bays, whose hatches lined her stern.

“Prudence announces final approach to Landing Bay 23-Alpha. Confirm beacon and lock.”

“Pegasus flight control to Aves Prudence, you are cleared for docking.”

Keeler leaned over him. “I'd like to see the bottom of the ship.”

“The Underside?” Keeler figured him to be the kind who hated it when plans were changed at the last
minute. Most pilots were.

“Za, think of it as an inspection. I would never buy a house without looking at the basement.”

The pilot obliged. “Pegasus Flight Control, Prudence requests clearance for another go-around.
Transmitting vector.”



There was a pause, then “Is everything all right, Prudence?”
“Affirmative, Flight Control. All systems optimal.”
“You are cleared, Prudence. Transmitting new approach vector.”

The Aves executed a sweet pirouette in space, dipped, and came in just between the twin,
teardrop-shaped lobes of the two great under-hulls. The underside was not brightly lit, but did glow
faintly from the energy within. Keeler could see the skin of the hull here was not smooth, but a kind of
bas-relief. Between the two primary under-hulls nestled a smaller, shallow one. Emerging from the
after-hulls were two great curving, segmented structures, that put Keeler in mind of bones, of vertebrae.
These connected the aft of the ship to the forepart, where the prow jutted forth proudly, determinedly.

Keeler found himself without words, a rare occasion indeed. Here was this great ship, the highest
achievement of his civilization, a vessel to knit the space between stars. How had he been chosen to
command this thing? What were they thinking?

The pilot maneuvered the Aves over the topside again, this time in a long shallow bank over the
starboard blade. He spoke again as they cleared the fantail. “Another pass, commander?”

“Neg, take her in.”
“Prudence to Pegasus Flight Control, commencing final approach.”

There was a row of huge hatches on the stern of the ship that guarded the landing bays. Keeler put his
hand on the pilot’s shoulder as he angled his ship toward the hatch that was drawing upward. “So, do
you mind if I ask you about that thing on your face ...?”

Reception Area — Pegasus

When Keeler entered the reception area off Landing Bay Alpha, a blond woman close to his own age
stepped smartly forward and saluted him. She was slight in build but carried herself with an air of crisp
authority. “Prime Commander, I am Executive Tyro Commander Goneril Lear, your first officer. It gives
me great pleasure to officially turn over command of the Pathfinder Ship Pegasus to you, effective
immediately. Welcome aboard, sir.”

The sight of two score senior officers and section chiefs assembled in full dress uniform filled him with
the urge to say a few words. Keeler knew that the prospect of giving a speech would be bothersome to
some people, but he could not for the life of him fathom why. In his profession, he had grown to appreciate
nothing more than a captive audience obligated to listen politely to whatever he cared to say.

“Thank you, Executive Tyro Commander Lear. When I was a boy, my mother, an astro-cartographer,
used to take me walking along the lakeshore at night. She would point to this star, or that one, and tell me
there was a world spinning around it on which people just like us lived. It always made me wonder if
there were, on those worlds, other people pointing back at me. As I grew older, I began to wonder if there
really were people left by those stars, or whether it was only on our two worlds that the torch of human
civilization still burned.

“There may be thousands of human colonies out there. Finding them, bringing them back into the
family of humankind: that, ladies and gentlemen, is our real mission.

“What awaits us? Answers. Questions. Wonders. Horrors. Humans so changed we may not recognize
them as our own kindred. Worlds with stories, cultures, languages, philosophies that we could not, in our
most fevered dreams, imagine.

“And so forth we go, as explorers, as missionaries, as messengers, and as inheritors of the human
spirit, keepers of the human flame. That spirit brought our ancestors from their ancient worlds to these
new ones. That spirit, our birthright, built two great civilizations and one magnificent alliance. If — or, as I
fervently hope and believe, when — we encounter other humans and other worlds, we shall speak proudly
of what our race has accomplished here, on the worlds originally designated as 11 527 Pegasi four and 11
606 Pegasi two.

“], for one, can hardly wait to begin. We have a fine ship, an excellent crew. Fear no evil. God is near.
Thank you.”

After the applause had died down, one of the ship's Holy Women, an lestan, came forward to offer a
short prayer of blessing. “Brothers, Sisters, let us open hands and hearts to the blessings of the Eternal,



who contains the Infinite. May this journey we are about to begin enlighten and purify us as the passage
of Your Daughter Vesta through the wilderness. Pray that we may receive knowledge as did she. Pray
that we may find on this journey the opportunity to demonstrate ourselves as worthy of the blessing the
Eternal has bestowed upon us. In the name of the Son, and the Daughter, Amen.”

“This is amazing,” Keeler said when she wad finished, examining the front wall of the Reception Area.
“That portal creates the illusion of looking all the way to the front of the ship, through every section. Yet,
instead of a jumble of decks and bulkheads, it all seems coherent. I can focus on a single section at a time.”

“Perspective Perspex,” Lear explained. “Developed at your university by a Dr. Nachtmacher unless I
am mistaken.”

Keeler snapped his fingers. “Za, Doctor Nachtmacher, of course. I had to dismiss him after he tried to
use it to peer into the showers at the Athletic Complex.”

She bristled, the rest of the room chuckled politely. Keeler stepped down from the podium and began
working the crowd.

Hangar Bay — Pegasus

While the new commanding officer met his officers, Technician 3rd Class Eddie Roebuck was
removing Keeler's personal bags from Prudence’s cargo bay. He was lifting a large, hexagonal crate and
almost dropped it when a voice came from inside. “Hoy, watch it. You want me to lose my lunch!”

Roebuck bent over and peered into the vision slot at the end of the box. A pair of angry green eyes
glowered back at him.

“Roebuck,” called the other technician assigned to his team. Horatio Halliburton was perhaps thirty
Republic years old, rather thickly built, with a habit of hanging his lower jaw slightly, a posture that
made him seem dull-witted. Roebuck walked to the rear of the Aves just slowly enough to annoy
Halliburton without actually setting him off.

“Do you have any idea what this is?” Halliburton indicated an oblong, glossy black casket with the
crest of the planet Sapphire — four flags, representing each of the four continents, arrayed around a
triangle, a landscape of mountains, ocean, and three crescent moons within - picked out in silver on its
surface.

“Screws me. A container, I guess.”

“Oh, brilliant. Crown jewel of Sapphirean educational techniques, you are,” Halliburton said. From
someone quicker, the comment might have seemed biting. “This is routed to the Prime Commander’s
quarters. Inspection protocol overridden.”

“Krishna! Must be something heli+ impressive in there.”

“It’s none of our business,” Halliburton sniffed. “Get a transport pod, move it with the other items.”
He reached for the container Eddie had just set down. Eddie was about to warn him when he let out a yelp
and jerked his hand away, blood dripping from four slash-marks on his fingertips.

Primary Command Deck

After Keeler had finished working the reception, meeting his command staff in a blur of Republicker
handshakes and Sapphirean back-slaps, Lear and Keeler left the reception and exited to the adjacent dock,
where a transport pod, a small vehicle shaped like an egg with a flattened bottom, awaited. She
commanded the vehicle to take them to the Primary Command Center.

“You mean the Main Bridge?” Keeler asked.

“Some crew members call it that. I prefer Primary Command 1, or PC-1 for brevity.” The pod glided
forward, and nosed into the Intra-ship tubeway for the short climb to Deck 100, Section Alpha.

They exited at the transport dock. A pair of large, heavy hatches slid aside, and showed them the
Command Center. There was a crystalline dome overhead, looking out to the stars. Twenty people or so
occupied stations along the outer bridge, which wrapped around the inner bridge in a parabolic curve.
The walls were white, inlaid with different kinds of instruments in black panels and displays trimmed in
navy blue, the floor was dark gray carpet. The seats for each station were large and suede gray. All in all,



Keeler decided, not a bad place to work, albeit a little subdued for his tastes.

A tall thin officer with Tyro Commander’s stripes on his red-trimmed jacket interrupted. He wore
fingerless leather gloves, the kind Master Artists wore on Sapphire. The lanky lieutenant lay his hand on
Keeler's shoulder in the standard Sapphirean greeting. “Tyro Commander Philip John Miller Redfire,
Officer of the Watch. Welcome to Main Bridge, Prime Commander.”

Keeler laid his hands on his officer’s shoulder. “I remember you Redfire. Spring Term, 7285, you and a
group of students occupied my office and used my ceremonial robes to wipe your bottom.”

Redfire smiled. “I'm glad you remember.”

“] remember everyone who does that.”

“So, how does a University Chancellor find himself in command of a starship?”

Keeler sighed. “One can only refuse so many times before concluding that the Odyssey Project is not
going to take a hint. How did you end up here?”

“I applied for the program, I was selected, and, on the basis of my degree, they put me in weapons
training.”

“Za, I remember. Master's in Pyrotechnic Art. Class of 7286. For your Master's Thesis, you wanted to
blow up my ancestral estate.”

“] was motivated by art, not hostility.”

“No doubt, but I was impressed by the simulation you did construct. The image of me running
outside in my bunnybeast slippers with my mistress while the House Proper collapsed in flames was
especially inventive. Casting Professor Starcross of the Erotic Arts faculty as my mistress was even more
inventive.”

“That’s not what I heard.”

“Gentlemen,” Lear interrupted. “Perhaps you two would like to reminisce after the tour of the
Command Tower?”

“Of course,” Keeler said. “Tyro Commander Redfire, show me the ship’s weaponry.”

Redfire crossed to a tactical station on the perimeter of the bridge and brought up a display. “With
this ship’s weapons, we should be able to broast anything that looks at us the wrong way. Last week, I
carved my initials in an asteroid.”

“You're lucky the Mining Guild didn't file a protest.”

Redifre grinned. “Every day is like Solstice Day, and I've been a very good boy. The directed energy
weapons are supplemented by Hammerhead and Jackhammer missiles, as well as Aves and Accipiters.”

“Accipiters?” Keeler asked.

Redfire brought up a schematic of what looked like a vicious metal butterfly. “Accipiters are
multi-purpose tactical craft, they can carry one pilot, or operate autonomously or by remote control.”

“The ship that brought me here carried those the tip of each wing,” Keeler said.

“Some personnel call them ‘Shrieks’ for short. The Accipiters supplement the Aves’ capabilities for
reconnaissance, strike, and point defense. And, at the top of the line, we have these.” He brought up a
schematic of a craft that looked like a small, slender Aves with its wingblades clipped. Contained within,
twelve coffin-shaped projectiles. “The Nemesis Mark V Anti-Matter Missile and Variable Yield Warheads,
affectionately known as the ‘Big Dam.””

“Big Dam?”

“Developed under the ‘Big Damage’ Advanced Offensive Weapons Project. The smaller yields can
vaporize cities, shatter whole ecosystems. At maximum yield, you can smash an entire planet to dust. The
Reps really didn’t want us to have them.”

“I can understand that, why would we need to blow up a planet?”

“We don’t know what’s out there, Prime Commander.”

“The weapons systems are certainly interesting,” Lear interrupted, het tone suggesting otherwise.
“However, there’s much more to this ship than guns and warheads. This way, Prime Commander.”

Keeler proceeded on his survey, pausing over another station. “You look busy, crewman. What's



going on here?”

The Specialist at the station was a dark skinned woman with close-cropped blonde hair. She
introduced herself. “Specialist Shayne American. I'm trying to isolate a problem in waste reclamation.”

“What happened?”

She shrugged. “Nothing serious. It shut itself down for twenty minutes this morning ... it's probably
just...”

“A system glitch,” said Keeler, American and Redfire in unison. Keeler looked at the other two.
“Somebody owes me a gaseous beverage. Have you had many system glitches?”

“No more than one would expect for a ship of this complexity,” American answered.

“I didn’t think there were any other ships of this complexity,” Keeler said.

“Prime Commander, I have personally reviewed the error logs,” Lear interjected, rather urgently.
“The glitches have all been minor.”

Redfire was standing behind her, and Keeler detected just the slightest shake of his head, and a glance
at the deck. Keeler nodded. “Very well, I'll review your analysis later. Is that my chair?”

They had completed a circuit of the Command Center, and arrived at the Inner Bridge. The Inner
Bridge was at center rear, raised above the level of the rest of the deck, shaped like the business end of a
shovel, containing four stations for the ship’s top officers. Keeler took his place and leaned far back. The
chair was comfortable, although his office chair had been better.

“Prime Commander ... ” Lear asked.

“’Commander’ will do,” Keeler said. “I realize Republic kept a whole whoop of unemployed linguists
and otherwise unemployable relatives of Ministry adminicrats employed for twenty years working out
the titles and honorifics for the Odyssey Project: Prime Commander, the Tyro Commanders, and below
them the Lieutenant Commanders, and below them squads of Lieutenants and Tyro Lieutenants and
Specialists and Technicians. And I understand it, but I am a simple man, and I like things simple.
Commander, captain, or even, ‘High Sailor,” suits me fine.”

Lear blinked at him, then continued. “Would you like to see the rest of the Command Tower? I have
planned to show you telemetry labs, sensor stations, Primary Flight Control, Environmental Control, the
Primary BrainCore, and one of the ship’s four Mediplexes.”

“I’ve been in transit for most of the last three weeks. Frankly, what I would like to do is settle into my
quarters.”

“Very well. We can pick up tomorrow after your status briefing. I'll give you a synopsis on the way to
the Habitation Complex.”

“Perhaps Tyro Commander Redfire could escort me. We could wax nostalgic... I mean, unless there
are ladies present. The last time I waxed my nostalgic in front of a lady, I nearly got arrested.”

A flash of reluctance crossed Lear’s face, but she erased it with a perfunctory smile. “Of course. We
follow Sapphirean Time-Keeping on this ship. First watch commences at 0700 hours. I'll see you then.” She
turned briskly and set off to the other end of the Bridge.

Redfire clapped him on the shoulder, “You offended her, Ranking William,” he said, using a
customary Sapphirean honorific. “I like that. The last commander never had such low-swinging tonkas.”

“God rest his soul,” Keeler finished for him. The two men strode toward the double hatch at the rear.
Keeler paused before exiting, turned to address the Bridge Crew. “Well done, one and all. When I was
offered this command, the overpaid adminicrats at the Odyssey Project Directorate assured me I was
getting the finest crew in the entire fleet. Nothing I have seen has contradicted that assertion. Carry on.”
With that, he tucked his walking stick under his arm, and proceeded to the transport dock.

“I couldn't help noticing, Ranking Phil,” said Keeler in the transport pod, “that you didn’t share
Executive Tyro Commander. Lear’s conclusion about the system problems.”

Redfire looked over his shoulder, as though afraid someone might be listening. “Can I trust you,
Ranking William.”

“I'wouldn’t if I were you.”



“Not every system glitch was minor. In fact, one so-called glitch is why you’re here.”

“You mean the shuttle accident that killed Commander St. Lawrence.”

“Za. Do you know what the official determination was on the crash of his shuttle?”

“I read the report. Something to do with gravity?”

Redfire explained. “When an Aves lands, Pegasus redirects its artificial gravity field away from the
flight path. Pegasus cut gravity for St. Lawrence’s Aves, but the shunt failed, just for a second. The
gravitational drive of the Aves was still engaged, and coupled with the gravitational shear from Pegasus —
two fields pulling different parts of the ship in different directions — ripped it apart.”

Keeler tapped his walking stick against the side of the pod. “If I could understand that, it might sound
pretty spooky.”

“The official explanation makes sense, until you consider that nothing like this has ever happened
before. For the failure of both safety systems, the shuttle's and the ship’s, to happen during a 13-second
window during which the Aves would be destroyed ... the odds are on the order of 2 to the power of 131
against.”

“Long odds, indeed, but still, one of a number of small glitches, albeit one with catastrophic
consequences.”

Redfire drew back. “When you're having numbers of minor system glitches, it tends to explain one
minor, but catastrophic, glitch when it happens, doesn’t it?”

Keeler let out a short, startled breath. “Are you suggesting homicide, Lieutenant? By God, man, it’s
been nearly three hundred years since anyone on Sapphire has committed a homicide! I should know; it
was one of my ancestors.”

“The commander wasn't on Sapphire when he died, sir. And I wasn't necessarily suggesting a
homicide.”

“What then?”
“ Assassination.”
“There’s a difference?”

“Under Republic Law there is. There is a sanctioned arm of the government empowered to perform
the “selective elimination of individuals to serve the greater good.”

“You speak of the Centurions.”
Redfire could not mask his surprise. “You know of them?”

“Za, Centurions, the Special Operations Branch of the Republic Ministry of Public Safety. Not
well-known, but any good student of history can find the hand of the Centurions in, or suspiciously near,
certain events in Republic History . . . although frankly I think the conspiracy theorists overstate their
influence. They have their origins in Republic’s Wars of Unification. They were empowered to eliminate
persons whose corruption or incompetence was a threat to Republic objectives. But they were
supposedly disbanded once the planet was under a single planetary government. Are you suggesting that
St. Lawrence was so incompetent or disloyal that the Centurions eliminated him to safeguard the mission
and the ship?”

Redfire shrugged. “It's just a theory... not the only one.” The transport pod pulled to a stop, and the
exit hatch opened into Deck Seventeen, Section 66:30 Habitation Area Alpha. Simulated sunshine
illuminated a landscaped pathway lined with lilacs and aster trees. High above, the clear shield of
curving hull made for an artificial sky.

“Ranking Philip, you have come perilously close to accusing one of my officers of murder, and much
closer than that to slandering her reputation.”

“I realize that, sir, but I feel you have a right to fore-arm yourself.”

“I mean if you are willing to say such scandalous things about my first officer, what would you be
willing to say about me.” He paused as they entered a kind of courtyard between habitation complexes,
stacked like blocks into pyramids. Keeler looked at each in turn, frowned and pulled out a data pad. “And
on that subject, what does the crew think of me, from what you’'ve heard?”

“They know you opposed the Odyssey Project from the beginning. They know you left the Odyssey



program when this ship was given to St. Lawrence. Some of them doubt you have the will to command.”

Keeler nodded agreeably. “Ah, good, I'd hate for all that to come as a surprise. I think this is where I
will live.” Following the directions on his datapad, he crossed the quad to a set of quarters set apart from
the others and designated for Pegasus’s commanding officer.

He touched the keypad and waited a moment for it to key into his aura, the unique electromagnetic
signature created by his life force. He gestured for Redfire to accompany him in, which saved Redfire the
trouble of inviting himself.

They stood in the entryway, looking over the space, bland and undecorated, every trace of the
previous occupants meticulously removed. Keeler sighed.

“I am sure it will look better when they bring your things up from the landing bay,” Redfire said.

Keeler shook his head. “On my estate, my butler's bathroom was bigger. Perhaps I can request
additional quarters for closet space.”

Redfire was casually examining the bare walls, discreetly memorizing the layout. “I'm sure you can
do whatever you want. There’s plenty of empty space on this ship. Only 20% of the habitable volume is
being used.”

“I know that. Seems a waste, really. Space for 35,000 on this ship, setting out with only a fifth of that.
A lot of people back home would have given anything to be on-board.”

“They planned Pegasus for a multi-generational mission. Room to grow, room to take on human crew
from other planets. The mission planners built in capacity for the ship’s population to double each
century we’re in space.”

“Insanely optimistic if you ask me,” said Keeler.

“Also, when the Pathfinders were redesigned, the size of the ships doubled, but the crew complement
remained the same. Apparently, someone forgot to notify the Odyssey Project Human Participation
Sub-Directorate.”

“Ah, once again, bureaucracy triumphs over common sense. Look there, and you’ll find the root to all
of the worst catastrophes in humanity’s history.” He began looking around the room to see if there was
anything to drink. He would probably have to ring someone up for that. “In a like vein, I suggest we
investigate the more mundane explanations for these ‘system glitches’ before making allegations against
our officers.”

“Just watch out for EXTC Lear. Once we leave the system, there won’t be any other alternative
commanders.”

Keeler sat down on the hideously plain, general issue couch. “I sense you mean well, Ranking Philip.
However, in my position, I can’t tolerate rumor and innuendo against one of my officers. I respect your
candor, I respect your proficiency, I respect your sense of honor. I expect you to extend the same respect to
my command.”

Redfire stayed cool. “As the only one standing between her and command of this ship, you have my
utmost respect, and my eyes watching your back.”



chapter two

Commanding Officer’s Study

The Commander’s Conference Chamber looked out over the rear of the ship, walled by floor-to-ceiling
viewports. Goneril Lear sat at conference table, and checking her chronometer: 06.95. She tapped her
fingers table and silently recited a brief, tart lecture on punctuality. She was pleasantly surprised when
Commander Keeler appeared at 06.98, appropriately dressed and looking rested. “Good Afterdawn,
Commander. I trust you found your suite to your liking?”

“Thank you, it is adequate, or soon will be. A techie and some mechanoids are going to set up my
things there today.”

She spoke with a tone she thought sounded sympathetic. “I am sure it’s an adjustment for you. On
Republic, we are accustomed to living in controlled environments. Shall we begin?” He nodded to her. She
proceeded through a detailed status briefing. Two flight crews were being rotated to account for two
Aves that were stranded by a methane storm on Colossus IV. There was a scheduling conflict with the
artifactories, the huge complexes housed in the UnderDecks where consumer durables, foodstuffs, and
anything else that was needed on board the ship was fabricated. Otherwise, all was normal. “All in all, a
fairly typical duty period,” Lear concluded.

“Good,” Keeler grunted, “I trust my capable officers can handle all of these crises with little oversight
on my part. Is there anything else? There are inspections I should make.” Chief among them was the
virtual golf course on Recreation Deck 3.

“I thought we might discuss our first destination, the 10 122 Pegasi system, where we believe a
colony called Meridan is located. Have you had the opportunity to familiarize yourself with what we
know of this world?”

Keeler nodded again. “On the basis of its climate, population, and agricultural base at the time of last
contact, it's considered a good prospect for a surviving colony. If Meridian is alive and thriving, other
colonies to be in good shape as well.”

“Let me show you something that may not have been in your mission briefing,” Lear said. When Lear
activated the hologram display, the walls, floor, and ceiling of the room transformed into a holographic
environment. She displayed a gold and pink spacecraft bulging with sensor and antennae, separated from
a thruster array by several hundred meters of metallic girders.

“This is a probe Republic sent to 10 122 Pegasi some 270 years ago under the Olympic Project. It was
equipped with a narrow tachyon-pulse transmitter to communicate to our home worlds.” She paused.
The commander’s file had indicated limited technical proficiency, so she added. “Naturally, the nature of
tachyon-pulse technology meant that two-way communication was not possible.”

“Naturally.”

“The probe for Meridian successfully reached the system and transmitted some long distance
telemetry, which we received only about four years ago.” The walls showed a disk in the distance, a
bluish shade of green. Data scrolled up the side: atmospheric composition, gravity, distance from the sun,
and various other pieces of information gathered by the sensors. The disk grew larger, than suddenly
vanished in a blur of static.

“What the hell just happened?”

“The probe never made orbit,” Lear explained. “The last transmissions indicated that some problem
had developed in the probe’s short-range communication array; the one used for standard neutrino and
carrier-wave transmissions. We think it led to a cascade system failure.” She studied his face, his
thoughtful expression.

“The Olympic probes carried crew, didn’t they?” he asked.



“There were nine people on the probe, in stasis. May Vesta Guide Their Souls. What I've just shown
you has not been much seen outside the Republic Ministry of Space. I know that may offend your
Sapphirean sense of ‘open-ness,” but we have our reasons. And my reason, in showing you this, was to
emphasize that our ambitious exploration must be balanced with caution and discipline.”

“Indeed,” he stretched and settled back in his seat. This prickled her. The body language was far too
relaxed for a command officer.

“And on that subject,” Lear stated, with a strangely cautious tone. “There is a chronic problem that
your predecessor ...Vesta guide his soul... never effectively handled, that I thought might provide you a
chance to establish your leadership. Some of the personnel — specifically, the Sapphirean personnel — have
some difficulty conforming to the on-duty dress code.”

Keeler furrowed his brow. “You mean they don’t like wearing uniforms.”
“Exactly, Commander. For some reason, the personnel from your planet...”

“We don’t wear uniforms on Sapphire. Uniforms are considered an intrusion on individuality. Even
our Permanent Defense forces are given broad discretion. Why is it so important?”

“You notice how the jackets are color-coded. You and I are command personnel; our jackets are
trimmed in white. Flight personnel have dark blue trim. Light blue is medical. Red is Tactical and so
forth.” She paused, wondering if she were being too condescending with information he ought already to
have known.

To her surprise, the commander began musing aloud. “They’re really nice jackets. Nice, just heavy
enough, cottony, comfort-moderating. Lots of pockets, inside and outside, on the sleeves. The black really
brings out the trim on the shoulders and sleeves. Combine them with a kicky little black strapless dress
and high-heels and we could host a cocktail party.”

Lear faked a chuckle. “I don’t think it would be appropriate for me to appear in high heels and a
strapless skirt.”

“Who said anything about you?”

Just as Lear was about to draw him back on topic with a well-chosen phrase, he asked. “Is the
uniform problem hurting efficiency?”

“Bad discipline always impacts efficiency... although the results may not be measurable.” She paused
momentarily. “On the other hand, those gloves Tyro Commander Redfire where may interfere with his
ability to use the ship’s weaponry.”

Keeler held up a hand. “Those gloves mark him as a Master Artist. Owning them is a very high honor
on my planet. The only way an artist gets them is for another artist to hand over his own, in
acknowledgement of the greater talent of his fellow artist. They mean as much to him as your rank
insignia does to you.”

She leaned in closer, and spoke even more intently. “Commander, this would be a strong statement to
the crew.”

“Za, a strong statement that as captain of this ship, my primary concern is going to be that every one
is wearing the right color jacket.”

“It's not about the jackets!” she insisted. She took a breath and steadied herself. Her eyes dug into him,
and she continued with carefully measured words. “A time may come when the crew will have to follow
your orders without question or hesitation to ensure the success of our mission or, indeed, our survival. If
they don’t respect you, how can you be sure they will follow your orders?”

“Tyro Commander Lear,” Keeler said quietly. “I am not going to waste whatever respect I may
already have on a trivial issue like how the crew dresses.”

“Commander, this is not a university campus, this is a ship with a highly important mission,
possibly heading into dangerous space. The crew must have the discipline to deal with whatever we may
encounter. Besides, the uniforms help erase the differences between our cultures and enable us to act as
one united team.”

“Then, why do they have these patches on the sleeves?” Keeler indicated the left sleeve of his jacket,
with the colorful crest of Sapphire sewn onto it. The blue and silver patch of Republic was on Lear’s. She



had no answer. Keeler frowned. “I'll speak with the department chiefs. If they feel the uniform situation is
as dire a problem as you make it out to be, I will address the problem then.”

It was not the answer she wanted, but it was a beginning. She had known this one would be difficult,
his psych-profile had indicated stubbornness, but the voyage ahead was long. She had faith that he
would see that her way was the right one, and she hoped it would be sooner rather than later.

The hatch to the door chimed. “Enter!” Keeler and Lear said in unison. She flinched, wondering if he
would take this as some kind of challenge to his command. To the contrary, Keeler simply smiled and
wiggled his eyebrows.

Technician Halliburton entered with a pair of mechanoids, one a squat schlepping drone, the other a
lifting bot. Between them was a large, old, and comfortable looking armchair.

“Ah, good!” the commander exclaimed. “My comfy chair. Let me show you where to install it.”

Agro-Botany Bay — Deck 11

Pegasus carried enough irradiated, flash-frozen food to feed ten-thousand people for thirty years.
Nevertheless, someone had thought it worthwhile to maintain fields and gardens on board where fresh
food could be grown to supplement the supplies in storage.

Someone else had come up with the idea that ship's personnel should be rotated through the
Agro-Botany Bays on six-week schedules. It probably looked like a good idea at the time, Specialist David
Alkema was thinking as he prodded a hydroponic mattress with a sensor to test soil alkalinity in the
ship's crop of ultra-wheat. “Nominal,” he reported.

“Really?” Kayliegh Driver chirped, taking the sensor from his hands. “We may have to reformulate
the fertilizer mix,” she said excitedly. Climatology was her profession, but only because her score on the
Botany exam had been two points lower.

“Perish forbid,” said Alkema. So, this is what passes for excitement in Agro-Botany. He looked up. Unlike the
Garden-Parks, there was no holographic sky overhead in the Agro-Botany Bays, only the gunmetal blue
organic metal composite — a combination of materials strong, resilient, and with a capacity for self-repair
and sensory transmission like that of human muscle and flesh — of the ship's structural plating. “How
many more grids to check?”

“Four more here, then we’ll check the hemp fields in Bay 12. Did you have plans for later?”

Alkema was calculating how long it would take him to get to his quarters, change, and make it to
Double Happiness, a loud music club located near the hangar bays. “Za, I am planning on meeting friends
for lively personal interchange. Would you like to come?”

She smiled away from him. “I am semi-married, or I might.”

Alkema looked perplexed. “Semi-married?”

She explained. “I fell in love with a man I met in the Odyssey Project Training Facility. We would
have been married, but the Ministry of the Family requires a waiting period of a full year. We held an
unofficial ceremony, so our families could participate, but we can’t legally marry for another quarter and
sixteen days.”

Alkema wanted to ask if this meant they were “semi-maritally conjugating,” but decided it would be
impolite to ask.

She went on. “Maybe you could ask my brother along. He’s been looking to meet a good woman. Kind
of shy, but once he gets to know someone...” She was interrupted by a hissing noise from the rear of the
bay. “What's that?”

“The auto-fertilizer,” answered Driver with some alarm.

“That shouldn't be activating now. Not with people in the bay.”

Neg, it shouldn’t. Alkema knew about the chemicals used to promote the rapid life-cycle of ultra-wheat.
Caustic to the skin, they caused hemorrhaging in the lungs if inhaled. He shined his light toward the
sound. The auto-robotic fertilizers had deployed from the ceiling and were spraying the wheat crop from
two and a half meters overhead, about two hundred meters away. They were also moving in his direction
at a speed a little faster than a man could run.



He grabbed Kayliegh by the arm and began running. There was a control column midway between
them and the far bulkhead. It took only a few seconds to reach it. By then, they could smell the acidic,
burning odor of the chemicals. Kayliegh ripped open an interface panel and tried to shut down the
fertilizers, but to no effect. “Try an emergency override,” Alkema told her. “Cut power to the whole bay.”

She input her override code and flipped the master-command switch. They waited a second... two
seconds... but the gray cloud continued to advance. “It's not working.”

“Kumba Yah!” Alkema looked toward the exit hatch. It was still 70 meters away, and to reach it
would require a diagonal run across a field of waist-high ultra-wheat. No way could they make it. The
wheat would slow them down, trip them up. But a straight run up the pathway that divided the field...
“Run,” Alkema commanded. He grabbed Kayliegh, then dashed down the pathway.

“We'll never make it,” she cried. Alkema ignored her and hoped that one emergency system in the bay
still worked. The distance closed in front of him with terrifying slowness. Five meters out from the
bulkhead, he launched himself at the wall, slamming his fist against the Fire Emergency switch. He landed
hard and heard, or felt, his knee shatter against the deck. A second later, Kayliegh collapsed on the deck
beside him, and water poured down on them.

Commanding Officer’s Study

The ancient, wizened visage of Dr. Daisy Reagan from Pegasus’s Medical Core scowled out from the
com-link in Keeler’s Study. “Spcialist Alkema has a shattered patella, several pulled muscles, bruises, and
a laceration on his left hand. He’ll remain unconscious while we rebuild the broken tissue, but should be
back to normal in five to seven days. I released Specialist Driver. Her injuries were minor, and if she
showed me a better way to stow my instruments one more time, I was going to strap her to a tranquilizer
bed.”

“Thanks, Keeler out.” He turned back to Lear seated across from him. “Well, that's one piece of good
news. Technical tells me that what happened in the Botany Bay was a system glitch that activated the
fertilizer units and shut down all the control columns in that bay. Like every other malfunction to date,
they can't isolate the source.”

“I am very concerned about these glitches,” Keeler continued. “I know most of them have been minor
so far, but there have been two fatalities, and now two near fatalities. What if there is a major failure
when we're a few hundred light years from the nearest assistance?”

Lear was the picture of calm reassurance. “Commander, almost every anomaly to date has occurred
in a peripheral system. There have been no system problems at all in the core systems of life support,
propulsion, integrity, or master control.”

“Yet!” Keeler interjected.

“We haven't encountered any problems we can't deal with on our own. This ship has been effectively
self-sustaining for over a year. Some enhanced safety protocols to protect the crew are in order, I agree.
But, I see no reason to delay launch.”

“If you've been dealing with these problems for a year, why haven't you isolated them?”

“We have, in fact, traced almost all of them to programming errors. In fact, compared with a year ago,
or two years ago when the system was first brought on-line, we’ve reduced the number of glitches to
almost none. It doesn’t seem that way to you because you’ve just come in at the end of a long process.
Compared to where we were, we've come a long way.”

“Not far enough, apparently. What if a glitch in hyperspace destroys the insularity fields, or causes
us to lose navigation?”

“We’ve done thirty-six transitions during space trials with no failures whatsoever. None!” She was
so intense, Keeler could almost see heat wavering in the air around her. “Commander, I have a family on
board. A husband and two children. I would sooner cut my own throat than put them in danger, and I
say we launch as planned. We can handle these glitches.”

Keeler sighed. “We will proceed toward launch for now, but I'm one glitch away from cancellation, is
that clear? Even if I flush the euphemism in my quarters and it plays the University of Corvallis fight
song, we're not moving, am I clear?”



“Absolutely.”
“Dismissed.”

When she, reluctantly, left, he rose and looked over the rear of his ship, where an Aves was
approaching the landing bay, graceful as a Carpentarian Tiger Hawk gliding over a mountain lake.

He was not ready to entertain Redfire’s thesis that the glitches were deliberate, and that his tactical
officer had even made the suggestion still offended him, but, he sensed he could not completely dismiss it,
for some reason he could not name.

He decided to go to his quarters and sleep. Things might seem different in the afterdawn.

Amenities Nexus — Deck 23

Eliza Jane Change was crossing the overwalk, a kind of broad sky-bridge that overlooked Pegasus’s
Amenities Nexus, a range of food courts, recreational areas, and small shops set between the Command
Tower where the crew worked and the Habitation Areas where they lived. The Nexus bustled with
personnel as duty shifts changed, and personnel coming off paused to grab a meal, or pick up a personal
item. She had agreed to meet Eddie Roebuck here after his duty shift in the hangar bay.

Eliza had met Eddie in the first period of Odyssey Project Training, when she had been ready to walk
out, consequences be damned, and he had been much the same. Their training teams had been tasked to
scale a mountain, erect a campsite, and survive for ten days without support. She found the exercise
thoroughly asinine and pointless. He found it ‘a fragging frag in the fraghole.” She thought it amusing that
he was only in the Project to impress a woman who had dumped him. He was impressed that she was
there under the heavy hand of the Mining Guild. “Kumba yah!” he had said. “The Guild is practically
Organized Crime!”

In Eddie’s mind, the Guild represented an en escape from the clean, wholesome family-friendly world
that was Sapphire, and nothing she ever said dissuaded him of that perversely romantic image.
Sapphireans may have celebrated personal liberty, but they revered personal responsibility. It was
Eddie’s theory that The Guild was created explicitly as a dumping ground for Sapphire’s “loser-class,”
and he was ready to enroll.

Surrounded by the most ambitious children of Republic, and the luckiest and most talented sons and
daughters of Sapphire, the two people who most would have preferred to have nothing to do with the
Odyssey Project had found each other. The ironic part was, without the other to lean on, each would have
washed out. Their friendship had sustained them in an endeavor neither of them really wanted to
participate in.

She found him already waiting for her, leaning over the rail, staring out across the Nexus, his
expression scowling, but amused.

“Did you get off early?” she asked.

“In a manner of speaking. There was some unpleasantness.” Before she could inquire further, he took
off on another tangent. “Look at ‘em,” Eddie said, a wave of his hand sweeping over the scene below him.
“It looks like a fragging shopping mall.”

“I know,” Eliza agreed. In her opinion, A true ship ought to surround its occupants with the sound of
throbbing engines, the respiration of ventilators, the pulse of cooling systems, and the metallic creak of
deck plating. Its trusses and beams should be exposed and give the appearance of sturdy hardware. The
corridors ought to be lit with strips of incandescent tubing and glow-spheres. Ideally, there should be
occasional reactor leaks and radiation surges, as well as the occasional hull breach and emergency
decompression. These kept the crew on their toes. The fussiness of this Pegasus offended her, with its food
courts, and plant life, open spaces, and elaborate internal framework of supports designed to look like
statues and arches, all of it nothing more than wasteful, unnecessary mass. If these people were so eager
to leave their worlds behind, why did they bring so much of them along?

Eddie looked at her and smiled, bright as solar flare. “I think I found a place more for people like us.
It's...”

“You!” someone interrupted. They turned as one to see a furious young man in a Flight Core jacket
bearing down on them. He was lean, with wiry light brown hair beady brown eyes. His hands balled into



fists as he charged across the overwalk.
Eddie held up his hands. “Yo, Beauty, pacify yourself.”

The pilot closed in, and stopped just outside arm’s length, curling his arms as though restraining
them from wrapping around Eddie Roebuck’s throat and squeezing. “I just came from the landing bay.
My ship’s starboard underblade is scorched, and the crew chief says that you're the one responsible.”

“Beauty, it was only a small fire.”
“Only a small fire?” the pilot gasped.

“Za, and not really my fault. See, when you flew through that methane storm, you picked up a
methane pocket in your inboard landing pod. All I did was...”

“All I know,” shrieked the pilot, “is that my ship was not on fire when I turned it over to you.” He
lunged toward Eddie, and Eliza put herself between them.

“Flight Lieutenant... Eureka, is it?”

“Aye,” he answered, drawing back.

“Were you scheduled for any additional flight time between now and Launch?”
“Negative... but my ship...”

“Won’t be needed for the next thirty-seven days, minimum,” she said. “In that time, the damage will
be repaired and Mr. Roebuck will be disciplined, and I can assure you, it will be unpleasant.”

“Not as unpleasant as what I have in mind.”
“Whereas a reprimand for violence could keep you grounded for sixty days,” Change finished.

This sunk in. The pilot’s shoulders slumped. He looked a little beaten as he backed away, but paused
for a parting shot before slinking across the overbridge. “Everybody knows you're dys-functional,
Roebuck.”

“Pilots,” Eddie huffed.

“They’re not all bad,” said Eliza Jane Change. “You just have to know how to handle them.”

Prime Commander’s Quarters

Keeler woke to the sound of glass shattering. He opened his eyes to see bits of his skylight raining
down into his bedroom like dust and snowflakes. He shielded his eyes, and watched a shadowy form,
feminine, and almost feline in the grace of its movement, fall through the empty frame and alight in the
center of his sleep chamber.

For the first time, he heard the voice of his ship; reassuring and urgent, androgynous but leaning to
feminine. “Intruder Alert! An unauthorized person has been detected in this area. Ship’s Watch is
responding.”

She moved onto the pad beside him. Thin as a pipe, dressed in a tight black jumpsuit. She held a finger
to her mouth as she approached. “They are going to throw me off this ship, but I have to warn you. You
are the only one who can stop them.”

Keeler maintained his calm, faced her directly, and softly but firmly demanded. “Who are you?”

“That isn’t important...”

“When a woman breaks into my quarters and threatens me, I want to know who she is. Call me
old-fashioned, if you want...”

She rolled her eyes, and they took a bit longer than usual to settle back. “You may call me Rhyme.
And I came to warn you, not to threaten you. Turn back. Do not launch this ship.”

“Are you an Isolationist?”

She quivered and spoke in one long breathless sentence. “Some there are on this ship who believe that
all the worlds outside were eaten by dragons some there are who hunt them some there are who wear
this ship’s colors but turn black down below I am not of their number I only wanted to see the worlds
without end.”

“Slow down,” Keeler said, knowing that if she could stop talking like that then at least he would know
he was not dreaming.



“But she is awakening, Commander,” the woman crossed over the verge of tears and great wet
streaks streamed from her eyes. “She is awakening, and she will not rest again.”

“Who is awakening?” Keeler asked.

The woman began to give him an answer, “She... the mind...” but it dissolved into incoherent sobs.
Just at that time, two sturdy men and a bullish looking woman entered, dressed in the heavy black and
orange of the Ship’s Watch.

“Move away from the Commander,” the woman barked.

The woman turned to Watchmen and shouted. “He was selected by the hands of the dead. They
counsel him, now.”

Her words sent shivers up Keeler’s back held up his hand. “Wait! Who is she? Who is waking up?”

Rhyme opened her mouth as though trying to scream something... a name? In the same gesture, she
raised her arms, as though to pull out the words from underneath her fear. A Watchman, perhaps
mistaking this for a lunge, fired a shot from his pulse weapon that caught her in the center of her chest,
sent a shock of white light through her body and dropped her on the bed.

“Are you all right, Commander Keeler?” the Watchman asked.

“Who is she, and how did she get in here?” Keeler demanded.

“Sir, those are the same questions we will want answered.”

The commander watched as the two Watchmen gently lifted the small, unconscious form, and laid
her on a couch. “What will happen to her?”

“She’ll be taken to the nearest Mediplex and guarded until she regains consciousness. After an
interrogation, she’ll be sent back to her planet of origin.”

Keeler began to rise from his sleep unit.

“There’s no point in that, sir,” the Watchman continued. “She will be unconscious for several hours.
You can interview her in the morning, if you like. We will post a Watchmen outside your quarters until
this incident has been investigated.”

Reluctantly, the commander nodded. Even with the ministrations of his sleeper, he doubted slumber
would come easily now.

chapter three

Pegasus — Keeler’s Quarters

Tyro Commander Redfire, dressed in the black meditation robe of the Warrior Monks of Sapphire’s
Arcadian Hinterlands approached the guard at the entrance to Keeler’s Quarters. “I received an intruder
alert. Is the commander all right?”

The Watchman paused, as though considering whether the commander’s condition was privileged
information. He was a Republicker. “The commander is all right.”

“I should check in with him,” Redfire persisted. He waved at the ‘someone’s-at-the-door” pad, which
was programmed to activate only if the occupant was awake and receptive to company.

Keeler appeared on the pad. “Who is it?”

“Redfire.  heard a commotion — when your chosen art is breaking things, you develop an ear — and I
thought I'd check in on you.”

“Come on in, door’s open, or ‘hatch” or whatever spaceship-specific nomenclature is appropriate.”

The hatch slid open and Redfire entered. The interior decor had been greatly enhanced since Redfire’s
last visit. Personal effects from the Keeler Estate had replaced the O-P issue furnishings. Redfire made his
way toward the terra-cotta fireplace and the red, blue, and yellow tiles that surrounded it. The
objets-d’art Keeler had chosen to bring were all very old; his furnishings were new, but just as expensive;
tables and cabinets of Arcadian hardwood, seats and couches covered in rich, Borealan suede.



Keeler settled onto a couch. “While you're scoping my digs, why don’t you pour us some of that
brown liquid from the pretty crystal bottles?”

“Spirits?”

“Is that what that is?” Keeler chuckled at his own joke.

Za, it is, Redfire thought. Also, there was quite a lot of it, and an even larger quantity stored in a cargo
bay, if the technicians who had unloaded the Prime Commander’s Aves were reliable. As he poured the
drink, a sensor in his left eye provided a schematic of the quarters. As he had expected, the scan indicated
one of the rooms had been sealed off and insulated against scans of any kind. Interesting, what was he
hiding?

“So, what did I miss?” Redfire asked.

“Oh, just a crazy woman breaking into my bedroom. Nothing unusual except this one was going on
about people on his ship who thought the other colonies had been eaten by dragons.”

“Really? What else did she say?”

“Something about someone waking up, perhaps, a saboteur within the crew awaiting activation, in
other words, a sleeper? What do you know about stowaways on my ship, saboteurs in the crew?” Keeler
accepted the glass of Jutland firewater Redfire offered him.

Redfire poured himself a glass of Old Matthias. “Not much. I'm a tactical officer... ship’s weapons,
Aves, Accipiters, Warfighters. Internal ship’s security is Ex-Commander Lear’s area.” “Ex-Commander”
was a kind of in-joke among certain of the crew, a reminder that she had twice lost a chance to command.

“What can you tell me about the Isolationists?”

“Probably little you don’t already know. There are sixteen distinct Isolationist phalanges, all of whom
oppose Odyssey, and nine of whom even oppose contact between our two planets. Most groups are
motivated by a belief that our exceptional cultures would be contaminated by contact with other
colonies. The most dangerous groups believe that we will bring back to our worlds whatever destroyed
the Galactic Commonwealth.”

“Have you explored the possibility of an Isolationist connection to the system glitches we have been
experiencing? Possibly a saboteur?”

“It's a worthy thought,” Redfire assured him. “Some of the Isolationists wouldn’t see sabotage as an
evil act, but as a necessary step to save our worlds.” He paused, “A convenient reason for Centurions to
slip in among our crew.”

“Again with the Centurions,” Keeler groaned and rolled his eyes. The door chimed again, and
identified the man outside as Medical Specialist Jersey Partridge of Medical Core. “Can I help you?” Keeler
asked, without opening the door.

“Uh, the Watch said you had been attacked. Do you require medical attention?”

“I'm fine, go away.”

“Are you certain?”

“Go away or I'll pull down your pants and mock you mercilessly.”

A pause. “All right, Prime Commander. If you change your mind, just comm Medical Core.”

Keeler turned back to Redfire, irritation knitting his brow. Redfire lowered his voice. “I think the Reps
have a hidden agenda.”

“I have to disagree with you. The Republicker agenda is quite explicit. They want to make sure
everybody cleans their room, eats their vegetables, and engages only in wholesome, state-approved
recreational activities. They have an image of an ideal, orderly society, and they want everyone else to
follow it.

“Three centuries ago, and change, travel resumed between our two planets. And for the next hundred
and fifty years, Republic, recently overcome with evangelistic fervor at the virtue of planetary unity,
tried by means overt and covert, to overthrow our government and install one more to their liking. They
eventually gave up, but suspicion remains to this day. They still think of us as reckless fools, mad with
freedom,” Keeler shook his head. “They have no idea how much social discipline and hard work it takes to
maintain a free society.”



“Getting back to the point,” Redfire continued. “Some believe they are using the Odyssey Project to
bring back the Commonwealth, with Republic as the new capital.”

“That is also no secret. Republic's ruling class hopes that Sapphire and Republic are the first worlds
since the Collapse to recover inter-stellar space-faring technology. They see this situation as an
opportunity to rule the galaxy.”

Redfire nodded. “So, you believe me.”

Keeler took a long swallow of the firewater. “They are an ambitious and power-hungry people.
However, I believe they are going to be disappointed.”

“How do you figure that?”

“For the Republickers to build their Pax Republica, there have to be many human worlds out there
without any central organization. If this is so, those colonies are likely to have very different levels of
development. Some will be centuries ahead of us, some centuries behind. We're also talking about
thousands of years of cultural divergence on each world. Republic proposes to unite them all. While you
contemplate the difficulty of this task, would you be good enough to refill my glass?”

“Of course,” Redfire said, hoping this was a usual level of alcoholic consumption, and not a means of
coping with Tyro Commander Lear.

“In a way,” Keeler mused. “I hope the Reps are behind the system glitches.”

“Why is that?”

“Because, Republickers want the Odyssey Mission to succeed. Therefore, they’re no threat to my ship.
Isolationists, on the other hand, they work in the shadows, they’re capable of anything, and they scare the
hell out of me.”

Amenities Nexus

Matthew Driver was taking his breakfast in the same concession where he always ate. He sat alone,
reviewing Prudence’s maintenance records, oblivious to the buzz of chatter around him, or the hum of
automechs conveying food orders.

Lug, who ran the establishment, served Matthew's his usual breakfast of grain-cereal, soy-milk, and
omni-nutrition biscuit. Lug was heavy-set, middle-aged, came from some pleasant tropical island on
Sapphire where people apparently did little but eat, drink, and develop colorful personalities. “Here you
go, lieutenant of flight. May I ask you something? Why do you eat this same breakfast every day?”

“That isn’t true,” Matthew replied. “Some days I have rice cakes and wheat meal platen.”

Lug shook his head vigorously. “Listen to me. I am from Thessalia, in the Awkward Islands.
Everybody knows Thessalian cooking is the best in the two systems.”

“I guess I should try it sometime, but not this afterdawn, good sir.”

Lug skulked away. “No wonder you’'re so short,” he muttered.

Matthew turned his attention back to his review, and took another bite out of his biscuit. It occurred
to him that he could have come back at Lug with, “No wonder you're so fat.” Maybe he would remember
it next time.

He was startled when Lug yelled at him a minute later. “O.K., you two. I see you here, both, twice a
day.”
Matthew looked up to see Lug standing between his table and that of a woman in uniform. She was
tall and dark, with interesting eyes. Her hair was drawn behind her head in a shaggy black ponytail.

“You only eat by yourself,” Lug said to the woman, then turned to Driver. “You also eat alone. This
afterdawn you are both alone. So why not be alone together, and leave Lug one less table to clean up?”

Driver looked at the woman, and the woman looked back at him, both with awkwardness. Finally, he
lifted his tray and moved toward the woman's table under the stern gaze of Lug, who grunted, with
satisfaction, and returned to his kitchen.

“Do you mind if I join you?” Driver asked.

“Please yourself,” she told him.



“I'm Matthew Driver, Flight Lieutenant.”
“Eliza Jane Change, Lieutenant Navigator.”

“Nice to meet you.” He set his tray down and took a seat. The food on her plate, two blue orbs and an
orange and green paste, was unfamiliar to him. “Where are you from?”

She rolled her eyes, sighed in disgust and slammed her mug of hot green liquid down on the tabletop.
Matthew Driver had never been a smooth operator with women, but he couldn't remember a woman
ever having an adverse reaction to him this quickly. “Sorry I asked. I was just trying to make
conversation.”

“You groundlings. That's practically the first question out of your mouth when you meet somebody.
‘What planet are you from?' What outgassing difference does it make?”

Matthew noticed that there was no origin patch on her uniform.

“I'm from the Mining Guild,” she explained. “I don’t live on planets, I rip them apart to get at their
minerals. I never even walked on a planet until I was sent to Republic for this... Odyssey project.”

Driver smiled awkwardly, and gave it another try. “Oh, so, Republic was the first planet you ever set
foot on. That’s my home-world, Republic. I was born in the City of Science, but I spent most of my life in
Midothian. Uh, what did you think of Republic?”

She shrugged and jammed her spork into one of the orbs. “A big ball of rock surrounded by gas, same
as any other terrestrial planet. They’re all awful. On a ship, you're in complete control of your
environment. But down there... how do you stand having gravity all the time? And atmosphere. It took
me three weeks to adjust to that so-called air you have.” She sighed and picked at her orange and green
paste. Her tone softened. “It wasn’t all bad. The oceans are nice. I liked the oceans.”

Driver knew she was not talking about the shallow seas on his world, a dip into which would have
left acid burns. “When did you see the oceans?”

“During survival training in the desert on Sapphire, a friend took me to a city called Kandor. We went
to the beach almost every day. At, first, I couldn’t imagine how being immersed in cold, filthy,
unprocessed water could be enjoyable, but it was really nice.” Then, as though she had relaxed too far, she
tightened up.

“I'm sure we’ll find a planet with oceans,” Matthew offered. Eliza Jane shrugged and dug out a chunk
of blue orb.

For an uncomfortable few seconds, there were no words between them. Driver looked her over; tall
and lean, dark hair, a hard-looking body. The fact that she was from the Mining Guild gave her a kind of
raw, exotic edge. He had seen mining ships close up, flying out inspection and customs parties from the
Ministry of Importation. Until the Pathfinders, they had been the largest machines built in the systems.
He wondered what she used to do on the mining ship. He wondered what she thought of him.

“Tomorrow’s the day,” he said. “Do you have any plans for the launch?”

“I plan to be on the bridge, driving the ship. I'm the navigator-on-duty. Where will you be when we
launch?” she asked.

Her tone made him feel rather stupid and trivial. “Actually... I'm going to be in the command seat of
my Aves. | know it must seem kind of stupid to you, but, I'm a pilot, and it seemed like the most
appropriate place.”

“You're right,” she said, standing. “I've got to get to the bridge. Meeting you was not unpleasant,
Flight Lieutenant Driver.”

“You too, Lieutenant Navigator Change.” Only after she'd left did it occur to him to wonder whether
she'd meant right that his choice of location for launch was appropriate or right that it was stupid.

Pegasus — Primary Command/Main Bridge

Lear sat in the First Officer’s seat on the Inner Bridge, reviewing Power Production Reports and
finding it compelling that Fusion Reactor Four was nearly 2% more efficient than the other three reactors.
She wondered if there was a way to baseline this new performance paradigm synergistically in
cross-organizational way.



The entrance hatch slid open, and Keeler entered. Lear stood up sharply and turned to greet him.
“Prime Commander, you aren’t scheduled for a Watch until Afterdawn, tomorrow. Not that we aren’t
pleased to see you.”

“Ah, the warm brush of a subordinate’s lips on my rear flank,” Keeler answered brusquely as he
crossed to his chair. “I am aware of when my watch begins. What is the status of the woman who
invaded my quarters.”

Lear didn’t miss a beat. “Interrogation is complete. She is on a shuttle. She’ll be turned over to a
Sapphirean consulate and then returned to your world for prosecution.”

She could almost feel the heat as Keeler’s temper rose to a boil. “Why was she transferred off this
ship?”

“Standard procedure. There was no reason to keep her here, and the Watch was unaware of any
explicit orders to detain her on-board.”

“I told them I wanted to speak with her.”

Lear felt anger, inappropriate for she knew ship’s protocols were on her side. “Perhaps that order
wasn’t given explicitly enough. In any case, it would take hours to recall her to the ship now. Need I
remind you, we launch tomorrow?”

“Who ordered her removed?” Keeler demanded, still at a simmer.

Lear hesitated, just for the barest moment. “I did.”

Around the bridge, personnel pretended to be focused on their work, but Lear knew they were
listening to every word.

Keeler spoke in a tone of voice she was more accustomed using than hearing. “Executive Tyro
Commander Lear, may I have a word with you in my Command Study?” No one in Primary Command
could have missed the anger in Keeler’s voice.

“Certainly, Prime Commander,” she answered, carefully maintaining respect for him, but
broadcasting strength. She followed him into his Command Study. Its deck-to-ceiling observation ports
made her feel exposed, but she was ready to defend herself.

Keeler didn’t even wait to take his Comfy Chair before he began shouting at her. “Why did you ship
out the prisoner before I had a chance to speak with her.”

Lear’s answered him firmly, with a calculatedly ingratiating tone. “Prime Commander, this was a
minor security breach. Well below your level of interest.”

“It was in my quarters.”

“Prime Commander, with all due respect, Odyssey Project Directive 1037-stroke-11 alpha clearly
states that unauthorized personnel discovered on board a Pathfinder Ship within eighty-eight hours of
scheduled launch are to be removed immediately. If there had been a verified Detainment Order, I would
not have released her, but the Watch did not have one.”

“Did the Watch tell you I had asked to see her?”
“Nay, they did not.”

Glowering, he walked around the table, approaching his seat. He stood behind it, glaring at her, but
not sitting down, challenging her. “Who was she?”

Lear activated a datafile of the woman the Watch had captured. She was wearing an Odyssey Project
uniform. “She was identified as Jasmine Phoenix, from the city of Teague, province of Panrovia, Sapphire.
Trained as a ship’s navigator. Unfortunately, she never adjusted to shipboard life. Her personal stress
levels began to adversely affect her performance and health, and she had to be let go. We give navigators a
lot of leeway because humans with the necessary gifts to navigate in hyperspace are quite rare. We hoped
with more adjustment time, she could serve on a later mission, but, she disappeared before reaching
home, and was not seen again until she appeared in your quarters.”

Keeler remained grim. “She warned me that there were Isolationists on my ship.”
“She was delusional. It's simply not possible, Prime Commander.” Lear told him.

“How can you be so sure? How can you be assured that these system glitches are not part of some
Isolationist scheme to sabotage my ship?”



Your ship? “I designed the security protocols myself. My security team reviewed everyone connected
with Odyssey. We identified thirty-one people on Republic and Sapphire sympathetic to the Isolationists
with the expertise to compromise our cybernetic systems. None of them had access to the ship or to the
Odyssey Project.”

“What about indirect access?”

“Associates of the Al and cybernetics teams were traced to the fourth degree of separation. With all
due respect, Prime Commander, I trust my security measures over the incoherent ramblings of a
deranged woman.”

Keeler matched her, tone for tone. “I want you to take every available Watchman and sweep this ship
deck-by-deck, section by section, for anyone who doesn’t belong on board.”

“Respectfully, Sir, even with the full watch, we could not possibly finish in the time before launch.”

“Then secure some Warfighters from TyroCmdr. Redfire. I guarantee his cooperation. Use and/oroids.
Whatever it takes, I want assurance that no one is on this ship who doesn’t belong here.”

There was a pause, then “Aye, Prime Commander.” He turned away from her, crossed his arms
behind his back, and stared pointedly out to the rear deck of his ship. She waited, and was about to ask if
she were dismissed, when he turned around again.

“Tyro Commander Lear, if you ever, ever countermand an order from me again, even on something
you think is insignificant, Redfire will be my Exec, and I'll have you serving cocktails to Sanitation Techs
in the UnderDeck Lounge.”

Lear could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. “There’s no need for vulgarity, Prime Commander,” she
answered, trying to sound calm and in control. “And there is no Lounge in the UnderDecks.”

“I'll make one just for you,” Keeler told her. “You are dismissed.”

She exited. This was a learning experience, she told herself. Next time, she would know how to handle
the Prime Commander better. Besides, her orders had been clear. The launch of Pegasus must proceed as
scheduled, and she would be damned before she let a mentally fragile woman in a black suit interfere
with that.

Pegasus — Keeler’s Quarters

Keeler was in even too foul a mood to drink when he returned to his cabin. His thoughts were a knot.
He was commanding a ship whose systems still occasionally fizzled and popped, and possibly one with
dangerous unauthorized persons on board.

He saw that the glass from his skylight had been cleaned and a technician was putting the finishing
touches on the replacement. “We're nearly, sir. Is it to your satisfaction?”

Keeler looked up. It was as if nothing had happened. “Looks great to me.”
“Is there anything else you need?”
“Nothing that you can give me, Technician...”

“Halliburton,” he said, the patch on his brown-trimmed jacket showed the silver ringed torch of
Republic. Keeler cursed himself for looking. Halliburton lingered for a moment, as though waiting to make
sure Keeler was certain, then let himself out.

Keeler spoke to his ship. “Show me a schematic diagram of the UnderDecks and other areas outside
the ship’s habitation and operations areas.” A hologram model of his ship in cutaway view, three meters
long, appeared in his quarters. Great parts of it were taken up by cargo holds, connector passages,
artifactories, air and water processing plants, power facilities, Aves launch systems, and other areas the
crew was not intended to go. Laid flat, the areas were probably larger than Metropolitan New Cleveland.

Underneath USNC, Keeler knew, was a network of tunnels and conduits, some of them centuries old.
Originally designed as part of the university’s infrastructure, they carried heat, water, and power among
the University’s buildings. They, also, were supposedly unoccupied. Yet, not a term went by when
students were not caught inside them. There was even evidence that, over the centuries, a few people had
even lived in them.

And what very few people knew was that an undergraduate William Keeler and a few friends had



once used the tunnels to gain access to the then-Chancellor’s office and redecorate it with green shag
carpeting and milk-beast print couches (because he wanted it to look like his furniture was grazing).
While there, they had also used the Chancellor’s data access to send a letter to the board of Observers,
proposing the merger of the Engineering and Erotic Arts faculties into a single department, so the
tech-heads could occasionally get laid.

The point was, Keeler knew that places where people weren’t supposed to go was often where they
most wanted to be.

His thoughts were interrupted by his door alert. Before he could check the identity pad, the
Watchman outside had already opened the hatch. “Specialist Third Class Roebuck, bringing your
belongings from the Quanrantine Zone,” the Watchman announced. “His presence is authorized.”

“I guess that’s why he’s at the front door instead of the skylight.” Door? Hatch? Whatever.

“Posh!” exclaimed the young man when the hatch opened. “So, they got you your own personal
doorman now?”

“He’s supposed to keep people out,” Keeler replied. “Apparently, he’s unclear on the concept. Ah, good,
you brought my traveling companion,” Keeler exclaimed when he saw the large white crate.

“Don’t give him any tip,” came a snarling, high-pitched but throaty and guttural voice from inside
the transport module. “He almost dropped me... twice!”

“Well, if you'd stay still,” Eddie Roebuck told the box.

Keeler tapped his fingers in the top of his desk and said slowly, “Son, why are you arguing with my
luggage?”

Roebuck looked up at the commander. “He was hangin' and bangin' all the way here. Screamin' that
he was a political prisoner and a victim of speciesism and animal exploitation.”

“Better not open it, yet,” Keeler said flatly. “Interesting accent you have, Carpentarian?”

“Za,” Roebuck answered. “I'm from New Halifax.”

“The southwest side of the harbor, unless I'm mistaken,” Keeler went on. “Good people, Halifaxers.
Peerless drinkers. Thanks again, you're dismissed. If I need anything else, I'll know who not to call.”

When he had gone, Keeler touched a button on the carrier. The front slid open, and a large gray tiger
cat wearing a thick black voicebox/collar emerged. He looked angrily at his human. “Good of you to
remember me.”

“Hoy, Queequeg. How was Quarantine?” Keeler asked his cat.
“It boned,” answered the feline.
“Sorry to hear it. How did you occupy the time?”

“Apart from getting blood and urine extracted by your running dog imperialist lackeys? I schmoozed.
You know, if you could organize cats, you could rule the universe. If you could organize cats.”

“What else?”

“I accessed the engineering data core.”

“Bad kitty! Did you learn anything?”

The cat flicked his tail. “Za, I looked into your little problem.”
“The glitches?”

“Raaaorww.”

“Did you fix them?”

“Neg, but I think I've spotted a pattern. Most of them happen in systems just as they have been
brought on-line.”

“That's really un-useful. Do you think it’s safe to launch?”
“You're asking your cat? Don’t you have an engineering crew?”
“Good point.”

Queequeg padded across the floor, jumped into the chair behind the Commander’s desk and swatted
at the interface worked into its eternalwood surface. “One of your engineers, a bright boy named Flash,



has been the point man for fixing the system glitches. He looked into the possibility of a systemic source.
But he doesn’t think the glitches exhibit a viral pattern, and neither do I.”

“What do you think?

“We both think the problems might be related to the bio-organic components from the Caliph probe
in Pegasus’s BrainCore.”

“Related how?”

“The Caliph probe contained an artificial organic intelligence. We use organic technology, too, but
what Caliph had for brains compared to our technology was like what a talking cat has compared with
tree fungus. Pegasus’s BrainCore was built from components cloned from Caliph’s braincore. The original
components had alien programming running through them. Flash has a theory that the sterilization
process left behind fragmentary bits of the alien code. These little fragments of code occasionally and
randomly interfere with ship’s functions.” Queequeg ran to a viewport and looked out into space, tail
back, ears pointing forward.

“Why hasn’t he told anyone?”

“He doesn’t trust his theory. It explains the pattern of glitches, but has one major hole in it. If he’s
right, most of the glitches would be at the primary core, and there haven't been any there, only at
peripheral systems. Still, he's a bright guy, and I think he is onto something.”

“Should I talk to this Flash guy?”

“] better do the talking. You’'d only embarrass yourself.” Queequeg jumped from the desk ran toward
the door. “See ya, I'm outta here.”

“Where are you going?”

“Underneath all of the enhancements to my forebrain and cerebral cortex, I'm still an animal driven

primarily by instinct. You've dropped me into a new environment that I have to explore before I can be
comfortable in it.”

“All right, just don't pee on anything.”

“No promises.”

“I mean it, kitty-cat. This is a starship. Not a litter box.”

Queequeg looked back angrily. “Please, how else am I supposed to mark my territory?”
“Don’t you have scent glands under your nose or something.”

“There are some places I refuse to put my mouth.”

“Then just do what humans have done for countless centuries, tape cartoons to your door.”

The cat made one last suggestion before disappearing into the ventilation system. “You know, you
can always ask, you-know-who.”

Keeler was about to tell the cat to mind his own business, but caught only a flick of retreating tail. He
poured himself a glass of Arcadian brandywine, and saw that his hand was shaking. He commanded it to
stop, and carried his glass toward his sleep chamber.

Off his sleep chamber was another room, intended as a second sleeping chamber for the commander’s
family. Keeler had no family to bring with him, no one living anyway. The chamber was dark,
unfurnished, but not completely unoccupied. He stood outside the door, for a few moments, then opened
it. It was dark inside. “So, what do I do, Old Ghost?” he asked the room, not thinking any one would
respond.

An ancient voice answered him. “You launch.”

chapter four

Pegasus — The UnderDecks
Warfighter Specialist Conda Taurus trailed two Watchmen through a kind of channel that automated



transport pods used to move gear from the cargo bays to the artifactories. This part of the UnderDecks
was cold, and dark, and the atmosphere so thin they were forced to wear mini-rebreathers. Their job was
to scan for human life signs, and her job was to cover them if any of those life signs were hostile.

“I hate this,” said a Watchmen, a red-headed woman on reserve duty from the Environmental
Systems Sector.

“I never realized how big this ship was,” the other one muttered, a man from the Technical Core. “Or
how ugly some parts of it were.”

“There’s no one down here,” the woman said. “This is a complete waste of time.”

“The Prime Commander ordered every deck searched,” Taurus, a small tough woman, insisted. “This
deck, and these sections, are our duty, and we’re going to search them thoroughly.”

Amenities Nexus

Matthew and Eliza Jane Change ate in silence, the morning of the launch. She’s probably too nervous about
the launch for conversation, he thought. It’s not because she doesn’t have anything to say to me. It would be nice if she
looked up. I wonder if she noticed I'm eating blue orbs, even though they taste like. ..

Matthew’s internal monologue was interrupted by the arrival of Flight Lieutenant Kyoto of the Aves
Susan, and Flight Lieutenant Ironhorse, of the Aves Kate. “Driver, who's your new friend?”

Kyoto was a little older than Matthew, shared Eliza Jane Change’s dark-hair and almond eyes, but
with a stockier build. She had pursued Matthew from the day they had arrived on Pegasus, and, for a
while, he had given her a fair chance. She was attractive and smart, but she treated him with a sense of
entitlement that he found off-putting.

He introduced them. “Flight Lieutenant Eurydice Kyoto and Paul Ironhorse, this is Lt. Navigator Eliza
Jane Change.”

Eliza looked up from her breakfast, studied these new arrivals for a moment. “Pleased to meet you,”
she said, as though she were anything but, and returned to her food.

“Lt. Change is the ship’s chief Navigator,” Driver explained. “She’ll be the duty navigator at launch.”

“I've always wondered, how does navigation in hyper-space work?” Kyoto asked. “I mean,
Navigation depends on reference points in time and space. Once Pegasus is in e-space, she has neither.”

“It would take a week to explain,” Change said sharply. “And I don’t have that kind of time.”

“Then let me ask you this,” Kyoto persisted. “Can you use hyperspace to travel forward and
backward in time?”

Change told them. “You can only move up and down in time, not forward and backward. I have to
go.” She picked herself up from the table, and left. Kyoto claimed her seat.

“Why did you do that?” Driver asked.

“Do what?” Kyoto tossed her hair.

“We were having a nice breakfast until you two came along.”

“Leave me out of this,” Ironhorse said, favoring only the hearty Sapphirean repast on his tray with
his attention. Ironhorse was very tall, very strong, and carried the aura of a man who had life all figured
out, and didn’t think it was a very big deal.

“She’s a Guilder,” Kyoto left the rest unsaid, that Guilders were misfits, outcasts, or to use that most
damning of Republicker epithets, anti-social. It was an obvious, but not-completely-spoken, slight, which
Kyoto probably thought was subtle. “Do you know who she reminds me of? Flight Captain Jordan. Have
you ever thought of pursuing her?”

“Flight Captain Jordan is married,” Ironhorse muttered, not looking up.

“I thought she lived alone,” Matthew put in, glad for the opening to steer the conversation away from
Eliza. Jordan was a beautiful woman, untouchably beautiful, at least to mortals.

Ironhorse was stoic. “Flight Captain Jordan lives alone because she gave her love to man once and he
hurt her.”

“Who told you that?” Kyoto asked.



“No one had to tell me. A sensitive man can tell from the way she carries herself.”

Driver was tempted to ask what a sensitive man would deduce from the way Eliza carried herself,
but he refrained. He told himself it was because he did not buy into Ironhorse’s aura of self-assuredness,
but part of him knew that he wasn’t ready yet to know about Change’s inner life.

Pegasus — Primary Command/Main Bridge

On the day of the launch, Tyro Commander Redfire looked over the Command Center, where every
station was occupied by a Lieutenant, in dress Odyssey Project uniform, not a Specialist to be seen. Lear
was at the Second Station of the Inner Bridge, deliberately not looking at him. He had heard about the
fireworks of the previous day, was sorry he had missed it, and wore a grin a hard kick to the groin could
not have erased.

“All support ships cleared?” Lear barked.

“Affirmative,” answered the Flight Control Officer.

“Field Generators Primed?”

“Confirmed, all Gravitational Propulsion Fields Primed and Enabled,” answered the Duty Engineer.
“Hair combed, teeth cleaned, trousers latched,” came a voice from the rear. Keeler strode onto the
bridge. “Ho! Wait a second.” He latched his pants and continued toward the command chair. He had also
dressed for the occasion, wearing the uniform of an Admiral of the Commonwealth Fleet, from the time of

the Ninth Crusade.

Lear looked at him with some faint disgust.

“What?” Keeler demanded.

“Why are you wearing that instead of your project uniform?” Lear asked, her tone a delicate
compromise between respectful inquiry and scalding reproach. Cheeky, Redfire thought, so soon after
“the incident.”

“This is in honor of my ancestors, who fought and fell in battle defending the Commonwealth against
the Adversary, the Abomination, and those other unholy names we gave those who lost the war,” he
proclaimed. “By extension it honors who served the fleets of Earth and the Commonwealth in millennia
long past.”

She looked at him gravely as he took his seat, but it was too close to launch time to get into an
argument.

“Besides,” he added. “These epaulets look fabulous!”

Redfire failed to suppress a tight-lipped smile. He knew this meant no one was going to ask him to
take off his gloves again. Keeler activated a display, checking for reports of system glitches, and the results
of the Watch’s sweep of the ship for saboteurs, stowaways, and such. He came up dry on both accounts.

The Communications Officer, a handsome Republicker female, Lt. Daria Standard, spoke. “Incoming
simultaneous transmissions from Corvallis, Sapphire and City of Alexander, Republic.”

“Do they want to know if we want to change our interplanetary comlink companies?” Keeler asked.

The communications officer seemed momentarily confused. Unless you warned a Rep that a joke was
coming, it tended to go right by them. “N-nay, sir. It's the president of Republic and the Chief Executive of
Sapphire.”

“Uh-oh,” said Keeler. “Now, we're in for it. Put them on the side viewers.”

The display in the forward part of the bridge was showing the last of the support ships pulling away.
On the two side displays were the President of Republic and the Chief Executive of Sapphire, whose
official title was “Leader Guyso.”

“Good Morning, Mr. President,” Keeler said to one, and to the other, “Hoy, Brian, how's your wife and
my kids?”

The two leaders began to speak at the same time, before the Chief Executive of Sapphire demurred.
The President of Republic continued. “Prime Commander Keeler, Executive Tyro Commander Lear,
officers and crew of Pegasus...”

“That about covers everybody,” Keeler muttered.



“The hearts and minds of Republic’s people are with you on your journey. We will meditate on your
success.”

“Thank you, Mr. President, sorry you can't join us.”

“Ranking William,” said the Leader Guy. “Good luck. Our prayers soar with you.”
“Za, right....  mean, thanks, Brian.”

“Any last words of wisdom for the folks back home?”

Keeler stood, raised his walking stick and shook it at the monitor. “Stay out of the liquor cabinet, and
no parties! The planet better not be a mess when we get back.”

“Gotcha,” the Leader Guy said and made a finger-trigger motion.

Keeler ended with a traditional Sapphirean farewell. “Fear no evil.”

The Leader Guy provided the traditional response. “God is near.”

“Transmit off.” Keeler regained his Prime Commander's seat. “Shall we blow this star system?”

Lear barked orders. “Comm, signal all crew to secure for departure. Navigator, confirm course
heading. Helm, full ahead on my mark.”

She was answered with three rapid “Affirmatives.”

Keeler brought up a display on the arm of his chair that gave him fingertip neural link access to any
panel or monitor on the bridge.

“All stations report enabled,” Lear ordered. Her own excitement was palpable.

“Navigation enabled.” Eliza Change as a full set of interfaces began to assemble around her. Every
station on the bridge used this technology as the fastest link to the system each crewmen monitored.
However, the Navigator required maximum integration, to enable her mind and the ship’s mind, the
artificial intelligence housed in the BrainCore, to operate as one. Sensor gloves grew over her hands, and a
visor across her eyes. Tendrils of dark plastic material wrapped around her arms and legs, and traced the
nerves of her neck and spine. Redfire watched Keeler staring in fascination — and perhaps revulsion — as
the ship’s molecular knitters built the technology around her.

“Helm enabled,” Reported the helm officer, looking at Eliza nervously, perhaps glad his station
required only a discreet ridge of interlinks around his right eye, cheek, and chin and on the back of his left
arm.

“Tactical enabled.” Redfire reported. His face was clean, as were Lear’s and Keeler’s. Not having
interfaces knitted to the face for each duty shift was a privilege of rank for which the captain seemed
relieved.

“All outer bridge stations report enabled,” Standard confirmed.

Lear looked at Keeler, who gave her a nod. “Helm, take us out,” said Lear.

The Helmsman, made a gesture as though he were folding something in the air with one hand. Far
below, the fore and aft Gravity Engines throbbed to life, unleashing energies that would have paled
mighty suns. Around the ship, space and time began to warp, to curve, swelling into waves that pushed
the ship along as it rode atop. Pegasus surged forward. 1,000 kilometers away on either side, the
unfinished Republic and Sapphire sent out laser beams as though to guide the ship on its journey into the
cold eternal night.

Redfire watched his tactical display as the shipyard and the unfinished Pathfinder ships behind him
rapidly disappeared. He noticed the commander had fixed his own attention, not on the ship’s course, but
on his arm display, which was showing System Status.

He’s still worried about the glitches, Redfire thought. But as the ship accelerated, every system appeared to
be running perfectly.

“Report, Navigator.” Lear ordered.

“We have cleared the outer cometary belt and are still accelerating, now at .015¢,” reported Lt.
Navigator Change from beneath her veil of technology.

“How long is the voyage to Meridian?” Keeler asked.

Change answered. “Meridian is 83 ly from the Republic system. Approximately .83 ly in e-space.



Figuring in an acceleration constant for n-space and e-space ... if we catch a swift current, including
ramp-up and braking time, approximately 33 days in transit. In the time it takes us to reach Meridian,
nearly eight years will pass on Sapphire and seven on Republic.”

Keeler looked thoughtful for a moment and then relaxed, “Thirty-three days, hm, we ought to have a
mixer, to get to know each other.”

Pegasus — Avalon Ballroom

The mixer was held a few nights after launch, scheduled to correspond with Pegasus’s transition into
hyperspace. Keeler had chosen to make his mixer formal, in salute to the occasion. Looking out across the
multi-leveled expanse of the ship’s largest ballroom he felt gratified. Like all of the ship’s ballroom:s,
Avalon was named for a colony-world on Pegasus’s itinerary. Its designers hoped it would be the site for
receptions of planetary dignitaries, where treaties, agreements, and memoranda of understanding would
be signed. Keeler liked it better as it was tonight, the place where his crew was having a good time.

Light glittered off chandeliers and cut-crystal dinner services. The parquet floor glowed softly golden.
Stars twinkled in a hologram sky. The scent of sweet flowers wafted through the room on ventilator
breezes. A popular Sapphirean melody swelled across the dance floor, sending the well-dressed men and
women of the ship’s company into motion. Gleaming gold and silver and/oroid waiters hefted trays of
drinks and food through the happy crowd.

Keeler didn't dance. His customary role at this kind of function was chatting up and shaking down
alumni and benefactors for donations to the Chancellor’s Fund. The crew were having a good time, but his
attempts to mingle had resulted in them awkwardly reporting on the status of their section. He supposed
it was hard to relax and cut loose when the captain was on the floor. When Tactical Tyro Commander
Redfire approached him, he was acquainting himself with one of the buffet tables, which had proven a
much more congenial companion.

“Good evening, Commander,” Redfire greeted him. “Fearless bash.”

“Returning to the stars is a fit occasion for celebrating. A thousand years was far too long.” Keeler
answered, taking a drink from an and/oroid waiter, juggling his walking staff from one hand to the other.
“Do you find it interesting, in both our ancient past and our more recent present, it took a gift of alien
technology to enable us to move into space? According to some legends, Earth only developed spaceflight
technology because of the crash of an alien spacecraft in a desert, somewhere.”

“Even without Caliph, we would have made it back eventually,” Redfire said.

Would we really? Keeler wondered. “Oh, look, there’s Tyro Commander Lear. I have to speak with her.
Will you come?”

Keeler and Redfire moved through the crowd to a corner of the dance floor where Lear, resplendent in
her full dress uniform with its impressive display of service medals stood next to her husband, a tall,
sturdy man whose black hair was flecked with iron gray. “Good Evening, Tyro Commander,” Keeler said
cordially.

“Excellent party, Prime Commander,” Augustus Lear replied graciously.

“Indeed,” Goneril Lear agreed.

“Somewhat subdued for my tastes,” Keeler continued. “I mean, so far the only frontal nudity has been
tasteful. I wanted you to know, Tyro Commander, I have met with all the department heads on the dress
code. A great bunch of guys, with one or two exceptions.” His eyes slid sideways to Redfire, who was
biting his lower lip as if he knew something was afoot.

Tyro Commander Lear didn’t. “And you thought that was going to be such an odious duty. You see,
commander, we established procedures long before you came aboard, and once you look at the way we do
things, and the reason we do things the way we do...”

“Exactly!” Keeler exclaimed. “Procedures and the way we do things were exactly the topic of
discussion at the meeting. We took a good long look at the Standard Procedures manual, decided it was
really stupid, and voted, 18 to 2, to just throw the whole thing out.”

“You voted to throw out our entire Manual of Standard Procedures?” She was nearly strangling on
her incredulity. “Those Procedures were agreed to by the Republic Odyssey Directorate and the Sapphire



Odyssey Project Affiliate. You can’t throw them out.”

“The Odyssey Directorate is 100 billion kilometers that way,” Keeler said, pointing his staff toward
the rear of the ship. “We're going to set up our own Procedures Committee, including a Stupid Procedures
Sub-Committee to do the actual... er, throwing out. They will meet, uh, once a week until we get rid of all
the stupid procedures. As for the uniforms, we decided how the crew dresses was beneath my threshold
of interest as ship’s Prime Commander.”

Lear shook her head and waved her arms slightly before locking them on her hips. “Are you playing
politics with me?”

“Politics!” Keeler answered. “Please, there is no reason to be vulgar. You know, on my planet, we
don’t have the p-word. We consider the end of the... p-word to be our highest achievement, on a par with
the time ancient humans invented plumbing, and to the similar end of eliminating something foul,
odorous, and unhealthy from our presence.”

“Goneril,” said Augustus Lear, taking his wife by the arm. “They’re playing the ‘Minister’s Waltz.”
Shall we dance? Excuse us, Prime Commander.” He gently pulled his wife toward the dance floor.

“There goes a brave, brave man,” Keeler said.

Redfire grabbed a glass of wine from the tray of an automech and raised it in salute. “Well played.”

“Too easy,” Keeler responded. “Oh, look, Tialkal, the Sumacian Holy Man. I wonder if he’s heard the
joke about the Saintist Prophet, the lestan Counselor-Priestess, and the Sumacian Holy Man who were
crossing the Nef Desert in a buzz-car...”

Redfire’s face suddenly lost all expression. “Excuse me.”

“Oh, you've heard it before?”

“Neg,” he said. He began to walk, then turned back. “I'm sorry. Someone just came in who I ... don’t
want to talk to just now.”

Keeler turned around. The only one walking away from the entrance was a statuesque blond woman
in a Flight Captain’s uniform. He was about to josh Redfire that he couldn’t possibly mean her, but when
he turned, his Tactical Officer was beating a hasty retreat toward a side exit.

Matthew Driver was standing by himself near a table at the side of the ballroom, eyes fixed on the
entrance. A hand touched his shoulder. “Good evening, handsome,” said a husky female voice.

He turned to see his sister, standing next to her semi-husband, Lt. Cmdr. Morgan, the Chief Science
Officer. “Don’t look so disappointed,” Morgan said.

“How are you, Matthew? Still looking for that Sapphirean girl?”

“She’s a guilder, and I am looking for her.”

“Aye, a guilder, my mistake,” Kayliegh said. “The ship’s navigator?”

Matthew nodded. He saw a flash of dark hair, pulled back in a pony-tail. Not her, just a trick of the
light. “You would think it would give us something in common, but...”

“It doesn't?”

“It does, but since we both know about navigation, there's nothing we can talk about that we don't
already know. I tried to talk about the control systems on mining ships, but she's... she doesn't like to talk
about mining ships.”

“Imagine that.” Unlike her brother, Kayliegh had never had any difficulty with inter-sexual
relationships. “Have you shown her Prudence yet?”

“I was thinking maybe tonight.” Wait a second. Over there, next to the walk-in salad bar. She disappeared
inside, but he could tell it wasn’t her. Too tall, the wrong walk. “You don't think it's too soon. I only met
her five days ago.”

“I think you should,” Morgan said. “I don’t think I ever would have had the steel to talk to Kayliegh if
not for those late nights in the Climatology Laboratory.”

Kayliegh blushed. “If she says nay, don't be alarmed. There will plenty of time on this voyage to work
with the legendary Driver charm.”



“Excuse me,” Driver said, walking away. This time, it was Eliza, no mistaking. He cut through the
crowd, making for a place near the main exit where she was standing. He tracked from the main exit
toward the dance floor without seeing her. He tracked the other way toward the buffet table. He thought
he saw her

“Lt. Driver?” someone asked.

He turned to the voice. It was Flight Lt. Kyoto. She was handing him a beverage, which he took and
drank without tasting. He realized she was asking him something. “I'm sorry, what?”

“Are you going to join the rest of the Angels on the observation deck for the transition?” She and
Matthew both belonged to Flight Group Gamma, nicknamed the Quicksilver Angels

“Oh, uh, I haven't decided.”

“Are you looking for somebody?”

“Sort of...”

She looked disappointed. “I'll save you a place.”

He turned to the buffet table, caught a glimpse of Eliza. He was sure it was she. He pushed his way
urgently through the crowd again. By the time he reached the place she had been standing, she had
moved on again. He scanned the ballroom again.

There she was, at the entrance again, carrying a large food basket and, he saw to his horror, walking
out of the ballroom with another man.

Pegasus - Mediplex Four — Deck 14

David Alkema gingerly balanced himself on one leg while carefully drawing the injured one from his
recovery bed. Carefully, he lowered it to the floor, feeling like thousands of tiny needle were pricking it.
Gingerly he tried putting weight on it. The needles became knives, stabbing through his shattered knee.
He bit down hard to keep from screaming.

“And where do you think you're going,” said the physician-on-duty, a
younger-looking-than-he-actually-was Medical Specialist called Jersey Partridge, appearing suddenly
from the forestation.

Alkema grimaced. “No where... just seeing if I could walk yet.”

“Not for another five days, minimum.” Partridge was thin, with straight brushy hair cut short
around a handsome-enough, albeit slightly pug-nosed, face. He wore a MediCore jacket, which was
dove-gray trimmed in sky-blue, and softer than the normal crew jackets.

Alkema glared at the brace on his leg. “I slept through the launch because of this leg. Now, I'm going
to miss the Transition Ball.”

“If you had stayed in bed, per instructions, you could have attended the Transition Ball, although I
doubt you'd be dancing.” He offered a shoulder to support Alkema, and helped him back into the healing
bed. “Unfortunately, you got out of bed, tried to stand on your leg, re-broke your patella and tore
ligaments besides.” His tone was sympathetic, not admonishing. Still, Alkema did not answer, but
crossed his arms and laid back petulantly against his pillows.

“If it makes you feel better, I'm also missing the Ball. But, I'm having wine and food sent up from the
Ballroom. We can toast transition from here.” He ran a medical scanner over Alkema’s leg. The muscle
grafts the ship had built were taking hold, but were not nearly strong enough yet. “No dancing, though.”

Alkema felt a little guilt. It was not Partridge’s fault he was in this condition. He tried to smile. “That’s
all right. I've never been much of a dancer anyway.”

“I could dance for you,” Partridge suggested in a tone so perfectly pitched Alkema could not tell if he
were kidding or not.

“Ah... you could,” Alkema answered. “But I'd prefer you didn’t.”

The UnderDecks

Eddie and Eliza had escaped the party with two bottles of Carpentarian Grigio, a plateful of canapés,
and a basket of dinner rolls and headed for Pegasus’s UnderDecks. The UnderDecks housed the enormous



machinery, conduits, and power-substations that serviced the gravity engines, artifactories, and
recycling plants still further below; all of it built to the scale of giants. Their surroundings were organic
composite and functional, throbbing with the lifeblood of the ship. Down here, the ship was itself, no
plants, no garden-parks, no sculpture, no amenities.

The acoustics were marvelous. A soundbox blasted raucous Carpentarian bar music. Eliza Jane sat
across from him. “So, what's this pilot like?” Eddie asked.

Eliza Jane shrugged and chewed a mushroom-like pod stuffed with yellowish cream. “Nice, in a
socially-inept sort of way.”

Eddie rested against a cold-water conduit. “I've seen him in the landing bay. In my opinion, these
three-way marriages never work.”

“He's not married.”

“Neg, but so deeply involved with his ship, I think he sleeps with it. If he ever finds the tritium-fuel
intake socket, it's all over.”

“ At least he eats breakfast with me, Eddie.”

“That's an afterdawn meal isn’t it?” It would have taken Divine Intervention to get Eddie out of his
bunk before 1400 hours. “Anyway, the food on this ship bites worms. I mean, it's all thinker chow, not
what a working class assolo from southeast Halifax is used to. They should have found space for a
Slam-n-Jam or a Burger Bunker. I miss real food.” He paused in complaining about the food to shove a
large meat sandwich into his mouth. Still chewing, he asked. “If you like him so heli-much, why didn’t
you invite him here?”

“I didn’t see him in the ballroom. Maybe he didn’t show.” Eliza raised her head and looked around.
“Are you sure we're alone?”
“Za, why would anybody want to come down here?”

Eliza nodded and took a sip of her wine, but she could not escape the strong, uncanny feeling they
were being watched.

The Avalon Ballroom

The music was stilled. The celebrants gathered around a projection of Pegasus, flying through space.
Precisely at midnight, exactly when Lieutenant Navigator Change had calculated, Pegasus achieved 55c,
transition speed. A few seconds later, a tightly-stitched energy field projected into an adjacent set of
dimensions. A wormhole formed directly in front of the ship. Beautiful curves and parabolas of light and
energy, surrounded Pegasus like a sailing ship in a full wind. With the sail extended, the ship was pulled
into another universe.

In the moment the threshold was breached, the space around the ship filled with brilliant light as
though every star in the universe suddenly exploded and penetrated Pegasus’s thickly shielded decks. It
would not be precise to say that the crew was blinded. Rather, for a thin moment, everything around
them became pure white light.

When it passed, Keeler noted that his chronometer had stopped, as had almost every timepiece on the
ship. “Impressive.” he said.

chapter five

Hyperspace

From the Sapphirean Writ of Common Wisdom

Hyperspace is the ancient name for a brother universe, born of the same Big Bang. It
is also known as e-space, with our universe known as n-space. Hyperspace is highly



chaotic, without stars, planets, or physical laws. The dimension of time is smaller in
hyperspace, therefore, hyperspace expanded more slowly. Although every point in
hyperspace corresponds to a parallel point in our universe, hyperspace is only about
1% as large.

These properties greatly facilitate point-to-point travel if a trip passes through
hyperspace, entrance to which requires warping space to form a “wormhole” around
the ship. There are two tricky parts to using this shortcut. One is, any ship passing
through must be insulated, that is, it must create a pocket of n-space around itself in
order to keep from flying apart in the absence of gravity and the weak and strong
nuclear forces to hold it together. The other challenge is navigating without
four-dimensional reference points. Without precise navigation, a ship may emerge
from hyperspace thousands, or even millions, of light years from its destination. The
ship could, theoretically, emerge millions of years in the past or future if exit is not
timed carefully.

The Pathfinder ships meet the first challenge by surrounding themselves with energy
sails, that both allow the ship to be propelled through hyperspace and insulate it
from the hyperspace universe.

For the second, each Pathfinder ship has two models built into its navigational
braincore, one of our universe, one of hyperspace. It uses inertial guidance to
determine its course and position in hyperspace. However, even with artificial
intelligence, a ship’s navigator, people who posses rare skills and gifts, is essential to
successful hyperspace transit.

Pegasus — Hangar Bay

Prudence streaked through a green sky in which a dawning orange sun was burning red highlights
into banks of blue clouds floating high above a forest of yellow trees. The Aves bore westward, past the
dawn into night, passing over a large emerald lake as it crossed the twilight, heading dead on toward a
distant range of black mountains.

“Enjoying yourself?” Driver asked the beautiful woman in the second seat of the command module.
Eliza Jane Change She looked out over the landscape. “Interesting game.”

“It’s not a game, it’s a training simulation produced on Sapphire, one of 14,000 in our database. They
have names like Storm World, Snow World, Mech World...”

“What do they call this one?”

“Bad Color Scheme World.” He shrugged, but he wasn’t the one who named it. Prudence entered the
mountain range. “Hold on.”

At approximately three-and-a-half times the speed of sound, Prudence banked right and dove steeply
into what the Sapphirean weldmachers had named, ‘The Canyon of Doom. Rough granite walls rose up on
either side of the speeding ship, their sides only a very, very small number of meters away from Prudence’s
wing tips. Driver hit the ship’s searchlights to show her the huge boulders strewn on the simulated
bottom of the canyon.

The Head’s Up display was crowded with red terrain warnings. A wall came closing in. Just as
Change saw it, Driver flipped Prudence down a side canyon and into a pitch-black tunnel in the rocks.
Halfway through, Driver had to bring the ship straight up onto its back to make it into an escape tunnel
that rose up through the cone of an extinct volcano. He traced the ship around the inside of the caldera
until his sensors located a narrow tunnel that required him to fly Prudence on her wingtip to make it
through.



“You may be wondering why I didn’t fly out through the top,” Driver said.
“Why?” she asked without a lot of enthusiasm.

“The designer put in a false escape route. If you try to fly straight up, you'll collide head on with a
flock of... some kind of dragons.”

The tunnel broke back into the main canyon. Almost immediately, Prudence was confronted with a
series of rock bridges which she had to maneuver over and under.

“This is the first really hard part of the course,” he said. “I used to be unable to handle it at all without
the terrain avoidance system.” He wondered if the lady was impressed. Of course, she’s impressed, something
inside him answered. Do you think that quy she left the party with can navigate an Aves through the Canyon of
Doom?

She brushed her hair back and stared disinterestedly through the canopy. “So, is this what you guys
in the Flight Groups do in hyperspace? Play games?”

Something inside him smiled sheepishly and slunk off somewhere else. “It's how we maintain our
flight skills.” He pulled Prudence up and out of the canyon. “Would you like to take over the controls?”

“Negative, thank you.”
“Why not? Surely you're checked out on the Aves?”

“Of course I am. I just don’t have an inclination to fly... and I don’t care much for simulations. The real
things in the universe are difficult enough to deal with.”

It finally sank into Driver that Eliza was just not loving this as much as he did. “End simulation,” he
said. The holo-projection of Bad Color Scheme World disappeared from the canopy, replaced with the
non-simulation of Pegasus’s hangar bay. The sense of motion disappeared. The control gear around his face
retracted and vanished. He turned to her. “Is there something else you'd like to do?”

Eliza rose. “I better get back to my quarters. I have to brief Executive Tyro Commander Lear on
Navigation.”

“I'm sorry you didn’t enjoy it more.”
She shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t like simulations Breakfast tomorrow?”

“I'll be there,” Matthew said, rising to escort her to the hatch. So far, the renowned Driver charm was
not getting him any closer to her.

Pegasus — Prime Commander Keeler’s Suite

During the hyperspace run, Keeler made only cursory inspections of the Main Bridge. Most of the
crew attributed this to lack of interest. Hardly anyone suspected how much Keeler fretted, or how much
time he spent in his quarters or his Command Suite, nervously pacing, mixing drinks, practicing chip
shots with his walking stick, mixing more drinks and pacing some more.

Keeler fretted over what would happen if a glitch caused Pegasus to lose its navigation or insularity
fields in hyperspace. If any of the ship were exposed to raw hyperspace, even for a moment, it would
collapse from the quantum level upward, leaving a trail of sub-atomic debris as ship and crew
evaporated to nothingness.

Nine days into the hyperspace transit found Keeler anxiously monitoring the capacity utilization
readings for the central Al braincore. Thus far, It had been averaging 93.7% with spikes into the 98%
range. Navigating in hyperspace, tacking the sails to the energy currents, and maintaining a pocket of
normal space around the ship were complex tasks demanding considerable braincore resources.

“More resources than anyone thought,” Queequeg reported. “The design specs called for about 80%
system use in hyperspace with spikes to 83-85%.”

“Is that serious enough for me to start and/or stop drinking?” Keeler asked his cat.

“The models probably underestimated how much capacity was needed to navigate and maintain
structural integrity in hyperspace. Also, Pegasus’s artificial intelligence is designed for continuous
self-upgrading through the use of heuristic algorithms.”

“You know, you really haven't lived until you've heard your cat talk about 'continuously
self-upgrading heuristic algorithms."”



The cat flicked its tail. Enhanced felines had shown a surprising affinity for technobabble. “We may
be able to grow more processing capacity before the next run, but I don’t think it will be necessary. The
ship is in a learning cycle. It has never been in hyperspace before and it needs more processing capacity.
Next time, it will know how to process more efficiently.”

Lear Family Suites — Pegasus

Twenty-two days into hyperspace, Goneril Lear was in her family's suite once again reviewing the
archival file on the Meridian colony. This file was a synopsis of fragmentary data recovered from the
ruins of the City of Testament after radiation levels subsideds.

MERIDIAN:

FOURTH PLANET OF EIGHT. SYSTEM DESIGNATION 10 122 PEGASI.
DISCOVERED AND SURVEYED: SOLAR YEAR 3882. FIRST COLONIZED,
SOLAR YEAR 4293.

GEOPHYSICAL PARAMETERS:
NOT AVAILABLE. BELIEVED TO BE WITHIN TERRA CLASS PRIMARY
RANGE.

SURFACE CHARACTERISTICS:
NOT AVAILABLE. BELIEVED TO BE WITHIN TERRA CLASS PRIMARY
RANGE.

KNOWN HISTORY:
THE CONTRACT FOR DEVELOPMENT OF THE MERIDIAN COLONY WAS
WON BY THE PAN-ATLAS OUTWORLD DEVELOPMENT CONSORTIUM.
THE CONSORTIUM CHOSE A MODEL EMPHASIZING THE CREATION OF A
SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURAL BASE AS THE FIRST PRIORITY,
SUGGESTING AN INTENTION OF LONG-TERM HUMAN HABITATION...

In stark contrast to my own world, Lear thought. Republic had never really been “settled.” As a marginally
inhabitable planet, it might have been a candidate for colonial terra-forming but for the wealth of
minerals and chemicals on its surface; in particular, Element 151, a rare substance vital in Colonial Times
as a catalyst for creating anti-matter. Instead of towns and farms, Republic was dotted with gigantic
Extraction Facilities, Refineries, and Peripheral Support and Inhabitation Complexes. Her family name,
Lear, was derived from one of the old Commonwealth Industrial Combines that had set up shop on the
surface of Republic, into whose service some ancestor had pledged herself. She continued.

Last contact:

TACHYON PULSE MESSAGE RECEIVED AT REPUBLIC, OLD CALENDAR, PERIOD 9, DAY 11,
5856 A.P.R. TEXT FOLLOWS:

(garble) ... outpost of... We are in... (garble)... assimilation (?) ... gathered
in Point Ewain (believed to be the name of a city)... our lives... (cut off)

This has been variously interpreted as an attempt to communicate with
other human worlds, a news report, and a distress call. Analysts have been
unable to reach a conclusion.

The date corresponded to within a century of the dawn of the Great Silence. When Republic had been
cut off, it had survived on agricultural shipments from Sapphire for about a century, and when those
stopped, had to rely on the meager output of its own greenhouses, and those few edible forms of native
life, aquatic, protein-rich Tagger Pods especially. Little wonder its society had descended into six
centuries of war.

She read on. Under previous contacts, reports from the tachyon communication network were listed,
but Meridian had been a sparsely populated agricultural world, and there was little news. There were
two reports of ships arriving with workers from Meridian, most of whom returned to their home planet
after their term of service.

A Modeling Study Report, produced by the Odyssey Project Subdirectorate of Colonial Development
Studies, contained several thousand lines of statistical analysis explaining the relationship between
population, agriculture, and technology. The conclusion the analysts had reached was not particularly



useful:

MERIDIAN'S POPULATION IS MOST LIKELY TO BE DISPERSED AMONG
SUCH LOW-DENSITY AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITIES WITH FEW, IF ANY,
EXCEEDING 100,000 IN POPULATION. TECHNOLOGY MAY BE EXPECTED
TO BE APPROPRIATE TO PLANETARY NEEDS. TOTAL ESTIMATED
POPULATION, 900 MILLIONS TO 1.2 BILLIONS.

Lear pondered this for quite some time. What could Republic offer a “ widely dispersed agrarian
culture? What would such a culture want? Technology? Medicine?

“Mother?” came a voice. She turned to see her two sons standing in the division between her study
and the family area of her quarters.

She smiled at them and dimmed her reader. “Come in.”

Marcus, the younger, was ten. He ran first into the room. Trajan, twelve and prematurely blooming
into a sullen adolescence, hung back. Her children were strong and beautiful, and she was proud of them.
Marcus took after Augustus, with his dark curls and creamy skin. Trajan, with his honey-blond hair,
green eyes, and full lips reminded Lear of her own father.

At the time of their conception, Lear had questioned the wisdom of bearing sons. Part of her had
wanted a daughter, but she knew that her military career would keep her away from home too often and
that Augustus would be the primary parental figure, so boys were the logical decision. However, she was
not too old to bear a daughter. The thought had been much in her mind of late. She put it aside.

“Are you done working?” Marcus said, putting his arms around her neck.

“I can study those boring old files later. How are you? How is school?”

In the manner of children through the millennia, her boys answered indifferently. “School’s
tolerable.”

“How do you like studying with Sapphireans?”
“They ask stupid questions,” Marcus said.
“They do, do they? What kind of ‘stupid questions’?”

“I don't know. When we read stories, they want to know if they can change the ending. Stupid
questions like that.”

She looked to her other son. “What about you, Trajan? What do you think of the Sapphireans?”

“They never teach us any facts,” Trajan groused. “They give us questions and expect us to find the
answers. Then, they argue about whose answer is best. It doesn’t make any sense. Why don’t they just
teach us what the facts are from the beginning?”

Lear sighed. She would have to practice Trajan in tact. She pulled her boys toward her. Trajan pulled
away, rolling his eyes. “It's not what makes us different that's important,” Lear their mother told them.
“It's what have in common. We have to live together on this ship and get along.” Or such was the official
line of the Odyssey Project Subdirectorate on Moral and Cooperation. Keep saying it, sooner or later it will be
true, she had always been taught. “Remember, living here is harder for them than for us. On Sapphire, you
can go anywhere you want, and you don't even need a re-breather pack.”

“But this ship is so big, and there are hardly any people on it. The Sapphireans should have plenty of
room” Marcus said. “The teacher said there were less people on this ship than in one tower of the Jacet
Complex in Alexander.”

Trajan winced upon hearing the name of their home address. Lear knew Trajan had not been happy
with life onboard Pegasus. He had not even wanted to come and had even tried to run away the day they
were to depart, intending to stay with Goneril’s sister, Cordelia.

“That is true... and the Sapphireans are different,” Lear said, brushing Marcus's hair with motherly
affection. “These Pathfinder ships had to be altered to accommodate them,. We had to add open spaces
and gardens. Sapphireans love to be outside and expose their skin to solar radiation, and so we couldn’t
build as many as we would have liked...”

She caught herself. She had not meant to editorialize to her children. “They have their own ways. But



if you ever find anything they do unusually strange, just smile and ask them about it. Be open to them.
We're going to see many new worlds on our journey, worlds with people who are even more different.”

She rose, “So, who'd like some soy gelatin? I'll have unflavored.”

“Chocolate-mint-coffee-and-cream,” Marcus said with gusto. He was a kid who knew what he
wanted.

Lear looked expectantly at Trajan “I’'m not hungry,” he said and slunk off to his room.
“Why is Trajan always so anti-social?” Marcus lamented.
“Don’t say such terrible things. He just needs to adjust,” Lear told him. “Let’s get that soy.”

Keeler’'s Quarters

After twenty-eight days in hyperspace, Keeler chose to initiate Redfire in one of his favorite
mentally-challenging past times: playing simultaneous games of what ancients might have recognized as
chess, checkers, backgammon, and Yahtzee. “That’s 26 for 4 of a kind, knight threatens bishop, and king
me, dammit.”

Redfire looked from board to board, with a face of utter confusion. Maybe, Keeler reflected, he
shouldn't have initiated Redfire into this exercise while playing for shots of tergiversate — an alcoholic
beverage from Sapphire’s Carpentaria continent distilled from fermented tree sap — at the same time.
Redfire picked up the backgammon dice and began shaking the small oval cup.

“So, tell me, Tyro Commander, how have you been occupying your time since we entered
hyperspace? As there are no tactical situations to resolve, I trust you've found other ways to amuse
yourself.”

“I've been experimenting with a new art form. I call it, ‘creative historical revisionism.” I alter the
variables of historical events to produce an artistically meaningful outcome.”

“What kind of historical variables are you talking about?” Keeler jumped two of Redfires pieces.
“King me. Three shots.”

Redfire felt his stomach lurch at the thought of more alcohol. The problem with this game was, he
realized, that once you began losing, you tended to keep losing. “For example, if the Altus Cthulu volcano
had erupted before the Thean siege instead of after, 80% of Sapphire’s population would have been
rendered sterile by the White Plague, instead of 20%.”

“Those events were more than five hundred years apart. How can you possibly hypothesize how one
would affect the other?”

“Isn’t that the appeal of history; how the interaction of tiny variables producing grand events?”

“Not really,” Keeler took a sip of wine. He had heard the nostrum about “wine and liquor, never
sicker,” but had always assumed it didn’t apply to him.

Redfire rolled the dice, moved three disks, went on to the checkerboard where he jumped one of
Keeler's pieces. “Shot.”

“Don't mind if I do.” Another shot went down. Upon recovering, Keeler relaxed. “You know, the
ancestor who founded my line came to Sapphire about the time of the White Plague. Lexington Keeler,
Admiral of the Commonwealth.”

“Is that why he started New Cleveland far out in the wilderness, to avoid the plague?”

“Neg, he started New Cleveland colony because he wanted to have a good time and didn’t want
anyone to bother him. After he chased the last Adversary out of the galaxy, his ship was nearly
destroyed. He put himself into stasis to survive, and his ship took 300 years to limp back into civilized
space. After the parades were finished, he just wanted to drink, enjoy the pleasures of women, and
otherwise be left alone. So, he founded the artist’s colony at New Cleveland, named, no doubt, for one of
the magnificent cities of Ancient Earth.”

The com-link at his desk was flashing. He touched it and was met with the stern visage of Executive
Tyro Commander Lear. “Good Evening, Prime Commander. Have you had the opportunity to review the
cargo manifest reports?”

“Za.” It was true. She was only asking if he had had the opportunity, not if he had actually reviewed



them; a key distinction.
“Did you sign the agro-botanical harvest projections?”
“1did.”
“Did you read them?”
“Read what?”

She glared. “The responsibility for commanding this ship goes far beyond sitting in the command
chair and giving orders.”

Actually, from Keeler’s perspective, command was about sitting in the command chair and giving

orders. “Did you review those reports?”

“Affirmative.”

“Then, I trust your judgment, Keeler out.” He closed the channel, and addressed the boards. “Knight
!I/

takes pawn, and I'll take 20 for fives, securing my bonus. Drink

The cat access hatch slid open, and Queequeg bounded through it like his tail was on fire. “Where
have you been for the last three days?” Keeler demanded.

“No where,” Queequeg answered, halting and recovering his cool instantaneously. He flicked his tail,
and settled back to lick his paw.

“And what were you doing?”

“Nothing!”

Redfire cocked his head. “You must be the Commander’s cat.”

“You must be the guy who makes obvious observations.”

“I hear you're quite good accessing secure data networks, like the Tactical Systems.”

Queequeg looked at Keeler. “Did you tell him that?”

“Of course not.” Queequeg developed a sudden interest in licking the fur of one leg.

“There were paw-prints all over the data-channel, leading right back to your master's quarters.”

“It wasn’t me, it was Flight Commander Collins’s marmalade,” Queequeg insisted. “You can’t trust
marmalades, sneaky devils, little black spots on their lips.”

“Whose idea was it to give them speech organs anyway?” Redfire pondered aloud.

“ Another one of my ancestors,” Keeler sighed. “On my mother’s line, but that’s a story for another
time. King me!”

chapter six

Pegasus — Primary Command/Main Bridge

“Inverting light-sail geometry to braking configuration,” Lt. Jesus Powerhouse, the helmsman, called.
Young, dark skinned, and over-muscled, with a shaved head, Powerhouse did double-duty as an Odyssey
Warfighter and triple duty wiping the floor with anyone who challenged him in Recreational “No
Quarter,” a milder: version of traditional Sapphirean martial arts combat.

On his display, the great energy fields around the ship reversed direction and polarity. Without a
sound, without a sense of deceleration, Pegasus dropped below light-speed and prepared to transition out
of hyperspace. Keeler and Lear were at the Inner Bridge, seated behind Lt. Navigator Change. Redfire
stood off to Keeler’s right, hands crossed behind his back.

“Sub-light velocity. Retracting light-sails,” called Powerhouse.

“Acknowledged,” Lt. Navigator Change was surrounded by holographic charts. Numbers flowed
past her, bright blue, turning red as they fell toward zero.

On the display, the energy fields drew in around the ship. “Sails retracted. Gravity Engines on-line.



Speed decreasing to transition,” reported the helm officer.
“Transition in ...5... 4... 3... 2... 1... Transition,” Change reported.

Pegasus fell to one-half light speed. A beam of particles, hyper-gravitons and even more exotic
mutants from the quantum bestiary, shot out from the ship to create a wormhole immediately ahead of it,
a temporary fissure between dimensions, a gateway between universes. A second later, Pegasus flew into
the rift, which collapsed and sealed behind it.

Inside the ship, there was a black flash. They were through.

Keeler released his grip on the side of his command chair. “I think we made it.”

“All Cores, all Sectors reporting in. No adverse effects from transition. 100% operational.” Lear
seemed satisfied for once. “Position report, Navigation?”

Lt. Navigator Change directed her attention to the star chart at the forward bridge. “We are 3.9 light
days from a G-type, single star system, oblique to the plane of the system, 75 degrees.”

Lear was beaming. “The simulations forecast a 90% probability we would transition more than 30
light days from the target. The navigational software functioned spectacularly well. I think
commendations are due to the Astrogation Core.”

The hard set of Change’s jaw showed how little she agreed with the credit Lear gave to the navigation
software.

“Send tachyon pulse transmission to the Homeworlds,” Keeler ordered. “We have arrived.”

Lear turned to him. “Isn't that a little vague?”

Keeler thought for a moment. “All right, tell them, ‘Having a good time. Wish you were here. P.S.
Hyperspace radiation caused less than one percent of the crew to transform into hideous mutants who
feed on the soft pink flesh of the living.””

“No one has been transformed into a hideous mutation.”

“Like I said, less than one per cent.”

Lear set her jaw and conceded defeat. “Send the original message. I'll draft a report to follow. Shall we
direct our peace and friendship message to the planet?”

Keeler hesitated. To be honest, he would have preferred to wait until he was certain Meridian’s
inhabitants were also peaceful and friendly, but he conceded. “Initiate peace and friendship message.”

Specialist American activated the message: “People of Meridian colony, this is the Pathfinder Ship
Pegasus from the human colonies of Sapphire and Republic. We approach in peace and friendship.”

Planetology Lab —Deck 94

For three days, Pegasus maintained a steady course, gradually decelerating to one-quarter light speed.
The photon receivers, electromagnetic energy receptors, neutrino detectors, and other instruments on her
lower hull mapped the nearby star system, spotting planets, measuring their orbits and the composition
of their atmospheres and surface.

Cultural Anthropology and Hermeneutics labs listened for electromagnetic whispers from the
planet’s communication net (if it had one), from which they might extrapolate cultural structures and
languages for programming the Lingotron translation modules that would allow the Landing Party to
communicate with “the Merids.”

The Medical Labs stood by for data that would help them prepare vaccines to protect the Landing
Party from any exotic diseases and allergies native to Meridian, and vice versa.

When the sensors confirmed a warm, wet breathable atmosphere on the fourth planet, four gates
opened in Pegasus’s bow, releasing a company of probes, long thin darts with points at the tip and three
large fins on the rear. They sped toward Meridian at almost half the speed of light.

Seven decks below Primary Command, Kayliegh Driver, designated spokesman for the geological
Survey Core, briefed the Command Staff and Core Chiefs. The review was simulcast throughout the ship.
Other sectors — botany, linguistics, Warfighters, flight core — met in their individual sections.

The Planetology Lab was a large round amphitheater with walkways surrounding a round area in
which a ten-meter diameter hologram of the planet below was projected. This permitted the officers to



walk around the planet at an equatorial latitude. Meridian appeared as a large green planet tinged with
grey-blue clouds. At first glance, it looked a little like Sapphire seen through a bad color filter, but where
Sapphire contained a collection of continents separated by oceans, Meridian was dominated by one great
Pangea attended by satellite islands of various sizes.

“We've mapped 86% of the surface of the fourth planet to a resolution of four kilometers and have
identified ten areas of extensive urbanization.” The hologram went into motion and rotated to put the city
directly beneath them. Driver gestured, as though to part the clouds with her hand, and the view focused
on one large gray area that filled a fan-shaped peninsular area in the northern hemisphere. Nine others
were highlighted elsewhere on the planet.

“Each of these cities occupies an area which would indicate a population more than twice as large as
the City of Alexander. Each city is roughly the same size, which suggests a planetary population between
600 and 800 million, depending on density.”

Keeler looked down at the city. It lacked detail but basically looked like one mountainous tower
surrounded by a mass of urbanization, and felt an uncomfortable urge to smite it with his mighty hand.

“Does that include smaller cities?” Lear asked.

A mildly perplexed expression crossed Kayliegh Driver’s face. “There are no smaller cities.”

“How can that be?” Lear asked. “Is it possible your scans have not detected them?”

“Our current scans would detect any city larger than about 4,000 inhabitants,” Driver explained.

“It doesn't make sense for a planet to have ten enormous metroplexes and a bunch of little villages
with no cities of intermediary size,” said Prime Commander Keeler, skeptically.

“After the collapse, they might have been forced to congregate in the large cities,” Lear suggested.

Tyro Commander Redfire put forth another theory. “Each of these cities might represent a single
nation-state, perhaps existing in an environment of conflict and shifting allegiances with the others.”

“It will be interesting to find out,” said Keeler. “Which we will. TyroCommander Lear has
recommended, and I have approved, Mission Profile Alpha 2. We will send in an advance party to survey
the planet at close range in advance of Pegasus.”

He raised a data pad. “Now, because there is some honor attached to being the first crew to touch
down on the first planet we reach. I requested Pegasus’s central braincore to make recommendations, but I
determined the most dramatic way to present the results. On the count of three, I'll release the names to
your personal datapads. 1...2...” he paused. “...3.”

The data displayed across the pads.

Command Executive Tyro Commander Goneril Lear
Pilot Flight Lt. Matthew Driver

Medical Med. Tech. Jersey Partridge

Support Technician 3C Eddie Roebuck

Support Technician 1C Horatio Halliburton
Security TacticalTyro Commander Philip Redfire
Security Warfighter Spec. Anaconda Taurus

“Two command-grade officers on the same mission?” Lear asked dubiously. “I'm not sure I like that.”

Keeler grinned evilly. “I think it would be good for you and Tyro Commander Redfire to share this
first contact. After all, a time may come when our survival depends on your cooperative interaction.”

“I call plasma gun!” Redfire exclaimed.

Hangar Bay, Dock 21

Matthew Driver oversaw the preparation and loading of Prudence. Sixty days of provisions and
emergency survival packs were loaded into the forward cargo bay. In the interior storage lockers, medical
supplies, scanners, weapons, and re-breather packs were secured. Technicians checked and then
re-checked engine and sensor systems, with Driver standing over them.

“Flt. Lt. Driver,” called a woman's voice. Driver turned to see Eliza Jane Change standing in blue light
and mist from the UV/steam-bath the Aves Xerxes was undergoing behind her.



“Lt. Navigator Change,” he answered. He had gone to some effort to avoid her since the simulation
misfire, even taking his breakfast back in his quarters on most days. He was not eager to be “just friends”
with yet another woman.

She crossed the deck. “Flt. Lt. Driver, can we talk?”

“We launch in two hours. I really need to ...”

“Just a few minutes, ... please.”

He stepped out from under the wing, ducking beneath the Accipiter mounted at the tip, and crossed to
her. “O.K. What?”

She kissed him; not a passionate kiss, a lingering presence of her mouth on his, but it felt like being
shot with a stun ray. When she pulled away again, she wiped her lips and let her hands come to rest on
his upper arms.

Matthew stood like a stunned woolbeast.

“I had a dream last night,” Eliza began by way of explanation. “You were on the planet, and Pegasus
was running away, leaving you behind, and you were in terrible danger.”

Driver didn’t know what to say for a moment. The part of his mind that should have been telling him
how to proceed still could not believe she had kissed him. Some other part took over and he heard himself
saying. “I'm sure it was just a dream.”

“Negative, it was not just an ordinary dream. It was the kind of dream that tells you things.”

“Dreams don't tell you things. Dreams are just our subconscious talking to our conscious. You must
have an anxiety about this mission that gave you a bad dream.” Matthew's internal something raged at
him. Idiot! A beautiful woman just kissed you, and you want to talk about psychology?

Eliza drew back slightly. “Maybe groundlings don't have those kinds of dreams.”

“Guilders have dreams where you can tell the future?” Driver was aware of certain herbs that
produced the illusion of foresight, but Eliza hardly seemed the type to indulge in them. His inner voice
gave him a psychic smack upside the head. Forget the dream, she kissed you!

“I didn't think you cared so much about me,” Matthew said, to his ego’s approval.

“We're friends, aren't we?”

“Friends?” Arrrgh!

“You're a friend. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Driver wasn't sure what this meant. Why did she kiss him like that if they were just friends? Maybe
she didn't know the difference, or maybe she was testing the waters? He was lost without reference
points, but she looked like she knew exactly what she was doing.

“Matthew?”

“I'm still surprised you care about me,” he said. “I didn't think we knew each other that well.”

“Maybe it's just... in the Guild, we didn't have the luxury of time to get to know someone. As soon as
someone sat down in the seat next to you, you had to know if she could be trusted. I guess when I met you,
I realized you were a good pilot, and so I decided to trust you. I trust good pilots.”

“You really think I'm a good pilot?” was all Driver could manage to say. She was beginning to look
away from him, toward the Hangar Bay crews who were pretending not to listen to their conversation.
Driver realized she was as uncomfortable as he was and decided to let them both off mercifully.

“I don't have time to talk about this now,” he said. “As soon as I get back, and finish the flight review,
let's find some more private place to talk.”

“That would be good,” she told him. “In fact, I know just the place.”

“Good,” he said, then remembered to smile. He tried to draw her in toward him but could not decide
whether to merely hug or go for the kiss. He became flustered in between and only succeeded in making
her lose her balance. Instead of a hug, the effect was more like he had pushed her over and then caught her
on the way down.

“I'm sorry, excuse me,” she said, extracting herself. “I'm going to the forward observation deck to
watch your launch. Good Luck ... and be careful.” She turned and left the dock without turning back.



The problem with women, Matthew decided, was that no matter how many times you practiced
what you needed to say to them, you always ended up making it up as you went along. Instinctively, he
looked at Prudence. Her command module jutted proudly forward, shaped like the head of a viper. Her
white-gold fuselage blended into her silvery-blue wings, weapons pods and cargo bays tucked into her
belly, the dome of her gravity engine rising above. At each wing-tip, the fierce, straked wedge of an
Accipiter. Prudence was a complex and beautiful organism he could understand.

“Excuse me,” somebody called. “You're the pilot of this rig, am I right? Could you open the hatch for
me so I can get settled?”

Driver poked his head out from beneath the ship and was surprised to find himself looking into the
face of his rival for Eliza Jane Change, the man who had left the reception with her.

“I know I'm a little early,” said Eddie Roebuck. “But I wanted to make sure I didn't have to sit next to
Halliburton.”

Prudence

One hour, forty-five minutes later, Driver was strapped into his command seat and Eliza Jane Change
was far from his mind. His neural interface was in place, and his hands caressed his controls in
well-practiced sequence. He barely noticed when Tactical Tyro Commander Redfire took the second seat
in the cockpit. “Never mind me, I just want to be close to the scanners and weapons. I won't interfere with
flight operations.”

“Acknowledged,” said Driver. He touched the intercom. “Flight deck to Tyro Commander Lear, advise
when passengers are secure.”

“So, how many missiles are we packing?” Redfire asked. Then the read-out showed him: fourteen
tactical missiles, along with forward and aft phalanx guns and a formidable arsenal of particle cannons.

“Executive Tyro Commander Lear to Flight Deck. All personnel secured for departure.”

“Stand by,” Driver switched communications. “Aves Prudence to Pegasus Flight Operations.”

“Pegasus Flight Operations, go ahead Prudence.”

“Prudence secured for departure. Begin departure sequence.”

The docking platform descended under the deck. “ Prudence, positioning for launch commenced.
Lowering you to the EMLS level.”

Driver and Redfire watched the flight deck disappear as the Prudence was lowered to the
electromagnetic launch system (EMLS) railguns. As the ship descended, a hologram in the passenger
compartment activated to remind the passengers of the positions of the emergency escape pods and how
to access and release them from the ship in an emergency. When they locked at the railgun level, Prudence
rested at the end of a trapezoidal corridor four kilometers long. With loud clangs, magnetic locks secured
Prudence to the rails. “ Pegasus Flight Operations to Aves Prudence, we show you locked in position and
ready for launch.”

Driver looked over his readouts. “ Prudence here. Confirm positive lock. Main engines in standby.
Counter-force dampening field in place. Flight Deck to all personnel, prepare for launch.”

Driver looked down the rails. He and Prudence had done this one hundred and three times. He all but
salivated in anticipation of the acceleration that never failed to knock the wind out of him. “Prudence to
Pegasus Flight Operations. We are go.”

Prime Commander Keeler’s voice came through the sound system. “Fear no evil, Prudence.”

“God is near,” Tyro Commander Redfire answered.

“Launching now,” said Driver

There was a brief impression of brightly colored lights flashing by as Prudence fired down the launch
rails. Everyone on-board was slammed into their seats. Counter-force measures kicked in to keep the crew
from losing consciousness, except for Eddie Roebuck, who was already asleep when the ship launched.

“Prudence Launched. Laying in course to planet Meridian.”

“Acknowledged, Godspeed Prudernce.”

“Current velocity is point three-five c. Engaging primary engine now.” Driver fired the gravity



engine, and the Prudence surged forward. Pegasus diminished to a small bright star and disappeared.

Pegasus — Main Bridge/Primary Command
Keeler watched from his command as Prudence disappeared.

“Telemetry shows Prudence clear and on course. All on-board systems report normal,” Shayne
American reported from her station. Keeler’s reply was interrupted by an insistent chirping from the
Comm Section. “Commander, our external communications array has just crashed,” American reported.

Before anyone could respond, the bridge lurched, hard.

“Commander,” helmsman Powerhouse shouted. “We're changing course Gravity Engines powering
up to full. We're accelerating.”

“On what heading?” Keeler demanded.

“Continuing to turn . . . 35° off course... 45°...50°”

More alarms began to sound. “Hull stress is increasing,” reported Shayne American from her station.
“Continuing to accelerate,” said the Helmsman. 65° off course ... 80° off course...”

“Critical stress on starboard blade,” American called. “Wait, stress decreasing... holding
sub-critical.”

“Leveling out,” The helmsman reported after some seconds.
“New heading?” Keeler asked the helmsman.

The helmsman took several long seconds to make sense of the readings. “We have reversed course
180° and are headed out of the system, and accelerating.”

“Can you over-ride?”

“Negative,” the helmsman answered. “Helm controls are not responding. Navigational inputs are
being rejected.”

Keeler touched his communication panel. “Engineering, disengage gravity engines.”

Shayne American was shaking her head. “Internal Com-links have gone off-line, too.”

Keeler stood and marched to the outer bridge, where he barked a rapid list of serious orders. “You
two,” he said, pointing to officers at the various control stations with his walking stick, “go to the aft
starboard engine and shut it down. You two take aft port. If you run into anyone en route, enlist their aid.
Do whatever you need to.”

Just then the lights in the bridge went out. There was a long moment of silence, then there was a voice,
an androgynous voice that spoke with little inflection.

It said, “Prime Commander William Randolph Keeler, we need to talk.”

chapter seven

Prudence

Unaware of any difficulty aboard Pegasus, Prudence maintained a fast and steady course toward
Meridian. Four uneventful hours after launch found Tyro Commander Lear leaning over Tech. 1C
Halliburton. “Access the telemetry from the probes. They should be in orbit now.”

Halliburton brought up the data. The orbits of four probes were displayed around the planet
Meridian; two equatorial, two circumpolar. More details of Meridian's surface filled in as the probes
passed over the planet. “Can we get a ground visual?” Lear asked

“Affirmative,” Halliburton answered. Lear noted with approval Technician Halliburton's efficiency.
She predicted good things in his future. A few gestures at his controls produced displays of a sunset over
a chain of arctic islands, the sky darkening through shades of chartreuse to an impossible forest green;
storms of mottled olive clouds blowing across a prairie; a hurricane over one of the tropical regions; wind
blowing sand across an immense desert; snowfall on a mountain in the far north beneath a sky, pale and



green, like sea salt.

Medical Specialist Jersey Partridge, looking on, could not hide his awe. “A whole new world. It's
incredible and so green.”

“And we'll be the first to see it,” Lear said like a teacher addressing small children. “Zoom in on that
city.” She pointed to a brown splotch on the western side of Meridian’s continent. Halliburton zoomed in
on the city. It was a seacoast town, rising high and dense from a fan-shaped delta at the mouth of a
continental river. The river forked into two branches that bracketed the city.

Lear stared intently at the city’s heaping buildings and wide boulevards. At one-meter resolution,
there was not a lot of detail, but enough to convey an impression of monstrously huge towers and domes,
half buried/half emerging from beneath the rubble of some vast earlier civilization of masonry and stone.
There was one mountainous tower at its center. “That one looks promising. Designate it as landing site
Alpha.”

On Prudence’s flight deck, Tyro-Cmdr. Redfire was looking at the same city as Lear. Redfire was a
student of cities, a companion of cities, and they had revealed secrets to him that were hidden from more
casual travelers and even their native inhabitants; out-of-the-way shops containing unexpected
treasures, neglected alley-ways and streets that provided surprising perspectives.

Now, as he stared at the display in front of him, Redfire knew that something was not right.
Viscerally, it was the lack of open spaces, of parks, of monuments, of differentiation among sectors, of
decoration, and of links to other cities. Humans don’t build cities like that, he thought. Another oddity, his
scans detected no aircraft, no satellites, no airborne technology of any kind.

He switched to an electro-magnetic field scan, and was surprised to see energy pouring out from the
top of the city, like lava spewing from a volcano. What was it? The waste from their central power source?
If so, they were monstrously inefficient, the energy spewing out was almost four times the rest of the
city’s entire power output.

He checked another display. “Take a look at this,” Redfire said to Driver. “I believe the Merids are
tracking our probes.”

“How do you know that?”

“I have a theory that their communications system phase-compressed photon bursts. I can’t read it
yet, but I can detect it. The amount of communication taking place in each city spikes whenever one of our
probes passes over.”

“Are they preparing a hostile response?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Driver nodded. “If they are going to attack us, I would prefer an attack in space to one in the
atmosphere. Prudence has more speed and maneuverability in space.”

“They appear to lack any capability for space travel,” Redfire said, and yawned. “We’ll make orbit in
about four and a half hours, and I need to process this. I think I'll take a sleeper. Wake me up when we
make orbit, or sooner if any excitement arises.”

“What kind of excitement?”

“Like an attack on our probes, mobilized ground forces, Ex.TC Lear exhibiting a natural emotion.
Anything like that.”

Driver nodded. Redfire rose and took the lift back to the main cabin. Lear and the other techs were
gathered in the fore-cabin, itself a replication in miniature of the curving bridge of Pegasus. Lear was
standing at the most forward station, next to a pudgy, slack jawed technician. He crossed to her. “I'm
going to take a sleep period.”

“Very good. Sleep well.”

“While I'm gone, I suggest you analyze the photon pulse signals on the planet’s surface and try to
isolate a decoding algorithm.”

“Photon pulse signals?” Lear asked.

“Let me show you,” he leaned over the station and accessed the probe telemetry. The pulses from the



cities appeared like bursts of white bubbles. “Looks like someone is home.”

“Well, done, Tyro Commander,” Lear said coolly. Redfire gave her a smirky salute. “Position Probe
One to scan for phase-compressed photon pulses,” she ordered Halliburton. “Take probe four out of orbit
and into the atmosphere. Program for biometric-scan. Set it down near landing site Alpha.”

Eddie Roebuck wasn't sure what he was supposed to be doing, so, every thirty minutes, he checked
the ship's manifest against the cargo inventory, just to make sure they matched up. He figured it was the
kind of activity Tyro Commander Lear would approve of. Halliburton seemed to be impressing Lear quite
well. Good for him, Eddie thought. Couldn’t happen to a jammier assol.

The others excitedly consumed every point of data the probes sent. It made him think of children on
Solstice Eve. He did not share their excitement, Solstice had let him down far too often. If anything, every
glance at the black and green sphere of Meridian filled him with foreboding. He could not shake the feeling
that something dark and nasty was looking back at him.

Frankly, Redfire’s idea of a nap was appealing to him. Quietly, he slipped toward the rear of the ship,
following Redfire, but not drawing attention to himself.

Meridian

On the surface of Meridian, those who governed the world had noted the arrival of four space vehicles into orbit. One
had since descended to the surface. These were determined to be automated probes, of no significance in themselves.
However, it was postulated that the presence of these machines heralded the arrival of additional ships, a hypothesis borne
out when a larger vessel entered orbit.

The masters of Meridian were eyeless, but they scanned the intruder in as much detail as their technology permitted. It
was determined that the vessel carried sensors, armaments, and humanoid life forms whose heartbeats created faint vibrations
on parts of the spacecraft’s skin, from which it was deduced that the life forms numbered seven.

It was soon determined that the spacecraft represented a useful technology without posing a significant threat. Those
who governed Meridian were accustomed to complete control of their world. The addition of a small ship with seven
humanoids on board was no threat to their world’s perfect equilibrium. They feared it no more than an ocean fears a drop of
water. They feared it no more than a hurricane fears the flutter of a butterfly’s wings.

It was decided to extend an invitation to their visitor.

Prudence

Probe Four had plunged its long spiky nose into the middle of a meadow, its three large fins sticking
out of the ground. The horizon behind it was nearly filled by the geometrical brown smudge of one of
Meridian's cities. Probe four extended tendrils into the ground, drew water and soil samples into an
internal laboratory, and sent the results to the orbiting Prudence.

Lear watched the telemetry. “Technician Partridge. Set up the biological analysis protocol.”

Partridge accessed a DNA/protein analysis program to see whether viruses or bacteria were present
in the Meridian environment that would be deadly to the landing party. Then, he would analyze the
protein structures of Meridian's native plant and animal life to see whether they would be lethal or
allergenic. Redfire appeared at the rear of the cabin, pulling on his mission jacket and brushing his hair
with his fingertips.

“Tyro Commander Lear,” called Specialist Taurus, sitting at the tactical sensor station. “I'm getting a
signal from the planet. It's coming from the city you designated as Landing Zone Alpha.”

Lear brought up the signal at her own station. “Direct it to the Lingotron for decoding.”

The Artificial Intelligence inside Prudence’s BrainCore chewed on the signals for some seconds, then
issued a report. Signal equates to binary code sequence variation. 90 percent probability data received refers to ground
coordinates, speed, vectors. A moment later, numbers began flowing across one of the displays.

“Landing instructions,” Lear exclaimed.

“Affirmative,” said Halliburton. “They lead to Landing Site Alpha.”

“Transfer them to the navigation computer. Lear to Flight Lieutenant Driver, stand by to receive



landing coordinates.”
“Acknowledged,” said Driver.

“Very good.” She turned to Redfire. “We have confirmed inhabitation and technology. The
prerequisites for first contact have been met. We should prepare to land.”

“I'll concur, but we should proceed with caution,” said Redfire.

She touched her embedded com-link. “Flight Lieutenant Driver, proceed on the landing vector.
Landing Zone Alpha.”

“Acknowledged, Tyro Commander.”

Driver brought Prudence smoothly into the atmosphere with a gentle push of her gravity engine. The
monitors inside the main cabin showed the pearlescent green, cloud-speckled curvature of Meridian
resolve into sea, sky, and, in the distance, land. Driver cut speed, took pseudo-gravity off-line, and let the
planet’s gravity lend them weight.

“Tyro Commander Lear, Tyro Commander Redfire, you better look at this,” said Conda Taurus. She
drew their attention to a trio of sensor returns, ahead of Prudence, and closing quickly. “Tactical shows
three craft on an intercept course.”

Redfire brought up a schematic of the ships. Spheroid in shape, with broad spiky bands dividing
them into hemispheres. “I am scanning nuclear fusion propulsion, energy-pulse and kinetic weaponry.”

“I don't th