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Prologue

 

“No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy.”

 

—Field Marshall Helmuth Carl Bernard von Moltke, Prussian General Staff

 

That, ladies and gentlemen, is the ancient wisdom of our profession. Despite this axiom, few military officers are truly prepared when they come face to face with the enemy in battle. We make our plans, array our forces, build vast logistics trains, and worry about the smallest details of the most unlikely scenarios. Yet, when the moment of truth arrives, we find it nothing like we imagined. A prime example of this is our recent campaign against the implacable alien foe.

As others have pointed out, we were incredibly lucky during our first encounter with the Broa. Had things gone just a little differently that day, this planet would now be enslaved, or barren. Having been present at the initiation of the current conflict, I can tell you that we felt many things that day, but “lucky” was not one of them.

I was in my cabin when we felt that first gravity wave pass through Magellan. A few minutes later, sensors reported a battle in progress between two alien ships that had appeared out of nowhere. What we didn’t realize was that we would soon become combatants ourselves.

It all happened so quickly that there was no time to plan, no plotting of move and countermove. That first battle was fought with instinct and wild improvisation. It is only by the Grace of God that we survived to bring home the news that humanity was no longer alone in the universe.

Later, when the First Expedition confirmed that there was indeed a race of hostile alien overlords in the next galactic arm, the human race found itself in a quandary. We knew about them, but they were, as yet, ignorant of our existence.

You all remember the Great Debate. Many well-meaning people thought discretion the better part of valor. They counseled a policy of retreat from the stars and a reduction in our electromagnetic emissions at home, all the better to hide from our new enemies. Many were attracted to this point of view. It was only after events proved such ‘safety’ to be an illusion that we decided to face the danger squarely and begin preparations for war.

For six long years, we spied out the enemy’s weaknesses. We invented new weapons and technologies, built vast flotillas and manned them with the best of our young warriors. We established secret bases in the heart of the enemy domain, moved vast mountains of supplies, and did all we could to get ready for the inevitable day when we would finally confront the Broa. 

Yet, when that day came, our preparations were incomplete. Some of our plans had not worked out as expected. Many of our most important fleet units were still under construction. Like every other fleet/army in history, we went into battle when circumstances forced the battle, not when we were prepared for it.

Yet, to date we have been successful. This is not primarily due to our planning and staff work, although these are essential precursors to victory. No, we carry the fight to the enemy because of the diligence, competence, and sheer guts of those who ride our ships into battle. 

These, ladies and gentlemen, are your predecessors. I know that when the time comes for you to take your place beside them, you will carry on in their tradition and that of the Terrestrial Space Navy!

 

—From a Commencement Address to the Naval Academy Graduating Class of 2358, by Admiral Daniel Landon. 


The Duodecimal System

The duodecimal system is widely used by species that possess six digits on one grasping member and which are laterally bisymmetric. Chief among these are our adversaries, the Broa.

 

 Decimal

1 = One

2 = Two

3 = Three

4 = Four

5 = Five

6 = Six

7 = Seven

8 = Eight

9 = Nine

10 = Ten

11 = Eleven

12 = Twelve = Dozen

10x10 = 100 = Hundred

10x10x10 = 1000 = Thousand

 

Duodecimal

1 = One

2 = Two

3 = Three

4 = Four

5 = Five

6 = Six

7 = Seven

8 = Eight

9 = Nine

A = Ten

B = Eleven

10 = Twelve = Dozen

10x10 = 100 = Gross (144 decimal) 

10x10x10 = 1000 = Great-Gross (1728 decimal)

 

 


PART ONE:

PREPARATIONS FOR WAR
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Chapter One

One piece of space looks like any other, Lisa Rykand, thought morosely as she gazed at the shrunken star more than a billion kilometers below.

Lisa was a petite blonde with green eyes and a nose that turned up at the end. She wore her hair cropped close in a microgravity style. Her mouth was a bit too wide for her face, and her cheeks had a tendency to dimple when she smiled. She wasn’t smiling at the moment.

For more than a year each successive mission had taken them farther out along the Perseus Arm of the Milky Way and deeper into enemy space. Sol was too small and dim to be seen from her current vantage point. Had it been visible, the photons detected would be brother to those that once illuminated a small village destined one day to become Babylon. The constellations were another reminder of how far they had voyaged. None were remotely the same as those named by the ancient Arab astronomers.

This mission had seen them scout six enemy star systems. Save for the color of the starlight streaming through the viewports, each had presented the same ebon panorama sprinkled with diamond-like sparks of light.

The first star had been a red giant, whose rays tinged everything ruby. The second was a small blowtorch of a sun. In that system, camera filters had been dialed to maximum and the viewports tightly sealed to protect delicate retinas. The third…

“What are you doing, Hon?”

Startled, Lisa squirmed against her acceleration straps to look over her shoulder. Floating in the open hatchway, with one steadying hand wrapped around a nearby stanchion, was her husband, Lt. Commander Mark Rykand. 

“About to tear my hair out from boredom,” she replied. “Thank you for coming to save me just in time!”

Lowering himself to her level, he leaned down and planted an upside down kiss on her lips. Lisa welcomed the distraction and concentrated on making it the best kiss he had received all day.

When their lips finally separated, her husband twisted his body around to align with hers and wedged himself between her flank and the arm of the couch. He stabilized himself in the microgravity by anchoring his hand to a spot that wasn’t exactly Space Navy regulation, but one that caused a small electric shock to race up Lisa’s spine.

Mark was of average height with a shock of sandy hair that was tinged with gray, something that hadn’t been there when she first met him. His blue eyes were his most striking feature. He was currently grinning in that crooked smile way he had.

“Seriously, what are you doing?”

“The same thing we’ve been doing since we entered this godforsaken system. I’m listening to the locals jabber at each other in their native tongue, while attempting to record everything we can of their visual communications. At the rate we have been capturing speech and images, the linguistic computers should be able to crack the code in another week or so. Of course, we will reach the stargate and jump in three more days.”

“I could ask the captain to hang around to give you more time to collect linguistic source data.”

“Sure, drive right up to the gate and then hover for another 120 hours or so, looking inconspicuous. I’m sure the local overlords wouldn’t suspect a thing,” Lisa replied, laughing.

“And if they did,” Mark replied, “we would just tell them that we are doing the local once-a-twelve-year space monkey census.”

“The only space monkeys around here are us. The locals look more like ambulatory fish.”

“When do you get off duty?”

“I have another hour to go,” Lisa replied, snuggling close to feel her husband’s muscled ribs press into her right breast. “Why, sir, do you have something interesting planned for this evening?”

“Not a bad idea,” he said. “We’ve both been working too hard this trip.”

“You’re telling me. It’s been so long, I forget which of us gets tied up!” She emphasized her point by letting her own hand do some exploring. His torso still had its same hard tone, she noted, despite so many months in microgravity.

“Stop that!” he said, applying his own pressure in return. There ensued a quick tussle that ended with both of them laughing and not a few articles of clothing in disarray. Acknowledging that it might not be good for two officers of the service to be found in such a position, Mark released his wife, pushed back, and halted his flight just out of reach. 

“Besides,” he said, gesturing toward the Gordian knot of light paths in the nearby holoscreen, “It’s your own damned fault.”

#

For Mark Rykand, it had begun at Sandia Spaceport, New Mexico, when he’d seen his sister off to join the Survey Starship Magellan. Maggie had been assigned the plum of exploring the newly discovered New Eden system, containing the most earthlike extra-solar planet yet discovered. Jani had been quite excited at the prospect. 

Laughing, her red locks whipping in the breeze, she waved at him from the shuttle airlock before disappearing into the streamlined dart. Minutes later, the dart had lifted from the runway and disappeared into the azure sky. That was the last time Mark had seen his sister. Three months later, he received word that she had been killed in space.

That worst day of his life triggered a series of events culminating in his discovery that humanity was no longer alone in the galaxy. While exploring New Eden, Magellan detected two nearby alien ships as they suddenly materialized from out of vacuum. The pair was impossible to miss. Their arrival triggered a massive gravity wave that rattled storage compartments all over the ship. 

At the moment of breakout, the two alien ships had been slugging it out in a space battle. Or rather, one of the ships was attacking the other. The second ship tried to flee its tormentor.

Finding itself near Magellan, the alien under attack made directly for the human starship. In the process, its orbit took it close to Jani Rykand’s scoutboat. The scout was unarmed and defenseless, offering no threat to anyone. Despite this, the alien attacker lashed out with an energy beam. Jani, her ship, and seven other human souls were instantly transformed into an incandescent cloud silhouetted against the black of space.

The attack on the scout boat alerted Magellan’s captain to the coming threat as the two aliens made a beeline for his ship. He used the only weapon available. In desperation, he aimed one of the ship’s faster-than-light message probes at the attacking alien. 

Launching a probe so deep in a planetary gravity well would normally have been a prescription for disaster. Not that day. The probe’s overloaded drive generator exploded in the first millisecond after jumping to hypervelocity. With its superlight generators gone, the remains of the probe returned to normal space with an intrinsic velocity of 60% light speed. The expanding cone of debris sliced through the alien attacker, vaporizing it as thoroughly as it had vaporized Scout Three.

With one alien ship gone and the other drifting helplessly in space, there had been nothing for Magellan’s crew but to hunt for survivors.

That was how the human race first met Sar-Say.

#

Nadine Halstrom, World Coordinator, sat in front of her phone in which her own visage hovered in the depths of the idle holo-display. What she saw shocked her. She hardly recognized the drawn face framed by gray hair, the sunken eyes and the permanent worry lines. That she had aged two decades in the past seven years was undeniable. At least, she reminded herself, the sacrifice was in a worthy cause.

She remembered vividly the day Magellan returned home carrying a single live and several dead aliens. She remembered the feeling of wonder that had suffused her at the prospect of meeting another intelligent species.

Even now she grimaced at how naïve she had been.

Luckily, her first impulse – to call a press conference – was short lived. Instead, she ordered Magellan to the PoleStar habitat. There she assembled a secret research program to learn all that was possible about the aliens. The dead ones were quickly dissected, while the living alien was studied in less destructive ways.

The first task was to communicate with the survivor. For this, they put out the call for a linguist, a call answered, somewhat reluctantly, by Lisa Arden of the Multiversity of London.

Upon her introduction to the alien, Lisa had started the standard “You, Tarzan; me Jane” routine so lampooned in the popular media. To everyone’s surprise, when she asked his name, the alien replied, “Sar-Say.” It was the first intelligible sound anyone had heard him make.

As the days went on, Lisa taught Sar-Say Standard and he taught her his language. When he gained sufficient fluency, his interrogators asked him about his origin. Sar-Say answered.

Sometimes, Nadine Halstrom wished that he had not.

Sar-Say claimed to be a trader from a realm ruled over by monstrous lizard things called the “Broa,” a race of insatiable conquerors. He’d spun tales of planets plundered and species enslaved – those that had not been destroyed outright. 

His human interrogators attributed the stories to a castaway’s need to impress his captors. Still, his tale could not be ignored if it had even a modicum of truth to it, especially because of the answer he’d given when asked the size of the Broan realm. According to Sar-Say, the overlords ruled more than a million suns!

That claim, preposterous as it was, forced Nadine Halstrom to authorize a reconnaissance of Broan space.

The expedition had been gone three years. When it returned, it brought evidence that Sar-Say’s tales were more fact than fiction. Indeed, he seemed to have lied about only one vital detail. The Broa were not the ravenous dragons he had described. Rather, they were small beings and rather comical. They looked like monkeys.

In fact, they looked exactly like Sar-Say, himself.

#

The World Coordinator’s reverie was interrupted when the screen on her phone flashed, causing her own visage to be replaced by that of her assistant.

“Yes?” she asked, 

“Dr. Heindorff is here to see you, Coordinator.”

“Show him in,” she replied, sighing.

Nicholas Heindorff was a round man with a round red face framed in wild white hair. He had been holder of the Isaac Newton Chair for Theoretical Physics at the University of Stuttgart before she tapped him for the war effort. Despite his Prussian ancestors, it was hard to think of him as a warrior… even one confined to the laboratory.

“Nicholas, come in.”

“Hello, Nadine. It is good to see you again.”

“Please, be seated,” she said, directing him to the settee she kept for important visitors. “Schnapps?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“Carl, two glasses of Goldschlager peach, please,” she said to the empty air.

“Right away, Madam Coordinator,” her assistant responded.

Within five minutes, Nadine and Heindorff were seated comfortably and had sampled the fruit brandy. She regarded the scientist for long seconds, and then said, “How are things going on the project?”

Her question elicited an expansive shrug. “Good in some ways, not so good in others.”

She frowned and let her momentary irritation dissipate. Nicholas was one of those people who avoided answering any question directly. She let a few seconds pass before she said, “Perhaps you could be a bit more specific.”

 “Ja, Nadine. I suppose I can. The theoretical work goes well. My team has a much better understanding of the principles on which the stargates operate, especially since receiving a copy of the alien database last year.”

She nodded. It took more than a year for ships to travel between Sol and the advance human base near the Crab Nebula … a distance of some 7000 light-years. One year there and one year back, plus whatever time was required at the other end. Thirty months after they sent practically every working starship in the Solar System to relieve Brinks Base, two ships returned carrying the first fruits of their campaign against the Broa.

Having spotted a number of Broan stars via the gravity wave emanations of their stargates, a few brave souls made contact with an isolated Broan world and talked the inhabitants into trading for a copy of their planetary database. It was an act equivalent to aliens landing on the White House lawn in earlier centuries and leaving with a copy of every book in the Library of Congress.

If the first rule of combat is to know one’s enemy, the database proved the first step on the long road to victory. In that database they discovered voluminous entries regarding Broan physics; which, not surprisingly, were closely related to human physics. How could it be otherwise, since both species occupy the same universe?

“Are you sure you have the theory down solid?”

“Certainly, Nadine. The stargates operate on a principle not unlike our own stardrives. Both utilize the fact that the universe is composed of eleven distinct dimensions to perform a tertiary dimensional substitution that effectively warps space. Where our stardrives rotate the gamma dimension around the aleph, the stargates rotate the aleph and zeta dimensions...”

“Spare me, Professor. I took history in college.”

“Suffice to say, then, that we know the principles involved. We just haven’t figured out how to mechanize them.”

“That is the reason I asked you here, Nicholas. We need to pick up the pace. We can’t fight a war with year-long lines of communication. We need a gate network of our own to reduce transit times from years to weeks.”

“I know that, Nadine. What would you have me do? Pull a stargate out of my ass?”

“If that will speed the process,” she replied, nonplussed at the sudden profanity.

“It would help if we could experiment. The restrictions you have placed on such efforts have hamstrung us.”

“You know the rules, Nicholas, and the penalties for breaking them.”

Unlike starships, which left no detectable trace on the universe, stargate jumps involved abrupt mass discontinuities, which in turn produced gravity waves. Gravity waves spread outward from their point of origin at a pace of one light-year per year… forever. A successful test of such a device inside the solar system would mark Sol as an inhabited star to anyone in position to detect the resulting wave. 

“Then this subject is likely to remain a theoretical one for quite some time, Madam Coordinator,” Heindorff responded coldly. “We are preparing experiments to be performed in some distant godforsaken system, but the preparations and transit times are slowing our progress.” 

“Come now, Nicholas,” Nadine cajoled. “You know we can’t take any chances, not with the Broa as strong as they are. Surely we are learning something without going directly to experiment.”

“Ja, Nadine. We have learned quite a lot. For one thing, we do not see that there is any limit to the physical size a stargate may be.”

“Then why do the Broa only seem to build one size?”

Her question brought forth a Germanic shrug. “Perhaps they have a power limitation.”

“How can we speed things up without betraying ourselves?”

 “It would help if we had an actual gate to study. I understand that Brinks Base is working on obtaining a sample.”

“They are if they are following their mission orders,” Nadine Halstrom replied, wistfully. With a two-year delay in communications, the personnel at Brinks Base must, of necessity, operate autonomously. The last dispatch she had received, now some 18 months stale, included detailed planning for such a mission.

#

 


Chapter Two

The star was unremarkable, a yellow-white dwarf some twenty percent more luminous than Sol, and a full spectral point hotter. Even so, its wan glow was homelike as the human ships dropped sublight beyond the system’s twelfth planet.

The “breakout complete” announcement was still echoing as Captain William Lonegan gave the order for a full circumambient sensor sweep.

“We just picked up Sundowner’s beacon,” Lieutenant Vivian Myers reported. “She’s about three hundred thousand klicks off our stern.  Nothing yet on the other four.”

“Let me know when you have them.”

Like the rest of her class, Battle Cruiser TSNS Lancer was a young ship. She had left the construction cradle a mere month before setting off on the year-long journey from Sol to Hideout and had spent the last sixteen months scouting enemy star systems.

 “Barnstable just checked in, Captain,” his communications officer reported. “They are a quarter-million klicks off our dorsal antenna, sir.”

“Burlingame, as well, sir,” Lieutenant Myers reported. “No communications yet, but I have her beacon in sight.”

 “Have all ships converge on us,” Lonegan ordered. “Tell Archernar and Powhatan when they check in.”

While he waited for word of his two stragglers, Lonegan adjusted his screen for a view of the local star. Even at maximum magnification, it was merely the brightest point of light in an ebon sky. 

#

Catalog System 385492, tentatively tagged Vrathalatar, was one of a million or so stars tied together by Broan stargates. The Broan symbology showed the system as a small bent hourglass figure dangling at the end of a dimly glowing red line, a cul-de-sac star with but a single stargate.

Normally such a system would not have been of interest to humanity. In the Broan Sovereignty, a system’s importance could best be judged by the number of stargates it possessed. Some of the larger hubs had six or more, indicating a center of commerce and power.

Vrathalatar was different. Lancer and her consorts had come to the yellow-white star because, a century earlier, the small Koala-bear-like inhabitants had decided they’d had enough of Broan arrogance. The source of their discontent was not known, but the grisly results were recorded in Broan records as a warning to others.

Vrathalatar was a dead system, all life on its one inhabited world having been wiped out by an avenging Broan war fleet. There had been no mercy for the world and its hundreds of millions of inhabitants. Nor had the galactic overlords stopped when they destroyed the planet. They systematically swept among the locals’ extensive off-world installations and destroyed them as well. When they left the system, not a single Vrath (as human researchers had taken to calling the indigenous species) was left alive.

Yet, more than a century after the destruction of its children, the star still showed as a cul-de-sac symbol in star maps of the vast Broan transport web. It was Vrathalatar’s orphan stargate that had drawn Lancer and her consorts to this dead system.

It was their mission to steal it.

#

Bill Lonegan lounged in his command couch while he sipped on a bulb of hot coffee, feigning disinterest in the maddeningly slow progress of Lancer’s latest deep space sensor sweep. It had been five days since he and his small fleet dropped sublight at the edge of the system. So far, they had not found the stargate that was the focus of their mission.

Their lack of success had once again brought home the fact of just how large a place an entire star system really is. The main viewscreen was focused on the diamond-studded blackness before them, the section of airless void where they sought their prey.

Behind them, the star Vrathalatar was a small, brilliantly glowing billiard ball, its surface pockmarked by an unusually large number of sunspots, which in turn caused the star to radiate static all across the communications bands. While normally not a problem, radio static had the effect of limiting the effectiveness of some of their more sensitive search instruments, rendering them blind in one particularly useful frequency range.

 “Anything, Mr. Cardin?” he asked, striving for that tone of bored disinterest with which starship captains are supposed to meet even the most harrowing of emergencies.

“No, sir,” his chief of sensors replied. “No sign of the stargate, yet; although the range is still long for passive scanning in this radio soup.”

“What about the gate beacon?”

“It isn’t responding. We’ve sent the universal jump code a dozen times. So far, nothing.”

“Carry on.”

With the stargate not responding to hails, it wasn’t surprising that they were having difficulty locating it. However, the silence was worrisome. The possible reasons for its non-responsiveness ranged from mundane to sinister. The most likely scenario was that the gate had malfunctioned sometime during the century since the destruction of the Vrath, and that the Broa had not thought it worth fixing. Or it might be operative, but not answering to the standard codes. Perhaps the Broa wanted to keep commercial traffic out of this system and had reprogrammed the gate accordingly.

The most worrisome possibility was that the gate wasn’t responding because it did not exist. For all he knew, the last Broan warship to leave this system had left behind a time bomb to destroy the gate following its jump. If that were the case, he and his ships had been sent on a three hundred light-year snipe hunt.

Lonegan glanced at the chronometer displayed in one corner of his workscreen. Their database placed the gate high above Vrathalatar’s ecliptic. If true, they would close to passive detection range within sixty minutes. If not, they would spend an extra week searching before he declared the mission a bust.

Centered on Lancer, a globular formation of ships probed the void in front of them. Two of the five, Barnstable and Burlingame, were new destroyers, smaller versions of Lancer, armed with nearly the same weaponry. Their mission was to guard the operation for as long as was required to tow the stargate back to Brinks Base.

“Tow” was a misnomer, of course. To rotate a ship into a different universe requires substantial power. Thus, jump fields were designed to be no larger than absolutely necessary. Often the field extended only a few centimeters beyond the hull.  However, jump fields can be stretched to enclose any external object so long as one does not insist on efficiency.

 Transporting the purloined stargate would be the job of Sundowner, one of the largest starships ever constructed. As large as it was, the ship was too small to take the gate aboard for transport.  Rather, Sundowner would wear the gate like the victory wreath of some Roman conqueror.

Of the other two ships in Captain Lonegon’s small fleet, Archernar was a converted liner carrying the scientists and technicians who would first study the gate and then prepare it for transport. Powhatan was their support ship, a combination tanker/freighter.

Lonegan’s workstation chimed. He reached out and keyed for acceptance.

 “Yes?”

“Stargate detected,” Lieutenant Myers said from her station three consoles to Lonegan’s right. 

“Where?”

“About three million kilometers directly in front of us, Captain. Right where it is supposed to be.”

“Has it responded to our signals, yet?”

“No, sir. It’s still quiet as a tomb.”

“Continue the approach. Alert Archernar. It looks like the scientists are going to have to cut short their card games. We will have work for them after all.” 

“Yes, sir.”

#

Lieutenant Barbara Whalen sat strapped into the control station of her scout boat and watched the blue-white orb grow slowly in her forward bubble. Like all terrestrial worlds, it was a beautiful sight, especially after so long in the deep black. There was a large polar mass in the southern hemisphere. In the daylight hemisphere, a massive arrowhead-shaped continent of tans and browns and umber ploughed through an azure sea, its edges tinged aquamarine by extensive shoals on its southern flank. Over everything lay a bright white swirl of clouds blown west to east by stratospheric winds. Lower than the continent, nearly out of sight around the curve of the planet, mirror cyclones moved in tandem on each side of the invisible equator.

As Earthlike as Vrath seemed from a hundred thousand kilometers out in space, there was one obvious difference between it and the Mother of Men. From Barbara’s perspective, fully one-quarter of the globe lay in darkness. Yet, throughout the night hemisphere, there was no sign of civilization. No cityscapes outlined the shores of invisible land masses, nor sprawled across darkened plains, nor meandered along both banks of mighty rivers. The blackness was unrelieved, save for bands of lightning flashes marking thunderstorms.

“Pretty,” Amos Harding, Barbara’s second-in-command, said from the acceleration couch beside her.

“Very,” she agreed. “It makes me homesick.”

“I wouldn’t settle down there were I you,” he replied. “We’re getting diffuse gamma ray readings all across the face of the globe.”

“What sort of gamma rays?”

“Looks like Cobalt 60 mostly. Some other nasty stuff mixed in.”

“Ouch!”

“You can say that again. Whatever they did to piss off the Broa, it had to be major for the whole planet to be this hot a full century after the fact.”

“Radiation too hot for an upper atmospheric pass?”

“Not if we dip in fast, get our air sample, then get out fast.”

Barbara and Amos’s mission was to scout out the main planet of this system and record its condition. The scout boat’s cargo compartment was chock full of long range sensors that would record the surface destruction during their dip into atmosphere. 

“We’ve got something coming up fast,” Ahmed Quereshi, their sensor operator, announced from the scout boat’s passenger compartment.

“What is it, Med?”

“Looks like a space station, Lieutenant. Big mother, too! I’ve got the telescope extended and have it in my cross-hairs. Ready to record.”

“Any chance of collision?” she asked, noting that the blip representing the station was very close to the red line marking their future course.

“No, ma’am. I’m painting it with the laser. Definite cross-plot velocity on the object. Looks to be three milli-arcseconds per second lateral drift to the right. We’ll close to about twenty kilometers at minimum distance.”

“All recorders to max ten seconds before min approach,” she ordered. “Let’s get a good look, but save most of our storage capacity for the real deal.”

“Aye aye, ma’am,” the operator replied. His tone only hinted at what he thought about a mere taxi driver instructing him as to how to do his job.

Ten minutes later, a small black speck took a bite out of the fuzzy limb of the planet. The speck grew perceptibly as they watched. In a few minutes, it covered nearly the daylight hemisphere of the planet and was a speck no longer.

The basic shape of the space station was ovoid, a cosmic violet egg. The station had once had a smooth hull, with none of the jumble of pipes and antennae with which humans cluttered up the exteriors of their space stations. The hull was smooth no longer.

Several gaping holes had been punched into its surface and the contents spewed out. As they closed the range, the deep wells of destruction showed chaos extending several decks downward. Whatever had penetrated the station had burrowed deep, leaving behind bent girders, buckled decks, spaghetti-like strands of cabling, and other less identifiable detritus.

“Uh, Lieutenant,” Amos Harding said, “you don’t suppose those holes produced debris geysers when they were made, do you?”

“Looks like it to me,” she replied. The station was coming up fast. It would fully fill the forward bubble in another thirty seconds, although it was beginning to slide ever so slowly to the right as it did so. “Why?”

 “Do you think it’s smart for us to make a high speed run this close to that pile of junk? No telling what pieces got ejected and may have found their way back in the last hundred years.”

“A fine time to think about that,” she muttered as she braced unconsciously for impact. The reaction was as useless as it was natural. If they hit even a walnut at the speed they were going, they would be vaporized before their optic nerves had time to send the news to their brains.

Suddenly it was on them and flashed by in a single blink. Once again, the planet filled the forward bubble, unobstructed by sky junk.

Barbara Whalen let out the breath she had been holding, as did Amos. They turned to one another and shared a look which said, “Let’s not do that again!”

Their silent dialogue was cut short by a whoop from the passenger compartment, one audible by both intercom and through the closed hatch.

“What’s the matter,” Barbara demanded.

“That got the old adrenaline pumping,” Ahmed said in her earphones. “Can we go again, Mommy?”

#

The Vrathalatar stargate hovered in the deep black, its sunward surface glowing dimly, giving it a ghostlike appearance silhouetted against the diamond-sprinkled ebon background of interstellar space.

Having discovered what they had come for, the six human ships surrounded the gate in accordance with their mission orders. The three warships took up station in an equilateral triangle that put them far enough from the gate that they were out of weapons range (they hoped) of any ship that chose this particular inopportune moment to visit Vrathalatar. Yet, they were close enough to be within tactical range of their own superlight missiles.

Sundowner and Archernar hovered close to the gate to give the technicians and scientists access for their preliminary studies. Powhatan had taken up position high above the gate. The supply ship was at twice the range as the warships and high above them. It would be Powhatan’s duty to run for Brinks Base should anything untoward happen to the rest of the expedition.

The gate itself was a copy of every other stargate the human scouts had encountered. It looked like a silver wedding band floating in space. The gate was thirty meters across and five meters in cross-section. Under high magnification, it showed a complex pattern of outer markings formed from small lines that flowed randomly around its surface. Lonegan was put in mind of a fingerprint. In front of the gate, there was the occasional spark of a vacsuit maneuvering jet. As he listened to the chatter over the vacsuit circuits, experienced vacuum monkeys searched the exterior for a way inside.

“Looks like we’ve got something at eight o’clock,” a gruff voice announced. “Stand by while I check it out.”

The view on the screen expanded until only a section of the stargate filled the frame. A barely discernible figure emitted two bright sparks, which were accompanied by quiet puffing noises over the intercom. Then as the figure moved closer to the silver ring, two more sparks announced that the explorer had killed whatever forward motion he’d acquired.

“Yes, we have a hatch here.”

“Any way to open it, Murphy?” the youthful controller aboard Archernar asked, his voice cracking in his excitement.

“Just a sec, Ensign,” the bored voice of the spacer replied. After several seconds of silence, he continued. “Seems to be a Broan keypad with those funny dots-and-swirls they use. One of them says ‘ingress’ if I haven’t forgotten my training. Shall I push it?”

There was a longer pause as the scientists consulted. Finally, one said, “Go ahead, Murphy.”

“You don’t think it will blow up?” the spacer asked dubiously. 

“If it does, the explosion won’t be large enough to damage the ship,” an unidentified voice responded with a chuckle.

“I love you, too,” Murphy replied. “Starting the opening sequence now!”

The audio link carried several seconds of breathing sounds before Murphy reported, “Hatch is open and the interior lights have come on. Data displays are starting to light up. I would say the gate has power and is operational.”

The announcement was greeted by a hurricane of breath being exhaled on three separate ships and scattered cheering.

“Secure your safety lines,” the anonymous teenage ensign ordered. “We’ll get a boatload of scientists and technicians to you within the hour.”

“Will do, Ensign. Damn this thing is big!”

#

Vrathalatar, the planet, filled the screens and no longer resembled a mottled, blue-white tennis ball in the forward bubble of Barbara Whalen’s scout boat. They were flying upside down. The dorsal airlock was open and the quartz heat shield extended to plug the opening. Centimeters beneath the transparent surface, the lenses of three separate telescopes peered at the tan surface below, seeking the black splotch of something that had once been a city sprawled across the width of a wide river valley.

Barbara watched on her screen as the destruction slowly made itself evident. As she watched, a transient glow flashed momentarily across her field of view, and then flickered in and out of the scene. Simultaneously, a tug at her body and an almost supersonic squeal at the edge of her hearing announced their arrival at Vrathalatar’s first tenuous wisps of atmosphere.

“Reentry!” Amos Harding announced.

“Noted,” Barbara responded, her eyes not leaving the screen.

Below them, the camera followed the course of a river as wide as the Kama on Earth. On each side were geometric shapes that suggested farms, except that nothing was growing on them. Even at this distance, the dust kicked up by the wind was evident.

Slowly, as the tug and whistle of atmosphere outside the hull built up, the tan wasteland gave way to a wasteland of a different sort. Structures began to slide into view. These came in a variety of shapes, although spheres dominated. They weren’t complete spheres, to judge by shadows, but rather spherical shapes with one-third or so buried in the ground.

If the Vrath had any need for the roads with which human beings festoon their cities, there was no evidence of it. Rather, their structures seemed haphazardly strewn about the landscape, or possibly arranged in a larger pattern that the camera was too focused to see.

As the partially buried spheres and other geometric shapes marched slowly from top of screen to bottom, a slow change came over the city. They began to see places where buildings had once stood, but which now showed as pits in the landscape, or piles of disorganized rubble. If there had been fire here, the intervening years had wiped away the traces. There were no blackened splotches where mighty buildings had once stood. Rather, everything was the same sand color as the denuded countryside.

“We’re picking up some damage,” Amos announced.

“Think so?” Barbara asked wryly.

On the screen, the edge of a large circular structure had appeared. On another world it might have been the remains of the city’s central lake. Not here. The cause for the increasing level of destruction as their view swept across the city center became clear.

Whatever city they were spying on had died by nuclear fire. Within a few seconds, their view swept across a giant crater. Here the Broa must have been aiming for something buried … possibly an underground command bunker. The warhead had dug deep into the surface before exploding, leaving a bowl-like depression with steep sides and a pool of water glistening at its bottom.

“Wow, they must really have been pissed!” Ahmed said over the intercom. In addition to the main view, he was monitoring the rest of the instruments that were recording the destruction.

“How’s the radiation?” Barbara asked.

“Not as bad as projected,” the technician replied over the intercom. “We can take this for hours without reaching maximum safe dose.”

“Well, we only have about three more minutes,” she replied, eyeing her chronometer.

Below them, the crater fell behind and the camera swept over new destruction. Where things had tended to topple over in the direction of the bottom of the screen earlier, now that they had passed over the epicenter of the blast, they were all pointed at the top of the screen.

They passed back into barren wasteland once more. Ahmed sent the telescope hunting for another target. This was a major metropolis on the coast that had received three warheads. Here the landscape was littered with small rectangular shapes that, upon close telescopic examination, appeared to be the remains of vehicles that had fallen from the sky when the power was interrupted.

They watched in silence, suddenly aware of the magnitude of what it means to kill an entire world. It was a chastened crew that found themselves once more back in space and climbing for the deep black.

“Get what we needed?” Barbara asked, her tone subdued by what she had seen.

“We’ve got full memory cubes,” Ahmed replied.

After a minute of silence, Amos said, “Damn the Broa. That was a living, breathing world back there.”

Beside him, Barbara Whelan sighed as she punched up the program that would return them to the fleet.

“Just pray that some alien explorer doesn’t make a similar camera run over Earth sometime next century.”

 

#


Chapter Three

Ship-Commander-Second-Grade Pas-Tek, of the Pas-Gorn Clan, lay strapped into the padded resting frame on one of the numerous transports that plied the route between orbit and the planet’s surface. At the moment, his arms and legs floated free in microgravity as the winged transport maneuvered for reentry. Around him, hundreds of other travelers lay swaddled within their own frames. Some slept, others talked quietly into comms, while still others busied themselves with telescreens, either catching up on tasks left undone or else partaking of entertainment.

Pas-Tek did none of these. He rested in his cocoon while focusing his attention on the screen mounted on the forward bulkhead. At the moment the scene showed a mostly black orb limned by a blue-white crescent, with the yellow-white disk of Faalta rising into view from behind the planetary disk. Dawn was breaking for the second time since they had departed the space habitat where Blood Oath was docked.

The scene might have been that of a gross of worlds that Pas-Tek had visited in the Navy. It was made special only by the mixed emotions of awe and dread it inspired. This was no ordinary planet, merely one among four-times-twelve-to-the-fifth worlds that comprised Civilization. This was Ssasfal, the Home World, the orb from which his ancestors had gone forth to conquer.

Pas-Tek had been born on Vil, where he grew to adulthood. Since joining the Navy, he had traveled far, traversing some of the more backwater places in Civilization. Yet, he had never been closer than four jumps to this, the center of power.

The transport continued its fall until he felt the familiar tug of atmosphere, accompanied by a gentle settling into the resting rack. The return of partial gravity was accompanied by a general stirring around him.

This particular compartment was restricted to Masters. Most of his fellow travelers were accompanied by their coterie of subservients, all of whom had been relegated to less opulent, accommodations.

Physically, he and his fellows were not imposing. Smaller than average for sentient species, their breed possessed long arms and legs, the better to swing through vine forests. Pas-Tek himself was 1.5 meters tall when he chose to stand erect, which was seldom. He was covered with brown fur, with streaks of lighter tan. His expansive eyes were tinged yellow. His short snout bore four breathing holes on each side and a mouth with a double row of grinding teeth.

What he and his fellows lacked in physical stature, however, they more than made up for in real power. Through a fortuitous accident of history, the Race had been the first to invent a technology to jump from star to star without crossing the intervening gulf. For more than a great-gross of cycles, the small, tree-dwelling denizens of Ssasfal had used this technology to subjugate every other species they encountered.

So far as Pas-Tek was concerned, that was the natural order of things. It was in support of that order that Those Who Rule had summoned him.
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 “The Council Leaders will see you now, Shipmaster,” a grizzled old warrior said. At his words, Pas-Tek felt a surge of excitement that was like a physical blow.

In the imagination of the young Pas-Tek, Old City was an impregnable fortress set high on a barren mountaintop, and the Council building a tower so tall that clouds scuttled past its uppermost floors. In truth, Old City rested on a broad plain, nestled into a curving depression that showed where once a mighty river had flowed. 

Furthermore, the ancient capital was smaller than he had imagined it, almost cramped. Only a broad greensward prevented it from being dwarfed by the modern towers that had grown up around it. The battlements of rosy granite had a museum quality to them, and a solidity that exuded strength beyond the hardness of mere stone. This was the very spot from which the Race had gone forth to conquer.

Pas-Tek entered Old City through the Obsidian Gate. Powered vehicles were not allowed within the walls. He knuckle-walked half the length of the Hero’s Path. When he reached Council Square, he stopped to gape. The chamber presented its own castellated profile, with guard towers that rose to the azure sky. Between the towers were windows of stained glass where ancient warriors battled eternally.

Pas-Tek ascended the stone ramp, passed beneath ancient battle banners, and arrived in the main hall. There he presented himself and was directed to a slideway leading to the Realm of the Founders on the third level. It was there that he encountered the grizzled guardian who had just given him permission to enter the sanctum.

 “Pas-Tek, Ship Commander Second Grade,” he announced to the four worthies within.

A senior councilor greeted him. “Welcome. I am Zel-Sen, Prime Councilor. These others are Cal-Tar and Sar-Ganth, representatives of two of our ancient clans. Beside them is Dos-Val, from the Ministry of Science.”

“I am at your service,” Pas-Tek responded formally after making the gesture of obeisance.

“Do you know why you are here?” the elder with the raspy voice asked. Cal-tar’s fur had the unkempt look of the very old, yet his eyes remained clear.

“You wish to hear my report of the incident in the Etnarii system.”

“We do,” Zel-Sen responded. “Please tell us about your encounter with these aliens.”

Pas-Tek spoke of his mission to the agricultural world of Etnarii to deliver the Council’s directive concerning the wild bipeds known to be loose in Civilization. There he learned that the bipeds he sought had departed the planet even as his own ship arrived. He gave chase. Upon reaching the Etnarii stargate with Blood Oath in pursuit, the bipeds’ ship had entered the gate and then exploded.

 “Did you determine the cause of the explosion?” Zel-Sen asked.

“We believe they strained their engines evading my ship.”

 “Do you have any proof of this?”

“No, Worthy. It is, however, the most logical explanation.”

“Are you sure they were destroyed?” the philosopher from the Ministry of Science asked.

“I saw it with my own eyes and have recordings,” Pas-Tek replied.

“Yes, we have those.”

“Tell us, Ship-Commander, what happened next?” Zel-Sen asked, interrupting the philosopher.

“We searched for pieces of the stargate and of the alien ship. We discovered a few melted bits of the former, but none of the latter.” 

“It was completely vaporized?” the philosopher asked.

“Yes, Worthy. The explosion was very violent.”

 “And you were trapped in the system because of the destruction of the gate?”

“Yes, Prime Councilor. Etnarii has but one stargate, so there was no way to report what had happened. After collecting all of the data we could, we returned to the planet to await the freighter with the replacement gate. It took longer for someone to come looking than we expected.”

“Yes, Ship Commander. Those responsible will answer for their negligence. However, that is not why we asked you here. The situation is sufficiently unique that we wanted to hear your story for ourselves.”

“What situation?” Pas-Tek asked.

“Dos-Val.”

The representative of the Ministry of Science turned to Pas-Tek. “Ship Commander, the Ministry has analyzed the data you collected. You are to be complimented on your thoroughness. Your observations of the gas cloud were especially enlightening.

 “We have extrapolated the density of the plasma to determine its mass, as well as its composition. We have come to a startling conclusion.

“All of the mass in the cloud appears to be from the stargate. We can find no trace of these bipeds’ ship in the debris!”

#


Chapter Four

Daedalus was a weary ship as it dropped sublight at the edge of the Hideout System. Hideout was the G-class star astronomers had chosen to host humanity’s secret base of operations in Broan space. It had been picked because it was only 10 light-years from the Crab Nebula, actually on the fringe of the expanding ball of gas and dust. Proximity to the pulsar gave it a high level of background radiation, making it the perfect hiding place.

The Crab was the remnant of a supernova that exploded around 6000 B.C. Though relatively close to Sol on the galactic scale of distance, the “guest star” did not appear in the skies of Earth until May of 1054 A.D. By July 4 of that year, the new star had grown in luminosity until it was brighter than everything save the full moon. It would have been hard to miss for anyone familiar with the night sky and was duly noted in the annals of both Arab and Chinese astronomers. 

The Crab was important to Earth’s astronomers for a simple reason. Under interrogation about where the Broan Sovereignty lay in space, Sar-Say had sketched a series of sky scenes he had witnessed in his travels. One of these featured a large globular glowing cloud in a black sky which Sar-Say had dubbed “Sky Flower.” Computer analysis identified it as the Crab Nebula.

Hideout was a G-class giant of a star some ten times larger than Sol. The system possessed seven planets, none of which radiated any detectable artificial energy. Two of the worlds were gas giants in the outer reaches of the system, and a third orbited in the middle of the temperate zone.

Although classified as terrestrial, the world was twice the size of Earth and inconveniently large. However, its oversize moon, some three times the diameter of Luna, was made to order as a base of operations.
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Of necessity, Daedalus had broken out on the outskirts of the Hideout System, beyond the critical limit. To penetrate too deeply into a star’s gravity well would have strained the stardrive generators. It took a full week to dive into the inner system. For much of that time, the main viewscreen was slaved to a telescope that showed their destination. The crew watched the planet/moon pair grow from a dimensionless point, to a misshapen blob, and finally, to two perceptible disks with faint mottling. 

From the ship’s vantage point, both moon and planet were crescent-shaped, with the glowing yellow ball of Hideout hovering against a black backdrop. The planet was half-lit by Hideout’s rays, while Sutton, the moon, had both a bright and a dim hemisphere — the latter illuminated by the copious light reflected off Brinks’ clouds.

The only other thing visible against the backdrop of space was the Crab Nebula. The ghostly apparition covered half the sky, with the supernova remnant clearly visible at its center. Some claimed to be able to see the remnant actually pulsate… unlikely, since the neutron star at its center rotated 30 times each second.

“How can something so ugly be beautiful at the same time?” Lisa Rykand asked her husband as the two of them cuddled on their too-narrow bed and watched Sutton grow ever larger on their cabin screen.

“Cognitive dissonance,” he replied. “We were out too long this time.” 

“Well, we made it home and we’ll have thirty days before we have to go out again.”

He groaned. “Don’t remind me! Let’s live in the present for awhile. I wonder what new amusements they’ve set up since we’ve been gone?”

“I’m sure the recreation center has the usual array of well-thumbed playing cards and chess sets missing no more than a piece or two. Then, of course, there’s the booze.”

“There is that,” he agreed.

Space Navy regulations were very specific when it came to being intoxicated on duty… specific and draconian. When the art of distillation was as easy as hooking up a plastic tube to the nearest vacuum spigot, the powers-that-be controlled drunkenness in the same way the British Navy had once handled the problem. They became the sole authorized distributor of alcohol. 

Daedalus had been out three full months this trip. Their routine was the same as on every other voyage. They would sneak into the traffic flow in some Broan system, and then jump from gate to gate to gate until they ran out of recording space in the computer.

And so, in addition to Broan traffic of all sorts, there were a dozen or so human craft traversing the stargate network at any given time. By pretending to be locals, they could survey star systems faster than more surreptitious methods allowed. Even so, they were not getting the job done quickly enough.

The problem was that the Broan domain was too damned large! The human fleet, operating at the end of a year-long supply line, could easily spend several lifetimes poking around on the fringes of enemy star systems. And the more they did so, the more likely that they would be detected, or worse, one of them would be captured.

It was a scenario that kept the Q-ship crews on edge the whole time they were in Broan space… and kept their Captains’ hands never far from the self-destruct switch wired to a small nuke welded to the ship’s keel.

Mark Rykand and his wife snuggled together and watched the approach to Sutton parking orbit. Since the moon was airless, ships could orbit close to the surface; so close, in fact, that it sometimes looked as though they would clip the tops of the moon’s Alpine-size mountains.

As Daedalus used a staccato burst of attitude control jets to slide into its assigned orbital slot, the view shifted. A large spherical shape lay at the center of the screen. It floated stationary while Sutton’s surface swept past in a blur of motion behind it. The big freighter wore a ring of silver around its hull, giving it the look of a bald man with a hat perched at a jaunty angle.

“What the hell is that?” Mark asked.

Lisa was quiet for a few seconds, and then laughed.

“It’s a stargate!”

“So it is!” Mark exclaimed. “They actually snagged one while we were gone!”

#

One thing you had to say about the Space Navy, once a ship returned from a long, arduous patrol, they wasted no time in emptying it out. Save for a minimum watch on the bridge and in the engine spaces, the rest of the crew crowded into the three ground-to-orbit boats that arrived to take them down to Sutton.

Mark and Lisa managed to squirm into one of the bare acceleration shelves on the third transport along with two space bags.

“Happy, Darling?” she asked as she snuggled closer and gave him a brief kiss on the lips.

“Ecstatic,” he replied. “Somehow this canned air smells fresher than our canned air, don’t you think?”

“I do.”

There was nothing to see as the boat’s retro engines fired and they dropped from low orbit into lower orbit, en route to the main spaceport on Sutton’s surface. The boats were built for cargo, not sightseeing.

They listened intently to the quiet cacophony of noises as gravity returned for the first time in months. It wasn’t much gravity. Sutton was larger than Luna, with one-quarter of Earth’s pull. Still, it seemed like a lot for muscles used to microgravity.

Then there was a long muted roar from the engines, the sound of fuel pumps somewhere nearby flooding them with reaction mass, and various subdued conversations as crewmates spoke urgently about what they were going to do when they “hit dirt.”

The short flight was over more quickly than Mark remembered from previous mission debarkations. Apparently, the orbital mechanics were more favorable than usual, or perhaps he had just been more anxious the previous times.

Whatever else one might say about whoever was flying this particular space truck, he knew his business. The landing was so soft that it took a moment for Mark to realize they were down. Only the fact that the engines went suddenly quiet, but the gravity remained, told him that they had Sutton firma beneath them.

“I guess we’re here,” Mark said, struggling to undo the chest strap that had restrained him while Lisa did the same. They then slid off the shelf and into the central aisle of the boat, joining the tangle of bodies doing the same.

At the end of a voyage of several hundred light-years, a week navigating from the edge of the Hideout System, and twenty minutes getting down from orbit, there was naturally some kind of a problem with the airlock embarking tube.

Daedalus’ anxious crewmembers waited impatiently while the sound of soft cussing emanated from the boat copilot as he worked to obtain a green latch light. Eventually, the recalcitrant light turned emerald and the sound of rushing air could be heard through the cabin. The ship lock opened, and spacers began to walk unsteadily into the tube and disappear.

When it came to Mark and Lisa’s turn, he gathered up both of their bags, marveling at how heavy they were, and followed his wife to the tube.

They caught a glimpse of sunlit moonscape as they crossed the gap to the main terminal. They hurried because the supernova remnant was above the horizon. When the nova rose, the background radiation level on Sutton was not healthy for long exposure.

Then they were through the big port airlock, and entered a tunnel with bare rock walls slanting sharply downward. A dozen meters later, they spilled out into the subterranean arrival hall that seemed to have been expanded in their absence. At least, a section that had been closed off was now open to reveal a small snack bar for passengers waiting to disembark.

Looking around at what seemed a teeming mass of humanity, but was in reality only about thirty souls, Mark was about to lead the way to an exit when a very young ensign approached them.

 “Commander and Lieutenant Rykand?” the boy asked in a voice that cracked as he spoke, as though its owner wasn’t quite through puberty.

 “Yes,” Mark responded.

“Ensign Foxworth, sir… ma’am. Will you come with me?”

“Where?” Mark asked.

“The Admiral wants to see the two of you, sir.”

The ensign was startled when two voices — one male, one female — both uttered the same short, sharp obscenity in unison.
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Chapter Five

Mark and Lisa followed the young ensign through the bowels of Sutton’s underground labyrinth, down two ramps, to a newly opened level of the base. They moved with the usual skating motion required by low gravity, lest too energetic a stride send them bounding into the air to crack a skull on the rough-hewn rock overhead. The walls were native stone, still bearing the scars of digging lasers under a transparent layer of atmosphere sealant. Thick black cables suspended from the ceiling carried power to the widespread overhead lamps. They paralleled smaller cables that glowed with the soft violet color of shortwave lasers transporting data and communications. The corridor smelled of still-curing plastic.

Ensign Foxworth led them to an emergency airlock door with the words “BASE COMMANDER” emblazoned on its otherwise dull surface. The door was of local manufacture, cast from iron ore mined and smelted a few kilometers from the base. The sign was redundant. The presence of two alert Marines with sidearms was sufficient to identify the inhabitant of this particular office.

Foxworth pushed open the door. Inside was a small office dominated by a desk occupied by a decorative blonde in the uniform of a spacer-second. Besides the regulation work station in front of her and the intercom unit, the only other article in the spartan office was a large green plant with broad leaves sprouting from a yellow plastic bucket. A pair of sun lamps anchored to the overhead shone down on the plant, providing the office’s illumination.

 “Lieutenant Commander Rykand and Lieutenant Rykand to see the Admiral,” the ensign announced.

“Yes, sir.” The assistant pressed a key on the intercom and repeated the information.

 “Send them in,” a familiar voice answered in response.

“You can go in now.”

“Thanks,” Mark answered. The closed door before him was a simple cast iron slab mounted on hinges and latched in the traditional manner. Mark pulled the door open, surprised at the inertia of it.

Beyond was the inner sanctum. It was the typical hollowed-out gallery. The bare walls were decorated with paintings rendered on dull mirror sheets of cryo insulation stretched over metal frames. Most were of terrestrial scenes. 

 “Mark, Lisa, welcome back!” Admiral Daniel Landon said, moving from behind his desk to greet them. He shook both of their hands and ushered them toward a side table where sat two large shiny pots. “Have some refreshments. Coffee or tea, as you like.”

“Coffee, sir? Tea?” Lisa asked, slightly bewildered “Won’t you run short?”

“That’s right, you two have been away for awhile,” Landon said with a chuckle. “Not to worry. A bulk freighter came in last month loaded with delicacies. Apparently, the Navy realized that we have been getting sick of carniculture and hydroponics. Not only coffee, but sugar! You’ll find the mess hall has all manner of delicacies now. Hell, we even have two kinds of muffins for breakfast.”

Mark poured himself a black coffee and Lisa a cup of tea to which he added two white sugar cubes. The coffee smell caused his mouth to water, it had been so long. The cups were low gravity models, round bottoms with high, inward sloping sides — a compromise between true cups and the sealed bulbs they drank from aboard ship.

Mark carried the drinks to the Admiral’s desk, set them down on the polished metal surface, then sat down in the second visitor’s chair. Lisa had already settled into the first. Cautiously, to avoid spillage, they each took a sip of steaming liquid. Somehow, the moment made all of the months of fear and boredom worth it.

The admiral resumed his seat and watched them, smiling like a beneficent father.

 “Damn it’s good to see the two of you again. What has it been? Three months?”

“Nearly four, sir,” Lisa replied.

“Hard mission?”

“No, Admiral. Just long. There’s a certain amount of excitement with each jump through the gates. You don’t know what you are going to run into in the next system and that gets the adrenaline flowing. It dissipates pretty quickly when the new system turns out to look just like the old, save for the color of the star. The first few hours after a jump are busy, while we locate the ecliptic and the system’s planets, get the eavesdropping equipment up and running, check the database to see if we can identify the locals. After that, it’s just boring routine until you reach the next stargate and it’s time to do it all over again.”

“How many missions does this make for you, Lisa?”

“This was our third.”

“How is the survey going? Does it measure up to your expectations when you proposed this approach?”

Lisa grimaced. She often wished everyone would forget just whose brilliant idea this sneaking around in Q-ships had been. 

“In one respect, our explorations have far exceeded my expectations. I assumed we could spy out two or three systems before slipping away again. The survey just completed took us to eight star systems…”

“And the other respect?” Landon asked.

“Stargate network diagrams aren’t as useful as I thought they would be before we obtained the Pastol database.”

“How so?”

“They are topological maps rather than astronomical ones. A stargate diagram shows the sequence of jumps required to travel from Point A to Point B, but not where Points A and B actually are with respect to one another. In this respect, gate diagrams were like subway maps. In the middle of town, the scale increases to better show the numerous train stations and routes, while it contracts in the suburbs and countryside because the stations are correspondingly far apart.

“Our problem is that we need to know where the Sovereignty’s stars are located in space before we can launch operations against the Broa. Figuring out where we were after each jump was the responsibility of my loving husband here.”

“Any difficulties, Mark?” the Admiral asked.

“Not usually,” he responded. “We automatically do a circumambient scan after emerging in a new system and then it’s a matter of looking for the common signpost stars, and of course, the Crab Nebula. Usually, we are approximately where we expect to be. As we learned at Gamma last year, stargates are directional and have to be pointed in the direction of the jump. Still, there are always a few surprises when we get our position plotted.”

“While Mark and his people map the system,” Lisa continued, “I and my section record all of the local chatter. Mostly we can’t understand a word, but we try to accumulate enough data to give the linguistic computers a statistically valid sample to chew on.”

“How often do you get translations?”

Lisa shrugged. “About one-quarter of the time. The problem is that we don’t spend enough time in any one system.”

“What about the Broa?”

 “Three of the star systems were definitely occupied by the overlords. One might have been a sector capital, albeit a small one. We got some good recordings in the Broan language from that one.”

“What about the slave species you observed? Any candidates for our subversion program once it’s launched?”

“We found five of the eight in the Pastol planetary database,” Lisa said. “All are bipeds of one sort or another. There’s one batch that look like little bears with long, fluffy tails. Specialists are studying their database entries to see if any of them fit in with our plans.”

Dan Landon considered what he had been told for a moment, and then nodded. “Sounds like a productive trip. Are you ready for something different?”

 “Different, sir?” Lisa asked, distress obvious in her voice. “We thought we would have some time to relax before we had to go out again.”

“You misunderstand,” Landon replied. “I’m not asking you to go out again.”

“Then what are you asking, Admiral?”

“Your idea for a Q-ship Survey was a good one. But Staff has been concerned about the pace since the outset. You hit eight systems in a little over three months. When you consider how many Broan stars there are, at this pace it will take longer than any of us will live. Either we get more resources or we find some way to speed up the survey.”

He fixed his gaze on Lisa. “That is where you come in. How would you like a new job?”

#

 “New job, sir?” Lisa asked, her internal sensors at full gain and suddenly suspicious. “What new job?” 

“I believe you saw it on the way in.”

She frowned, puzzled. Then recognition dawned. 

“The stargate!”

He nodded. “The stargate. Bill Lonegon and the Lancer group snagged it away from the Broa as slick as any bank heist in history. Better yet, they don’t know it’s gone and may not for decades. The system we purloined it from has been dead for a century.”

“What shape is the gate in?”

“Surprisingly good. It appears fully functional. It passes all of the diagnostics we’ve figured out how to run. Now all we need do is learn everything we can about its operation and get that information back to Earth.”

“Can we do that, Admiral?”

“There are practical problems, of course. However, I am hopeful. The gate has a full set of technical specifications stored in an onboard database. Hardly surprising. We do the same with our starships. No sense having all of the repair manuals back at base if you break down a thousand light-years from home, is there? More importantly, this is the sort of stuff you don’t find in planetary databases; at least, not in the databases of slave species.”

“So why are you talking to us?” Lisa asked. 

“Because we’ve run into a problem. The data isn’t written in the trade language Sar-Say taught you. It is written in what you might call ‘technical Broan.’ We’re having difficulty translating it. The computers just aren’t picking up the nuances.”

Lisa frowned. “I’m not technical, Admiral. I minored in Romance Languages in school.”

“You are still the best linguist we have. When we brought Sar-Say back from New Eden, I thought he was mute. Yet, he began to speak to you from practically the first moment you laid eyes on him. Everything we know about the enemy lingua franca is based on your initial work. It isn’t a matter of knowing the science. It’s a matter of being able to grasp the meaning of words from context and interpolation.

“What about Mark? I don’t want to leave him.”

“I would never think of breaking up either your team or your marriage. It’s lonely enough out here without making it more so. In fact, I believe ours is the first navy in history that has made it a priority to accommodate married couples.

 “And in that vein, I have a new assignment for Mark, as well — if he wants it.”

“I’m not a linguist, Admiral. I doubt I’d be much use helping my wife read a Broan blueprint.”

 “No one is asking you to be, Mark. Once Lisa and her compatriots get the data translated, the project will pass into a new phase. I want to get what we learn to Earth as fast as possible. And for that, we are going to need the stargate.”

“Sir?”

“Since it is functional, I want to use the gate to send a ship back to Earth in a one-way jump. The ship I have chosen has an open billet for an Executive Officer. The responsibility is commensurate with that shiny new half-stripe on your uniform. Do you want it?” 

#

 


Chapter Six

The airlock door opened and Lisa Rykand stepped awkwardly out onto Sutton’s airless, dusty surface. She could feel the packed talcum-powder-fine dust crunching beneath her boots, but of course, no accompanying sound. The only sounds she heard were those of her own breathing and the whirr of the ventilation fan that was blowing air onto the nape of her neck. The air was cold, but smelled of dirty socks… as did the air inside every vacuum suit.

As she exited the airlock, she stepped into the full glare of Hideout, which was shining directly into her face. Her faceplate automatically darkened, but not before she felt a brief stabbing pain in her retinas from the sudden radiance.

“Bright, ain’t it?” Chief Vacuum Construction Specialist Tom Blanchard commented as he exited the airlock. Blanchard was the grizzled spacer who had been assigned to guide her. His vacsuit was canary yellow; hers, lime green.

“It’s been so long since I was outside, I forgot to squint.”

His chuckle echoed in her earphones. “Everyone I bring out here says the same thing. Surprising what human beings can get used to, isn’t it? We were cooped up in steel cages for the full year we spent getting here, then we burrowed our way into this moon and exchanged our cages for caves. Living in vacuum, we forget what it feels like to have the wind and rain blow on our face, to smell air that hasn’t been through the scrubbers a thousand times, or the joy of just lying in the sun.”

“This is definitely the wrong profession for a nature person,” Lisa agreed, “or a claustrophobe.”

“How’s your vision?”

“A few purple spots, but I can see again.”

“Then just follow that path to your left, the one marked by the little triangular red flags. We ran out of yellow bricks.”

The two of them started walking in the awkward way one does when encompassed in a pressurized balloon with a diving bell strapped to their shoulders.

It had been a week since the meeting in Admiral Landon’s office. Instead of the three weeks decompression between missions that regulations recommended, she and Mark had taken three days. At least, she had taken three days before reporting to her new assignment. The ship to which the Admiral had assigned Mark was off somewhere on a spying mission and wasn’t scheduled back for anywhere from ten days to a month. Where sniffing out the enemy was concerned, schedules were highly flexible.

If there was anything Mark had learned in four years of marriage, it was not to be out having fun while his wife was working. Women resent that, he’d learned, no matter how well deserved the fun might be. So, on the fourth morning after their return from Broan Space, he reported along with Lisa to the warren of offices occupied by the stargate research team and offered to assist until his ship showed up. They had both been given a half hour briefing on the effort to develop human stargates, with an emphasis on the extreme need to cut transit times between Hideout and Earth — as though anyone who had made the trip three times needed any such explanation!

After Dr. Niels Svenson, the project director, finished his hurried briefing, he handed them a record cube filled with technical data and dry scientific reports and sent them to an empty cubicle to review the project details. The Rykands shared a workscreen for two days, scanning until their eyes felt like boiled onions. Late on the second day, a burly man stopped by and introduced himself as Tom Blanchard.  He announced that he would be taking them one at a time on a tour of the stargate. Lisa’s tour was scheduled for the following morning, Mark’s for the day after.

The path Lisa and Blanchard followed led up a rise, past a flat spot where vacuum tractors were parked. The small, powerful machines had been bright yellow when loaded aboard the freighters in Sol System. Now each machine was coated with Sutton’s dust, and was gray-brown in color, with only an occasional hint of the original bright hue. Even the windows, supposedly kept clean by electrostatic repulsers, looked as if they had recently been in a Sahara sandstorm.

Beyond the tractors, a series of towers marked the ridgeline of the low hill they were climbing. Each tower was topped with a directional antenna that pointed skyward. There appeared to be no pattern to the arrangement, although they all seemed to be altering their direction in synchronization with the moon’s rotation.

When she reached the top of the hill, there was bowl-shaped depression beyond. She paused, a little out of breath despite the low gravity.

“There she is, Lieutenant,” Blanchard said, pointing. “What do you think of her?”

“Big,” Lisa responded.

Spread out before her, its surface partially eclipsed by scaffolding, was a ring of silver metal with intricate patterns etched into its surface. Unlike the tractors they had just passed and the rest of the moon’s surface equipment, the stargate seemed completely clean, as though the electrically charged moon dust did not stick to it. She commented on how clean it looked.

 “Some kind of a field emanating from the surface,” Blanchard explained. “It repels dust. The physicists think it’s a residual effect from the wormhole generators.”

In space, a stargate looks like a wedding band that has fallen off some giant’s finger. Against the scale of a star system, the ring is a tiny thing, almost too small to imagine any ship slipping through it to a different part of the universe. Lying here on the ground, it was enormous. At thirty meters in diameter, with a circular cross-section some five meters thick, it was no longer a lone artifact in the endless void. Here it was a structure, not unlike the ring buildings that had been popular on Earth in the 23rd century. Its apparent size was brought into scale by the several small vacsuited figures working around it. One in particular seemed to be attempting a circumnavigation of the ring’s upper surface.

“Isn’t he afraid he’s going to damage it?” Lisa asked.

 “Not a problem, Lieutenant,” Blanchard answered. “Wait until you see inside. The thing is hell-for-stout, built like an old-style tank inside.”

Lisa nodded, forgetting that the gesture cannot be seen in a vacuum suit. 

He was right, of course. Even 7000 light-years from home, Newton’s third law remained in effect. For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. And in the case of stargates, that involved large masses materializing and dematerializing in the focus of the gate. Mass curves space-time, and when that mass instantaneously disappears, space-time snaps back into shape just as instantly. Like the cannon of old, stargates must absorb the recoil.

There was another reason why stargates had to be strong. Pointed at another gate light-years distant, each gate must minimize jitter, lest it lose focus and break the link to its twin.

 “Come on. I want to see the databanks,” she said, striding down the slope to where a ladder and scaffold arrangement allowed access to an open port atop the ring. 

Tom Blanchard followed, noting the suddenly careless way in which she bounced down the sloping path. He opened his mouth to give warning, but she reached the access ladder before he could get the words out. He didn’t need to hear the quickened pace of her breathing in his earphones to recognize that she was suddenly excited.

#

The interior of the ring reminded Lisa of nothing so much as an ancient submarine she had once toured. And Blanchard was right. The volume was filled with a complex series of braces and webs that made the ring as rigid as the Broan engineers could make it.  Alien equipment filled most of the rest of the volume. The interior was literally stuffed with it.

Some of the mechanisms she recognized. Others were strange to her. They barely left room to move through the access tube the builders had left for maintenance workers. Often it was necessary that she turn and insert herself sideways between two large gray hulking shapes in order to follow Blanchard down the dimly lit tunnel. The Chief Vacuum Specialist made it look easy, which caused her some chagrin, considering how much bigger he was.

Concentrating as she was on not banging her suit against things that might break off an antenna or damage a heat exchanger, she found it difficult to form an impression of the ring interior. In addition to her rather confined field of view, her surroundings were a kaleidoscope of strange sights. Several times they stepped over cables the size of a man’s biceps. Twice they had to duck down — another difficult maneuver — to pass under smaller, glittery cables.

 “The databanks are this way, Lieutenant,” Blanchard said after they had been inside the ring ten minutes. He paused before a very human-design door; in fact, one that undoubtedly would have borne the inscription “Product of Sutton” somewhere on its surface if the local constructors bothered with such nonsense. Blanchard pressed a code into the oversize keypad designed for gloved fingers, and the door retracted to reveal a glittering gallery of sparkling cubes beyond. Running down the center of the compartment was a suspended catwalk surrounded by space netting.

She gazed at the scene for a second, and her guide answered the unspoken question.

“To keep someone from putting a boot through the record cubes. We went to too much trouble to get this baby to let someone damage it.”

“You did all of this in the forty-eight hours since they landed the gate?” she asked over the radio. Her words echoed as the radio signal bounced back to her after circumnavigating the ring.

“Mostly we did it in orbit. The gates were designed to be maintained in the absence of gravity.”

 Lisa pulled herself into the tunnel of nets and drifted along horizontally through the surrounding cubes. The gate was still drawing power, she saw, even a hundred years after it had been abandoned. She wondered if that was because the Broa were in a habit of periodically visiting the system they had killed — perhaps to mine or salvage the corpse — or if the gates were self repairing. If the latter, that was a trick humanity needed to learn.

 “Keep moving, Lieutenant. The data banks cover about one-eighth of the circumference. There’s a duplicate set of cubes diametrically opposite. We think they are intended for redundancy.”

 “What do you suppose they have stored in all of these?” Lisa asked in an awe-tinged voice. “They’ve got enough data storage to house several Library of Parliament Databases in here.”

“Dr. Svenson says they have detailed maps of the gravitational anomalies throughout the Vrathalatar system. Not star maps, but gravimetric charts and space density curves for most of a light-year surrounding the gate.” After a few seconds’ wait, there was a chuckle in her earphones. “I’m quoting, of course. Personally, I have no idea what any of that means.”

“Me either,” Lisa said.

In truth, Lisa understood more than she admitted. Both starships and stargates used multi-dimensional translation theory to conquer Einstein’s Barrier. Her specialty was languages, and one of the tongues her job required her to master was the one she had long ago dubbed “Ph.D.ish”. In some ways, it was more difficult than the Broan trade patois Sar-Say had taught her.

When one considered the complexities involved in keeping the gate focused on another a dozen light-years distant, it was obvious why the gate needed a precise model of the gravimetrics of surrounding space. Distortions caused by the gravitational pull of intervening stars were the equivalent of the atmospheric turbulence that plagues ground-based telescopes. Telescopes used adaptive optics to defeat the problem. Stargates undoubtedly used something equivalent.

As they came to a second human-designed door that marked the end of the computational section of the stargate, she glanced around and attempted to estimate the amount of information stored in this glittery tunnel. It was huge! And when one multiplied the data storage capacity of this single gate by the millions of others that knit the Sovereignty together, it made one feel very small indeed.

 “Heads up,” Blanchard said as he squeezed past Lisa to punch his code into the keypad. “Beyond this door is the power compartment. Touch the wrong thing in there and you could vaporize both of us.”

#

“So how was the tour, darling?”

“Intimidating,” Lisa told Mark as the two of them sat in the commissary eating dinner. “Apparently, forming a wormhole and focusing it on a spot halfway across the universe is a more daunting task than I realized.” 

She went on to describe the data storage and power and space rotation generators. 

“I actually got the shivers inside the ring,” Lisa concluded.

“Why?” Mark asked as he rolled up a string of spaghetti on his fork. It was ‘Italian Night’ in the commissary, with pasta and tomato sauce, but no meat balls. He inserted the fork in his mouth and then slurped up a wayward spaghetti strand.

“Stop that!” she said, absentmindedly, momentarily distracted by the noise. “I guess seeing all of that machinery inside finally made the gate real for me. We’ve been using them to scout the Broa for more than a year, yet I guess I never thought of them as anything more than a pretty ring floating against the blackness of space.”

“Stargates are no different than starships. You know how much we stuff inside one of our hulls and all the energy that has to be pumped into a stardrive generator before a ship can rotate out of normal space. Why should the gates be any different?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just got to thinking of them as magic circles. As long as the alien contraptions work by sorcery, they aren’t very frightening.”

“Speak for yourself, woman. Personally, if I thought we are up against a coven of wizards, I would poop my pants.”

“Not wizards, exactly,” Lisa said. “But powerful. I think we may have bitten off more than we can chew.” She punctuated her words by crunching down on a piece of lettuce from her salad.

“Nonsense,” he replied, trying to steer the conversation out of the melancholy mood into which it was threatening to veer. When one was 7000 light-years from home, melancholia could be the deadliest of emotions. “The Broa are powerful, but they aren’t godlike. They’re one-trick ponies, nothing more.”

“It’s a pretty good trick,” Lisa said, sipping red wine. The vintage was quite good — the previous April. “If the Broa hadn’t invented the gate, they would just be a world of monkeys among a million other worlds. They would probably still be swinging from vines.” 

“Just a case of transient technological superiority. The same thing has happened time and time again on Earth. Someone discovers something new, usually a more efficient way to kill their enemies, and they lord it over their neighbors until the neighbors catch up. The Assyrians did it with their chariots; the Spartans by organizing their whole society like an army; the Germans with their new mobile tactics called blitz-something-or-other. They ran rampant for a time, and then were eventually defeated when someone else learned a newer trick.”

“The gate is different from just having a faster airplane, you know.”

“In degree, perhaps,” Mark agreed. “The Broa lord it over other species because they control who can reach the stars, and who can’t. The secret won’t last forever.”

“But it has lasted forever; at least, forever in terms we humans can understand.”

“But it hasn’t. We know the secret, don’t we? Pretty soon, a lot of other species are going to know it, too.”

 


Chapter Seven

Sar-say paused and regarded the plant with the red blossoms and the dagger-like spikes on its stem. The humans called it a “rose” and one of their ancient playwrights had said something about it “smelling as sweet.” He had struggled to understand the allegory. 

 Checking the chronometer he’d been given, he discovered that the most enjoyable time of his week was nearly half over. There was another human saying about “time flying when one is having fun.” That one he understood all too well. The hour each week they allowed him to roam this arboretum was his favorite recreation. The fact that his communion with alien plants had become such an important part of his life said more about the evil turn his fortunes had taken than anything else he could imagine.

#

Sar-Say was a looker-after-value by profession, what humans called an ‘accountant.’ He had been on a tour of his clan’s holdings to judge their value and boarded a freighter on Vith, bound for Perselin. As a Master traveling on a ship crewed by subservients, he was given the most spacious accommodation onboard, the cabin of its commander, a Vithian named Muulbra.

Sar-Say’s duties often forced him to travel beneath his standards. While barely adequate, the quarters had one feature not usually found on even the most luxurious liners. The alien furnishings included backup instruments to those in the ship’s control center. With nothing else to do, Sar-Say amused himself by using the big screen to watch the mixed crew of Vithians and Frels. He also familiarized himself with the other controls. 

The voyage was uneventful until the Hraal approached the stargate in the Nala System. There they encountered an Avenger-class warship. With a Master onboard, Muulbra had priority and moved his ship toward the gate. It had been then that the Avenger attacked.

Sar-Say was in his cabin when the attack began, so he had not witnessed the initial volley of energy beams. By the time he found the proper hull camera, Hraal had entered the Nala gate and was desperately attempting to jump. The Avenger closed and sent a new energy bolt into the fleeing freighter.

Up until that moment, the attack had not been real to Sar-Say. What subservient would dare attack a ship carrying a Master? Then he realized they were not after Hraal. The attack was aimed at Sar-Say himself!

Pressing an attack so close to a stargate was foolhardy. Sar-Say remembered the sickening lurch as the energy bolt struck home. For a moment, he thought the ship had been holed. His attention was drawn to the screen on which the gate had been prominently displayed.

It was displayed no longer. The screen showed an ebon expanse, with a small blue-white sphere half in light and dark in a lower corner. Wherever they were, it was no longer the Nala System. Nor was it Perselin.

Whatever had happened had caught the Avenger, too. The attacker wasted no time in renewing the attack. As soon as his accumulators recharged, he fired another energy bolt that struck Hraal somewhere amidships.

Muulbra did what he could. With no other hope for escape, he sent his ship racing for the nearby planet. It did not take long to note that the world was inhabited. Sensors reported a spherical ship in orbit, with an accompanying smaller vessel. 

Muulbra flew his ship well, performing evasive maneuvers as best he could with chunks of the freighter shot away. Despite his efforts, the Avenger landed hit after hit on Hraal. Just as Sar-Say thought he was dead, the spirits of his ancestors intervened.

Taking its attention off the freighter for an instant, the pursuing Avenger reached out and destroyed the small alien craft as they passed it, then resumed its pounding of Hraal.

Then it quietly exploded. One instant it had loomed large in the screen. The next it was an expanding cloud of glowing plasma.

#

Sar-Say lifted his torso and stretched tall on two legs in the fashion of a human. He reached up, grasped a stem of the rose bush between two of his six digits, making sure to avoid the spikes. He slowly pulled the red blossom close, buried his snout in the flower and inhaled deeply through his breathing slits. The aroma was alien, but not unpleasant. He inhaled twice more, and gently released the plant. The flower arced slowly skyward as the stem rebounded.

The rose bush was a giant of its kind. So, too, were the other plants in the arboretum. They owed their growth to the one-sixth gravity field in which they grew and to the continuous stream of nutrients fed to their roots through carefully positioned underground pipes. Framed against the black sky beyond the atmosphere dome, partially eclipsed by the branches of the rose bush, was another glowing apparition. 

Like the disk on the screen aboard the Hraal that long ago day, this one too was blue-white, with swirls, and half in light and dark… but immeasurably larger and brighter.

The Earth hovered perpetually in the black sky above the atmosphere dome. From space it looked very like Sar-Say’s home planet. The sight of it made him long for a world that he might never see again. 

#

It was not in Sar-Say’s nature to dwell on what might have been. However, if he regretted anything, it was that he had been too truthful with the humans during his first weeks in captivity. Had he known then what he knew now, he might have talked his way out of his dilemma.

But he had not known humans that day. He had been blissfully unaware of their existence up until the moment they boarded the Hraal to rescue him. By the time they came aboard, he had used Muulbra’s backup controls to ensure that he was the sole survivor. The precaution might have been unnecessary, but a Master does not take chances with his own life, not where subservients are concerned.

At first he thought humans were merely a species with which he was unfamiliar, and that it would be a simple matter to order them to take him through their gate to somewhere he could arrange transportation. He was anxious to report the assassination attempt to his clan leaders.

However, it soon became clear that his savior/captors did not recognize who and what he was. That, of course, was impossible anywhere inside Civilization. Which meant that he was nowhere inside Civilization. Whoever these strange bipeds were, they must be a wild species, as yet unknown to the Race. That thought left him trembling from both fear and excitement.

To discover a wild race was both a danger and an opportunity. The danger was that they would kill him when they discovered who and what he was.  However, the opportunity was worth the risk. For ancient custom ceded control of any newly conquered star system to its discoverer and to his clan. Once Sar-Say got word back to Civilization, the beautiful blue-white world of humanity, along with its ugly gray moon and all of their other possessions, would be his to command.

So, not knowing how much, if anything, the humans knew of Civilization, he decided not to risk a lie. When he learned enough human language to allow him to communicate, he told them the literal truth, save for his own identity.

Twice since humans ‘rescued’ him, he had come close to winning his freedom. The first opportunity came when the humans took him along on their expedition to scout Civilization. Although confined to the ship, he had been confident he could convince them in time to add him to their shore party. Once in contact with any native species, he would issue an order to seize his companions. 

It had not come to pass. Through bad luck, Mark Rykand had encountered a member of the trading species that Sar-Say pretended to be. As a result, the expedition fled before he had a chance to cry for help.

On their return to Earth, his captors fell to arguing among themselves about what to do. It had been during this period that he was transferred from his orbital prison to confinement on Earth.

The transfer allowed him to make his second escape attempt. With interest about his species high among the humans, he quickly found himself an ambassador, although one continuously guarded. Sar-Say used all he had learned of humans to charm those he met. Eventually, he found an individual whose personal avarice outweighed loyalty to his species.

As sole representative of the Broa on Earth, Sar-Say was in a position to promise his confederate wealth beyond imagining in exchange for aid in his escape. The plan worked perfectly, but his freedom was short lived and he was recaptured before he could put the rest of his plan into action.

He did not regret the attempt, but it worsened his situation considerably. The thought of what would have happened had he obtained a starship galvanized the humans to action. In a fit of insanity peculiar to their species, they decided to forego hiding from his race.

Tiny Earth had declared war on Civilization!

Sar-Say’s personal situation deteriorated as well. He was quickly transferred to the humans’ most secure underground prison on their airless satellite. And his status changed from prisoner-ambassador, to just prisoner.

His imprisonment was far from odious. They did not mistreat him, save for the indignity of periodic physical examinations. They provided food; nutritious, if not exciting to the palate. They gave him access to their public information channels to the point where he had become a minor critic of their dramatic art forms. And for one full hour each week, they allowed him to wander their arboretum.

When he wasn’t answering the interminable questions his interrogators posed each morning, he avidly watched human news programs in order to gain knowledge of their preparations for war. After more than two years of such activities, he was beginning to wonder if the thought of tiny Earth attacking Civilization was as ludicrous as it once seemed. 

#

The bullet train leaped the gap between accelerator rings as the barren New Mexico desert slipped by at 300 KPH. Susan Ahrendt rested her lithe 175-cm frame in a cushioned seat and gazed out the window, wondering what she was doing here. The record chip with her orders was safely secured around her neck and the meager belongings she had been allowed were folded neatly in her kitbag beneath the seat. Yet, not even the unfamiliar rolling grasslands and distant sculpted mountains could divert her from the feeling that this was all a mistake.

A quiet chime sounded and a light illuminated on the forward bulkhead, indicating that all passengers should resume their seats for deceleration. Susan snuggled deeper into the cushion and brushed a long strand of hair from in front of her eyes. After a thirty second delay, restraints rose out of her chair and enfolded her in their embrace just before a gentle hand pressed her forward into them. Other passengers, seated in rear-facing chairs, were likewise cradled, even as they sank deeper into the cushions.

Moments later, the car slid to a halt under the artificial light of a pod station. There was a double chime, the acceleration restraints stowed themselves, and the doors hissed quietly open.

Susan reached down, retrieved her bag, and then joined the line of people exiting the bullet car. She walked to the center of the station platform, stopped, and was reading the overhead signs when a voice behind her asked, “Miss Ahrendt?”

She turned to see a muscular man in the uniform of the Space Marines behind her.

“Yes?”

The Marine saluted. “Corporal Dennison, at your service. The program office sent me to meet you.”

“Do you know what all of this is about, Corporal?”

“Can’t say, Ma’am. I just pick them up at the station and drive them to the project. They’ll have someone explain things when you arrive.”

With that, Dennison scooped up her bag and led the way to the underground garage. Five minutes later, they passed into the sunshine and headed out at 200 KPH.

The scenery was monotonously the same for some 40 minutes. Corporal Dennison proved remarkably taciturn during the drive, generally answering her questions in monosyllables. Eventually, they turned off the superway and onto a two-lane road. The car switched to internal power with an audible sigh as it decelerated and they set off across a landscape dominated by scrub brush. 

They passed through three separate gates at five kilometer intervals. At each of these, robots scanned their identities and signaled their acquiescence on the car’s windscreen display. Once inside the third fence, the road made a sweeping turn to the right, to reveal a mixed-office-and-residence compound situated in a small valley.

The little village consisted of mainly five-sided buildings of a style that had been in vogue eighty years previous. A fourth fence, the most complex yet, surrounded the village. 

In the distance, at the far end of the valley, a single large box of a structure seemed to be half building, half machine. The outline was softened by the haze of distance and a paint scheme designed to blend into the surroundings. 

Corporal Dennison pulled to a halt in front of a low building with red brick walls and a roof covered with power collectors. “We’re here, ma’am. Take your identification and orders inside. I’ll deliver your kit bag to your quarters. They’ll show you where to find them when you are through with processing.”

Climbing out of the car, Susan’s jet-black hair was ruffled by a steady, warm wind. She walked to the double glass door and stepped inside. There she encountered a guard station. In addition to the usual assortment of sensors, this one was actually manned. A Space Marine with a humorless expression sat behind a transparent shield that gave every appearance of being bulletproof. 

She was used to the slow chest-to-foot-and-back-again circuit male eyes automatically make when they encounter an attractive woman. The guard’s scan was therefore familiar, but somehow different. It lacked any of the usual signals that he was interested in her femininity. The look was more in keeping with an ancient slogan she’d once seen in a history book: “Be polite, but have a plan to kill everyone you meet.”

“May I help you?” he asked.

“My name is Susan Ahrendt. I have orders to report here.”

“May I see them?”

She slipped the necklace from around her neck, detached her identity chip and slipped it into the indicated slot. It disappeared and then reappeared in the Marine’s hand. He slipped it into another slot and a machine somewhere beeped.

“Please look into the retina scanner, Miss Ahrendt.”

She did as she was requested and the machine beeped twice.

“You appear to be you. I will buzz Mr. Pembroke.”

A few minutes later, a rear door opened and in walked a balding man of about sixty. A noticeable paunch hung over his belt. “Miss Ahrendt?” he asked, extending a hand.

She rose and shook his hand. “Yes.”

“I’m Lee Pembroke. I will handle your induction.”

“Induction into what, Mr. Pembroke? They weren’t very specific at graduation.”

“No, I doubt they were,” he said, palming the door control. He gestured for her to precede him as the door opened and a gust of wind ruffled their clothes. The air had a fine grittiness to it. “Over the next few hours, I will explain everything. We’re glad you are here. We are habitually short-handed in the creative department. We’ll put you right to work.”

#

 


Chapter Eight

Pembroke led the way down a concrete sidewalk decorated by a fine network of cracks from hot desert days and cold desert nights. They were in the central courtyard formed by six pentagonal buildings. The open area was graced by two shelters under which picnic tables had been arrayed, and walkways laid out in a Star of David pattern.

Strange, stringy plants—stunted trees, really—dotted the courtyard, providing shade to the walkways. They were unfamiliar to Susan. They did not seem be to be the cacti that her Canadian upbringing had taught her to be the hallmark of the North American Southwest.

In the center of the courtyard stood an oversize statue of a horse with a prominent mane arched above its neck. It was a stylized rendition of a horse rather than a bronze copy of the real thing. The sight caused a stirring deep within Susan’s memory. There was something familiar about it, but she couldn’t quite place where she had seen its like before.

Their destination was the second building to the right. Pembroke ushered her through a door and into a long hallway. A glance through open doors as they passed showed her that the building was laid out for offices, with their rows of cubicles and workstations. Pembroke led her through one of the larger rooms to a glass-walled office whose window looked outward toward the perimeter fence and the brown panorama beyond.

“Take a seat,” he instructed, gesturing toward one of the two chairs in front of his desk. He, in turn, moved to lower himself into the high backed executive chair behind it. There was a brief whirring of motors as the chair conformed to his frame. As it did so, he reached into a desk drawer, pulled out an old-fashioned file folder and laid it open on the desk. Even upside down, Susan recognized her résumé.

 “You have a good record here, Miss Ahrendt. One you should be proud of.”

“Thank you.”

“I see that you were a CSS candidate…”

“That’s the polite way to put it, Mr. Pembroke. I prefer ‘drafted,’ ‘kidnapped,’ or ‘shanghaied.’”

To her surprise, he laughed. “A lot of our people feel the same way. Here they were leading perfectly happy lives, minding their own business, when The Message pops up on their work screens: ‘Greetings. The government has need of your talents for the next few years.’”

“It’s not fair,” she blurted out without intending to.

“Fairness is overrated,” he said without missing a beat. “In fact, we all should get down on our knees and thank God that life is not fair.”

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Pembroke?”

“Call me ‘Lee.’ We’re on a first name basis around here.”

“Very well… Lee. I’m Susan. You were saying…”

“Consider this situation from the standpoint of our enemies, Susan. If the universe were fair, we would still know nothing of the Broa. We would all be living our old lives, blissfully ignorant of the Sword of Damocles dangling a few light-years above our heads. If life were equitable, then it would have been they who discovered us, rather than vice versa.

“No, this one time the ball of fortune bounced in our direction. You do think we should do something about the Broa, don’t you?”

“We, meaning the human race, have to do something about them. I just don’t see why I have to be the one to do it. It’s a military problem. Let the military handle it.”

“Would that they could. Unfortunately, our adversaries outnumber us quite heavily. In fact, the imbalance is several hundred thousand to one,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. He slipped into the manner of a college professor lecturing a particularly slow student. Susan wondered if he was aware of the mannerism.

“Consider the tally sheet. We have but one home star system and a dozen or so colonies whose roots are barely planted. They have a functioning civilization that encompasses a million stars. Think of that! They have more stars than we have incorporated cities. Their population is at least one hundred thousand times greater than our own… and the ratio is only that low because the Broa apparently restrict their slaves’ breeding to keep their numbers manageable. We are grossly outmatched, woefully outgunned, and pitifully outresourced.”

 “Then it is hopeless,” she replied as she wondered where this conversation was headed.

“Indeed,” he said, nodding vigorously. “That is the first insight we impress on our staff. It is indeed hopeless if we treat the pseudo-simians as a conventional military problem. If it ever comes to a head-to-head slugging match, they win and we die.”

“I presume we have a plan to handle them.”

“You should know. You studied it at the Academy. Our anonymity is our only salvation. So long as they are ignorant of our existence, we are safe. Unfortunately, anonymity is a passive defense and one that can be swept away by a single mistake. If we are going to end the Broan threat, we are going to have to confront them someday. Before we do, however, we need to do what we can to weaken them.”

Seeing an opening, she decided that there was no time like the present to broach the subject that had been bothering her since receiving her travel orders. “Speaking of mistakes, Lee, I believe someone made one when they sent me here.”

He leaned back and grinned lopsidedly as he gestured at her open resume folder. “Not according to this, Susan. You’re an artist… holosculptor, I see. I have been looking at your work. Very impressive. That is our particular CSS — Critical Skill Shortage. We need artists. In fact, we can’t get enough of them. There are 162 artists currently on staff and they never seem to be enough.”

“Why do you need artists, Lee?” she asked, “What are you doing, painting a mural that girdles the globe?”

He laughed. “Nothing so mundane. We have a strategy… a trick; as it were… that we hope will sow confusion among our adversaries. It isn’t even a new trick. In fact, it was first used more than three thousand years ago.”

“A trick?” she asked, her brow furrowing in a combination of frustration and curiosity. She wished he would just get on with it!

“Can’t you guess? You saw the statue in the courtyard.”

She shrugged. “Some sort of a horse.”

“A Trojan horse.”

That was, she realized, where she had seen the statue before. It was the horse from the last holo remake of Troy some thirty years previous.

“I’m sorry, but now I am really confused.”

“No problem. A few more preliminaries and it will all become clear. Have I piqued your curiosity?”

She nodded. In truth, he had 

The work screen on Pembroke’s desk lit as he pivoted the display so that she could see it. On the screen was a scroll-list of text. It floated above the stylized horse figure in the background, with glowing crimson TOP SECRET banners emblazoned top and bottom.

“Please read the statement and then acknowledge your agreement with your thumb print.”

It was a non-disclosure form, but one unlike any she had ever read. As she scanned each line, the built-in sensors in the screen observed her eye movements and automatically scrolled the document to keep pace with her reading. When she reached the end, she looked up to see Pembroke staring intently at her.

“Is this serious, Lee?”

“As the life and death of our species.”

“If I reveal what you are about to tell me, you will throw me in prison for life?”

“Life plus a decade, just to make sure. We take security very seriously around here.”

“I’ve noticed. So far this has been something from out of an old war movie. Where did you copy your system from, the old atom bomb project?”

“As a matter of fact, that was one of our sources.”

“It does seem… anachronistic. I wasn’t aware that there were Broan spies on Earth.”

“One only and we have him locked safely away where he won’t bother us again. The fences, the guards, the agreement in front of you, are all intended to keep our secret from our own people rather than from our enemies.”

“Why? Do you think there are more traitors like that one who helped our Broan captive escape a few years ago?”

“It’s certainly a possibility. As an early American philosopher once said, ‘No one ever went broke underestimating the intelligence of the public.’ But no. Our primary concern is that people won’t understand if they learn of our efforts here and at a dozen other sites around the globe.”

“Wouldn’t understand what, Lee?”

 “Affix your thumbprint, and I’ll explain it to you.”

“And if I choose not to?”

“Then it is back to Albuquerque for reassignment. I think I can guarantee your next assignment will not be to your liking.” As he said it, she noticed that his jovial manner had slipped and the eyes that peered back at her seemed hard as diamonds.

Susan hesitated for a moment, and then pressed her thumb against the screen. The screen beeped and the agreement disappeared, to be replaced by an egg-shaped spacecraft of a type unfamiliar to her.

“This,” Pembroke said, gesturing at the screen, “is our Trojan Horse.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“The world’s smallest starship. It has full stardrive and normal drive capabilities, although it doesn’t have much range. It would have trouble reaching Alpha Centauri on a single energy charge. Still, since it isn’t intended for our Navy, that doesn’t matter.”

“Then whose navy is it intended for?”

The lopsided grin returned, broader than ever. “We propose to build a few hundred of these little beauties, and distribute them judiciously through the length and breadth of the Broan Sovereignty.

#

Susan didn’t know what she had expected him to say, but that certainly wasn’t it. She was so startled that she hiccupped, and then, for good measure, said, “You can’t do that!”

Pembroke paused for several seconds, regarded her with a calm look, and finally asked, “The idea bothers you?”

Susan felt her face get hot as she flushed, embarrassed by her outburst. “Doesn’t it bother you?”

“Not since I was briefed into the project, as I am now briefing you. Relax. You’re going to pass out if you don’t get control of your breathing.”

She hesitated, and then took several deep breaths. He was right. The pounding in her temple abated considerably. Finally, when she was once again in control of her emotions, she asked, “WHY?”

“Why what?”

“The stardrive is our only advantage over the Broa. Surely you aren’t going to give it to them.”

“Not to the Broa. To their slaves.”

 “Same difference.”

“Not at all. You’ve studied Broan history, of course.”

She nodded. Everyone who attended the Space Navy Academy was well-schooled in their enemy’s physical, societal, and astrographic characteristics.

Pembroke continued. “The Broa are neither strong nor swift. They are small by our standards, and by those of almost every intelligent species in the Pastol database. They reproduce slowly and do not seem any more individually capable than a typical human. Yet, they rule the known universe. Can you explain that?”

“The stargates.”

He nodded. “Correct. Their power comes from absolute control of star travel in their realm. Like the ancient iron horse, everyone in the Sovereignty travels the tracks laid down by their masters, or they do not travel.”

“But the stardrive…”

“Is already known to the Broa.”

“It is?”

“It must be. Stargate and stardrive are brother technologies. If they discovered one, surely they must have discovered the other.”

“Then why don’t they use it?”

“They can’t afford to. The stardrive gives its possessor mobility the Broa don’t want their subjects to have. It would destroy the control they have over them. In fact, our intelligence types think that once enough slave species know about the stardrive, the Sovereignty will come apart at the seams.”

She considered the new thought for long seconds. When she spoke again, her tone was dubious. “It seems logical, I suppose, but won’t that take time, maybe even generations? Once the Broa learn about these Trojan horses, they are going to come looking for us. Then it will be a race to see whether we can subvert their subjects before they find and kill us. From what they told us at the Academy, it’s a race we are liable to lose.”

“What if we throw them off the scent? What if we convince them that the Trojan horses are coming from inside the Sovereignty rather than outside? What if they think one or more of their slave species invented the starship?

“That is the plan, and the reason we need artists so badly. It isn’t enough to build our little starships. We must also disguise their human origins; lay a false trail to send the Broa on a wild goose chase.”

“Wild goose?”

“Sorry. Antique expression. It means to send them into a skewed orbit. Our engineers are good at the technical details, but they lack imagination when it comes to creating an entire alien species out of whole cloth. For that we need artists.”

“You want me to think up an alien species?”

“They are pretty well thought up. They’re small, cuddly beings with six legs. They have to be small to fit in the Trojan Horses we are building. They have a language and a script of their own, but of course, everything in their computers will be duplicated in Broan. Otherwise, how will the slaves read the technical details on how you build a stardrive?”

 “So all of this security is to protect what is basically a fictional story with its own little cartoon characters?”

“Pretty much,” Pembroke chuckled. “You saw how you reacted when I told you what we do here. Think of five billion people plugging in tomorrow morning and getting the news without the benefit of our little chat. This is important, perhaps vitally so. However, it’s not something we can explain to the general public. Later, when the plan has had time to work, it will be different. Now, however, mum’s the word.”

#

 


Chapter Nine

Mark Rykand sat alone in the passenger compartment of the orbital shuttle and watched one of Sutton’s black-brown plains below. Like Luna, Sutton had been periodically bombarded by rocks from space, forming craters with bright rays spewing forth from the impact sites. And like Luna, the surface had been flooded with molten magma at some time in the past to form vast volcanic ‘mares’ that would have made good ground car parks.

At the moment, Sutton was between Brinks and Hideout, and even though it was officially night, the high albedo of the cloud-covered planet caused the moonscape to glisten with a silvery, eldritch glow. As Lisa had noted on their approach following their last patrol, it was surprising how something so ugly could also be beautiful.

“Your ship is in sight, Commander,” the unseen pilot in the cockpit announced over the intercom. “Care to come forward for a look?”

“Yes, thanks,” Mark replied into his vacsuit comm. Although suited, his helmet was lightly tethered to the seat next to him. He unstrapped, recovered the helmet and hung it from its shoulder hook, then pulled himself hand over hand toward the forward hatch, using the backs of the austere passenger seats to move along in microgravity.

Once in the cockpit, he carefully maneuvered his armored legs into the right hand seat and strapped down. The pilot was a twenty-something young kid with a spacer’s close-cut red hair and a galaxy of freckles across his features.

“There it is!” he said, pointing. His vacsuited arm pointed to a low star just above the moon’s limb.

“Doesn’t look like much,” Mark said, squinting to make out detail at this distance. As more than one spacer had noted, the human eye is an inadequate sensor for looking at things in vacuum. His efforts were not helped by the gauzy backdrop of the Crab Nebula, nor by the quiet chatter of the hull radiation detectors.

As was every ship in the fleet, the ground-to-orbit ferry was heavily shielded against the supernova remnant’s residual radiation. Surface parties could avoid the problem by doing their work during ‘nova-night’— periods when the electric blue spark was below the horizon. In orbit, the supernova remnant was ever present and had to be dealt with directly. 

“It will get bigger,” the pilot said, referring to the ship. “We are ten minutes out.”

Mark and Lisa had been eating breakfast in the commissary a week earlier when he’d received word that TSNS Amethyst had reported in the previous evening on the outskirts of the Hideout System. Mark sent a message to the ship’s captain introducing himself and asking when it would be convenient for him to report onboard. After several hours of light-speed delay, he received his reply. Captain Joseph Borsman would be pleased to interview him on the afternoon of the twelfth.

Amethyst grew slowly from a dot of light in the forward windscreen, to a tiny jumble of shapes, to a toy ship, to a full-size war craft. Unlike his last ship, Amethyst did not ape any Broan design. She was a human-built cruiser with a long cylindrical body and the usual forest of antennas and radiators sticking out haphazardly around her periphery. She had two weapons pods and a girdle of spherical fuel tanks around her waist. The pods each contained a dozen superlight missiles, theoretically making her a match for anything in the Broan Navy. Of course, in warfare, theory and practice frequently diverged.

 There followed five minutes of maneuvering in which a series of quiet popping sounds announced the operation of the attitude control jets.  When the bow thrusters fired, a momentary cloud of gossamer appeared beyond the shuttle’s forward bubble. Finally, Amethyst was a massive wall overhead as the cruiser’s dorsal airlock slid slowly rearward, quickly passing from view. A few more pops from the jets and the shuttle shook with a familiar vibration. Several lights on the control panel blinked green and the screen showed the words DOCKING COMPLETE.

“We have arrived, sir. Good luck with your new ship.”

#

Mark exited the docking tube directly into the suiting room aboard Amethyst. As he did so, he was met by four Marines and the Officer of the Deck, an ensign no older than his shuttle pilot. All five were anchored to the deck, which allowed them to obey the command, “Right hand, salute!”

The arms came up smartly, saluted, and then were snapped down in unison after the regulation two-second pause, not waiting for his response. Although microgravity made an answering salute optional, Mark reached out for the “barber pole” just beyond the airlock, levered himself into an “upright” posture, and did his best to emulate their precision before responding, “Permission to come aboard, sir?”

“Permission granted!” came the reply.

“Commander Rykand,” he said by way of introduction as he floated to where the ensign was anchored.

“Ensign Palmer, sir. Welcome to Amy.”

“She’s a new ship, I see.” Actually, he smelled. There was still that trace odor of paint drying that permeates a ship for the first couple of years out of the yards. It wasn’t that the paint had not yet dried, but rather that human body and other odors had not yet built up to overpower the volatile chemicals still being given off by the walls. 

“Yes, sir. We came out of construction dock a month before we took the Big Jump.”

“First time?” he asked. The Big Jump was what the crews called the voyage from Sol to Hideout.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve made it three times now. Trust me; it doesn’t get any shorter with practice.”

“No, sir. Would you like an escort to take you to the captain, sir?”

“Please. I’ve never been aboard this model cruiser before,” Mark replied, pretending not to notice the expression that flashed across the features of a couple of Marines still standing at attention. As Executive Officer, the ship’s Marine detachment would be his responsibility, as indeed, would the entire crew. He resolved to demonstrate at the first opportunity that the look had been unwarranted.

“You can unsuit over there, sir,” the ensign said, pointing out the long bank of coffin-shaped suit lockers that disappeared down a curved passageway. The requisite array of holding fixtures projected from the bulkhead opposite the airlock. 

Mark spent the next five minutes removing his suit. First he backed into the upper holding clamp until he heard the ‘click’ of his backpack seating into the anchor point. Next, secured to the bulkhead, he reached down and opened the waist ring, before shoving the pants down to half staff. He then raised his arms over his head, anchored his boots to the deck cleats, and slowly went into a deep squat to extract his trunk from the hard upper torso assembly. As soon as his head cleared the waist ring, he pivoted in the deck cleats like a skier reversing direction on a downhill run. That allowed him to ‘stand’ at an angle, while avoiding collision with the torso. A quick release of his boots from the cleats and he was floating in mid-air. He jackknifed to bring the boot rings into range of his outstretched fingers. A quick gesture released the boots, allowing him to ease his feet free. He then pushed the suit pants off his legs in a maneuver reminiscent of the way women once peeled off their girdles. A few quick reconnections put the entire assembly back together, sans its wearer. Finally, he removed his ship shoes from a pouch and slipped them on. 

Turning to the waiting ensign, he said, “Lead on.”

Palmer led him through the corridors of the ship toward the control room, which was amidships rather than in the bow. They passed an open hatch through which people in acceleration couches were doing various things while watching lighted screens. Mark and Ensign Palmer floated down the corridor to where a Marine stood anchored.

“Kurosaki, this is Commander Rykand, the new Exec. Please announce him to the captain.”

The relay of orders wasn’t strictly necessary, but the Navy had its traditions. The Marine on guard keyed his comm unit and announced that Commander Rykand, the new Exec, would like to see the captain. He listened to the reply and then said, “You can go in, Sir.”

The hatch powered open and Mark used handholds to pull himself through. Once again he levered himself into a vertical orientation, snapped off a salute with his right hand while holding himself steady with his left, and said, “Commander Mark Rykand, reporting for duty, sir!”

Captain Borsman was strapped into his desk. He looked up at Mark’s entry and waited for the announcement before responding.

“Welcome aboard, Commander. Take a chair and strap yourself in.”

Mark did as he was told, securing himself to a visitor’s chair bolted to the deck.

“I’ve been looking over your record. You aren’t regular navy, are you?”

“No, sir. I came to the service by a rather circuitous route.”

“Tell me about it, Mister.”

Mark quickly sketched how he had been notified of his sister’s death aboard Magellan, had felt they weren’t telling him everything, and set out to find the truth. He recounted how he had made an illegal approach to PoleStar, been chased by security, and in attempting to elude them, happened to look in a port beyond which he’d found a yellow-eyed alien looking back at him.

“After that, I was given the choice of joining the project or spending my days in the lunar prison. I chose to join.”

“Can’t say I approve of a man with such a cavalier attitude toward authority,” Captain Borsman replied. “There will be none of that aboard my ship.”

“No, sir.”

“Continue.”

Mark recounted the first expedition to Broan space and how he had learned Sar-Say’s true identity, and of the utter despair they felt as they fled Klys’kra’t. He spoke of how he had come up with the idea of using Earth’s anonymity as protection while humanity worked to eliminate the Broa as a threat.

“Yes, the Admiral told me that this whole shooting match is pretty much your idea.”

“I made the initial suggestion, Captain. It is far from my idea.”

“Modest, eh?” Borsman asked, regarding him with a stern visage and a gimlet eye. “I’m not sure I like that in an officer, either.”

“Not modest, sir. Just being realistic. I came up with an approach and several thousand other people fleshed it out.”

“So you didn’t attend the Academy?”

“No, sir. I received my commission before we launched the second expedition. I earned it en route.”

One of the things about a year spent in transit, it left plenty of time for study. Both he and Lisa worked hard to absorb all of the online studies required to justify their wearing the uniform of the Space Navy.

“So why have they saddled me with you?”

The question surprised Mark. “This ship has been assigned to the stargate project, sir. Haven’t you received your orders?”

“I have. But why you, Mister?”

“My wife, sir. She will be coming aboard with the scientists. She’s ‘Essential Personnel.’ Official policy is not to break up couples except for ‘extreme need.’”

Borsman nodded. “And if the experiment works, you’ll probably be ordered off my ship so that you can accompany your wife on her next assignment.”

“Probably, Captain, when we reach Earth.”

“If we reach Earth,” Helperin responded.

“Yes, sir.”

“Does the notion bother you, Commander?”

“What, sir?”

“Your secondary status in all of this.”

“No, sir. Lisa is the best Broan translator we have. She is worth a hundred naval officers, possibly more.”

The sound Helperin made was noncommittal. The Captain continued:

“I hope the transient nature of this assignment doesn’t affect the diligence with which you perform your duties.”

“I will do my job the best I know how,” Mark replied, his tone suddenly formal, with a hint of frost in it. “You will have to judge how well I do.”

To his surprise, the captain laughed. “You can be sure of that, Commander. I would have preferred an academy man, but the admiral made it clear that you’ve earned your place.” 

He reached across the desk and extended his hand, which Mark grasped. “Welcome aboard. I have a good crew here. I expect you to make them better.”

#

Lisa was lonely. It had been a week since Mark reported aboard his ship and she was tired of sleeping alone. She was also busy. In fact, she couldn’t remember being busier in her whole life, not even the heady period when she had studied Sar-Say round-the-clock.

Technically, her job was to translate the information in the stargate computers. The problem was that there was a significant difference between the trade speech Sar-Say had taught her and technical Broan. 

She would be reading along, comprehending what was being said well enough, and then encounter a word, phrase, or entire thought that seemed gibberish. Stymied, she would hunt for other usages of the word/phrase to divine meaning from multiple contexts. Having done so, often imperfectly, she would add that word to the project database and begin all over again.

It was tedious work, and no less boring for the fact that it was a necessary precursor to enabling the physicists to do their jobs. She imagined her current situation analogous to the original work on the Rosetta stone, the stone tablet inscribed in both Greek letters and Egyptian hieroglyphics that provided the key to deciphering the writing of the pharaohs.

Nor were her troubles simply of the Broan-to-Standard variety. Earlier in the week, she spent hours tracking down a particularly vexing Broan term. Even after listing a dozen sentences that used the concept, the meaning was still unclear. Frustrated, she sent a note to the technical team asking if anyone could assist. The note came back in less than a minute. Dr. Phonouvong responded, “The word translates as hysteresis.”

Intrigued, she called up the definition of “hysteresis,” and two days later, she still had no idea what the word meant. Whatever it was, apparently it was a big problem when forming the wormhole that connected stargates to one another.

At that moment, her office door opened, emitting the high-pitched squeak that seemed all too common for Sutton-produced hinges. 

“Got a moment?”

She looked up to see a gaunt, white-haired figure enter.

“Certainly, Dr. Svenson.”

“Donaldson thinks he’s found the mother-lode and we’d like your opinion.”

“Mother-lode?”

“The stored specifications for the gate’s aiming system. If he’s got those, we can begin translating the operating system and get on with writing our own interface. Would you check to see if he’s truly found it this time?”

“Glenn Powers would be better at that, Doctor.”

“Powers is busy with Rod Cranston.”

“What is Dr. Cranston complaining about this time?”

“His model of how stargates work isn’t tracking again. He says that all of the detected gravity wave distortions can be accounted for except those from that star due east of us. No matter what he does, he can’t match the waveform to the known stellar cartography. He has Powers helping him search for an explanation.”

Lisa nodded. From discussions during team meetings, she vaguely understood that gravity waves were affected by the gravitational pull of the stars they encountered as they swept through the universe. By measuring the distortion of the wave front, one could map the gravity fields back to a wave’s point of origin. It was an essential ability if one expected to drive a wormhole across the galaxy and have it exit anywhere near the aim point.


Dr. Cranston’s team was trying to validate the stargate theoretical model by comparing the distortion in the waves detected by Brinks’ array of gravtennas to the local star charts. For nearly a week, Cranston had complained the waves from one particular Broan system didn’t match his predictions. He kept muttering something about a missing star.

“If Galen is busy, I’d be pleased to help you, Doctor Svenson. What reference?”

He gave it to her and she keyed in the data. What popped up on her screen was a display very unlike the simple, if dry, jargon-filled explanation she had been working on.

After a moment’s study, she said, “Some sort of four-dimensional table, possibly star coordinates. This last column seems to be a time coordinate. We can check the rest of the numbers against the planetary database to see if they are known systems.”

“Already being done,” Svenson replied. “What about the interspersed text?”

She scrolled through the first few screens of data, all written in the base-12 numbering system the Broa used, interspersed with their dot-and-curl script.

“Hard to say. The jargon level is high, which makes it technical writing. Broan engineers, it seems, have the same tendency as human engineers in that respect.”

 “How long before you can confirm Dr. Donaldson’s conclusion or invalidate it?”

“Eight hours, if I don’t get interrupted.”

“You won’t. I’ve put out the word that if anyone disturbs you, he loses his privileges on the Big Brain for a week.”

She sighed. “Then I’d best get started.”
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Chapter Ten

Dos-Val of the Broan Ministry of Science, gazed at the report that scrolled up his workscreen and flapped his ears in irritation. It had been a quarter-cycle since he had been assigned by the Prime Councilor to look into the case of the wild bipeds and their mysteriously exploding stargate in the Etnarii agricultural system. The deeper he delved into the mystery, the more confused he became.

The facts were not in dispute. A shipload of aliens in a Type Seven freighter had cheated a species of triped ocean-dwellers out of value for services rendered. Later, they reappeared on a distant agricultural world. When a Broan naval vessel entered the system, the miscreants fled. 

The naval vessel gave chase, but the freighter managed to reach the local stargate ahead of its pursuer. However, as it prepared to jump, it exploded, leaving not one atom of its own substance to mix with those of the vaporized gate.

There was a time in the Race’s history when the masses believed in disembodied intelligences. Those days were but a distant memory. Ancestor reverence was well and good, but belief in ghosts had died ages past. Still, how else to explain the disappearance of a shipload of garishly pigmented, hairless bipeds?

Having wrung all of the information he could from Pas-Tek’s report and having assured himself the ship commander omitted nothing, Dos-Val approached the problem from a new direction.

He turned to the data the Ruling Council retrieved from the two worlds the bipeds were known to have visited. Some were visual records of their interactions with the locals. More importantly, he reviewed data on the bipeds’ physiology obtained when they underwent examination prior to entry into the local biosphere.

Civilization contained more than 125 races, with a population on the order of 1216 individuals. Each of those beings carried within them an indelible record of the planet on which their species evolved. The most useful indicator was a species’ optical receptors. By determining the wavelengths to which an individual’s eyes were most sensitive, the spectrum of his home star could be extrapolated.

Likewise, musculature and limb arrangement revealed the gravitational pull of the home world, as well as offered a clue as to biotic conditions. Fins and hydrodynamic sculpting pointed to an aquatic origin; while quadrupeds and centaurs tended to be ground dwellers. Most bipeds were descended from arboreals.

Further, bipeds could be divided into Brachiators and Striders. Brachiators, like Dos-Val himself, were descended from animals whose physical size made it difficult for them to scamper atop vines. They found it more efficient to swing beneath the stalks.

Striders were arboreal quadrupeds whose ancestors were forced out of the vines early in their evolution. They were vertically oriented animals forced to live in the horizontal world of the dangerous ground. The fugitives were obviously Striders.

From the structure of their eyes, he assumed they evolved under a star that emitted yellow-white light, with either a tint of green in its spectrum or a canopy of chlorophyll-laden leaves overhead. Their naked skin spoke of a mean planetary temperature well above the melting point of water. Their well-regulated body temperature put an upper limit on the temperature of their world. The fact that they cooled themselves by evaporation spoke of a planet with a low average humidity, at least in the areas where their kind originally developed. This, in turn, suggested large, continent-sized land masses.

In other words, they came from a planet not unlike Ssasfal. This was not exactly ancestor-astonishing news. Most intelligent beings came from worlds that were at least passable imitations of the Home World.

It was not possible to tell from their eyes whether their yellow star was a giant or a dwarf. However, knowing its approximate spectrum narrowed the search parameters. There were fewer yellow stars in Civilization than orange, and substantially fewer yellow than red; but still far too many to launch a physical search on the little information he possessed.

The fugitives’ biochemistry was nothing special. They shared the basic life code of all carbon-based forms and were close enough to Broan that the two species could consume the same food, with only minor supplements to maintain health. 

It was that very fact that gave him an angle from which to approach the problem.

Carbon biochemistry replicates itself so consistently from world to world that the phenomenon had long been a matter of debate among biologists. One faction maintained that the building blocks of carbon-based life are unique, and therefore, must be found wherever “life” has appeared. Other biologists held that space-borne precursors of life were responsible for spreading the code throughout the galaxy.

Even though the constituents of the bipeds’ life code were common to all living things, the arrangement of those building blocks was unique, as it is on every isolated world. Dos-Val was in possession of their chromosome map, which gave him the key to identifying their home planet.

#

The code of all living organisms was supposed to be filed in the central data banks of Ssasfal. Indeed, the collection of such data was something of a fetish among Those Who Rule. Thus, when the bipeds’ life code did not surface during a search of the databanks, its absence had caused alarm horns to sound at the highest levels of the Ruling Council.

It was one thing for the sector data banks to be incomplete. Civilization was large and unwieldy. It could take as long as a generation for data to percolate from one side to the other. However, it was much less likely for the strangers’ life code not to be in the central databanks. The only logical explanation was that someone had deliberately expunged the data. Such an act was a violation so blatant as to suggest a nefarious intent.

Still, difficult as it would have been to do, it was theoretically possible. A powerful faction or clan with access, opportunity, and resources might have erased a single species. But erasing a whole planet was infinitely more difficult. In fact, it was a task so complex that Dos-Val refused to believe it possible.

Whoever these bipeds were, they were the end product of eons of evolution in the system of the yellow star. An isolated world is a closed evolutionary system. Dos-Val was biologically related to all of the animals of Ssasfal, and to a lesser extent, its plants and microorganisms. These fugitive bipeds were likewise related to the 129 species that evolved with them on their home planet. Of special interest were the microorganisms dutifully recorded during their two medical exams. If he could identify the microorganisms that cohabited within them, then he could find their home world.

Dos-Val’s search had been extensive and costly. The algorithms involved consumed the power of several massive computers for so long that the Minister of Science expressed concern he was wasting resources. Still, the work had the imprimatur of the Prime Councilor, so no one could overrule him. Eventually, all the permutations were tested against every life code in the data banks. There were matches, to be sure. Considering the number of organisms on record, pure chance dictated some codes would be within his search parameters. However, further analysis showed these to be random hits.

One lesson Dos-Val learned as a pup was that when an experiment fails, it is time to question one’s assumptions.

He considered the question for several planetary rotations, becoming ever more frustrated. Eventually, as a mind often does when it is perplexed, a stray thought entered his brain. 

It was a tiny thing, little more than a passing whim. For most members of The Race, it would have disappeared as quickly as it formed. Only his long habit of scientific objectivity caused him to isolate the thought and consider its ramifications.

He got no sleep that night and little over the next three. From its first wisp-like appearance, the idea grew into an obsession. The implications were fantastic, and horrifying.

Finally, exhausted, Dos-Val fell onto his sleeping mat, pillowed by langol rushes, and slept from Faalta-zenith to its rise the following day. Yet, even rested, he could see no flaw in his logic. Unable to dispose of the horrid thought, he entered a confidential code into his communicator.

His news would soon cause sleeplessness across the breadth of Civilization.

#

Zel-Sen, Prime of the Ruling Council, sprawled on his resting frame and watched the latest report scroll across his workscreen. His mood teetered between boredom and exasperation. Having achieved the pinnacle of power among Those Who Rule, it was his job to protect the gains made by the Ancestors. And, of course, to make gains of his own.

Despite his exalted status, his job was surprisingly mundane. Mostly it consisted of what he was now doing… reading reports. This particular report involved a minor, but politically sensitive, matter. Some young scion of one of the Greater Clans had made a mess of his stewardship over a second-tier subservient world, causing widespread disruptions in agricultural output. The Hunt Master of his sector relieved the pup and reassigned him where he would be less disruptive. Unfortunately, the head of the pup’s clan demanded discipline for the Hunt Master. That, in turn, brought it to Zel-Sen’s attention.

Like most problems that survived to his level, there was no easy solution. The Hunt Master was correct in the matter. Too many of the young owed their positions to influence rather than ability. The problem was exacerbated by the perennial shortage of personnel to rule subject worlds. 

The correct thing to do would be to tell the Clan Master to concern himself with the quality of his offspring. Unfortunately, he dared not antagonize the pup’s forebear. So the problem was one of finding a way to assuage hurt feelings while upholding the Hunt Master’s authority. He was contemplating the dilemma when the call of a hunting torpor sounded in his ears.

The signal announced his next appointment. He glanced at the screen. Dos-Val of the Ministry of Science had requested an emergency audience. 

He signaled his acceptance. The door opened and Dos-Val knuckle-walked to the resting frame across from the Prime Councilor. As he settled in, Zel-Sen noted that the scientist appeared agitated.

“Thank you for seeing me,” Dos-Val began without preamble.

“Is this about the missing accountant of the Sar-Dva Clan?”

“Yes, Councilor.”

“Have you discovered where the aliens who kidnapped him may be found?”

“No, Councilor. I have found no clue as to the location of their world.” Dos-Val went on to briefly recount the parameters of the search he had launched. Zel-Sen, who understood the complexity of central data, was impressed — impressed and confused.

Like the scientist, he found it impossible to believe someone had the power to make an entire planet disappear. That is, unless…

“Are you suggesting that our initial suspicions were correct? Has one of the clans discovered a new world and failed to register it?”

“No, Councilor, I do not think so. There should have been an initial record of the discovery, even if the discoverers later decided to keep it to themselves.”

Zel-Sen made the gesture of confusion. “Then we have exhausted the possibilities.”

“Not all of them, Councilor. There is one more we must consider, fantastic though it might seem.”

“Yes?”

The scientist fidgeted in his frame, obviously uncomfortable. Zel-Sen gave him a reasonable time before chiding, “I have a great deal to do today, Philosopher.”

“I believe, Prime Councilor, that we may have a wild species loose in Civilization, using the stargates.”

# 

 


Chapter Eleven

Lisa Rykand stirred in her sleep, stretched, slowly opened her eyes, and then smiled. After a long, troubled time, everything was again right with the universe.

She was floating in mid-air, and she wasn’t alone. Mark was floating with her. They were intertwined, wrapped in the lover’s embrace that is the natural position when two people sleep together in zero gee. 

When a spacer sleeps, the biceps exert more tension at the elbow joint than do the triceps. This causes a sleeper’s arms to bend upward to float in front of them, not unlike the position used by some religions while in prayer. If two people wrap their arms around one another before drifting off to sleep, the natural motion of their arms causes them to remain locked together throughout the night. 

At least, that was the way physiologists described the phenomenon. Lisa preferred to believe that God had exercised His Divine Foresight to design the connubial embrace into the human genome long before the species ever experienced the absence of gravity.

Of course, God benefitted from some technological assistance, as well. While preparing to make love, both she and Mark donned coital leg straps — elastic bands loosely wrapped around their calves just below the knees. The first time they intertwined, the straps engaged, loosely tethering hairy right leg to smooth left, and vice versa. The straps tied them together during coitus, preventing their exertions from setting them adrift. The arrangement eliminated the need for conscious effort to cling to one another, freeing them for the serious business of giving one another pleasure. 

Both she and Mark preferred the leg straps to any of the elastic belts of ingenious design that had long served the same purpose. And, despite elaborate and loving descriptions of the act of microgravity coitus in romance novels, the simple act of penetration did nothing to anchor a floating couple. Male ego notwithstanding, the forces involved vastly exceed the holding capacity of even the strongest penis.

Lisa lay comfortably in Mark’s unconscious embrace, her nose tucked into the fold of his armpit. Each breath brought with it the strangely erotic aroma of his perspiration. She listened to the rhythm of his slow breathing and felt the slow rise and fall of his chest as it massaged her flattened breasts. Everywhere save where her skin was pressed against his, she felt the cool air wafting against clammy skin. Wherever they touched, she felt the burning contact of a kindred soul.

She pulled Mark closer, purposely rubbing her pubic mound against his now-flaccid member. He moaned in his sleep and she felt a delicious chill of wickedness flash down her spine. Momentarily, she considered waking him in one of several ways a wife has to bring her husband back to consciousness. Then her lips curled into a broader smile as she decided against it. Considering the number of times they had made love since her arrival aboard Amethyst, she decided that he needed his sleep.

Yet, sleep for her seemed to have fled, to be replaced by a gentle languor. Lifting her head, she glanced at the chronometer on the bulkhead. The numbers were hazy, as though viewed through a thick fog, but sufficiently distinct for her to make them out. The hour was halfway through mid-watch, and still a couple to go before they were due to get up.

Turning her head, she made out the indistinct outline of the wash basin with its cluster of glowing automatic controls, barely visible in the dim bluish light of a starship pretending that night has fallen. That outline, too, was indistinct, this time appearing as through a spider’s web; as indeed, it was.

In addition to the elastic leg straps, their bed was equipped with a loose fitting cocoon — a descendent of the ancient mosquito net. It was large enough for two people to move within without being overly constrained, yet sufficiently confining that they could use it to brace themselves if their lovemaking required one or both parties to be anchored.

The cocoon served two basic functions. Primarily, it was to restrict lovers to the vicinity of their bed, lest they smash their heads into a bulkhead (or worse, a delicate piece of machinery) during the throes of passion. 

It had another function, one that was understood, but not often spoken of. Its weave was sufficiently loose to allow the passage of cooling air, but tight enough to trap errant globules of fluid that might escape the act of love. Several embarrassing incidents in the early days of spaceflight had been caused by glandular discharges shorting out critical electrical equipment.

Lisa had arrived aboard Amethyst eight hours earlier as part of the first contingent of Stargate Project people. Her early arrival was no accident. Dr. Phonouvong knew her husband was Executive Officer of the Amy and arranged for her to be one of the first to transfer from Sutton to the ship. He’d explained with a smile that it was her reward for working so hard at translating the stargate’s operating instructions.

Normal social rules required Lisa to look demurely downward in that “Aw, shucks!” way and offer that it was nothing anyone else wouldn’t have done. She ignored the rules. Rather, she confined herself to a quiet, “Thank you,” and a large grin.

In fact, it was a reward she richly deserved. For the better part of three standard months, she had worked fifteen hours each day to decipher the gate’s operating principles. At the beginning, she and Mark agreed they would get together once a month to renew their marriage. Their plans had been for naught. There never seemed a good time for her to take the orbital shuttle to his ship, and his new duties prevented him from taking a 24-hour leave on the moon’s surface. Their time apart had been the longest ninety days of her life.

Long, but educational… in the way that getting caught on a raft in the open sea during a hurricane can be said to be “educational.”

It was a time as intense as those first few months with Sar-Say aboard PoleStar. By the time the Broan had become fluent in Standard, she thought she had learned to speak the enemy tongue passably well. Visits to two Broan-controlled worlds increased her confidence in her mastery of the language. 

She now knew better.

As the one-eyed man rules in the kingdom of the blind; her status as the most accomplished human translator of the Broan language disguised the extent of her ignorance. The technical Broan in the stargate database forced her to face her limitations. 

She learned so much, so quickly, that she came to think of her previous facility with the speech as being akin to the argot of an East-End whore, and her newly expanded vocabulary as the dulcet tone of an Oxford Don. It was a mental comparison she wasn’t sure flattered either party.

Conservatively, she estimated that she had increased her knowledge by a factor of three, although with words unlikely to ever come up in daily conversation. There was also a rhythm to the true Broan tongue that was missing from the pidgin trade talk. The difference was like that between a natural language such as Standard and an artificial construct like Esperanto.

As her mother often told her, eventually hard work pays off. With the help of computers that grew smarter by the day, she and the rest of the team managed to translate the working documents of the stargate. What they discovered was that human physics and Broan physics were two different versions of the same subject. Of course, as the physicists pointed out incessantly, it could hardly have been otherwise. After all, both species inhabited the same universe.

The theory of the stargate network was well laid out in the gate records, since the information was intended for maintenance technicians. Week by grueling week, the physicists exhibited ever-growing confidence that they understood the technology. The science of the gates was a subset of standard 11-dimensional universe theory. Although the Broa used a different coordinate transformation than did humans, the technique was no mystery to those who studied such things.

Lisa shifted her position back to the crook of Mark’s arm. As she did so, her husband stirred. She waited for his breathing to return to the slow, measured beat of deep sleep. It did not. She felt his grip on her back tighten and his hot breath in her hair as he asked, “What time is it?”

She told him.

Sighing, he said, “Go back to sleep. We’ve got a couple of hours yet.”

“I can’t,” she replied, plaintively. “I’m wide awake. Keyed up, I guess.”

He stirred. His arms moved until his hands gripped her rib cage just below her breasts. He pushed her away. She could see the black hollows of his eyes shadowed in the dim blue light that filtered through the gossamer cocoon and sensed his intent gaze.

“Is there something I can do to relax you?” he asked, his tone arch as his thumbs moved to press into sensitive flesh.

She smiled, wrapped her arms about his neck, and squeezed.

“I thought you would never ask.”

# 

TSNS Amethyst dropped sublight deep in interstellar space. Around her was a small fleet of ships, including one that wore an oversize ring like a Roman hero with a wreath on his head.

They had come to this particular well-chosen piece of vacuum to test how well the physicists understood what they had learned from the stargate maintenance data.

There is an old saying among soldiers: “Amateurs study strategy, professionals study logistics.” The precursor to victory in all wars is the ability to keep the troops supplied once bullets begin to fly. Even the fastest starship spends a full year traversing the 7000 light-years between Brinks Base and Earth. It took another year to return home. With these long transit times, keeping a forward outpost like Brinks supplied was a struggle. Actually fighting a war was impossible. If nothing could be done to shorten transit times, long before sufficient force gathered for an attack, the need for cargo ships would outstrip Earth’s ability to build them. Luckily, the Broa had the answer. Stargates were the seven-league boots of star travel. 

Amethyst and her sisters rendezvoused deep in interstellar space. The nearest star was a dozen light-years distant, and it was fifty light-years back to Brinks. They had chosen this remote spot with care. For it was here they would take the first step toward building a network of human stargates.

The problem was gravity waves.

Travel via stargate involves discontinuities. One instant, the local mass of the universe contains a starship; the next instant, it does not. Since gravity is caused by the curvature of space-time, which in turn is dictated by the presence of mass, any step-change in mass produces a disturbance that moves outward at the speed of light.

The easiest way for scientists to test their newfound knowledge would have been to haul the Vrathalatar stargate out to the edge of the Hideout System and send a ship through the gate’s focus. However, the jump would generate two expanding gravity waves, each racing outward from the gate in opposite directions.

The nearest Broan-occupied system to Hideout was only ten light-years distant, and in the path of one of the gravity waves a jump toward Earth would produce. That meant that within a decade, the wave would sweep through a Broan-monitored gravtenna. 

To prevent that possibility, human astronomers surveyed local space, looking for some out-of-the-way spot where a starship jump would not be noticed. The point the astronomers eventually chose was a small bubble of space where star production had ceased. Better than its lack of stars was the fact that a gate oriented toward Earth would send gravity waves on a path that would not intersect a Broan-occupied system for nearly three centuries.

They had come to what they were calling “The Void” to set up the gate for its first test. Nor would the jump be a local one. The first test would be a single-ended jump the full 7000 light-years to the New Eden system.

 “In for a penny, in for a pound!” was the way Lisa explained it to Mark after their memorable reunion that first night aboard ship. 

#

Mark Rykand sat in his armored vacsuit in Amethyst’s Combat Control Center. As the ship’s Executive Officer, CCC was his normal jump station. Like the bridge, Combat Control was inside Amy’s armored central core, sandwiched between the engine spaces aft and the bridge forward. The hardened cylinder at the heart of the cruiser was trisected by two heavy bulkheads, and surmounted by an even stronger bow cap, making CCC the safest compartment aboard ship.

Of course, in any space battle, ‘safe’ is a relative term. 

In front of Mark, a half dozen acceleration couches arrayed in a semicircle faced the compartment’s deck-to-overhead-high screens. They were occupied by his staff, specialists whose duties commenced only if they were attacked or damaged. At the moment, they were observers to the action taking place on the bridge, three compartments forward.

The screen on the right was subdivided into several windows filled with multicolor displays. One window showed a view of the bridge itself, a compartment very like the one in which Mark sat. The picture was foreshortened by a wide-angle lens. It showed Captain Borsman strapped into the central control station, with the bridge crew around him. He was working his way through the pre-jump checklist.

“Sensors, are all ships in position?”

“Yes, sir,” Spacer Ramirez, two acceleration couches to the captain’s right, answered after a quick check of her instruments. “All ships are well within the safe zone.”

The ‘safe zone’ was the toroid of space outboard of the ring. The single-ended jump they planned would produce a powerful gravity wave, a wave that would emanate from both sides of the ring and expand outward along its axis in an ever expanding cone. Any ship caught by the wave would be shaken perceptibly, possibly hard enough to knock instruments out of calibration and even cause minor structural damage. 

As on the bridge, the central viewscreen in CCC showed the stargate. It looked, as always, like some giant’s wedding ring. The engineers in the Hamilton had spent the previous week running diagnostics on the gate and orienting it precisely in space for the coming jump. The precision was made necessary by the fact that there was no companion gate at the other end.

“Consumables, Mr. Rykand?” Captain Borsman asked over the intercom.

“Stowed and ready, Captain,” Mark replied without hesitation. “We won’t be able to shower for awhile, but everything is properly tied down.”

In preparation for her journey, Amethyst had taken on three times her normal load of consumables… liquid oxygen, water, and foodstuffs. It was the latter that had caused Mark the most problems. He ran out of space in the hold, and was using every available bit of spare cubic. Like on the submarines of old, they would have to eat the shower stalls clean before they could use them.

The extra consumables were insurance in case something went wrong. The most likely malfunction was that the jump field would collapse from overload and they would be vaporized. There was little they could do about that. However, they were jumping blind across 7000 light-years of space, aiming to materialize in empty space just outside the New Eden system. If that happened, there would be no need for the extra supplies. But an error in alignment of only a few tenths of a degree could cause them to emerge hundreds of light-years from their destination.

If they returned to normal space to find themselves wildly off target, they would have to cross whatever gulf of space lay between them and Sol. The increased consumables were insurance that they would have the endurance to do so.

“All right, Mr. Rettinger, you may move us into the gate.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” the pilot responded.

The gate expanded on Mark’s screen until the swirl-decorated sides touched the edges and then disappeared, to be replaced by a black vista sprinkled with diamond points of light. Several secondary screens switched to the side cameras to display the ring’s inner diameter. A faint glow could be seen building up on the surface, an indication that the jump field was being charged.

“All departments, report readiness to jump,” the captain ordered.

There followed a well-oiled chorus of voices. Mark listened to the parade of acknowledgements until only two departments remained. “Combat control, ready to jump,” he reported. 

Finally, Captain Helperin announced, “Bridge, ready to jump. Pilot, you may jump when ready.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

There followed five seconds of silence, which were finally broken by the jump alarm—by tradition, the ancient klaxon of the submarine service—and Pilot Lieutenant Davis Rettinger’s Texas twang.

“ALL HANDS. THE GATE SHOWS FULL POWER. WE JUMP IN THIRTY SECONDS… FIFTEEN…TEN…FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE, JUMP!”

There was no sensation. 

One instant, the forward camera showed blackness with a speckling of white points; the next, it showed the same. The side cameras, which had been focused on the interior surface of the gate, went suddenly black. Not the black of no signal, but of deep space.

After all the tension leading up to the jump, their quiet arrival somewhere else was an anticlimax.

The captain’s voice came over the intercom.

“Astrogator, figure out where we are.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

There followed a long pause in which tension began to build anew.

#

 


Chapter Twelve

Grimaldi Crater lies on the Moon’s western limb, where it is perpetually in profile to Earth-bound observers. The crater was formed when a large asteroid traveling at 30 kilometers per second smashed down onto Oceanus Procellarum, the Sea of Storms. The nickel-iron rock burrowed 20 kilometers deep before coming to a halt. Then, in less time than it takes to blink, the overlying strata exploded upward, ejecting an incandescent geyser of molten rock skyward at several times the Moon’s escape velocity. 

Even as the incandescent plume rose silently into the black sky, residual heat softened the surrounding strata and turned the rock to magma. Glowing rivers flowed into the 140-kilometer-wide crater, turning it into an incandescent lake. 

As the cauldron cooled, a pumice-like skim formed on the surface, trapping heat and gas deep in the slowly solidifying rock. As the crater cooled over a thousand years, the gas formed voids in the frozen lava. Even up to modern times, these pockets of gas occasionally found a path to the surface, producing vapors in the vacuum of the crater. The sight of these wispy fogs had delighted early astronomers unused to viewing changes in the Moon’s surface.

Slowly, over eons, the Earth-Moon tug-of-war pulled the orbiting debris from the sky. Most blazed across the terrestrial heavens to burn up harmlessly in the atmosphere, although the larger chunks gouged gaping holes in the young continents. 

Most of the voids trapped below the crater’s surface were small. One particular void, however, was epic in scope. A massive gas bubble was caught in the slowly thickening magma, which, when it cooled, resulted in an ovoid cavern some 200 meters across. 

Also buried beneath Grimaldi Crater were the remnants of the spent nickel-iron asteroid. The asteroidal material was first identified when scientists analyzed the orbits of the earliest lunar satellites. They dubbed the subterranean iron mass a “mascon.”

The first colonists were drawn to the crater by the commercial possibility of mining that iron. However, when a consortium performed seismic studies, they discovered the treasure was buried too deeply for economic extraction. Their studies did, however, reveal the massive void that underlay the crater. 

Disappointed, the Mayor of Grimaldi City raised sufficient capital to bore a shaft down into the bubble. Crews sealed the walls and the city used the void as a reservoir for their air supply.

There matters remained until Magellan brought home news of the Broa. After the second expedition, a frightened Parliament voted to erect a Solar System Defense Network. The Grimaldi bubble was judged the perfect location for the network’s impregnable nerve center.

Technician First Class Heather Gramm, a Lunarian born-and- bred, knew almost nothing of the geological history of the Grimaldi Defense Center. But she knew that it was the biggest empty space she had ever seen. Illuminated by floodlights overhead, with humidity added by the exhalations of two thousand people, the center was large enough to have its own weather… another phenomenon alien to a native Lunarian. When she was off duty, Heather often lay on her back in an empty cubicle; head cradled in the palms of her hands, and watched the transparent wisps of nascent clouds carried aloft by ventilator streams.

Indeed, after nearly two years spent monitoring the instruments that would detect a Broan attack and coordinate Sol’s defense, she still felt a thrill every time she happened to glance upward. The center psychologist diagnosed it as a mild touch of agoraphobia and nothing to worry about. It was a malady common to tunnel-dwelling Lunarians exposed to the big subterranean bubble.

GDC had been established on the Moon because it would take an explosion almost as large as the one that created Grimaldi to destroy the Solar System’s premier command-and-control node. If anyone were to attack Sol, Grimaldi had hundreds of ships and thousands of superlight missiles at its disposal. Depending on how serious the attempt, there was a good chance the first wave would be stopped out beyond the orbit of Saturn. After that, depending on how serious the Broa were, Earth’s commanders were far less confident.

 “How was your date with Dreamboat?” Technician Specialist Prudence Hopewell asked from the control station to Heather’s right.

“Pretty good. You have to watch his hands, is all. They have minds of their own.”

“Or at least are controlled by the ‘small head,’” Prudence replied with a laugh.

“You could say that about all of them, couldn’t you?” Heather responded.

There was a beeping noise from her console. Simultaneously, a red dot appeared on a black star field. Suddenly, her romantic encounter of the previous evening was forgotten as she scanned her status screens. Nodding subconsciously, she keyed for her supervisor, whose station was two rows back and one level up from her own.

“What is it, Gramm?”

“I have a signal, sir. Comm laser. Standard fleet model. Coming from Sagittarius.”

“Odd,” Specialist Ferguson replied. “Navy ships don’t usually approach from that quadrant. Any message yet?”

“No, sir. Just the carrier. Triangulation puts them out beyond Jupe.”

“How are the gravity wave detectors?”

“Quiet, sir. It appears to have dropped out of superlight.”

“All right. Let me know as soon as they begin transmitting. Once you have them identified and have verified their security code, send the usual ‘Welcome Home’ message and ask their intentions. What’s the communications lag?”

“Fifty minutes.”

“If you haven’t received a reply within two hours, go to Alert Level Four.”

“Yes, sir. Verify identity, send welcome, and receive reply. If nothing in two hours, Alert Level Four.”

“Keep me apprised of any changes. Ferguson out.”

“Gramm Out.”

#

For once, Nadine Halstrom was not at her desk. She and her husband were standing on the North Rim of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. It was her first vacation in two years and she was determined to enjoy it. More specifically, she was determined to not think about the war until she was back at her desk in Toronto some four days hence.

Having spent the night in the North Rim Lodge, a rustic building constructed in the late 21st century to replace an earlier lodge that had burned down, she and Harold hiked along the rim trail to Bright Angel Point, just down the hill from the lodge. The point was reached by clambering along a ferrocrete path that stretched along a narrow ridge leading to a promontory. In places, the trail was only two meters wide. Nadine discovered that she felt lightheaded in those spots and had to be warned by her husband not to look down. 

The dizziness was caused by having one’s left eye focused on the floor of Bright Angel Canyon, a full kilometer below, and the right eye focused in Roaring Springs Canyon, a slightly smaller tributary canyon. The struggle between watching the path on which one walked and the two distant landscapes on either side caused Nadine’s brain to begin screaming “TILT”.

After that, she didn’t look down as she and her husband of thirty years made their way single file to the overlook at the end of the promontory. There, a wide spot was mercifully bordered by a centuries-old chain-link fence. 

They stood and gazed out across the canyon to the banded red-and-buff strata that climbed the walls of the South Rim, some twenty kilometers remote. A cold wind tugged at their clothes and caused Nadine’s hair to blow around her face as she peered intently into the late afternoon haze. The two of them were trying to catch a glimpse of the river in the center of the canyon, a kilometer-and-a-half below her vantage point and ten kilometers distant.

“God, this puts things in perspective, doesn’t it, Harold?”

“It does indeed,” her husband replied, pulling her closer to share his body heat with her. “It’s hard to remember today’s crises when compared to the eternity of this place.”

“To forget the day’s cares even for a bit…” Her sigh was the wistful exhalation of someone with too many cares.

The biggest problem with a war where there was no apparent action, she had discovered, was keeping the population focused on the job at hand. The past eight years highlighted the remarkable resilience of the human race. They had gone from a world where no one living remembered what war was like, to as militarized a society as had ever been seen in human history.

Not that everyone strutted around in uniforms, goose-stepping down the street in rigid rectangular formation. It was nothing like the grainy black-and-white newsreels of the twentieth century, or even the primitive video of the twenty-first.

On the surface, everyone went about their job as they always had. Bankers still worried about interest rates, doctors still attended ailments that baffled the autodocs, and crinjiliers still repaired samrons. But the sameness was only on the surface. All of humanity’s efforts now went into supporting the war. Much of industry that had once built ground cars, aircraft, and surface ships had been diverted to the construction of starships and all of the things that went into them.

Factories that once built computers for every aspect of society still did so. But they also built superlight torpedoes, gravity wave detectors, and all manner of devices for living and working in microgravity.

Long abandoned mines had reopened to supply the metals needed for re-arming the human race. They were even pumping oil again after a hiatus of some 90 years — this time for chemical feedstock rather than combustion.

And yet, despite having made the transition to war production, it was hard to remember there was a war on. Grumbling could be heard regarding the level of taxation, and second guessing was rampant as to whether an activist approach to the Broa had been the correct decision. An active protest movement had been mobilized and was busy chipping away at public support for the war.

There were even those who believed the Broa were a government plot, that they didn’t really exist; and this despite the fact that there was a living, breathing representative of the species on Luna!

There were so many decisions to be made, allocations of scarce resources, personnel clashes to be ironed out, and budgetary balances to be maintained. Each seemed to require the personal attention of the World Coordinator.

As a girl in school, Nadine had been struck by how much older American presidents seemed when they left office compared to when they entered…this in the time when the U.S. had been the world’s sole superpower. She now understood the process that wore them down. It was wearing her down and if she kept at it much longer, it was liable to kill her. Already her doctors warned her about her blood pressure.

That was the reason for this vacation with Harold. The plan had been to forget her job for awhile, to offload the weight of the world onto her assistants’ shoulders, and to forget everything, especially the Broa.

More easily said than done, unfortunately. She could shut off her hand computer and cut her communicator out of the net, but she couldn’t shut off her mind. No matter how magnificent the view of nature, it didn’t help her sleep any better at night when her mind insisted on reviewing some decision that she had no way of changing now.

Still, it was good to get away for awhile.

So she held onto her husband and watched the sun sink toward the horizon. As it did so, the canyon before her disappeared into blue and purple shadows. This was why she had come here. Sunset from the North Rim was one of the natural wonders of the world. If anything could take her mind off her troubles, this could…

She sensed the presence behind her more than heard it. Long years in public service had given her that ability. The sun had just disappeared behind the wall of Bright Angel Canyon. Orange still tinged the western sky and the shadows had started to darken to a deeper purple. She drank in the view for a few seconds, then sighed and turned.

“Yes, Major?”

The head of her security detail stood apologetically behind her. He and his dozen or so cohorts did their best to look like the other tourists, and failed more because of the effort than in spite of it. She wasn’t sure what it was. Perhaps the ramrod-straightness of his backbone, or the subtle bulge where his sidearm hung beneath one armpit. Or perhaps it was the unobtrusive communications suite tucked into one ear.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. The assistant coordinator has forwarded a message marked ‘urgent.’”

“Aren’t they all?” she asked, trying not to show her irritation. After all, her guardian was merely relaying the message, not originating it. “What is it?”

“A ship has dropped sublight at the edge of the Solar System. They claim to be the Cruiser Amethyst, a month out of Brinks Base.”

For a moment, the import of his words did not register. There was a regular courier service between Sol and humanity’s forward base in the Sovereignty. They carried dispatches, supplies, and mail…

“A month you say?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.

“Yes, ma’am. It seems we have obtained an enemy stargate and used it to make the jump in zero time. Amethyst reports that they are carrying full data and experts on stargate technology.”

“Thank you, Major.”

As the security man retreated to his overwatch position, she turned back to her husband, intertwined an arm with his, and laid her head on his shoulder. The wind had picked up, but she barely noticed. She was determined to watch the rest of the sunset. And later, they would have a steak dinner in the lodge, and some wine, before catching a fast jumper back to Toronto. She had almost finished a whole week of vacation before work intruded, a new record!

Somehow, she didn’t mind.

For the second time, the expeditionary force had come through. First they purloined a planetary database from an alien world, a treasure trove they were still exploiting. And now they had the secret that would make it possible to take this war to the enemy.

Humankind’s little problems might be transient compared to the age of the rocks beneath her feet; but they weren’t nothing. And sometimes, humanity won one!

#


Chapter Thirteen

The Council Chamber of Civilization had been considered spacious three great-gross cycles earlier when Zel-Sen’s clan led a fractious alliance to victory in the last great campaign of political consolidation. For six generations, an amalgam of loosely affiliated family groups waged war for dominance of Ssasfal. Slowly they conquered their rivals, first in the forests of West Continent, and then the spacious vistas of the Eastern Islands. 

The last holdouts belonged to the Great Federation of the Iskar Mountains. After more than thirty cycles of war, the two sides came together in the Battle on the Shore. At battle’s end, the Leader of the Iskar was dead and Zel-Sen’s ancestors ascendant.

There followed a great consolidation, heady times in which a worldwide culture was forged, one that had remained remarkably stable for a gross of generations. It was a culture originally forged in the forest tops of the home world and subsequently imposed across Civilization.

The Race had lived in the vine tops since the earliest arboreals sharpened sticks for tools. It was safer than life on the ground, especially since droughts caused the early clans to move frequently to new feeding grounds. The thin stalks and runners of the upper forest were too weak to support the weight of the large strider predators that prowled the forest floor. So long as a person kept above where a mawmouth might jump or reach with its claws, the carnivorous beasts represented little threat to the early Broa.

However, the Race paid dearly for this safety. Like most intelligent species, Broan young were slow to mature, and since a mother carrying a cub needed both hands free to swing from vine to vine, it made evolutionary sense to limit brood size to a single cub. Only when the cub developed sufficient reach to safely brachiate on its own did her fertility return, and then only in periods of plenty.  Drought conditions delayed the onset of estrus further as a defense against famine. The conditions that produced fertility in the Broan female required a delicate balance that was not easily duplicated anywhere but the vine tops of Ssasfal. It was this historic ‘one offspring at a time’ adaptation that was modern society’s largest problem.

There was also the competition from other forest dwellers for food. An early staple was the lossa fruit that grew in great clusters of succulent purple orbs suspended beneath the tangled mat of vegetation that made up the middle forest. Above this interlocking layer were the bright uplands; and below, the gloomy floor. With their nests high in the vines, gathering parties ventured down into the lower gloom to harvest the plump fruit. 

They were not alone.

Colorful four-wingers buzzed around, darting forward to hover on wings moving too quickly to be seen as they pierced the orbs with spike-like proboscises. Slow moving vine-imitators also feasted on the lossa. They were a danger because their fleshy, legless bodies were camouflaged to resemble the vines themselves. An unwary traveler who reached for an anchor, only to find an imitator in his grasp could easily fall to his death.

But the Race’s mortal enemies were the pelen, small six-legged, warm-blooded vermin that ate everything in their path. Pelen traveled in swarms and their approach was heralded by the loud crackling noise they made as they chewed through wood. Their progress was marked by a wide brown swath of dying vegetation.

Upon the first hint of a swarm’s approach, watchmen blew alarm horns, sending a wailing call out to all members of the clan. The sounding of the horn was the signal to rush to the gathering grounds. Able-bodied males grabbed spears and positioned themselves between the mindless eaters and the clan’s fruit supply. A standard defense called for half the hunters to perch atop the midlevel mat while the other half waited below, suspended by one arm with the other holding a short, sharp spear.

When the swarm reached the defense line, the hunters slashed and stabbed wildly to send dead and dying vermin crashing through the leaves to the darkness of the forest floor below. 

While males slowed the pests’ advance, females with cubs on their backs brachiated wildly, stripping fruit and placing it into harvest bags until they were nearly too full to lift.

In the mad rush to defend or harvest, males and females sometimes lost their grip. Those who could not quickly reestablish an anchor went crashing into the darkness below. Such accidents invariably resulted in a short, sharp death scream and increased snarls from the great beasts attracted by the smell of blood as the slain pelen rained down upon them.

A successful defense required close coordination. Holes had to be plugged quickly and orders followed with instant obedience. This led to an authoritarian ruling structure within the clans, leaders whose task it was to defend the forest. It was only natural for Zel-Sen’s ancestors to extend the forest culture to the whole of the planet following the Great Consolidation.

With central rule came the decision to build a single grand capital, one worthy of a newly unified Race. Once the site for Old City was chosen, no expense was spared. The greatest architect of the day was put in charge of building the new city, to be named Valar.

Yet, grand as the city was, it was too small for the modern era. Constrained by its defensive wall, Old City could not be expanded. Beyond the walls, a wide greensward encircled the battlements. The cleared approaches had once been a defensive killing field. They were now a park, a place of flowers and stone sculptures. 

At the end of the green lay a ring of modern office buildings constructed by the Great Clans in the diverse styles of their home regions. Beyond the towers lay another green barrier, and encircling all, the sprawling warren where the subservients lived.

Tradition prohibited powered vehicles within the battlements of Old City. During the day, foot traffic congested the broad avenues. The overcrowding was not the fault of the genius who designed the city. He built for his own time and built grandly. He could hardly be blamed for underestimating the growth that would take place with the coming of the stargate.

#

Zel-Sen gazed out over the assembled clan masters from his perch high above the council floor. What he saw was controlled chaos. 

The Council Chamber was a huge circular hall with a raised island at its center where Zel-Sen stood. He scanned the full circle and found the hall near its capacity. As custom demanded, the surrounding floor of polished pink granite was unadorned by furniture or accoutrements. It was merely a place for the Rulers of Civilization to congregate and debate matters of importance. Today, the assembled clan masters milled about shoulder-to-wide-shoulder in a random molecular motion that never ceased. 

The chamber was large enough to have a distinct echo when empty. It did not echo today. Not only was it filled with bodies, but the building’s sound suppression field was running at full power, giving the crowd noise a curiously dead aura — much like the dense fogs that often blanked the capital of the Eastern Islands. 

Immediately after Consolidation, membership in the Ruling Council was limited to only the most powerful clans. However, over the many great-gross cycles since, history conspired to broaden council membership far beyond the original two dozen.

The modern council barely fit in the ancient building. There were periodic suggestions that a larger hall be constructed, but custom decreed the laws of Civilization be made only in this place. Nor had it proved viable to reduce the size of the membership. Individual clans were too protective of their hard-won privileges to give them up voluntarily.

With the discovery that pathways could be driven beneath the substance of space-time to nearby star systems, the Ancestors went exploring. What they found was that life is ubiquitous, and intelligence is found in many of the star systems where life has developed.

The Ancestors took what they learned fighting pelen and applied it to each alien race. A threat that cannot be controlled is one that cannot be allowed to exist. And so it was that the Great Consolidation was taken to the stars.

The stargate proved the perfect instrument for conquest. No species lacking the gate could stand against them. Each race was locked into its home prison of space and time, and only the Race had the key to the cell door. If a species resisted, Broan war craft appeared without warning in their skies. Nor was post-conquest resistance effective. The Ancestors quickly developed strategies to handle recalcitrant species. Usually, the Race was able to turn an alien population docile within a generation or two. Those who could not be tamed were exterminated.

But a successful conquest was not without its problems. For once a world has been captured, what exactly does one do with it? 

In the case of most worlds, the answer was “not much.” Each world was organized to provide the most benefit to the Race. However, many planets could not be occupied directly… either because of inhospitable climate, or chemical poisons, or dangerous microorganisms. Even worlds that proved hospitable were usually not permanently occupied. The Race’s low birthrate did not provide sufficient snouts each generation for Ssasfal to exercise direct control over its widespread holdings.

It had been inevitable, then, that lesser clans would be given suzerainty over conquered systems when the Great Clans were unable to provide personnel to do so. Slowly, Those Who Once Served transformed themselves into Those Who Now Rule and demanded a place on the council.

Zel-Sen let the history of this place run through his mind while he waited for the time mark that would signal the start of the session. Soon battle horns sounded, as they had for generations in the middle forest. It was time to begin.

He moved forward to stand on the dais that let him be seen by all. In many ways, the announcement platform reminded him of a traditional stage, where the performers balanced on a net spread taut across the vine tangle of the mid-layer, and the audience gazed down from their perches overhead. However, Zel-Sen was the one gazing down from on high. The arrangement did not feel natural, perhaps because it was the arrangement used by so many strider species.

He stood erect, pulling himself to his full height, and began to speak. His amplified words echoed back to him from the far corners of the hall. 

“Clan Masters, you will note that only members of the council are present today. There are no staff members recording this meeting, nor are there subservients anywhere in Old City. This is a sealed conclave and you are sworn to secrecy by ancestor oath. I ask you all to acknowledge your understanding of these strictures.”

He waited for each master to thumb his personal computer and record his acknowledgement. Within a dozen heartbeats, a buzz in his ear indicated that all present had acknowledged their responsibilities.

“I will now tell you why you are here today. The news is as startling as it is disturbing. 

“Clan Masters. We believe there is a wild species loose in Civilization!”

#

Along with intelligence comes the power of speech, or at least, of communication. It was a logical necessity. Without the ability to communicate, intelligence is of little use.

While taciturn when supervising subservients, Masters were highly vocal among themselves. As he knew it would, Zel-Sen’s announcement set off a storm of exclamations. The sudden roar was so quick that the sound suppression field took a moment to deaden it.

Zel-Sen touched a hidden screen. Dos-Val ascended a ramp into view of the clan masters. As the scientist knuckle-walked to the podium, the furious chattering died away. 

Zel-Sen scanned his screen and selected the name of one of the oldest councilors to be first to speak.

“Bal-Tan of the Bal-Col,” his words echoed through the hall. “You wish to comment?”

“An inflammatory statement,” the grizzled oldster called. Like the Prime Councilor, his words were easily picked up by the sound sensors in the domed roof and directed to all present. “I presume you have evidence.”

Zel-Sen made the gesture of the affirmative. “I will ask Dos-Val of the Ministry of Science to explain what we have found.”

The Prime Councilor stepped aside and Dos-Val took his place. The scientist quickly sketched the situation. He told of how the fugitive bipeds came to the attention of Those Who Rule, and how the same two individuals were identified on two different planets a dozen jumps distant from one another.

“They called themselves Vulcans at Klys’kra’t, the first planet they visited, and Trojans at Pastol, the second. They used different epidermal paint schemes, but their biochemistry was identical. Apparently, the coloring was an attempt at disguise. Naturally, we originally thought we were dealing with a shipload of known criminals. That perception changed in the Etnarii system. The biped ship left its parking orbit about the agricultural planet of Pastol just as Commander Pas-Tek’s ship arrived…”

Dos-Val recounted the long chase by the Avenger Blood Oath as the bipeds fled toward the system’s stargate. “The fugitives made it to the star gate just in front of our ship, and began the jump sequence. Then, their ship appeared to explode, vaporizing the surrounding gate.”

Dos-Val pressed a control and the holographic image of the explosion appeared over his head. The assembled clan masters watched in silence as the freighter entered the gate, began to charge its generators, and then vaporized.

“Note that I said ‘appeared’ to explode,” Dos-Val exclaimed, picking up the narrative. “The explosion was extraordinarily violent and destroyed the gate. However, I do not believe the aliens were caught in it. Commander Pas-Tek made meticulous recordings and took readings of the local density of the gas cloud afterward. When we integrated his readings, we found only the mass of the gate. Of the Type Seven freighter, there was no trace.”

“That’s impossible,” an unidentified master called out. His words wafted upward to Dos-Val naturally. “How could a ship explode and leave no trace?”

“We do not believe it exploded. The aliens we seek somehow created the illusion after leaving the gate.”

“Do you suggest they left a bomb behind after they jumped?”

“They did not jump,” Dos-Val said. “No gravity wave was detected and Blood Oath was close enough that they would have been able to feel the disturbance without instruments.”

 “Then where is it?” the heckler shouted. This time, his words were picked up by the sound system and wafted over the assembled masters. There was a general murmur of agreement.

“That is a very good question,” Zel-Sen said, returning to the stage. “Answering it may well be the most important challenge the Race has yet faced.”

#

 


Chapter Fourteen

For the third time in his life, Mark Rykand sat in the wide, comfortable seat of a bullet car on the short trip from Zurich to Meersburg. The first time he’d ridden this line had been that awful morning after he’d learned of Jani’s death. He barely remembered the journey, consumed as he had been with grief and a burning desire to learn the truth. Of the rocket-like sprint through the Swiss countryside and under Lake Constance, he had no clear memory at all. 

The second time followed the return of the first expedition into Broan space. He and Lisa had cuddled together one bright summer day and watched green fields filled with cows and vineyards slip by at 500 KPH, while soft rhythmic jolts pressed their bodies together as the car leaped from accelerator ring to accelerator ring, with nothing but Newton’s three laws to hold it aloft in the intervening gaps. 

The trigger for that previous trip had been a summons to Stellar Survey Headquarters to report in person on what the expedition had found. It had been a journey as emotion-filled as the first, although less debilitating. Mark remembered being sad then, too; partly out of remembrance for lost Jani, but also because of the news they were delivering. 

And now they found themselves summoned once more. Amethyst barely made parking orbit when the orders came through. The message on each of their comm units was written in the usual clipped Navalese: “Lieutenant-Commander Mark Rykand is relieved as Executive Officer and ordered to report in company with Lieutenant Lisabeth Rykand to Fleet Headquarters, Europe, on or about 15 February 2353 for debriefing and reassignment.”

Captain Borsman had one of those I Told You So! looks in his eyes as he read the order. His only comment was, “That didn’t take long, Commander. They must be in a hurry.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well good luck. I’ll forward my evaluation on to Fleet HQ once I arrange for Amy’s re-supply. You have nothing to fear from it.”

“Thank you, sir. It was good serving under you.”

“It’s been good having you aboard. Better get moving. You’ve less than two hours before that shuttle docks.”

The shuttle was crowded. In addition to Mark and Lisa, half the Project Stargate scientists were aboard. The party split up at Sandia Spaceport, with the scientists hustled off to God knows where, while he and Lisa made their way to the suborbital rocket terminal to catch their flight to Zurich.

As usual, returning to Earth and breathing real air, even the air of the spaceport concourse, was exhilarating. The feeling didn’t last long. As they passed through the transfer tube gate, they found an Ensign waiting for them. He carried supplementary orders and two garment bags. Mark accepted the data transfer and read the orders while Lisa unsealed the bags, first one and then the other.

“We’ve got to hurry,” Mark said, closing the cover of his communicator and tucking it back into his uniform coveralls. “They’re holding the suborbital for us.”

“These are dress uniforms,” Lisa said, checking size labels. “And they’re our sizes.”

“We’ve orders to arrive in Meersburg by 20:00 Local, and be in them.”

Unlike his previous two visits, this time they arrived at Zurich Space Terminus just as the sun was setting. For once the weather was clear enough to see the surrounding Alps, their snowcapped peaks aflame with a red-orange hue.

By the time they boarded the bullet car, evening had descended on the world beyond the curved glass of the observation blister. A half moon low in the west wanly illuminated fields of skeletal vines topped by white blankets of newly fallen snow. In the distance, the lights of sturdy farmhouses marched into view and then disappeared astern with a familiar alacrity. Each passing second brought with it an electric-blue flash, accompanied by a gentle shove, the visual and physical cues that the car had traversed another accelerator ring.

“There’s the lake,” Lisa said, pointing to a wide, flat blackness in front of them. Dots of colored lights marked the location of various watercraft out for a nighttime sail, while the blinking strobes of a vehicle ferry could be seen near the southern shore. The scene was only visible for a few seconds.

Mark patted her hand and ordered her to take a breath. “If you don’t, you are going to pass out.”

To his surprise, Lisa’s mood had changed at Sandia Spaceport. She was excited on the trip down from orbit, despite the sheath of superheated plasma that danced a few centimeters from her nose. She literally squirmed against the restraining straps. Her joy seemed to peak when the first breath of real air washed over them as the airlock opened after landing.

That joy persisted until they encountered the ensign in the concourse. Their supplemental orders had changed her mood. Her excitement morphed into a slowly increasing tension that grew the closer they got to Meersburg.

He’d asked her what was wrong, and received the standard answer known to husbands down through the ages: “Nothing.”

In the intervening hours, nothing had grown into something, but she still refused to say what. She answered his comment with a non sequitur.

“I really don’t see why we have to…” she said, her voice petering out as she gazed pensively beyond the car. Each time they passed through the focus of a ring, her features were put in stark relief by the accompanying flash. It should have hurt their eyes, but didn’t. The plastic of the observation dome absorbed the spark’s ultraviolet wavelengths.

“Because the Admiral said so,” he replied, attempting to cajole her out of her mood. “The orders read, ‘Report to Fleet Headquarters – Meersburg in full dress uniform.’ When you raise your hand and take the oath, that means you have to do what the admiral says. If we don’t, they’re liable to ship us back to Brinks.”

“At the moment, I wish we’d never left,” his wife said, looking at him with a scowl.

Soon, the outer darkness became a lighted tunnel. At the same time, their ears popped. The Count Otto Von Zeppelin Tunnel was the last stage of their journey. Beyond lay the glass and steel pyramid that had once been Stellar Survey Headquarters and was now Space Fleet HQ – Europe.

#

Save for the different holographic sign in the terminal, Fleet Headquarters might have still belonged to the Stellar Survey. No, that wasn’t right, Mark thought. There were a lot more uniforms in evidence than there had been. In fact, the ratio of uniforms to civilian attire was essentially reversed from his first visit.

“Where do you suppose we go?” Lisa asked. Mark had both kit bags containing their effects in one hand and the other looped around his wife’s waist.

“I suspect this clean-cut young man is about to tell us.”

In front of them, making his way through the crowd, a youngish man in the uniform of a Space Marine Lieutenant strode with the air of someone who knows where he is going. His uniform bore the insignia of a Dog Robber, an Admiral’s Aide. And if that weren’t enough, he was looking right at them.

“Commander Rykand? Lieutenant Rykand?”

“Yes,” Mark answered for both of them.

“Lieutenant Renaldi. I’m here to escort you upstairs. Do the uniforms fit?”

“They do,” Lisa answered. “How did you know our measurements?”

“Fleetcom got them from your ship about the time you were embarking. I had them whipped up before you hit atmosphere.”

“What’s this about, Renaldi?” Mark asked.

“The admiral’s planning a small ceremony and a dinner afterward. You two are the guests of honor.”

Their guide scurried off and they had to move briskly to keep up. He led them up the escalator, across the cavernous foyer with its polished marble floor, to the V.I.P. lift. The first time Mark visited this building, he’d been whisked all the way to the top. This time, they stopped on the sixth floor. Renaldi ushered them to a three-meter tall door that seemed to have been cast out of single block of black crystal.

“Toes on the balk line, backs straight, stand at attention, Commander, Lieutenant. When the door opens, march straight forward until you reach the steps. Stand at attention until your names are called. Do you understand the instructions?”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Lisa said, “but we don’t understand…” Soft music began to emanate from all around them.

“Good luck. I’ll see you afterward.”

Feeling foolish, Mark stood at attention with Lisa beside him for nearly a minute. The music quickly increased in volume and resolved itself as the prelude to Ad Astra, the anthem of the Space Navy. As the final trumpet flourish of the prelude ended and a full orchestra blasted into the melody, the door began to swing open. Beyond lay another vast space with a polished marble floor, except it wasn’t empty.

Standing on either side of a gleaming center aisle was a double rank of Space Marines, resplendent in their crimson dress uniforms, laser rifles held at ‘present arms’ with millimetric precision, the black stocks contrasting with the white gloved hands that held them. Behind the Marines, drawn up in small phalanxes, were at least one hundred other military personnel of all services and ranks. Standing in the gaps between formations were two gaggles of civilians.

At the first drum beat, Mark and Lisa stepped off and marched forward toward the gleaming white dais with three marble steps leading to a raised platform. On the platform stood several officers, including half a dozen admirals.

Somewhere deep within Mark, a small voice chuckled at the anachronism of a starship navy requiring its officers to learn to march. That had been his attitude when he and Lisa attended a three-day military orientation following their induction into the Navy just before departing for Brinks the second time. They learned such things as the hierarchy of command, how to wear the uniform, and most bizarrely, they’d spent a full afternoon on a dusty hop-ball field, learning to march in formation.

The reason behind the ancient tradition, once used to maneuver masses of men in battle, now became apparent. With each step, Mark felt a new jolt of adrenaline flowing through his veins. The music, the surroundings, the formal nature of the occasion, all combined to generate a surge of pride. Unconsciously, he pulled his shoulders further back and straightened his spine as he concentrated on keeping time to the beat of the music. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted his wife doing likewise.

As they approached the dais, Mark blinked. The central figure was a black man in the uniform of a full Fleet Admiral with four glittery pips on his shoulders. Although he had never met the man, the rank indicated this was Admiral N’Gomo, Chief of Fleet Operations.

They reached the foot of the white polished steps and came to a halt just as the music died, stamping the heels of their black boots on the floor as they had been taught to do. Ideally, they should have done it so precisely that a single echo would have sounded through the hall. In truth, there were two closely spaced, but distinct cracks of synleather against marble.

For long seconds, they just stood there at attention with the assembled brass gazing down on them from on high. Then, Admiral N’Gomo descended the steps with military precision. He pivoted on his right heel, took one step, pivoted again, and stood facing Mark. His expression was grave as he seemed to inspect his subordinate like one looks at a bug under the microviewer.

After a precise five second pause, Admiral N’Gomo produced a sheet of heavy paper… in fact, it looked like parchment… that he’d had concealed in one hand. It crinkled loudly as he opened it. He held it up and began to read:

“Attention to Orders!

“Mark David Rykand, Lieutenant-Commander, Terrestrial Space Navy, Serial Number 27103847. You are hereby commended for gallantry and service to our planet; whereas, you have penetrated enemy space on two occasions. During the first such incursion, made prior to your joining the service, you prevented the escape of an important enemy prisoner, a prisoner who would most certainly have endangered our planet and our species.

“During the second incursion, you risked life and limb to retrieve data vital to the prosecution of the war effort. Both of these actions are in the highest traditions of the service. They cast glory on you and your ship. You are hereby awarded the Order of Goddard, with Gold Cluster.”

N’Gomo took one step forward and pinned the medal to Mark’s chest, saying in a softer voice, “Congratulations, Commander. Well done.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mark replied, hoping his voice was audible over the pounding of his heart in his temples.

The admiral then stepped backward, pivoted left, took two steps, and then pivoted to face Lisa. He again raised the paper and after the requisite pause, began to read.

“Lisabeth Arden Rykand, Lieutenant, Terrestrial Space Navy, Serial Number 27103848. You are hereby commended for gallantry and service to our planet. Your efforts have been exemplary and in the highest traditions of the service. 

“Specifically, your exploits prior to joining the Navy in learning the enemy’s tongue have been critical to our war effort. On two separate occasions, you penetrated enemy space, risking life and limb to retrieve data vital to the prosecution of the war effort.

“Your actions cast glory on you and your ship. You are awarded the Order of Goddard, with Diamond Cluster, and hereby promoted to the rank of Lieutenant-Commander.”

Admiral N’Gomo stepped forward and pinned the medal on Lisa’s uniform. His stern face suddenly cracked into a smile as he leaned forward and said, “You no longer have to take orders from your husband.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Lisa said, trying to suppress a smile. In so doing, she nearly choked up and didn’t get the words out.

The Admiral took one step backward, pivoted, returned to a position that brought him midway between them. He pivoted on his heel, snapped to attention, and delivered a slow, perfect military salute.

Lisa and Mark returned the salute.

When the trio’s hands snapped down to hang at their sides, N’Gomo raised his voice and said, “You may withdraw!”

The order echoed through the hall. The two of them pivoted in unison, and began marching back the way they had come. They had gone only two steps when the music again swelled around them.

The door opened at their approach, and they marched through. They had barely cleared the portal when it closed again. 

Renaldi was quickly beside them. 

“Congratulations, and especially you Ma’am, on the promotion. Now that the formalities are over, let’s get you to the party.”

#

 


Chapter Fifteen

To Mark’s surprise, the lieutenant did not lead them to wherever “the party” was to be held. Instead, he ushered them into a small, well-furnished guest room and suggested that they sit down and relax for a few minutes.

“What’s going on?” Lisa asked.

“Logistics, Ma’am. We’ve got to get all of those people from the reception hall to the banquet hall and seated so that you can make your grand entrance. It wouldn’t do to have the guests of honor just standing around while the herd sorts itself out, now would it?”

“I don’t know why you are going to all of this trouble for us, Lieutenant. We were just doing our jobs…”

“We’re all doing our jobs, Commander,” Renaldi responded. “Some of us are doing more important jobs than others. Wait here, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” With that, he was gone at the fast clip that seemed to be the only pace at which he moved.

Mark looked around and noticed the wet bar against one wall. “Drink, Love?”

“Do you think we ought to?” Lisa asked, hesitantly.

He shrugged. “We’re the guests of honor. I don’t suppose they would have put us here if they didn’t want us drinking their liquor.”

“White wine, then, to settle my nerves.”

“White wine it is.”

He moved to the bar, found a real glass bottle… no auto-dispensed spirits in this bar… pulled the stopper and filled two crystal goblets two fingers high with golden yellow liquid.

The room they were in was against one wall of the glass pyramid that was fleet headquarters. It looked out across the Black Forest, which glowed in the light of the moon that was just about to set. The ground was thick with snow and the trees bore the same blanket that they had seen out the bubble of the bullet car. Apparently, the whole Lake Constance / Bodensee region had been dusted heavily in white sometime during the past few days.

They stood side by side, sipping their wine in silence, drinking in the beauty of the night, content to be home once more, when a quiet hissing sound behind them signaled that the door had opened.

Thinking it was Renaldi, Mark turned to look. It was Admiral N’Gomo, whose skin was almost the same shade as his uniform.

“Ten’hut!” Mark said as he attempted to twist around to face the Admiral, making a mess of it. He recovered enough to stiffen his back and throw out his chest just as N’Gomo reached them. For a disoriented instant, he frantically searched his brain for the military protocol suitable for getting caught by the brass with a wine glass in one hand.

Lisa reacted almost as quickly as her husband, but with considerably more grace. After a quick glance over her shoulder, she pivoted gracefully on one heel and snapped to attention.

“At ease,” the Admiral ordered in a gravelly voice leavened by a barely suppressed chuckle. “This is a social occasion.”

“Admiral, we didn’t expect you!” Lisa said.

“Relax, Commander. I told Enrico… that’s my aide, Lieutenant Renaldi… that I would retrieve you. The banquet is just about set up. You will be sitting next to me at the head table to my left,” he said, nodding toward Mark. “And you, my dear, will be on my right.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you two had a chance to decompress a bit from the whirlwind we put you through today?”

“No, sir,” Lisa said. “We still can’t believe it. As I told Lieutenant Renaldi, we were just doing our jobs.”

“Piddle!”

“Sir?”

N’Gomo’s expression suddenly turned serious. “Don’t you two know how important you have been to the war effort?”

“We’ve done our part…” she said, stopping in response to N’Gomo’s raised hand.

The Admiral continued. “Done your part, young lady? I should say you have. Without you, we wouldn’t even know we were in danger until a Broan battle fleet materialized on the outskirts of the Solar system. Everything we know about the Broa, we have learned through your efforts.”

He turned to Mark. “As for you, Commander, our whole strategy was your idea.”

Mark opened his mouth to make his usual objection that a lot of other people had turned his harebrained scheme into a workable strategy. The Admiral stopped him with the same gesture.

“So you see, you two brought this on yourselves. You’ve both earned promotion and decoration many times over. I just wish we could have shown our appreciation earlier. We waited this long because this is the earliest we could lay our hands on you. Nothing like having the people you want to pin a medal on some seven thousand light-years distant, is there? We couldn’t just call you home for this evening, now could we?”

“No, sir,” Lisa said. “The Long Jump doesn’t leave a lot of room for commuting.”

“No it doesn’t. Luckily, we seem about through with that stage of the war. And none too soon. How long will our people at Brinks wait before they send another ship through the gate?”

Mark blinked, thrown off for a second by the change in topic. Then he answered: “Three months, sir.”

The admiral nodded. “There’s no way they can possibly know your jump was successful. For all the commanders at Brinks know, you could have ended up in the middle of a sun. So they will try again. Moreover, they will keep trying until they get word that Amethyst or one of the ships to follow reached Earth, correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Since you did, in fact, make it, why don’t we limit the exposure of the ships scheduled to follow you. I propose we get word to them that you are safe, and do it before that next ship jumps.”

 “How, Admiral?” both Rykands asked together. That was another habit they had picked up living in the confines of a single small cabin aboard ship.

“We haven’t been idle here, either,” N’Gomo replied. “The technologists have completed three stargates based on the data we found in the planetary database. Our gates are bigger than Broan gates, by the way. We were about to haul one out to Asgard and run it through a test jump when we received word of your arrival.

“Since your gate is focused on the New Eden system I propose we move one of our gates there for the test. We’ll see if we can get a link between the two. If we do, we’ll send through a construction party to erect a second human stargate and we’ll start flowing war materiel through in a big way. Logistics Command indicates that we will eventually need at least six transfer corridors to make the plan viable.”

Without a break in his delivery, the admiral caught them off guard once more. “Have you any plans now that you are home?”

“We have thirty days accumulated leave coming,” Mark replied. “We thought we would just tour Earth for awhile.”

N’Gomo nodded. “A good plan. You know what they say about ‘all work and no play…’” Then his face got serious again. “I know it is an imposition, but we need you to postpone your leave for a couple of months. We have a near-term need for your continued services.”

“Impose, Admiral?” Lisa asked. Suddenly, the tension she’d exhibited en route was back in full force. Mark doubted the admiral noticed, but he’d lived with this woman too long not to know her body cues.

“Yes, I’m afraid so. The orders will be delivered tomorrow at noon. You, Lisa, will go directly to Vancouver to join the rest of the star gate people. We need your talents to translate the data as your team teaches our home team all they need to know to get the gates operational.”

“Yes, sir,” she responded, none too enthusiastically.

If N’Gomo noticed the change in her tone, he showed no sign.

Mark felt a little dizzy at how fast events were moving… or possibly it was the wine. His next question was pro forma. “Do I go to Vancouver, too, sir?”

“Not right away. Have you heard of Project Trojan Horse?”

“No, sir.”

“Not surprising. We have the project classified so high that I probably shouldn’t know about it. Trojan Horse is our name for the group building the small starships we will be seeding throughout the Sovereignty. It is the reason why we have to get our gate network up and running. If we are to sow confusion among our enemies, we need to get started as soon as possible. I want you in New Mexico, Commander, to give the program a good inspection.”

“I’m no engineer, sir.”

“We don’t need more engineers. We’ve got our best people working on the most convincing decoys possible. But none of them have ever been on a Broan world. You have. I want you to look over what they are doing with the eye of a veteran. Check out the design of the ships, their strategy for deployment, everything. Dig down into the minutia. See if there is anything that will give us away, or which might be improved.”

“For how long?”

“You be the judge. Take a couple of weeks. After that, spend another week writing your report.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Chief of Operations noticed the tone of resignation and chose to address it. His talent for judging people was one of the major qualifications for his job and he was good at it.

“You don’t want to be separated from your beautiful lady that long. I don’t blame you. No one says you can’t write the report in Vancouver. After you are done, the two of you can go on that leave we owe you.”

“Yes, sir!” This time the acknowledgement was enthusiastic.

The admiral looked at an old fashioned chronometer he wore on a bracelet. “I’ve kept you two talking overlong. Renaldi will have my guts for garters.” Turning to Lisa, he asked, “Care to accompany me to the banquet, Commander?”

“Delighted, Admiral.”

N’Gomo held out his arm to her. She took it and let him lead her toward the door, with Mark bringing up the rear.

#

The banquet was everything the Admiral had promised. After a sumptuous meal made even better by its contrast to ship food, they danced until midnight… not with each other. Lisa found a steady stream of handsome young officers vying for the privilege of steering her around the marble floor. Muscles depleted by long living in microgravity began to protest toward the end.

Mark, too, had an endless supply of dance partners. It seemed that every pretty young fraülein in Meersburg was in attendance. 

Finally, they were deposited in the V.I.P. section of Headquarters and left alone. Despite the fatigue of their travel and of a day already twice as long as normal, after enjoying an orgy of hot water in a communal shower, the two found themselves entwined in a long, languid bout of lovemaking. Afterward, they lay in each other’s arms, feeling an odd combination of satiation and alertness that kept them from falling asleep.

“So, darling,” Lisa whispered with a giggle, “how was your day?”

“So so,” he replied, planting a kiss on her forehead, which was the only part his lips could reach, still connected as they were. “Now that it is over, care to tell me what you were so nervous about this morning?”

She paused a long time before answering: Finally, she said, softly, “It was the speed with which everything was happening, I guess. Amy’s engines didn’t even have time to cool off before we received orders to get our butts dirtside. Then that ensign waylaid us at White Sands and we were on our way here. It was almost like they were intentionally trying to disorient us, not give us time to catch our breath.”

“So?” he asked. “That’s the Navy way.”

“That was precisely what I was worried about,” Lisa said, her words becoming more earnest by the second. She buried her face into the valley between his pectorals and biceps. Mark thought he felt dampness in the region of her eyes.

“I’m still not with you.”

“Don’t you see?” she asked. “When we were out at Brinks, they had to keep us together. We were so isolated that it made sense for the service to pair us up for companionship. Otherwise, we might have committed suicide, or gone over to the enemy or something…”

“We paired ourselves up when we said ‘I do’ to one another. It’s policy for married couples to serve together.”

“It’s policy out at Brinks. That doesn’t mean that it is policy here on Earth. I was worried that they might pull that ‘needs of the service’ crap and separate us. In fact, they did pull it, didn’t they?”

“It’s just a couple of weeks. We survived a lot worse getting ready for the jump.”

“I know, and I don’t ever want to go through that again, Mark. I missed you!”

“I missed you, too, dear.”

“Spoken like a man!”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means that it didn’t sound sincere!”

He didn’t answer out loud. Rather, he lifted his hand to her chin — difficult to do considering where her chin was — tilted her head back, and planted a kiss on her lips. It was a long kiss, one that left them both out of breath.

“Did that sound sincere?”

“It did,” she sighed. “I guess I was just letting my fears get the better of me.”

They lay together for a long time without speaking, enjoying the feeling of warm flesh against flesh, synchronized breathing, even hearts beating in concert.

Finally, Mark lifted his head and craned his neck to get a look at the glowing display of the wall chronometer.

“What time is it?” Lisa asked.

“Zero three hundred,” he replied. “We’d better get to sleep. I have a premonition that we’re going to be back in Zurich Terminus in a few hours.”

She moved a hand to signal with a firm grasp that sleep was not what she had in mind.

“We can sleep on the plane. Methinks what remains of the rest of the evening would be better spent storing up memories.”

#

 


Chapter Sixteen

As the admiral predicted, Mark and Lisa’s orders came through while they were having lunch the next day. The short communiqué stated that Lisa was to report to Project Stargate in British Columbia by the first available transportation. Mark’s screen directed him to New Mexico to audit a project specified only by a coded number.

Having been forewarned, their kit bags were in lockers at Headquarters Station. The trip by bullet car back to Zurich was a bittersweet one, followed by a two hour layover. If anyone found it humorous to watch two Space Navy commanders acting like a pair of lovesick teenagers, they had the good sense to keep their smiles subdued, their eyes averted, and their comments to themselves.

“I’ll miss you, darling,” Lisa said as she desperately kissed Mark the second time her flight was called.

“Love you,” he whispered when their lips parted. “Now you’d better hurry.” Gesturing to the new insignia on her shoulders that they had purchased that morning in the Fleet Exchange, he continued. “You don’t want the brass to take away that shiny new set of maple leaves.”

“Call me!”

“Once a day. I’ll only be one time zone over.”

With that, they disentangled themselves and Lisa disappeared through the transfer tube.

Mark waited another hour for the suborbital to White Sands. Upon arrival, he descended two levels and boarded a bullet car to Albuquerque. A corporal met him and drove him 45 minutes out into the desert.

“We’re here, sir,” the corporal said as they passed through a final security fence topped with anti-personnel laser pods. The car stopped in front of a low, hexagonal building whose roof was covered in solar collectors.

“Where is ‘here’, Corporal?”

“Project H.Q. I’ll deliver your kit bag to your quarters. Mr. Pembroke will see that you get there after your interview.”

Pembroke was indeed waiting for him. The administrator was a portly, balding man with the air of a bureaucrat. It wasn’t until Mark grasped his hand and looked him in the eye that he decided first impressions might be deceiving.

“Welcome, Commander. My name is Lee Pembroke. Call me Lee. We just got word you were coming yesterday. If we’d had more time…”

“Sorry, but I only learned of the assignment last night. I’m Mark Rykand, by the way.”

“Mind filling me in on your purpose here, Mark? The message said, ‘Prepare for Inspection’ and that was it.”

“The admiral wanted me to look over your efforts to see if anything strikes me as not quite right.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“For the Sovereignty.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Twice. I was on the team that made first contact and again when we retrieved the planetary database.”

Pembroke’s eyes widened a bit and he grinned. “I thought the name sounded familiar. You’re that Mark Rykand. Welcome to Trojan Horse. Let’s get you through briefing and settled in your quarters… we had to do some quick shuffling. Housing is pretty tight around here.”

Mark looked around. “I wouldn’t think this facility large enough to house anywhere near the number of people working here.”

Pembroke laughed. “This is just the administration complex. Our little town is in the next valley over and the factory is that big box off in the distance,” he said, pointing at the wall behind him to indicate direction.

He continued: “Director Hardesty is planning a reception at dusk, followed by an informal dinner. You will meet the staff and some of the scientists and artists. We’ll make it an early night; you must be fatigued from your travels.”

Mark nodded. In truth, his body was still on ship time and the past 48 hours were a bit of a blur… though a pleasant blur. He was also beginning to miss his wife. He suspected that he would miss her a lot more before this assignment was over.

#

The housing area gave Mark a feel for the size of the project. A few original dwellings were constructed in the hexagonal style of the admin complex. The rest were domes of modern design in three different sizes. These had been delivered as complete units by air freighter and lowered onto foundations. Mark noticed a crew in the distance pouring more concrete circles onto flat spots carved out of the side of a hill.

 “Where are we going?” Mark asked as the little automated car topped a rise.

“To your quarters,” Pembroke said. The little autocar switched lanes and turned off onto a winding road leading through the outer ring of domes. The sun had been low in the sky when Mark left Zurich. In New Mexico, it was still early afternoon.

They pulled up to a dome that was outwardly identical to the others, save for the number 519 above the double-door entrance. Pembroke led him inside.

The center of the building was a circular atrium with translucent skylights at the apex of the dome. A pair of staircases wound their way to an upper floor walkway around which a row of doorways could be seen. Mark’s quarters were ninety degrees clockwise. Lee led him to the door of his room and handed him his key disk.

“I’ll leave you now, Commander. The reception is at 18:00 and dinner at 19:30. Dress is casual. I’ll send someone to escort you. In the meantime, we’ll give you some time to get settled in and cleaned up. I’ve got to get back to the office and report to the Director. He is probably hyperventilating about now. It’s truly amazing how fast the rumors fly when High Command orders one to prepare for inspection.”

#

Mark’s kit bag was sitting on the bed and it took but a few minutes to hang up his uniforms. He pondered for a moment what his host had meant by ‘casual dress.’ Save for the formal uniform he’d been given at White Sands, the only thing he had with him were the three shipsuits he’d brought down from orbit. 

Having spent most of the past 36 hours awake, he was looking forward to a nap. He kicked off his boots and spread out across the bedspread, and closed his eyes. Despite his body’s need for sleep, his brain proved uncooperative. He couldn’t turn it off. Too much had happened.

First, there was the sensory shock that always accompanied a return from space. Once one became acclimated to metal ship corridors and canned air, the sights, sounds, and smells of Earth were an assault to the senses. It also didn’t help that the events of the previous day (and night) were replaying in his head like a music crystal set on “infinite loop.” After half an hour of trying to sleep, he gave up and decided to take a shower instead.

Three hours later, rested but still wide awake, he sat in a chair in his cleanest shipsuit and contemplated how best to tackle his orders. How did one ‘inspect’ a secret project? He was still considering his dilemma when someone knocked on his door.

Rising, he crossed the room and pressed the door control, causing it to slide silently into its recess. Beyond, a young brunette woman in an outfit vaguely Western in design was waiting for him.

“Hello,” he said.

“Commander Rykand?”

“Mark.”

“Hello, Mark. I’m Susan Ahrendt. Director Hardesty and Mr. Pembroke asked me to conduct you to the reception.”

“Excellent! I’m ready to go,” he said. He stepped out onto the walkway, the door closed behind him, and he patted his pocket to make sure he had his key.

Susan led him out the front door and around a garden laid out in neat rows. The setting sun cast light and azure shadows. She led him along a circular path that threaded its way between adjacent domes.

“What do you do here, Susan?” he asked.

“Alien culture specialist,” she replied. “I’m helping to build the fake history of our fake aliens that we’ll be putting into the ships' computers.”

“Do you like the work?”

“It’s interesting, I suppose,” she replied. “Kind of like writing a novel. I wonder if we aren’t going a bit overboard. Some of the scientists are downright paranoid about the Broa.”

“Paranoia is a sign of good mental health when they are actually out to get you,” he said with a laugh. “I only hope they are paranoid enough. What sort of aliens are you inventing?”

“Brahminians.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“They’re from the Brahmin System, a red giant some fifty light-years from here. Not that we’re putting the location of the star in the database, of course. But that is where we are getting the biologic material with which we’ll salt our ships.”

Mark nodded. The plan, as he had suggested it on that awful morning after they discovered Sar-say was a Broa, was to release working starships into slave star systems and hope the locals kept them secret from their masters.

To be convincing, the ships would have to contain biological traces of their builders. Since the Broa had complete genome maps of the members of the two expeditions (including Mark’s own DNA), it would never do to have DNA from Earth discovered aboard the ships. Even cockroach DNA would give the game away.

The assembly hall was in the largest dome, situated at the center of the concentric rings of dormitories and other buildings. In the few minutes they had been walking, the sun had slipped completely behind the low, rolling hills. Mark stopped to look at the lightshow of golden orange.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Susan asked.

“Spectacular,” he agreed, “especially after so much time in the Deep Black.”

“You can blame the dust suspended in the air. We had quite a blow a couple of days ago. That always means a beautiful sunset.”

After a minute spent admiring the scenery, she asked, “Shall we go in? We don’t want to keep the Director waiting.”

“After you,” he replied.

# 

Director Nigel Hardesty was a tall, lanky Brit with an unruly head of sandy hair. He was the sort of scientist-politician Mark recognized.

Immediately after Susan introduced Mark, he motioned for them to follow. If Hardesty had been ignorant of who Mark was this afternoon, he’d found out a great deal in the last few hours. He led them to a large, pie-shaped room filled with people and gave the crowd a five-minute extemporaneous biography of their guest.

The reception reminded Mark of what it was about cocktail parties that he didn’t like. Being the guest of honor, he stood in one spot with a drink in his hand, while relays of strangers approached. They introduced themselves, or were introduced by others. Handshakes all around, then a few minutes of small talk… always variations on the same theme. “What did you think of the Broa when you met them?” was the favorite question. Mark patiently explained that he hadn’t seen any Broa other than Sar-Say, and indeed, their prime criterion for choosing worlds to visit was that the overlords were not likely to be in residence. The one time they had come close to meeting the Sovereignty’s masters, they had destroyed a stargate to make good their escape.

In between inquiries, Director Hardesty did his best to monopolize Mark’s attention. Later, during a lull in the meeting and greeting, he told Mark, “We’ve arranged a tour of the factory when you are ready. Susan will be your guide.”

“That will be fine. I’d like to borrow that Corporal of yours to drive me into Albuquerque in the morning if it’s convenient. I need a few ground suits in my closet.”

“Corporal Dennison will pick you up at your quarters at 09:00, if that is agreeable.”

“Fine. When I get back, I would like access to your progress reports and summaries so I can figure out what I am supposed to be doing here.” 

“No problem, Commander. I’ve arranged for you to have full access to the database and an office in which to work.”

Dinner was a low-key affair. Mark accompanied Nigel Hardesty, Lee Pembroke, and Susan Ahrendt to the head table along with four other members of the senior staff. He found he was quite hungry. His progress at eating was slowed by the need to regale his tablemates with tales of his adventures. By the time he sat savoring an after-dinner coffee, he decided that he was enjoying himself.

#

 


Chapter Seventeen

The factory tour took place on Mark’s third day at Trojan Horse. He’d decided to postpone it until he could read the project briefing summary in order to more intelligently ask questions. On his third morning, clad in his new ground clothes, he and Susan Ahrendt climbed into one of the little auto cars and joined the stream of workers headed up the valley to the factory.

“The whole of the assembly is done in vacuum,” she said as they stood on a catwalk suspended in a glass tube high above an automated factory floor. The aforementioned vacuum was all around them, a fact that made Mark nervous. Apparently, he was the only one. Susan stood relaxed as she gazed at the floor below, where globular ships were scattered about in various states of assembly.

“To keep the ships pristine?” he asked.

She nodded. “We have a full decontamination line for the detail parts before they are introduced into Assembly. The various components are small enough and simple enough that we can remove all bio traces. Not so the ships themselves. So we keep them in vacuum, untouched by human hands, to make sure some terrestrial microbe doesn’t stow away in a cranny, to be discovered later by either the recipient species or the Broa.”

“They’re very small for starships.”

“They aren’t long range craft. Whoever finds them will think they are auxiliaries of a larger ship. There is room aboard for just four crewmembers, about the minimum number plausible for a ship able to reach the nearest stars. The control couches are designed for beings with six appendages, with an overall length of one meter.”

“Why so small?”

“To keep the size of the ships down in order to maximize the number we can haul out to the Sovereignty at one time. Also, the specifications require the ships to fit into the cargo hold of a cruiser for ultimate delivery. The whole thing is just an oversize message probe. In fact, the engines are modified versions of those used in superlight missiles. We chose one meter because the scientists say that is the minimum size an intelligent being is likely to be. I don’t know why they think that.”

“Something to do with brain size,” Mark replied. “Dr. Bendagar explained it to me once, but I’m afraid I didn’t get a whole lot out of the explanation.”

Susan laughed. “You sound like me at some of our weekly status meetings. I report on the progress of our fictitious ‘History of Brahmin’ and then sit back and think about something else. That is because the rest of the meeting is conducted in a foreign language; ‘Geek,’ I think they call it.”

As they watched, an overhead crane moved into position, lifted a half-globe of a ship and shifted it to a separate spot on the assembly floor. As soon as the partial ship stopped oscillating in its cradle, a dozen smaller robots swarmed over it. What they were doing was not obvious from their perch high above.

“What’s going on there?” Mark asked, pointing to the newly repositioned ship.

“The Brahminians are traditionalists,” Susan replied. “They use a lot of native wood trim in the control room. That’s the carpentry station.”

Mark nodded. The primary export of the human colony on Brahmin was the planet’s ‘iron’ wood, which was much more dense than anything found on Earth… the result of the planet’s high concentration of heavy metals. The wood was expensive. More importantly, the environmental conditions that produced it would have the Broa searching for a world markedly different from Earth should one of the Trojan horses ever fall into Broan hands — a statistical certainty considering how many they planned to let loose.

“And the rest of the equipment?”

“All suitable for an undersized creature that hails from a planet orbiting a red giant star. The display panels all display a red-shifted color spectrum, but with enough spectral overlap to ensure that whoever salvages the ship will be able to see the screens aren’t blank.”

“Too bad we can’t provide some short, six-armed corpses to man the derelict,” Mark mused.

“Yes, it is,” Susan agreed. “However, the animal life on Brahmin never seems to have developed that far and certainly none of them have six appendages. Anything we could fake would be seen for what it was.”

“What about ship markings?”

“Broan standard practice since these beings are supposed to come from inside the Sovereignty. The detail parts each have their own part number marked in both Broan and Brahminian script. We copied the scheme used on the Type Seven Freighter that Sar-Say was rescued from, right down to the shipyard registration. That, of course, is fake. Still, if the Broa, or whatever beings intercept a ship, look in the onboard computer, they will find full construction records stored there.”

 “Which is, after all, the whole purpose of the exercise,” Mark agreed. “It wouldn’t do for us to tantalize the Sovereignty’s slaves without giving them the information they need to duplicate the ships, would it?”

“No, it wouldn’t.”

“You go to so much trouble to make everything sterile, how do you get the ships out of this factory without contaminating them?”

“Plastic wrap, just like you use in your freezer,” she said. “The ships are triple sealed in impervious film before going through the airlock into transport cases filled with helium gas. From here they go to White Sands, are loaded aboard a heavy lifter and taken to orbit. We have about fifty of them completed. They’re being stored 300 kilometers aft-orbit of High Station, waiting for the stargate network to go operational.”

“Clever,” he said.

So far, the project scientists had anticipated his every concern. That gave him a problem. An inspection that didn’t find even one thing to complain about would be a poor inspection indeed. He would have to come up with something before he could declare his mission accomplished. He pondered the problem while he decided that he’d seen enough of Assembly. 

“We can move on, if you like,” he announced.

 “Very well,” Susan replied. “We’ll look over the ‘brains’ of the project next.”

“Brains?”

“We’re divided here between brains and brawn. What you see below is brawn. As realistic as we make the ship’s structure, it’s the software that will either convince them they have captured a starship, or else betray the whole charade for what it is. ‘Brains’ is my department… mine and about three hundred other people.” 

They traversed the length of the transparent tube, passed through an open emergency airlock, and entered a lab filled with computers.

“This is where I work,” Susan said. “It would be a little too obvious if the only thing in the shipboard database were full details of how to build the ship. So, in addition to the standard history of the Sovereignty we pulled from the Pastol planetary data, we are constructing a history of Brahmin in the native language of the dominant species. Frankly, I doubt anyone will go to the trouble of translating it, but if they do, we want our story to stand up to scrutiny…”

#

It was cold in Vancouver, colder than Lisa could remember being in… well, forever. The winters around London were generally tempered by the Gulf Stream and nowhere near as frigid as the winters in British Columbia.

People often speak of the coldness of space. In fact, space habitats don’t generally have a problem keeping their inhabitants warm. Just the opposite. 

Human beings and machinery sealed inside a perfectly insulated sardine produce more heat than they can comfortably use. To keep the inhabitants from being broiled in their own juices, space habitats and starships must radiate excess heat to the surrounding vacuum. When it comes to cold, Lisa had recently learned, nothing in space compares with a twenty-knot wind blowing straight out of the heart of Siberia!

Her arrival at Stargate Project H.Q. followed a pattern she was getting used to. Upon disembarking from the suborbital scramjet, she was met by a man who introduced himself as a member of the project security detachment. He escorted her to the University of British Columbia, where the project was headquartered. After a thorough induction process, she found herself billeted in student living quarters, just as she had been in Colorado Springs. The difference this time, of course, was that she didn’t have Mark to keep her warm.

As he’d promised, her husband called each evening. They usually talked for half an hour. Mostly they spoke of how much they missed each other. She would have liked to discuss her work, but project rules prohibited any mention over public comm links. Trojan Horse was even more secretive. 

The public was aware of humanity’s effort to discover the secret of the stargate. Of the plan to teach the Sovereignty’s subservient species to build starships of their own, there had been no hint. High command was worried about the public reaction should the news leak.

When she wasn’t talking on the phone with Mark, Lisa spent her days as she had at Brinks Base: translating esoteric concepts from Broan into scientific lingo that was nearly a foreign language itself.

She was surprised to learn that the stargate project predated the current war preparations. It had started as a small theoretical study shortly after Magellan returned from New Eden. The impetus had been the irritation felt by physicists upon learning of the existence of stargates. Several took umbrage at the fact that humanity had somehow missed an entire branch of physics. About the time the First Expedition departed Neptune, a hastily convened secret conference set out to figure out where the heirs of Galileo, Newton, and Einstein had gone astray.

In a universe of eleven dimensions, only four of which are readily apparent, there are only so many ways to get around Einstein’s Limit. Since star drives do so, and since stargates do likewise, the physicists reasoned the two technologies must be related.

The universe came into existence as a point of infinite density, the result of an energy fluctuation in the perfect vacuum of whatever it was that preceded it. Shortly thereafter, the strong nuclear force decoupled from the electroweak force, producing a vast explosion — an explosion not of energy, but of space. The energy fluctuation expanded from a dimensionless point to something the size of a baseball in an instant. 

This inflationary era was the most important moment in the whole history of the universe. During the expansion, the familiar four dimensions of space-time coalesced out of the primordial energy soup; leaving the remaining seven dimensions compacted beyond the range of human senses. It was this arrangement of dimensions that held the key to travel between stars.

Both the star drive and the stargate operate by rotating hidden dimensions to alter an object’s three spatial coordinates, thereby changing its position in normal space. Star drives do so by rotating the gamma dimension around the aleph axis. The effective pseudo-velocity is dependent on the generator, but is always substantially in excess of the speed of light.

Stargates, the physicists realized, function using a dual coordinate rotation. They rotate the aleph dimension around the gamma axis, and the zeta dimension around the beta axis. A double rotation produces a binomial solution to the coordinate transformation equation, causing the result to be discontinuous. Any ship undergoing such a rotation is thrown out of normal space in one coordinate and reappears “somewhere else” in the same instant. Stargates were the practical version of the ancient concept of a wormhole in space. 

While a single stargate can perform the trick through the application of prodigious quantities of energy, two stargates acting in concert can form a wormhole at a substantially lower cost in energy. 

With the return of the First Expedition, the Stargate Project took on a new urgency. By the time Lisa joined, Earth’s scientists had completed three prototype gates, with two more under construction.

The original plan had been to haul a gate to a far-off system to see if it would form a wormhole for a single-ended jump. With Amethyst’s arrival, the plan changed. 

Rather than a single-ended test jump, they would transfer a human gate to New Eden and attempt to link up with the purloined Broan gate near the Crab.

And so it was that Lisa spent her time translating the data needed to synchronize the human gate with the one they’d left behind. If the coming test worked, they would have solved the biggest hurdle on the path to ultimate victory.

#

 


Chapter Eighteen

The morning sun glistened off the snowpack at the edge of the tabletop summit of El Capitan as Mark and Lisa Rykand enjoyed a leisurely breakfast. The temperature outside was well below freezing, but they were warm within the glass-enclosed patio of the hotel where they were staying in Yosemite Park. It was the 27th day of their leave and they were enjoying a late breakfast amid tall pines, with an icy babbling brook bisecting the snowpack beneath the trees just below their frosted window. This was the seventh and last stop on their tour of Earth and as different from the warm surf of Waikiki, their previous venue, as it was possible to get.

Mark scanned his communicator messages while Lisa drank a second cup of tea.

“Director Hardesty confirms the board is adopting all of my suggestions,” he said to his wife. “I wonder if they are just trying to avoid trouble with Admiral N’Gomo.”

“They were strokes of genius, darling. I’m surprised no one thought of them before.”

He laughed. “Stroking your man’s ego, dear?”

She looked coy. “I would never do that.”

“Really?” he asked, attempting to arch a single eyebrow and failing in a way that caused her to burst out giggling.

Their month-long leave had been pleasant indeed. 

It had taken him three weeks to review Trojan Horse to the depth he considered necessary to give the Admiral his money’s worth. Nor had he been diligent merely for form’s sake. He got interested in the problem of introducing starships into the Sovereignty without pointing a finger at the creatures who visited Klys’kr’at and Pastol. For the first week and a half, he did little more than study reports, attend meetings, and interview project participants. 

On the tenth day in New Mexico, he woke with a familiar feeling. Something was not right, something he couldn’t identify. It took a week for the lurking thought to mature sufficiently to reveal itself. When it did, he had one of those slap-your-forehead insights: Trojan Horse didn’t feel “real” to him because it was too damned antiseptic! 

He had seen the ships in their vacuum assembly area. He’d taken a tour of the bio-cleansing line, where every part was scrubbed, baked, and then irradiated. He’d watched as finished craft were carefully injected with alien microorganisms and other bio material prior to being wrapped in their triple layer of impervious film. He had witnessed the loading of a finished starship into its helium-filled shipping container before being loaded onto a transport. 

As they left the factory, the starships looked like Fabergé eggs wrapped in holiday paper.  The resemblance had caused the workers to dub the finished products “Easter Eggs.” Each could well have been a new model ground car on its way to an auto show. They probably even smelled new inside!

The stimulus that finally triggered his subconscious was an offhand comment he remembered making to Susan Ahrendt: “Too bad we can’t provide some short, six-armed corpses to man the derelict.”

They were going to release the small ships into systems where the wizards of Alien Intentions judged the locals to be less than fully loyal to their overlords. The little ships would be set into orbits where they were bound to be noticed and investigated. It was hoped the discoverers would be curious enough about the engines to realize they were star drives. What was missing was a plausible explanation as to how the little ships came to be abandoned in the first place.

 “We need to mess up the ships,” Mark said at a meeting later that day in Director Hardesty’s office. Lee Pembroke was also in attendance.

“Beg your pardon.”

“Your ships are supposed to be derelicts. How did they get that way?”

The question stumped them. The situation reminded Mark of a book he’d once read about the project to build the first atomic bomb.

The scientists at Los Alamos got together late one afternoon in 1944 to solve a serious problem. They were using a sawed-off anti-aircraft gun to trigger the uranium bomb. One scientist had come across a report that warned that the quantity of explosive they intended to use would seriously erode the barrel. For an hour, the finest minds of the generation brainstormed methods to minimize barrel erosion until a junior member of the team made a critical observation: “Hey, aren’t we only going to fire this cannon once?”

Just as Oppenheimer and his team recognized that barrel erosion was only a concern for the second shot, Director Hardesty immediately grasped Mark’s meaning.

“You’re saying we need a narrative, something obvious, to make the recipients think the ships are really abandoned!”

“Exactly.”

“How do we do that?” Lee Pembroke asked. “We can’t very well leave them a note.”

“It would be nice if we had some corpses, but since Brahmin has no intelligent life, that won’t happen. And we can’t just substitute some species of wildlife. No one in the Sovereignty will fall for us passing a dumb animal off as ship’s crew. But what about pets? We could leave some dead animals in cages for verisimilitude. 

“And even if we can’t give them the bodies of the crew, what about traces of those bodies? Brahmin animals have blood, or something that serves the same purpose, right? We stain the control consoles with blood to suggest a crew member was wounded. You can’t tell an animal’s intelligence level by analyzing its blood, can you?”

“I wouldn’t think so,” Director Hardesty said. “We’ll have to check with the biologists.”

Mark continued: “Then there are the ships themselves. They’re too pretty. They should look lived in, even battered. We should scorch the hull plates, leave the airlocks open, build in signs of explosive decompression. Maybe we carve a hole big enough to suck the crew out during a breach. That would explain the lack of bodies. Better yet, we install empty vacsuit lockers, suggesting the crew abandoned ship.”

There had followed a long discussion to flesh out Mark’s ideas. Pembroke shifted them to a conference room and called in several of the senior staff. The brainstorming session went on until early evening. For the first time since his arrival, Mark was late making his nightly call to his wife.

He started his written report for the Admiral that very evening. A week later, he bid farewell to Hardesty and the other project members. Corporal Dennison drove him to Albuquerque where he boarded the first transport for Vancouver. One week after that, he and Lisa began their postponed leave.

“What are we going to do today?” he asked his wife as she finished breakfast.

“I thought we would get into our snuggies and hike the trail to Ribbon Falls. It’s supposed to be beautiful in winter. Then it’s back here for a sauna, a late lunch, and an afternoon air tour of the park.”

“Do you have this schedule broken down minute-by-minute, or will we use our intuition to fill in the gaps?” he asked, laughing.

She shrugged. “We can’t very well roll around in bed twenty-four hours a day, now can we?”

“Speak for yourself, wench!”

“Methinks you more ambitious than able, sir.”

They bundled up in their electrically-heated snowsuits, and three hours later, were seated on a stone bench beneath an ice cascade frozen in mid-tumble down a spectacular rock face.

They sat in a pool of cold sunshine, sides pressed together with arms intertwined. This time of year, the park was vacant save for the hardiest of tourists, giving them the solitude that made the moment just that much better. Lisa rested her head on Mark’s shoulder.

Lisa stirred, lifted her head and turned to her husband. All Mark could see of her features were her eyes behind snow goggles. Her face warmer covered the rest.

“I’ll be sad to see this end,” she said.

“Me, too,” he replied, feeling his own warm breath spreading across his lips and cheeks beneath a muffler.

“Have you considered what we will do when our leave is up?”

“Not particularly.”

“I’ve been giving it some thought,” she replied in a tone that made him understand that she meant she’d been thinking about it a lot.

“Spit it out.”

“This has been pleasant, Mark, but I think it’s time we got back to the war. The stargate test is imminent. I thought we could volunteer to go with the ship that makes the first jump.”

“Back to Brinks?”

“It’s where we belong. This rear echelon stuff gets old after awhile.”

“We’d need permission from the Stargate Director and the captain of whatever ship goes.”

“We can get it.”

“Oh?” he asked, sensing a setup. “What makes you think that?”

He couldn’t see her mouth, but he could hear the grin in her voice when she answered: “It’s going to be Amethyst.”

He gestured at the beauty around them. “Are you that desperate to give up all of this?”

“Not for three more days,” she replied. “Still, it has to end some time.”

He sighed, knowing that she was right. “Do you want to call, or shall I?”

“I already have. Dr. Shepard is waiting for our official request.”

“Then let’s get it over with.” He reached up to pat his shirt pocket through the snow suit. “Damn, I left my communicator in the room.”

 “Me, too. This afternoon will be soon enough.”

He pulled her close. “In the meantime, let’s soak up the scenery while we can. It will be back to ship corridors and Brinks’ tunnels before we know it.”

“Yes,” she agreed, wriggling in his embrace. “It will be good to go home.”

#

The New Eden sun could well have been a twin of Sol, which of course, was what had attracted the Stellar Survey to the system in the first place. Had the star been one of the big blue-white bruisers like Rigel, or a red giant such as Antares, or anything other than Sol-like; Magellan would not have been in position to witness Sar-Say’s arrival, in which case, humanity would never have learned of the Broa.

And, of course, Mark thought, Jani would still be alive. He immediately pushed the thought back down into the dark recess where he kept it caged. He didn’t need to be distracted by morose thoughts of his dead sister at the moment.

He was once again strapped into Amethyst’s Auxiliary Control Center. The last time he’d been here, he’d been Amy’s Executive Officer.

Not this time. 

That billet had gone to an officer being groomed for his first command. However, his replacement was in engineering, supervising the gaggle of technicians who would record every aspect of the coming jump. The mission plan called for the recordings in case something went awry. Assuming the ship wasn’t vaporized or flung off somewhere in the trackless reaches of space, the recorded data might show the scientists what had gone wrong.

With so many scientific types onboard, Captain Borsman was short of trained officers to supervise them and assigned Mark his old duty station.

Mark and Lisa joined Amethyst at High Station. The ship and three others were there taking on consumables. Two of the other ships were fleet freighters. Each carried a disassembled human-designed stargate in its hold. The fourth ship was the cruiser Saladin. Once Amethyst jumped, it would be Saladin’s job to make sure nothing unexpected popped out of their new stargate, headed in the opposite direction.

“Going back to Brinks so soon, Captain?” Lisa joked as she floated out of the mouth of the transport tube connecting Amethyst to High Station. She was surprised he had come down to the suiting chamber to meet them.

 “Amy is too new for overhaul,” Borsman replied, “and I didn’t want to take a chance on being assigned to the intra-system customs patrol. So I volunteered to make the return jump. We are, after all, the pioneers of this particular technology. What about you two? I didn’t expect to see you back this quickly.” 

“We got tired of beautiful sunsets, soft beds, good food, and showers with as much hot water as we liked,” Mark answered. “It’s back to the Spartan life for us.”

“Don’t torture me, Commander,” Borsman groaned, “especially about the shower. You know where your cabin is. Get settled in and then report to me in my cabin.”

Shortly afterward, they’d departed High Station with their small flotilla. In addition to their cargo, each freighter carried a team of scientists and technicians to assemble and calibrate the gates. If all went as planned, the second freighter would follow Amethyst through the gate and offload its cargo on the other side. The twin gates would be the first of dozens that would become humanity’s superhighway into the heart of the Sovereignty.

Amy arrived at New Eden ten days after departing High Station. It took another ten to unpack the stargate, reassemble it, and get it calibrated. Finally, however, they were ready. Amethyst slid forward to enter the focus of the gate. 

Mark watched as the gate’s ring expanded until it flowed off the edges of the viewscreen, leaving only a black firmament and the bright glowing ball of New Eden’s sun. He, like everyone else onboard, was encased in his vacuum suit... just in case.

The new gate was larger in diameter but thinner in cross-section than a Broan model. The difference tended to make it look spindly.

 “Prepare for jump!” The astrogator’s words echoed in Mark’s earphones, along with breathing sounds of the rest of the crew.

“Generators online,” came the response from engineering. “Stargate is responding. The field is building in strength… We have reached critical curvature. Ready to jump now.”

“We are ready to jump, Captain.”

“You have the conn, Astrogator.”

“Aye aye, sir. All Hands, final jump warning! Thirty seconds. Twenty… Ten… five, four, three, two, one, Jump!”

There was a strange sensation, a momentary tug at the innards. Mark had never experienced anything like it using a Broan gate. It distracted him for an instant. When he looked up, the spindly ring was gone, as was New Eden’s star. 

In their place, neatly bisecting the forward viewscreen, were the decorated hull plates of a Broan stargate.

#

 


Chapter Nineteen

Admiral Dan Landon sat at his desk.  He lounged in a spindly wrought iron chair that should have been uncomfortable (but wasn’t) as he watched the morning report scroll up his workscreen. His right hand rested lightly on the controller to regulate the speed. It was part of his standard morning routine. 

After rising at 05:00, he exercised for half an hour before a quick sponge bath and the usual early morning maintenance routines. He donned shipsuit and boots, checked to make sure everything was correct, and left his quarters promptly at 06:00. With Marine guard in tow, he stopped by the commissary for a steaming bulb of coffee; then entered the rough-hewn cave that was his office at 06:10. The bulb went on the cast iron desk next to the hologram of Cara and the kids. After a few sips of hot black elixir, the bulb went back to its resting place and he brought up the morning report.

The ritual had been the same for so long that he could barely remember a time when he’d begun his day differently. Running a war, it turned out, was far more routine than commanding a starship. He envied those officers he ordered into the deep black.

The morning report was a compendium of the previous 24 hours, items his staff thought it important for the boss to know. His aide added to it throughout the day. It was edited and finalized by the Officer of the Watch on midwatch. The format was as stylized as one of the long-dead newspapers of legend.

The first section was devoted to comings and goings. Congress, one of the Q-ships, had departed Sutton-orbit last evening at 24:00 hours, en route to the Sovereignty. She was accompanied by the Cruiser Atalanta, which would provide overwatch protection. Congress was the first of the ersatz Broan craft equipped with the new simulacrum software.

Next, Landon turned to the list of new arrivals. A quartet of freighters dropped out of superlight at 03:50 and announced their presence via comm laser. It would be two weeks before they reached Brinks. Their journey was extended by the fact that the big world was currently on the opposite side of Hideout from the breakout point.

He anxiously scanned the summary of their cargo. The freighters were crammed to the hull plates with all manner of things Brinks Base needed, but it was their load of foodstuffs that caught his eye. Most were standard rations, of course. However, each ship carried an allotment of luxury goods. Scanning the list, Landon noted that the commissary would be expanding its menu for awhile. That was the best news he’d had in weeks. Even a minor increase in selection would cause an uptick in morale.

Nor were the freighters the only new arrivals. Two hours ago, a cruiser with a familiar name made Sutton orbit. The ground-to-orbit tugs had wasted no time beginning the offloading process. The first of these was probably grounding even as he read.

After Comings and Goings came the Personnel Status Report. The welfare rating was down again today. The cause was concern by the medical staff over an outbreak of the common cold aboard Crispin, a newly commissioned cruiser that had completed the Long Jump the week before. Somehow a petty officer had managed to come down with the disease after a year in vacuum. The doctors were still trying to figure out how he had been exposed, and had quarantined the ship.

The first thing on Landon’s list was their request to extend the quarantine another seventy-two hours. He checked the action block without hesitation. Respiratory illnesses were especially worrisome in a closed space habitat and any officer willing to overrule his doctors’ recommendations ought not be in command.

Next was a gratifyingly short list of disciplinary actions. Most were minor infractions. One storekeeper had been discovered operating a vacuum still. He would have thirty days of waste reclamation duty to reconsider his actions. A couple of vacuum monkeys fought over a woman in their section. They were confined to the brig until their section leader convened article hearings. They would both likely lose one stripe.

Finally, Landon came to the most important, if also most mundane, part of the report. This one was devoted to statistics. A series of columns related the name, catalog number, quantity on hand, and number of days’ supply of the most critical needs of the fleet. The list went on for several pages and usually required twenty minutes or so of his time to give it proper attention. He was halfway through when the annunciator on his desk buzzed.

“Yes?” he asked without taking his eyes from the workscreen.

“Commander Rykand to see you, sir,” the Marine guarding his door announced.

“Which one?”

“Both of them, Admiral.”

“Send them in.”

He rose from behind his desk, taking care not to launch himself in Sutton’s low gravity. The door opened and two familiar figures skated through.

“Mark, Lisa, welcome back! I didn’t expect to see you again so quickly, or at all for that matter.”

“We got lonely for the monastery,” Lisa said, reaching out to take the Admiral’s outstretched hand. “The rich living was getting to our waistlines.”

“I wondered about that when I saw your names on Amethyst’s roster. Congratulations on your promotion, Lisa. It must feel good not having to salute this ape.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good to see you as well, Mark.”

“Good to see you, Admiral.”


He ushered them to the two visitor chairs in front of his desk. They were more wrought-iron products from the local solar smelter. When the three of them were settled, Landon said, “I’ve read Captain Borsman’s report about the jump to New Eden, and back again. It seems to have gone surprisingly well. Tell me about your trip. How was Earth?”

Mark and Lisa took turns recounting the events of their visit home, and of the return through the human-produced stargate. They finished with, “The second gate is being assembled at Grand Central as we speak.”

Landon’s puzzlement was evident in his expression.

“Grand Central Terminus,” Lisa explained. “Someone started calling The Void that and it caught on.”

“How soon to go operational?”

“They said three weeks. That was ten days ago.”

“Hallelujah!” The Admiral exclaimed. “I’m not sure we could have kept this base running much longer via the Long Jump. Most people don’t realize how tight we are on supplies here.”

Mark gave Lisa a concerned look before turning back. “Is the war going badly?”

Landon shrugged. “Actually, it is going as well as can be expected. It will go a lot better when we get our own stargate link. The survey is on schedule, although we still haven’t found the Broan home world. We are kicking off a new effort to map the Sovereignty. Lisa, I want to talk to you about that. But first, we may have a problem…”

# 

Captain Vance Harcourt, of the Q-Ship Xavier, sat in his command chair and observed the quiet beehive of activity that consumed his bridge crew. They were 60 days out of Brinks Base and on the seventh and penultimate leg of their current spy mission. So far, everything had gone precisely as planned, which was one reason for the tension around him. The Space Navy believed in the ancient axiom, If everything is going all right, you have obviously overlooked something!

Outwardly, Xavier was a Type 12 bulk carrier, basically a series of spherical tanks for the transport of high value liquids and gasses. Inside, of course, his ship was a sham. Most tanks were mere empty shells and not even vacuum tight. Others contained the surveillance gear that constituted the ship’s eyes and ears in enemy space. Had the designers left it at that, Xavier would have possessed a thrust-to-weight ratio that would have been the envy of any ship in the fleet.

Of course, it would also have made her useless as a spy craft.

While stargates avoid the problem of Einstein’s Universal Speed Limit, they are not immune to the Law of Conservation of Energy. One vital parameter in making a jump is the mass of the ship. 

It was important for Xavier to at least simulate the mass of a loaded bulk tanker, and not merely its outward appearance. The Q-Ship’s designers solved the problem by ballasting the ship with lead blocks. Thus, the nickname: Lead Sled.

“We are cleared to approach the stargate, Captain,” his astrogator announced.

“Do so, Mr. Phovanavong.”

“Powering up now.”

On the forward viewscreen, the tiny ring began to grow perceptibly larger. When Xavier arrived in the vicinity of the gate, they’d found a convoy of ships queued up to make the jump to the next system before them. Ships in convoy usually meant Broan business of some sort. While waiting three hours for his turn, Harcourt resolved to watch them on the other side to see where they were headed. The information might prove useful sometime in the future.

As the stargate grew larger, he listened to the intercom as various departments prepared for jump. Phovanavong’s excited voice broke into the chatter.

“Captain, something’s wrong here.”

“What?”

“The gate, sir. It’s talking to me.”

“Say again!”

“The gate just sent me an order in Broan.”

“What order?”

“It wants to establish visual contact.”

“It’s manned?” Harcourt asked. The Broa weren’t supposed to have enough manpower to rule all of the worlds they’d sucked up, let alone put someone at every stargate.

 “No, sir. It’s some sort of automated message being transmitted by the gate computer. It is directing us to send it a live picture of the bridge before it will clear us for jump.”

Harcourt swore under his breath and thought fast. It was too late to make a break for the deep black.

“What should I tell it, sir?”

“That we will comply, Astrogator. Set up a visual link and send it to my workscreen.”

 “Aye aye.”

A few seconds later, what appeared to be an actual Broa stared out of the screen at him. For a moment, he thought his astrogator wrong about the gate being manned. Then he realized that it was a recording.

“This is Bulk Freighter, Cansawan Sky, out of Posledinal with a cargo of serums, en route to Voskedol. Commander Sasstandival. How may I help you?”

“What species, Commander?” a very realistic voice asked in Broan.

“Batan,” he said, reeling off a long registry number in the Broan base-12 numbering system. The species in question were bipeds, with a slight physical resemblance to humanity… although you wouldn’t want to meet one alone in an alley on a dark night.

There was a short pause, after which the figure spoke again. “You may proceed with your jump, Commander.”

“Acknowledged.”

The transmission cut off abruptly. Harcourt sat and stared at the suddenly blank screen. What was it that had just happened? It seemed innocuous enough, except that it was a change in procedure, one that must be reported back to H.Q.

Something wasn’t right!

#

“Xavier reported back three weeks ago,” Landon said. “They were the first. We’ve heard from two other craft since then. Both were challenged and forced to leave a visual record before the gate computer would authorize the jump.”

Mark frowned. “Do you suppose it has something to do with us, sir?”

“Not known,” Landon replied. “Still, one explanation that fits the facts is that the Broa are gathering visual records because they have awakened to the fact that strangers are using their gates.”

“What are we going to do about it?” Mark asked.

“We’ve already done it.”

“Done what, sir?” Lisa asked.

“As soon as Xavier reported, I put together a team of specialists and they wrote a software program. The next time a gate computer challenges one of our ships, they will get a visual of whatever species we are pretending to be.”

 “A computer simulation? Will that fool them?”

“The development team says it will. That is one thing Congress will be doing when she reaches her area of operations next week. So far as the Broa are concerned, that ship will be crewed by lizards.”

“And if the Broa decide to board?” Mark asked.

“It could get a little exciting.”

#

 


Chapter Twenty

“Which brings me to you two,” Landon said. It’s damned good to see you back, and not only because of all we’ve been through together. I need competent people and you are two of the most competent people I know.”

Mark felt a chill go up his spine, and not one of quiet pride at having been complimented by the boss. The Navy wasn’t his career, or hadn’t been until the arrival of a certain silly-looking monster. Still, he’d worn the uniform long enough to recognize that when a superior began buttering you up, bad news was in the offing.

The Admiral continued. “The first task in any war is to establish a robust logistics chain capable of supporting future combat operations. The new stargates will do that. Now we need to work on the next couple of problems in our rather long list.”

“What is that, sir?” Lisa asked.

“It was Mark’s idea to use Earth’s anonymity as a shield against attack. Unfortunately, it would appear that the Broa thought up the idea long before we did.”

“Sir?”

“Despite the fact that we’ve sent spies through a couple of hundred Broan-controlled systems, we have, as yet, no clue as to where to find their home star. It isn’t in the Pastol database. It’s not on any stargate network diagram we’ve seen. There is no mention of it in any of our intercepts.”

Lisa frowned. “Something wrong with our approach, Admiral?”

“You tell me. It was originally your idea to send ships through the stargates and have them eavesdrop in transit. Is there something else we should be doing?”

“Nothing comes immediately to mind.”

“It hasn’t been that our Q-Ship efforts have been in vain,” Landon continued. “Perhaps they’ve been too productive. We sit here awash in comm intercepts, most of which are in languages we don’t understand. It’s the classic information overload problem.

“We’re reaching the point of diminishing returns. That is, we are learning more and more that we already know while our ships are ranging farther and farther afield. This new stargate protocol is worrisome. And even if it has nothing to do with us, each successive mission carries with it the risk that one of our ships will be captured.”

Mark nodded, “Or suicide to avoid capture…”

“Or suicide to avoid capture. Either way, the event will start alarm bells ringing all the way up the Broan chain of command. No matter how you look at it, the time is coming when we will have to curtail Q-ship operations.”

“What else can we do?” Lisa asked.

“Strategy and Intentions has a thought. They recommend that instead of continuing to flesh out our maps of stargate connectivity, we try to map the lines of Broan authority instead.”

Both Mark and Lisa gave him a blank look. Landon continued, warming to the subject.

“We’ve found a number of what we believe to be regional capitals, systems with multiple stargates and a large Broan presence. Xavier reported they encountered the new stargate protocol after being held up for hours waiting on a convoy: Seven ships all bound for the same destination. That level of activity ought to indicate a Broan stronghold somewhere along the convoy’s path.

Strategy and Intentions thinks we can use traffic analysis to get a better idea of where the Broa are. If we plot the density of pseudo-simians rather than star positions, we might be able to identify their hierarchy of control. Once we know the reporting relationships, we may pinpoint the single system everyone else reports to.”

“Logical,” Lisa said, nodding.

Landon laughed. “One of my professors at the Academy once defined logic as the means by which we arrive at the wrong conclusion with confidence. Still, it makes more sense than continuing to blunder about and risk losing a ship.”

“I hear a ‘but’ coming,” Mark warned.

“A big one,” the Admiral agreed. “We’re stretched to the limit and we’re going to have to shift resources to make this new plan work. The problem is that there isn’t a lot of flexibility regarding our most critical shortage.”

“Which is what?”

“Translators.”

Lisa’s spine stiffened for a second, and then softened as she silently acknowledged what she had suspected was coming.

If Dan Landon noticed the sudden spasm, he gave no clue. Instead, he looked directly into her eyes and said, “Lisa, I would like you to head the translation team on this new effort.”

Lisa didn’t answer right away. Things were moving too fast… first their homecoming, then this new offer. It wasn’t the way she had imagined it.

As Landon fixed her with a penetrating gaze, she stammered, “Uh… yes, sir. If you need me.”

“I truly do.”

“What about me, Admiral?” Mark asked. “Do I have a position in this new organization?”

“I have something else for you, Mark,” he said, transferring his attention to the male half of the team. “It involves that second pressing problem I mentioned.”

“What’s that?”

“Security. Specifically, the security of Brinks Base.”

#

The silence that followed stretched uncomfortably long as Mark and Lisa regarded their commander with puzzlement. When they had left, there had been no hint of a threat to the base. What had happened in the interim? Finally, Mark asked the obvious question: 

“Brinks Base isn’t safe, Admiral?”

“It’s safe enough… for now. The Broa don’t know we are here and there are no gravity waves emanating from this system to give them a clue. That is why we chose the location of… uh, Grand Central Terminus. Over the next few years, that bit of vacuum is going to be the origin of literally thousands of waves, but it will take a couple of centuries for any of them to reach a Broan-occupied system.

 “Like every other invention in history,” Landon continued, “stargates are a two-edged sword. On the one hand, they make interstellar travel easy and cheap. On the other, they are discontinuous. They operate by transposition rather than translation. No Broan craft will stumble over one of our gravity waves en route from hither to yon because their ships are never ‘en route’ between stars.

“Yet, it is inevitable they will eventually become aware of us, if not through misadventure by one of our spy ships, then some scenario we haven’t thought about. When that happens, they will launch a full scale search for us. Not only will they search all the systems under their thumbs, but every uninhabited system as well. They have the capability, using single-ended jumps.

“Hideout is, so far as they know, an uninhabited star system. What happens when a Broan avenger materializes on the outskirts of this system and detects our energy signature?”

“We’ll put a superlight missile through it,” Mark replied.

“That we will,” Landon agreed, “which will be almost as big a red flag as having that ship report back that it found a lot of radio traffic in a supposedly uninhabited system on the edge of the Sky Flower Nebula. We will likely have a war fleet materializing in our sky a month after that ship fails to report back.”

 “Isn’t that true of any base we establish in Broan space?” 

“As it turns out, Mark, it isn’t. The scientists, being scientists, seem to think that this whole gargantuan scheme has been put in motion merely to allow them to study their specialties. The gravity astronomers have been looking at the waves we’ve detected with our gravtennas. Everything checks out except the waves coming in from galactic east. Try as they might, they couldn’t make the distortion patterns match the stellar cartography. They have been burning up computer time to discover the reason and came up with a theory that matches the data. It was sufficiently startling for me to loan them a ship. To my amazement, they found what they were looking for.” 

 “What was that, sir?”

 “A rogue planet. Actually, a cluster of them.”

#

Mark and Lisa sat in the Brinks commissary and ate a late breakfast. Instead of one of the long tables, they chose a corner booth this morning so that they could sit undisturbed, side-by-side, and snuggle. Across from them, looking like a third diner, Mark’s vacuum suit sat propped up, facing them. Beside it was his kit bag.

“Damn it, Mark! We came back to Brinks to avoid this!”

“Sorry, sweet,” he said as he sipped hot coffee from a drinking bulb. “We knew this could happen.”

“But not so soon. We’ve only been back a week.”

He shrugged. “Needs of the service and all that.” A questing hand gave her a reassuring squeeze. Despite his attempt at putting a brave face on their coming separation, he, too was unhappy with the thought of not seeing his wife for months.

Still, the job he’d been given was an important one and he looked forward to the challenge. As for the two of them serving together as they always had, her job was even more important than the one on which he was about to embark.

A rogue planet, as it turned out, was neither a base for pirates, nor a world filled with antisocial barbarians. It was a planet that had formed in the cosmos in the absence of an accompanying sun. The existence of such orphan orbs had been the subject of considerable argument among astronomers for hundreds of years. The two sides disputed for so long because the scale of the universe made the chance of anyone actually discovering a rogue vanishingly small.

The theories concerning rogue worlds evolved with humanity’s improving understanding of the universe. There was a time when astronomers thought the formation of the Solar System an event so unlikely that there might only be one such in the galaxy. Decades later, telescopes became good enough to detect worlds in orbit about other stars and the theoretical picture changed. Planets, it seemed, were common. Like the stars that lit them, they coalesced out of a primordial gas ball under the influence of mutual gravitational attraction.

Most of the gas and dust in primordial clouds collapsed into the center to form the star. However, some material possessed too high an angular momentum to fall straight inward. This more energetic material swirled around and coalesced into smaller lumps, ranging in size from several times the size of mighty Jupiter down to miniscule Mercury and below.

Yet, what if the gas cloud as a whole possessed a high angular momentum? The central mass might not reach the size where a hydrogen fusion reaction would light off. In such a cloud, there would only be planets, but no sun to betray the group to the surrounding universe.

This, then, was the definition of a rogue world — a planet without a sun, a cosmic orb that moved eternally through interstellar darkness. Rogue worlds might lack sunlight, but they possessed mass and raw materials, including frozen gases from which breathing gas and fuel could be extracted. Most importantly, they were invisible to anyone who did not know precisely where to look.

It was this “invisible” attribute that excited Dan Landon and his staff. If Brinks Base was vulnerable to discovery, a cluster of rogue planets was not. 

Mark and Lisa sat quietly, not speaking for a long time. The end of their contemplation came quietly with a voice announcing that boats for TSNS Roman Road were ready for loading.

“Time to go,” Mark said, twisting about to face his wife. She lifted her face to his and kissed him. The kiss went on for a long time. When it was over, they reluctantly unwound from one another. Lisa slid out of the booth, reached over, and picked up his kit bag. Mark followed, leaning over the table to retrieve the vacuum suit, which he slung over his right shoulder.

Then, locking arms, they headed for the spaceport airlock. Not for the first time, Mark voiced a universal complaint of soldiers and sailors.

“This damned war is interfering with my love life!”

He’d meant it to come out lightly, a bit of gallows humor to mark his send off. He didn’t manage his desired tone. It was more of a growl then a giggle.

“Damned war…” his wife repeated, almost prayerfully, before pulling him closer as they low-gravity skated along the corridor to where they must part for the duration of what was to come.

#

 


PART TWO:

UNTO THE BREACH…
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Chapter Twenty-One

Faalta was barely above the horizon when Dos-Val checked his communications logs for news of the mysterious bipeds. It was nearly a full cycle since he had advanced the theory that a wild species was loose in Civilization.  Though most did not believe it possible, even a hint of such a situation required that it be explored.

To do so, the Council established a new vine within the Ministry of Science and promoted Dos-Val to lead it. With his new-found priority and resources, he ordered another search of the central database. One-quarter of his available computer specialists were assigned the task. Once again, subtle search routines scoured the repository, seeking traces of the bipeds and related organisms. Once again, results were negative.

He put other specialists to researching everything known of the bipeds’ two visits to Civilization, with special care paid to medical data. What they learned was that the bipeds’ sun was Faalta-like and their world a twin to Ssasfal. However, the same could be said for many worlds.

As results continued to be negative, the Prime Councilor became agitated. With each new irritant, he granted Dos-Val increased resources, with the clear implication that his patience was waning. Dos-Val, under pressure, expanded his inquiries. He ordered a team to research the disappearance of the missing accountant, Sar-Say. A second team was assigned to do nothing but consider new approaches to the problem of the wild bipeds.

It was this latter group whose efforts first produced a few ripe lossa fruit.

The one thing they knew about the bipeds was that they were using the stargates. One of his young assistants, Szal-Trel, suggested modifying the software that operated the stargates to require visual communication with each ship prior to jump. In this way, they could estimate the number of biped ships, the better to bound the problem. 

Modifying the generations-old gate software had proven a major undertaking. Even so, with fewer than two-twelfths of the gates upgraded, the effort yielded immediate results. In the past quarter-cycle, the Ministry had received records from three widely separated systems showing wild bipeds using stargates. In each case, the individuals whose image they captured claimed to be members of a species with a similar physiology. Moreover, the three ships were of two different types, which put to rest the idea that they were dealing with a single pirate vessel.

After the promising start, however, the sightings ceased. Either the quarry was frightened off, or they were able to defeat the jump check after initially being surprised by it. Still, three sightings in so short a time allowed Dos-Val’s team to estimate how deeply Civilization had been penetrated.

The answer did nothing to soothe the Prime Councilor’s irritation.

#

A quiet signal sounded, announcing the arrival of his morning appointment. He checked his schedule. The visitors were Kalz-Vor and Gor-Dek.

Kalz-Vor was the assistant leading the team assigned to study the disappearance of the Sar-Dva Clan’s missing accountant. Gor-Dek was one of the senior philosophers in the Institute for Theoretical Physics. Dos-Val knuckle-walked to the portal of his office and greeted his visitors. When they were settled on resting racks, he asked Kalz-Vor why he had requested the conference.

“As you know, Subminister, we asked the Institute of Physics to review our records of the battle at the Nala stargate. They have some startling information.”

“Continue,” Dos-Val said.

“Sar-Say was en route from Vith to Perselin when his ship disappeared in the Nala system. An avenger disappeared at the same time, and the Nala stargate was damaged by beam fire. Unofficially, the Kas-Dor are suspected, but of course, we are making no accusations.”

The Subminister signaled his agreement. Their task was to track down the wild bipeds, not involve themselves in disputes between members of the council.

“Our reconstructed scenario is that the missing avenger attacked Sar-Say’s ship just as it entered the Nala gate. The two ships’ jump fields were likely interpenetrated. We surmise the avenger fired a bolt intending to disable the transport, and missed. The bolt struck the gate. The overload was strong enough to send both ships on a single-ended jump.”

“A jump to where?”

“We don’t know, Subminister. Even with exact readings, we would be unable to predict the point of emergence. There is some randomness involved.”

“So we know why the ships disappeared. How did Sar-Say end up in the paws of the bipeds?”

Gor-Dek made the gesture of apology for a necessary interruption. He then took up the narrative, “Obviously, the bipeds come from wherever the two ships emerged in normal space.”

Dos-Val considered the thought. It was simple, direct, and so obvious that one could hardly argue with the conclusion. Yet, the idea caused every hair on his body to tingle.

The problem lay in the laws of probability. If the stargate threw Sar-Say’s transport and its attacker to some distant point in space, then they should be dead. If not killed by the side effects of a gate gone mad, they would have died of starvation or oxygen deprivation when they emerged light-cycles from the nearest star.

“What chance they emerged near an inhabited star system?”

“Should a tunnel through phantom space pass through a star,” Gor-Dek explained, “the star’s mass will act as the far terminus. The two ships could well have been thrown into normal space within the star’s planetary system.”

“How, then, did they show up at Klys’kra’t? Are you saying these bipeds possess their own stargates?”

 “It is possible, Subminister. The technology is obvious to any culture with knowledge of multidimensional physics. However, I am suggesting that they may not need a stargate.”

 Rather than speak and make a fool of himself, Dos-Val sat and awaited clarification. Sensing his unease, the old philosopher drew himself up in his lounging frame and continued:

“When Szor-Trel came to me, I listened politely, but did not think much of his hypotheses. An entire planet erased from the database? Impossible! Ships traversing the stargates without our knowledge? Preposterous!

“Then he showed me the records from the Nala Gate. That the two missing vessels were thrown a great distance seems obvious. After all, the bolt actually vaporized a section of the outer plating. And he is correct about the physics. There is no way to predict the end point, even if we had proper power readings. Like you, I assumed a ship sent into the universe at random would reenter somewhere in deep interstellar space, condemning the crew to a lingering death.

 “For the survivors to become prisoners of local autochthons requires the tunnel to intersect a star… unlikely, but not preposterous. We are very careful to avoid such intersections when we site our gate pairs. Moreover, since these bipeds are now running free through our gate network, they obviously discovered a way into Civilization. The question is, how? I believe I have the answer. However, it requires me to impart forbidden knowledge.”

Both of his listeners blinked in surprise. Over the millennia, there had been discoveries considered too sensitive for widespread dissemination. These bits of dangerous information were the responsibility of only a few of the most senior scientists or researchers. 

“Is that wise?” Dos-Val asked the philosopher.

“Wise, Subminister? No. However, if my suspicions are correct this problem may be far more serious than you realize. You are aware that the stargates work on the principle of coordinate rotation?”

“Of course. The exact details…”

“…Are not important,” Gor-Dek replied. “What you need to know is that the gates form their interstellar tunnels by rotating quasi-dimensions into other dimensions. In so doing, they establish a connection between two widely separated points with no distance between them.”

Dos-Val signaled the affirmative. “Academy level physics.”

“Yes, of course. What you do not know is that there is a different set of coordinate transformations that have a different effect on space-time, one that makes stargates unnecessary…”

#

Nadine Halstrom, World Coordinator, had come to think of herself as the “Prisoner in the Tower.” The tower that was her prison was also her office. As befit her position, it was a very luxurious office. It was paneled in the finest woods, the floors covered by the deepest carpets, and the furniture all custom designed for her comfort. There was even a bathroom, complete with shower and tub, and a walk-in closet with an entire wardrobe so that she need not be bothered by the necessity of actually going home from time to time.

The current problem preventing her from seeing her husband was the deteriorating political situation. Garwin Smythe, her personal pollster, Lor Carnahan, her political advisor, and Admiral Vusi N’Gomo, Chief of Fleet Operations, were seated on plush couches and chairs in her conversation area, discussing the implications of the latest poll results.

“Let’s have it, Garwin. How bad is it?”

“We’ve lost another half percentage point to Mikhail Vasloff and his anti-war coalition, Coordinator. The trend line is constant and if it continues, we’ll lose control of Parliament if we wait until the statutory limit to call an election.”

“Call it now then?”

He shook his head. “While our chances of maintaining control are better, they are far from certain. This is one situation where it is better to stall and try to change the political dynamic.”

“Do you agree, Lor?”

Her political advisor shrugged. “Six of one and half a dozen of the other, Nadine. I say we stall and figure out how to disrupt Vasloff’s efforts before we are forced into an election.”

“How do we do that?”

“If I knew that, you would be paying me a hell of a lot more than my simple civil servant’s wage.”

Nadine nodded. As a student of history, which all good politicians are, she was aware of the innate nature of the tide flowing against her. The problem was that people just do not like war. Twenty percent of the population opposes it on general principles; something to do with their genetic makeup.

A second, larger group, objects to war’s deprivations – the diverted resources, the restrictions, the draft, and the taxes. They start out enthusiastic, but slowly sour as the war begins to impinge on their personal lives.

In every war since the invention of public opinion polls, the effort has been accompanied by downward sloping lines of public approval. No matter how high the support at the beginning, by the end of the third year, a majority just wants the war to end.

The Broan War was especially problematic because it wasn’t really a war… yet. It was merely hard, dirty, and expensive preparation. Which brought her to her third guest, a figure in black. He listened to the political talk, but did not partake of it. “Do you hear this, Admiral N’Gomo?”

“Yes, Madam Coordinator.”

“Then you see my problem?”

He nodded. “Public support for our forces is declining faster than preparations to start our campaign against the enemy.”

“And the solution?”

“I’m not sure there is one, Madam Coordinator. Our fighting forces are preparing as quickly as they can and are suffering casualties in the process. Three ships have gone missing during the Long Jump and we are suffering the usual deaths through accident, disease, and suicide that any project of this scale entails. As of this morning, we have lost just over a thousand men and women.”

“You needn’t tell us about the casualties,” Carnahan said. “Vasloff speaks of nothing else!”

“So what is the Navy doing about it?” Nadine asked.

“We are working to bring about the necessary preconditions for an attack.”

“You have the new stargates. Surely you can get enough forces in position in the relatively near future, Admiral.”

“It isn’t just a matter of manpower. We also need a target.”

“You have a million targets, Admiral!” Carnahan exclaimed.

“Precisely, sir. That is the problem. We have too many targets. To be successful, we must strike at the enemy’s heart. To date, we have yet to identify their home world, and without knowing where it is, we cannot begin an offensive.”

“I presume, Admiral, that this lament has a point,” Nadine said.

“It does, Madam Coordinator. We have a team working on the problem. They believe they have come up with a strategy to force the Broa to reveal their secret. However, we must develop a new technical capability. Preliminary results are encouraging, but not yet ready for the field.”

Nadine sighed.  Leaning back, she said, “I hope they hurry, Admiral. Otherwise, when you come into this office to seek clearance to begin your assault, you will be talking to Mikhail Vasloff.”

#

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Standing on the ice promontory above the snow covered valley, Mark Rykand watched the bulk freighter slowly descend toward its landing cradle. Around him, the world was as dark as the blackest night on Earth, with the red circle of the cradle perimeter lights the only illumination. Overhead, the stars were diamond pinpoints set in dark velvet, with the broad band of the Milky Way bisecting the ebon firmament. The dim splotch low on the horizon was the Crab Nebula, some 200 light-years distant. Even at that range, the nebula was one of the largest objects in the sky. 

Directly overhead, the hazy cloud of stars was abruptly interrupted by a sharp circular-edged shadow, as though someone had taken a bite out of the galaxy. In fact, the dark orb was Erasmus, the oversize Jupiter-class planet that served as the system primary. It was the largest of ten worlds bound together by mutual gravitational attraction. Nemesis, Mark’s home for the past six months, was next to the smallest of the rogue cluster, and orbited Erasmus every sixteen days.

Although the world around him was in perpetual black, the Milky Way was bright enough that his suit’s light amplification circuits revealed his surroundings as well as if it had been high noon at home. Nemesis was a beautiful planet, with breathtaking panoramas and jagged, impossibly high mountains adorned in whiteness that had an ivory-pearl glow in his suit visor. It reminded Mark of that glorious week he and Lisa had spent at Yosemite before one of them, he couldn’t remember who, had the brilliant idea to hurry back to the war.

Nemesis’ snow was not water ice. It was nitrogen ice. In the valley to his right, a stream of liquid oxygen trickled out of crevices in the rock and down a slope. At the bottom the oxygen formed a small pond before freezing into an ice skater’s dream of light blue ice. The stream was liquid only because the planet’s interior was heated by tidal stresses. The frozen pond was the source of Port Grayson’s breathing gas. On the opposite side of the bustling little community, an H2O ice mine provided them with drinking water.

Mark watched the monster globe that was Pride of Gideon Sanders, one of the new freighters capable of landing on a planet, ground in a sudden puff of vapor as its drive field brushed against the snow-covered cradle and a light hydrogen-helium wind carried the resulting powder away. As he did so, he stood carefully balanced on the packed gravel road on which a mobile transporter was parked. He was ten centimeters taller in his vacuum suit, the result of the thick insulation in his over-boots.

The insulation was important. It kept the heat from being sucked out of his legs, turning them into lifeless frozen stumps. Beautiful though his surroundings were, they were deadly. Eleven people had already died by accident while scratching out this foothold in the interstellar void. Each death taught the expedition a costly lesson about what it means to live on a world only fifty degrees above absolute zero. 

He sometimes wondered what he would look like to the local animal life, had Nemesis possessed any. To them, human beings would appear apparitions of white-hot flame, demons from Hell whose very breath scalded and vaporized.

In six months, Port Grayson had gone from a few survival domes to some fifty buildings clustered around the central power plant, a glowing sphere supported on stilts thirty meters above the ground, the better to limit its damage to the local environment. Each of the town’s building was constructed on scores to hundreds of two-meter-tall pilings. The stilts and pilings were actively cooled with liquid helium to keep heat from the buildings away from the nitrogen ice that anchored the supports. The building walls were one-meter thick and constructed of the same super-insulating material as the under floor supports.

Among the small city’s structures were warehouses, machine shops, and bulk storage tanks that would shortly supply a fleet more than ten times larger than the one stationed at Brinks Base. The stargate links between Grand Central Terminus and New Eden now numbered eight, and were constantly busy with a stream of logistics craft and warships.

The nearest Broan-occupied planet along the axis of the stargates was 238 light-years distant. It would take ten human generations before Broan gravitational astronomers detected the first gravity waves emanating from human stargates. Shortly thereafter, their gravtennas would reverberate with something very like the tympanic climax of Ad Astra. 

As the big freighter sank into the grasp of the insulated landing dock, the area came alight with a hundred flood lamps. Mark’s visor took a moment to compensate. When he could see again, the big tracked transporter was lumbering forward with its debarkation tube.

Five minutes later, the starship was part of the interconnected complex and the transporter lumbered away to its next assignment. Mark walked to the ground airlock and cycled through. As usual, his suit frosted over as warm air flooded the chamber. He waited the regulation three minutes, and then opened the inner door. As he stepped through the open airlock, he was still steaming.

 It was time to go to work.

#

“Captain Hideki?” Mark asked a worthy with the four stripes on his uniform after he finished the usual de-suiting gymnastics and donned shipsuit and slippers.

“Yes.”

“Commander Rykand, assistant to the Port Captain. Welcome to Port Grayson.”

“Quite a setup you have here,” Hideki said. “I thought I was going to get hit by a planet on approach.”

Mark laughed politely. It was an observation one out of three ship captains made on their first visit to Nemesis. The rogue cluster, with Erasmus as its frigid star, had not formed like a normal system. Normal systems obey Bode’s Rule, which gives the distances between a central star and the worlds that orbit it, with ever-increasing distances between subsequent planets.

The Erasmus Cluster was the product of a collapsing gas cloud, but one with a bit of swirl to it. As a result, the small orbs had coalesced before a central star could consume the available mass. Erasmus should have been the star, but never gained sufficient mass to light off a hydrogen fusion reaction.

Most of the nine planets rode elongated elliptical orbits around Erasmus. Only Nemesis and Scion, the smallest world, were in anything approaching normal orbits. Both were much closer to the big planet than Mercury was to Sol.

The complex orbital mechanics caused more than one collision since the cluster’s formation. Rutherford, the third largest world, had nearly split in two sometime in the distant past; and its smaller brother, Solstice, bore the scars of several massive impact craters. Antipodal to one such crater was a cracked bulge five times taller than the Himalayas. Whatever had hit the planet had nearly punched its way clear through. 

It was the near misses by the much larger worlds which caused the tidal stresses that provided what little heat Nemesis possessed.

“Yes, one of the more interesting planetary systems in existence,” Mark said in response to the Captain’s comment. “Who knew there was so much to see out here in the deep black?”

“Yes, if one sees by radar,” the captain agreed. “How may I help you, Commander?”

“I’ve been assigned to brief you on your stay here. After we’ve got you hooked up to the big cargo tube, you’ll be offloading your cargo into Warehouse Six. That is our main staging area where we sort incoming freight and then direct it to the proper shelters for long-term storage.

“Your people will have to wear their vacsuits while working in the tube. The insulation isn’t nearly as thick on the cargo tubes as on the personnel ones. They get damned cold. And though the tubes are pressurized, the low temperature does funny things to materials. We can’t guarantee it won’t suffer a blowout while occupied.

“Also, I’m here to pick up the classified pouch.”

“Very well. If you will accompany me to my cabin, I’ll open the safe and get it for you.”

#

Twenty minutes later, Mark made his way back toward the suiting antechamber bearing a small orange cube. The cube was filled with terabytes of minutiae which, though exceedingly boring, were never sent by comm laser. He had nearly reached it when he heard a female voice calling his name.

 “Mark! Mark Rykand, hold up!”

He turned to see Susan Ahrendt hurrying toward him. She had a broad smile on her face.

“Susan, hello!” he said as she caught up with him and gave him a non-regulation hug. She wore the uniform of a Space Navy Lieutenant, with her shoulder-length dark hair in disarray from her run down the corridor. “What brings you out here into the Deep Black?”

“Trojan Horse, what else? My team and I are en route to Brinks Base to begin our mission to sow Easter Eggs where they will do the most good. We’re shorthanded, so they’re drafting practically everyone for the contact teams.  I just happened to hear your name back in the mess and had to say hello. Do you have time for a bulb of coffee? I can catch you up on all of the gossip from New Mexico.”

“Sure,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. In truth, he was glad to see her after six months on Nemesis. The construction crew ran overwhelmingly to hairy faces and he was surprised at the electric thrill that ran through his body at the sight of a female face. Of course, it might also have been the feel of warm curves against his body after so long without.

He followed Susan back to the starship mess compartment. Nemesis’ gravity was 75% of standard, so the tables were moved from their microgravity positions to a planetside arrangement. As he followed her to an empty table, he noticed a number of crewmembers, male and female, give him appraising looks.

Even though the freighter was only a month out of Sol, he remembered the odd feeling one gets upon seeing an unfamiliar face for the first time after an interstellar voyage. On a ship in the deep black, it is easy for the human mind to subconsciously conclude that the ship’s crew comprises all of humanity. It requires some time to get back one’s perspective.

He sat down on a bench while Susan went to fetch coffee. He found his eyes following her, appreciating the way she moved. Damn, he thought, I’ve been away from my wife too long!

Once they were settled in, Susan asked, “So what have you been doing since we saw each other last?”

He told her about his and Lisa’s tour of Earth, of sunning on the beach at Waikiki, and of their long snow hikes along the trails of Yosemite. He finished by saying, “If I had known I was coming here, I think I would have spent some time in the Sahara, soaking up the heat.”

“What’s it like living on a world without a sun?”

He shrugged, “You get used to it. The lack of sunlight is no problem, not with light amplifying visors, and the sky is sort of interesting, although when we’re suited up, we usually have too much going on to waste our time stargazing.”

Reaching over to cover his outstretched hand with one of her own, Susan said, “I hope you don’t mind my saying so, Mark, but you look haggard.”

His smile, he suspected, was less than full. He was too distracted by the sudden burning sensation on the back of his left hand. “It’s a challenging environment. You have to be on the lookout every minute. Falling into a snow bank can be fatal. Inside, there is the ever-present danger of a wall rupture. We have earthquakes, you know.”

“How?” she asked. “I would have thought this ball of ice was about as solid as it is possible to get.”

He explained about the tidal stresses. “In fact, it’s the very rigidity of the planet that causes the quakes. It tries to flex, but can’t; so it cracks. The building pilings serve both as shock absorbers and insulators.”

The subject switched to the project in New Mexico. Susan brought him up-to-date on who was sleeping with whom, and the petty politics that suffuse any isolated group. Having spent less than a month there, Mark didn’t know most of the people of whom she spoke. Still, it was a pleasant diversion and before he knew it, an hour had passed swiftly.

He was brought back to the present by the sudden chirping of his communicator. He signaled acceptance and heard a voice in his ear. It was Yeoman Barnes from the Port Captain’s office.

“Commander Rykand, you haven’t fallen into a snow drift have you?”

“I’m fine, Yeoman. I met an acquaintance aboard ship. We’ve been talking.”

“The Captain would like to see you at your earliest convenience.” Mark sighed. That meant, of course, that the captain would like to see him at his, the Captain’s, earliest convenience.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes. What has gone wrong now?”

“One of the plows has buried itself in nitrogen again. The captain wants an assessment of the damage by someone he trusts. Remember what the engineers told him last time?”

“Right. See you in twenty.”

He switched off to see Susan looking at him strangely. “I take it that you have to go.”

“Sorry,” he said. “Just one more reason to look tired.”

“I’d like to see you again,” she said, “if there’s an opportunity before the ship spaces, that is. We’ve got three of our Easter Eggs onboard and are headed for Brinks Base. Once the alien psychology people give us a target, we’re going to begin sowing dissension among the enemy.”

“You’ll be unloading freight for another three days. How about dinner tomorrow night?”

She smiled. “I would like that.”

“Very well. I’ll meet you at the airlock at 18:00 hours. Dinner at 19:00. Wear something warm. It gets cold in those tubes.”

“Should I bring a bottle of wine? I can get one from ship’s stores. It will only cost me a week’s pay.”

He sighed again, this time with regret. “A waste of money, I’m afraid. We keelhaul anyone who drinks on this planet. It’s a dangerous life. Let the troops get drunk, and some damned fool will leave an airlock open.”

“Eighteen hundred it is,” she agreed. “I’ll be waiting.”

Mark said his goodbyes after getting directions back to the main airlock. As he climbed back into his suit, he found himself humming.

#

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Susan Ahrendt was waiting for Mark the next evening as promised inside the freighter’s main airlock. She wore the bunny suit that was standard outerwear for Nemesis’ populace. Like Alaskans and Siberians, the inhabitants of Port Grayson had become used to bundling up whenever they left their living quarters. The electrically heated coveralls were more than adequate for indoor use in the pedestrian tubes and warehouses.

Susan’s suit was the usual padded pillow shape, hiding her curves. Her lips were red and her eyes and lashes subtly shaded. Her hair was piled high on her head. 

“You are beautiful this evening,” Mark said, surprised at the incipient stutter her appearance caused him as he cycled through the inner airlock door.

“Thank you, sir. It’s a social occasion, so I thought I would treat it like one.” She turned and lifted a vacuum bottle from a rack beside her. “Here. It’s sparkling cider. Non-alcoholic, but we can pretend.”

“Thanks,” he said as he accepted the pressurized cylinder. He then offered her his arm and said, “Shall we go?”

The inside of the pedestrian tube was unrelievedly drab. Save for the expansion joints and widely spaced overhead glow tubes, there was nothing to see. Windows would have let the heat out, and decorations were both superfluous and not in the Port Captain’s operational plan. Nevertheless, Susan commented on the change of scenery.

“Damn it’s good to get out of that ship!”

Mark laughed. “This can hardly be better,” he said, gesturing at their surroundings.

“Better, no. Different, yes! I don’t know how you survived a whole year in isolation during your trips to and from The Crab: the same faces day in, day out; the same jokes told over and over again. It’s only been a month and I swear I’ll strangle Dr. Smithers if he tells his Mother Superior and the Blind Man joke one more time.”

“One of your team?”

She nodded. “There are twelve of us this trip. We’ll divide into smaller groups of four and go with our individual Easter Eggs. Dr. Smithers is my team leader, which should make our voyage into Broan space memorable.

“It’s our job to perform final checks on the ships before they’re cast adrift. Mostly that means making sure there aren’t any loose screwdrivers or gloves left inside. The screwdrivers might fit into our storyline; the gloves… not so much.”

Three minutes after leaving the ship, they descended a shallow slope and emerged into an open space measuring ten meters in diameter. From it, a number of other tunnels radiated outward around the points of the compass. Just beyond each opening were the yellow-and-black striped doors of an emergency airlock. At the moment, the doors were retracted into their housings.

 “Welcome to Fleet Headquarters,” Mark said, gesturing expansively. “Actually, Headquarters is one flight up. This section is called ‘the Hub’ for obvious reasons. Care to take the tour?”

“My pleasure, sir!”

Mark did his best, but when he checked the time again, only four additional minutes had elapsed. Sighing, he suggested that they make their way to his quarters.

“Your quarters?” Susan asked, arching one eyebrow in the obvious unspoken question.

“I thought we would have dinner there rather than the mess hall. We’ll be able to talk and not be interrupted every two minutes by some vacuum monkey hitting on you.”

She laughed. “I might like that. It does wonders for a girl’s ego.”

“Later I’ll show you what passes for night life around here. We have a little beer garden sans beer set up in the next igloo over. Most nights they have a couple of rollicking games of chess going and the usual card sharps playing pinochle. Since it’s Tuesday, they will have live entertainment tonight. A couple of the women from administration are fairly good singers.”

His quarters were in the dome opposite the project social center. He led the way into a tube labeled ‘Broadway,’ past a series of identical doors save for their numbers. Upon arriving, Mark opened the airtight door to his quarters and ushered his guest inside.

The small cubicle was tidy, with the bed retracted into the wall and a table and two chairs occupying its space. (Mark didn’t mention that he’d spent two hours cleaning that afternoon.) A complicated box sat on the table, its silvered exterior glinting in the light of the glow tube, its various sections tightly latched to one another. Two place settings and a single rose in a drinking bulb completed the arrangement. The rose he had stolen from hydroponics that afternoon. The drinking bulb was a spare from breakfast that he had yet to return to the mess.

 “My, you didn’t have to go to all of this trouble on my account,” Susan said as she surveyed the scene.

“No trouble. I’ll get things set up. You will want to get out of that suit. Like most cold-country people, we tend to overheat our living quarters.”

“Mind if I use the facilities?” she asked. “I have some damage control to do after I get this bunny suit off. I’m afraid it has wrinkled me something fierce!”

“Over there,” he said, gesturing to his private bathroom.

He puttered around, filling glasses, unsealing the food and dividing the courses, including two small desserts that he stacked on his work desk. It took Susan several minutes to emerge. When she did, he saw the wait had been worth it. She took one step into the room and struck a pose. 

“Do you like it?”

He gave a whistle. “You’re beautiful!”

Under the bunny suit she had been wearing a full evening gown. For a moment Mark wondered what she had done with the skirt, then realized that she must have hoisted it up around her waist to make it fit under the suit. 

The gown was black and filmy, and revealed far more than it concealed. The bodice was deeply cut, showing a good deal of cleavage, and the shoulders were bare. She had added earrings to the ensemble. Of all the things he expected to see 7000 light-years from Earth, an evening gown was very low on the list. 

“I hoped you would like it,” she said. “Several of my friends said I was a fool to pack it and that I would never find an opportunity to wear it out here. Thank you for providing me with one.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. The sudden constriction in his throat came from the realization that he might not be the only one here tonight who had been having thoughts they shouldn’t have.

“Shall we eat?”
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Dinner consisted of several courses: a salad straight from hydroponics, French onion soup with real croutons, Salisbury steaks and vegetables, strawberry shortcake for dessert, and coffee to wash everything down.

“How did you manage all of this?” Susan asked as he presented the main course after some twenty minutes of small talk. The sparkling cider sat in front of their plates in two makeshift wine glasses.

“I work for the Port Captain. It gives me a certain amount of pull around here… that and the fact that I promised the Mess Chief that I’d get him some cooking wine the next time a ship puts in with some. He promised to keep it under lock and key and assured me it will go only for cooking.”

“You’re that serious about the drinking ban?”

“We are. I told you why.”

“Is it really that dangerous out here?” she asked.

“Dangerous enough,” he replied. “We’re learning to live with conditions near absolute zero. It’s no different than the problems they had when they built Brinks Base… well, more intense, I suppose. Human beings have had a great deal of experience in vacuum these past few centuries. We just had to add the lessons of cold to those.

“Still, if we found a nice Earthlike planet to build on, there would be dangers there, too. Being completely undetectable to the Broa makes the danger worth it. This way they can’t wipe out our advance base and our battle fleet in a single attack. God knows that has happened often enough in the past on Earth.

“Too much talk of danger. Tell me the news of home. Did Star Metterling ever marry Clive Danning?” The reference was to two holoscreen stars who had been in the news the last time he’d been on Earth.

“They broke up six weeks ago,” she answered, laughing. “You are very behind the times, Commander Rykand!”

That he was, Mark considered. It wasn’t that they didn’t get Earth news out here. Every ship that came into the system carried an up-to-the-minute summary accurate to the moment they had gone superlight. The problem was that events on a globe a mere 12,700 kilometers in diameter didn’t seem all that important from an outpost in the middle of enemy space.

“I did hear something that might interest you, however. It was on the news just as we were waiting to board the shuttle to take us up to the ship. You know Mikhail Vasloff, do you not?”

“I do,” Mark replied with a scowl. Vasloff had accompanied them on the first expedition to Klys’kra’t. He was a complete maniac when it came to the subject of interstellar expansion, and even more so now that he knew the stars were unfriendly. “What’s he done now?”

“He ran for parliament in a bi-election on the anti-war ticket. The vote was close, but it looks like he won.”

Mark shook his head. “Mikhail got as big a scare as the rest of us when we almost let Sar-Say loose at Klys’kra’t. You would think he would have learned his lesson. Some problems are just too big to ignore.”

“I’ve heard him speak. Apparently, he thinks hiding from the Broa is still the best strategy.”

“Too late for that,” Mark said, shaking his head. He told her about the change in the stargate software that required a live transmission before a ship could jump.

“Do you think they’re looking for us?” she asked, her voice tinged with fear.

“I don’t know. If they aren’t now, the time will come when they will be. We’ve penetrated their territory pretty deeply. We’ve left traces. They have full recordings of us at Klys’kra’t and Pastol. They have records of our Q-ships transiting their stargates. Once they correlate all of the data, they will probably come looking for us.”

“Then perhaps Vasloff is right.”

Mark shook his head again. “Had we pulled in our horns and hidden after the first expedition, we might have gotten away with it until our bubble of radio noise finally penetrated some Broan-occupied system. They have listening posts for just that sort of thing, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.” Susan looked pensive. Mark recognized that he’d darkened the mood again.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to get on my soap box. How would you like dessert?”

“I’d love some.”

“Dessert, coming up,” he said, half rising from the table.

“No, let me,” she answered, also standing.

For a moment, they were both crouched over the table, their faces and lips mere centimeters apart. Mark paused as he found himself looking into a pair of emerald eyes, his head spinning from the smell of perfume. Glancing down, he was mesmerized by the sight of two full breasts barely concealed by the low cut gown and one erect brown nipple prominently displayed by an errant fold. Gulping, he looked up again to discover hot lips on his own.

The kiss was a surprise, so much so that he couldn’t remember who had initiated it. It was one of those kisses that began passionate and then built from there. It lasted for an eternity that was probably no more than fifteen seconds. Then the kiss was over, truncated.

He found Susan looking at him with concern. “What’s wrong?”

Breathing deeply, he finally regained his voice, “You know what.”

She straightened up, as did he. Suddenly, they were two diners once again separated by a table and the remains of a meal. “I don’t suppose we could forget you are married, just this one night?”

He avoided an urge to look away and forced himself to lock eyes with her. “I wish I could,” he croaked. Clearing his throat, he said, “God, I wish I could.”

“This isn’t romance, you know. This is biology. I’ve been celibate for more than a month. It has been six months for you. I liked you in New Mexico, Mark. Your wife’s not here. I know you want me. All of the physiological reactions are there, including the obvious one. Who will it hurt?”

“It will hurt Lisa.”

“Even if she never finds out?”

“She’ll find out. She’ll know about ten seconds after I see her again. One of the downsides to living in close quarters with another person.”

“You’ll regret it if we don’t.”

“I already regret it.  But I’ll regret it more if we do.”

There was a long pause, followed by two loud sighs, one from each side of the table. 

“I guess it isn’t to be then,” Susan said softly, then louder: “How about that dessert?”

To his surprise, there seemed no rancor in her. He had just offered the worst insult a woman can receive, and she had either brushed it off or was a good enough actress to make her living on the stage.

“Look, I don’t want this to ruin our evening.”

She shrugged, drawing his attention once again to her breasts. “I offered. You turned me down for what are probably sound reasons. Let’s finish our strawberry short cake and you can show me that night life you talked about. If I can’t relieve the tension with sex… well, dancing is a poor substitute, but it’s better than nothing.”

“If I take you to our local bar in that gown, you are liable to get pawed on the dance floor by a hundred different men.”

“So long as they are polite about it, I’m in the mood for a good pawing.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Lisa Rykand sat in the Brink’s Base mess hall and downed her third bulb of coffee that morning. She worked late last night, as she did most nights, and found that she had trouble waking up this morning. Life for her had become a dreary procession of indistinguishable periods of waking, interspersed with too little sleep.

She had thought the stargate project draining. She now looked back on that ordeal with something approaching nostalgia. On the stargate team, she was responsible only for herself. Late at night, when she struggled with some esoteric concept in Broan, she knew she was competing only with the ideal that was Lisa Rykand, the all-knowing slayer of the Broan tongue.

No matter how difficult it seemed at the time, like most tasks successfully accomplished, it appeared simple in retrospect. Interminable it may have been, but eventually she mastered everything that needed mastering. The proof of that came with Amethyst’s jump from New Eden to Grand Central Terminus.

Seven months later, the evidence of how well the stargate project had succeeded was all around her. There were now three times as many ships in orbit about Sutton as before, and an even larger fleet at Nemesis.

As it always did, the thought of the distant, dark world sent a stab of longing through her. In her opinion, Nemesis was well named. It had swallowed Mark whole!

The two of them exchanged letters weekly, or as close to it as the ship schedule allowed. Luckily, there was almost as much traffic between Hideout and the rogue cluster as there were starships leaving Sol. 

She had gotten a letter from Mark just yesterday. In it, his cheery expression had done nothing to hide the lines that creased his features. He looked five years older than when they’d parted. His letter was full of the mundane details of his life, and had ended as usual: “I miss you. Can’t wait until we are together again. I love you!”

It wouldn’t have been so bad if they could have arranged an occasional visit. The problem was finding the time. Lisa had spent the last three months attempting just that. All she needed was a few weeks off. She could hop a ship, be in the cluster in 7 to 10 days, spend a glorious week in bed with her husband and be back at her desk before the month was out. However, no matter how she planned, it never seemed to fit her schedule.

She was no longer just a single translator. She was now responsible for the whole translation department, with fifty people reporting to her. She now bore a significant responsibility for the outcome of the whole goddamned war!

So far, the Gibraltar Earth plan had gone off about as efficiently as anyone had a right to expect. They’d established two bases in the heart of Broan space and developed the means to get there in less than a year. They had acquired a planetary database. Their intelligence gathering efforts had penetrated the enemy’s strongest systems and their ships spied on him relentlessly. Yet, all would be for naught if they couldn’t locate the Broan home world!

The problem, as Admiral Landon had said, was that they were suffering from an abundance of riches. The Q-Ship Program had been Lisa’s idea, but even she never imagined how much data it would harvest. 

Much of what they collected was unreadable, of course. In every subservient system, the majority of electromagnetic communications took place in the language of the native species. As meticulous as the Broa were about keeping records, they seemed to have no interest at all in recording the languages of their slaves.

The lack of interest bespoke a species arrogance nursed by thousands of years of being master of all they surveyed. Another cause of Broan linguistic chauvinism was the low Broan birthrate. The pseudo-simians wasted no time studying the patois of their slaves because they lacked the manpower for such activities.

Like orangutans, the Broa traveled Tarzan-style beneath the branches of their home forests. This meant that females must carry their young on their back, and thus, could raise but one cub at a time. The long maturation period set an upper limit to Broan fertility rates.

The thought of orangutans reminded Lisa of a private joke she and Mark shared. She’d read once that orangutans’ penises were only about two-centimeters long. One night after lovemaking, she had casually mentioned that fact to her husband. As expected, he reacted with the typical self-satisfied male smirk. It was then that she’d sprung her trap.

Smiling sweetly, she snuggled up close to him and whispered, “Before you get to feeling too superior, dear; you should know that the orangutan’s favorite position for making love is hanging by one arm from the limb of a tree!”

Since then, often when they were at a party, one of them would sidle up to the other and whisper, “Know where I can find a strong tree around here?” That was the signal to make excuses to their host.

Lisa sat staring blankly into space for several minutes, entranced by her memories, before she noticed a figure moving in her direction. It was Bernie Weiskopf, her assistant.

“Yes, Mr. Weiskopf?”

“Did you forget this morning’s briefing, Commander Rykand?”

Lisa drew a blank. As she sorted through her memories, displacing the pleasant ones with the more mundane, suddenly it all came back to her.

“Damn, we have that meeting with the Trojan Horse people this morning, don’t we?”

“They arrived ten minutes ago.”

“And here I sit gathering wool. I need a vacation!”

“Don’t we all?” he agreed affably.

Lisa climbed to her feet, making sure not to be too energetic about it.

#

“Hello, I’m Lisa Rykand, Chief Translator. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“No problem, Commander. We have been getting acquainted with your staff,” a small, balding man with a squeaky voice said as he limply shook hands with her. In addition to Bernie Weiskopf, there were two others from Lisa’s section and half-a-dozen exo-biologists and alien psychologists present. They were all members of team searching for what they had christened “Planet X.” The reference had come from some prehistoric movie.

The visitors numbered four. The leader was Dr. Gordon Smithers, sociologist from the University of Toronto. With him was Samson Oge, a swarthy, squat man who introduced himself as a jack-of-all trades. Felicia Godwin, a grandmotherly type with silver hair, turned out to be a stardrive engineer. The final member of the team was an attractive brunette, Susan Ahrendt, a sculptor. Lisa shook Susan’s hand and said, “I believe you know my husband, Lieutenant.”

Susan nodded. “I was his guide when he first arrived at Trojan Horse in New Mexico. You were in B.C. at the time, if I remember correctly.”

“Yes. Duty called and we found ourselves two thousand kilometers apart. That was one reason we decided to come back to the war, so that we could be together. Now look at us. The gulf has grown to two hundred light-years.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Lisa thought for a moment and remembered something else. “Your ship put in at Nemesis before coming here, did it not?”

“Yes,” the brunette replied.

“Did you happen to see Mark while you were there?”

“I encountered him in a corridor aboard Gideon. I don’t think I have ever been so surprised to see anyone in my entire life. We got to talking and he invited me to dinner.”

“Oh?” Lisa asked. “I’d like to talk to you later about how he seemed. He looks tired in his recordings.”

“And you are concerned.” Susan’s response was a statement, not a question.

“Yes, I am.”

“Then let’s talk.”

“We’ll go somewhere quiet and let our hair down. I’ll buy the drinks.”

“I’d like that.”

She turned to Doctor Smithers. “Now then, what can we do for our colleagues from Trojan Horse?”

“You can tell us where the best place is to lay our eggs,” Smithers replied.

“Toward that end, we’ll begin the meeting. If you will all take your seats…”

#

The strategy for locating Planet X was basically the one Admiral Landon had outlined to Mark and Lisa in his office. Create a map that plotted the location of Broan power centers and hope to divine something of their government from the patterns revealed.

The pseudo-simians were humanlike in one respect; they seemed wedded to the authoritarian pyramid as a paradigm for governance. Any intelligent being has only so much time and attention available, so a hierarchy was a natural way to keep work-loads tolerable at any level of governance.

At the bottom of the pyramid, worlds like Klys’kra’t and Pastol suffered under the Broan yoke, yet received only occasional visits from their alien rulers. The researchers dubbed these ‘Plantation Planets.’ Each cluster of a dozen or so plantation worlds was directed from a nearby system in which the Broa maintained a permanent presence. Generally, these local capitals consisted of a governor, a naval base, and a few administrators, along with their retinue of slave helpers.

Next came the Sector Capitals, worlds with significant Broan presence. These controlled the local capitals and engaged in central planning on a grand scale. The sector capitals reported to Quadrant Capitals (as human scientists had named them). Quadrant capitals were worlds colonized by the Broa centuries or millennia earlier, although they had large populations of other species in service to their masters.

There was one faction among the stellar cartographers who thought Planet X was one of the quadrant capitals. However, the theory was not yet well supported by evidence. Another faction thought they would find the home world one level up, at the pinnacle of the pyramid.

All of this was conjecture, of course. However, it was educated conjecture. The operative assumption was that if they could trace the sinews of Broan power, they would eventually find the one world that controlled all.

Trojan Horse was not interested in these mega-worlds; exactly the opposite. They were looking for systems where the overlords’ control was tenuous at best, and where the locals might prove rebellious. 

In the million worlds comprising the Sovereignty, there must be thousands of planets that would gladly throw off the Broan yoke if given the opportunity.

Much of the work to find Trojan Horse candidate systems had been done on Earth. However, Earth’s data was from the Pastol database and contained none of the haul of intelligence from the Q-ships. And though Lisa’s translators and the scientists of the Project X were not looking for rebellious plantation planets, they had the data to flesh out the Earth team’s target list.

This morning’s conference was to lay out the parameters of a search routine that would give the Trojan Horse people their best shot at planting their eggs in fertile soil.

The conference dragged on through lunch and well into the afternoon. Despite her fatigue, Lisa found the subject intriguing. It was also professionally challenging. There were a large number of interlocking characteristics that might identify a race of slaves inclined toward rebellion; and extracting that information required creativity by both translators and computer programmers.

Finally, at 15:00, she called a halt. “Let us process what we have learned today and turn it into a proposal. We can get back together in… what do you think, Bernie? Three days?... Yes, we’ll set up a status meeting for three days from now.”

Everyone stood and began speaking with their neighbors. Lisa left her place at the head of the table and skated to the other end where Susan Ahrendt was putting away her notes. She had been quiet for most of the day. Mostly Smithers had done the talking.

“Susan,” Lisa said, touching the brunette’s arm to gain her attention.

“Hello, Lisa.”

“I’d really like to have that talk now.”

“Sure. You mentioned drinks, correct?”

“I did.”

“I’ll talk as long as you buy. Nemesis is dry, you know.”

Lisa laughed. She had meant it to sound lighthearted, but it didn’t come out that way. “No wonder Mark is developing frown lines!”
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Chapter Twenty-Five

With the influx of supplies from Earth through the stargates, Admiral Landon found sufficient surplus to turn one of the base’s store rooms into a bistro. The furniture was all wrought iron of local manufacture, as were the hanging Tiffany lamps, but the beer and wine were imported; albeit, they were dispensed from vacuum cylinders rather than traditional wood barrels and glass bottles.

The two women found a quiet spot in a corner. They made small talk while the waitress, a middle-aged woman whose day job involved operating a power excavator, took their order. For her second job, she had shed her dust-encrusted surface suit for a genuine Bavarian dirndl dress. She returned to the bar, retrieved two objects from a jury-rigged ship’s cryo cooler, and quickly returned with two frost-covered bulbs filled with amber-gold liquid.

“Two beers, as requested,” the waitress said. 

She removed a couple of small coasters from her tray, put them in front of the women, and then set a drinking bulb on each. A traditional bowl of pretzels completed the order.

 “Anything else, dearies?”

“We’re fine, thank you.”

“Call me if you need refills.” With that, she moved with a practiced skating motion toward a table of vacuum monkeys who seemed to have been here quite a while.

“Ever drink beer from a bulb before?” Lisa asked

“Can’t say I have,” Susan responded.

“There’s a trick to it. She held up her bulb. The frost was quickly dissipating as moisture from the air condensed on the surface. “Note the lack of the usual foam or bubbles. That is the clue that the bulb is pressurized. Pick it up, put your thumb on the lever, stick the nozzle in your mouth, like so,” she demonstrated. “Now, as gently as you can, press the lever…” 

A quiet hissing noise and the odor familiar to bar patrons across the galaxy suddenly suffused the air. As quickly as Lisa started the flow, she halted it. “Now you try.”

Susan followed her example. Thumb on the control, she inserted the nozzle between her lips and squeezed. There was a harsh noise and an immediate spate of coughing as liquid sprayed from her nostrils. The coughing came to a ragged halt while Lisa used a cloth to clean up the minor mess.

 “Too much thumb on that one,” Lisa said, laughing.

Susan tried again, this time with better results. After a few minutes of idle chat interspersed with sips of refreshment, she had her technique down to a science. That was when Lisa decided the time was right to broach what was on her mind.

“Tell me about Mark. How did he seem to you?”

Susan shrugged. “Tired, I suppose. I told him he looked haggard.”

“How did he respond to that?”

“He acknowledged it.”

“He did? He must be really tired.”

Susan nodded. “He explained that Nemesis is a difficult environment. There are so many things that can go wrong that it is hard to relax. Eleven were killed in setting up the base, I understand.”

 “He told me about them in his letters. Tragic. Still, compared to wars in history, we have suffered amazingly low casualties so far. Of course, I couldn’t maintain my Olympian attitude if Mark were one of them.”

“What I don’t understand,” Susan answered, “is why they didn’t find a warmer planet to set up shop.”

“Didn’t Mark explain that?”

“Something about the cluster being undetectable.”

“Right. Without a star to act as a marker, the Broa will never figure out where our main base is. Unlike a starship, you just can’t go traipsing around the universe via stargate. You have to have a definite destination in mind.”

“Oh.”

“The problem with rogue planets is that they are orphans — no star to warm them. That’s why they are called ‘rogues.’ Actually, Nemesis is a lot warmer than it ought to be. It’s the flexing caused by the other planets. At least, that is what Mark says in his letters.”

“It’s colder than a witch’s teat,” Susan agreed.

“A what?”

“Just an expression I once heard. We were there for three days offloading cargo, and everywhere I went, I had to wear an electrically heated bunny suit. You can see your breath in the pedestrian tunnels.”

“How did you two run into one another?” Lisa asked, hoping her delivery did not betray her intense interest in the question.

“By accident,” Susan lied. “I was on my way to lunch when I saw him. He was traversing a cross-passage, visible for maybe a second. It startled me. It took me a moment to react.

“Anyway, when I got over my shock, I ran after him, yelling his name like an idiot. From the expression on his face, he must have thought so when he turned around and saw me.”

 “So, Mark invited you to dinner?”

“Not right away. We adjourned to Gideon’s mess. That was where I told him that he looked haggard. We had coffee together while I brought him up to speed on the gossip from New Mexico. Our conversation was cut short by a call from his boss. A tractor had buried itself in a snow bank or something. That is when he invited me to dinner.”

“Did he seem depressed?”

“Not particularly,” Susan responded. “Just tired. Sort of like you seem to me now.”

“I’m tired, all right,” Lisa agreed. “Bone tired. How was dinner?”

“Delicious. Apparently, your husband has some pull with the chef. He had dinner waiting in a thermal box, with a red rose on the table.”

Lisa grew silent for a dozen seconds. Her expression, which had been open and friendly, became indefinable. When she spoke again, there had been a change in her voice.

“You and Mark had dinner in private?”

“We did.”

The pause from Lisa was longer this time. Finally, choosing each word carefully, she said, “There is a question I would like to ask you, but I’m not sure how to phrase it.”

“You want to know if I slept with your husband,” Susan responded. 

“Well… yes!”

“The answer is no. I did not.”

Another long pause ensued.

“Would you tell me if you had?”

“Under normal circumstances? No. I would lie. However, in this case, virtue is the easy call. Nothing happened.”

“Nothing at all?”

Susan shrugged. “If you must know… I offered. Mark turned me down.”

“He told you he didn’t want to have sex with you?” Lisa’s question was dripping with incredulity. “That doesn’t sound like a man.”

Incongruously, Susan chose that moment to laugh. “You know, that was my exact thought at the time! You think you have them figured out, and they throw you a curve. It took me a few moments to comprehend what was going on.”

“What?”

“It seems that Mark loves you very much. Don’t misunderstand me. He was tempted! I have enough experience to read the signs. Yet, when the time came, he refused to play. The moment passed, we had dessert and coffee, and then he took me to their version of this place. 

“I think I met just about the entire male population of the planet. There was standing room only around the walls that night. I don’t know how they selected who it was that would come over and ask me to dance or in what order. I think they were holding a silent auction back in the corner. All I know is that I danced with about thirty different men.”

“How lucky for you.”

“It was therapeutic. My ego was bruised right about then and that dance did more to cheer me up than I would have thought possible. I also confirmed a suspicion that I have always had about the male of the species.”

“What’s that?” Lisa asked, still subdued as she tried to process what she was hearing.

“You never see them, but they just have to possess six hands!” she said, giggling. “That is the only thing that explains it.”

Despite herself, Lisa laughed too. “Isn’t that the truth?”

Her laughter was so unexpected, she paused a moment to reflect on it. Here she sat, drinking with a woman who admitted propositioning her husband. She should have been angry. How could she sit here laughing with the hussy? she wondered, reaching back into her memory for an antique concept of her own.

Apparently, she decided after nearly a minute of introspection, deep down, she must believe Susan’s story. She wanted to believe it, both for the sake of her own sanity and for her marriage.

The manic mood passed as quickly as it arrived. What replaced it was an indefinable sadness. Her husband had faced temptation and passed the test. Yet, what good did that do her when he was 200 light-years away in the deep black?

“Susan,” she asked, plaintively, incipient tears in her voice, “what can I do?”

The answer came without hesitation. “You must go to him. He needs you. He had the willpower this time. He may not be as strong the next time opportunity presents itself.”

Lisa nodded. It was the sort of advice only a woman can give another woman. Men just didn’t have it in their genes to see beyond the surface of the words.

Susan watched Lisa’s features change. She saw doubt replaced by confusion, then calculation, and finally, resolve.

“Excuse me.” Lisa reached for her communicator. A couple of numbers punched and she had it up to her ear. A tinny voice answered on the other end.

 “Yeoman Beal? This is Lisa Rykand. Is the admiral still on duty?” (Short pause.) “May I schedule an appointment? (Short pause, tinny voice.) No, this afternoon. It won’t take long.”

There was a much longer pause, followed by the tinny voice again.

“I’ll be right there.”

Lisa slid off the stool and turned to her guest. “Thanks for the advice. Order another drink. Tell the waitress to put it on my bill.”

 With that, she turned and hurried out of the bistro, moving as fast as Sutton gravity would allow.

#

Mark Rykand was again in his vacuum suit, watching two cranes lower a large rectangular frame into place. The building going up was the largest in Port Grayson, or would be once they had the insulation on its sides. Unlike the igloo-shaped residential domes, this was a massive storeroom that would house a portion of the billions of spare parts a fleet needed to maintain its operational readiness. It was the first of hundreds that would soon dot the ice plain that was Nemesis’ most prominent feature.

“Take the strain off that cable, Bartowski!” he ordered as his readouts indicated one of the cranes was behind the other in lowering the frame into position.

There was no response. None was required. Almost immediately, the strain meter display in his helmet showed a change from amber to green. The frame continued to drop toward the nearly one thousand pilings that were the building’s foundation.

A brisk wind was blowing — some 200 KPH if the readouts in his suit were to be believed. Luckily, Nemesis’ hydrogen and helium atmosphere was not very dense. The blowing gale around him lacked the punch of a hurricane on Earth. In fact, the whistling of it was barely audible. As light a punch as the wind packed, however, the building framework was large and cumbersome and the cranes were having difficulty keeping it steady.

As the beams inched their way downward, his earphones reverberated with a squawking noise, followed by the voice of one of the crane operators.

“Commander Rykand!”

“Yes, Sweeney.”

“The Port Captain wants to see you ASAP.”

“What about?”

“The orderly didn’t say and I didn’t ask.”

“Okay, watch that left anchor. It looks like it wants to drift eastward in the wind. Don’t let it get out of hand. I’ll be back as soon as I find out what our lord and master wants.”

With that, Mark trudged to where a surface airlock sat next to a large pile of building materials.

On most planets, surface airlocks were entrances to underground tunnels, and once inside, sloped down. On Nemesis, the cold required him to climb up. Luckily, in the last two weeks, they had brought a new tube into operation. This one led directly back to Headquarters.

Once he reached the Hub, he made his way to the suiting station and began the egress process for his suit. As usual, rivulets of condensate streamed down to pool at his feet. It took practice to keep the water out of one’s boots when they were unclamped. If the inside liner got wet, it could be dangerous the next time out.

Having changed into his shipsuit, Mark hurried to the lift that would take him up to Administration and to the Captain’s office.

“Commander Rykand, reporting as ordered, sir!” The exaggerated military salute was something of an in-joke.

“Mark, so there you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” Captain Gunderson boomed. ‘Boom’ was the only volume his voice seemed to have. “You have a visitor. Someone you haven’t seen in awhile.”

“Visitor, sir?”

“Hello, Mark,” a familiar voice said from behind him.

He turned to see Lisa smiling broadly, standing in front of the visitor chair tucked behind the open door.

“Lisa! How did you…?” It took a moment for his brain to grasp that she was really here and that talking was not what he wanted at the moment. As his voice died, his legs moved. Stepping forward, he swept her into his arms.

The kiss was long and passionate and totally inappropriate for the office of one’s commanding officer. Nor did Gunderson seem disposed to avert his eyes. After nearly a minute of trying to forcefully join his wife’s flesh with his own (and not in the Biblical sense), he slowly became aware of the big, grinning man standing behind the desk. His only thought was pervert!

“What are you doing here?” he asked breathlessly when the kiss finally ended.

“I marched into the Admiral’s office and told him that I wanted leave to see my husband or else he could get himself another translator.”

“What did he say to that?”

“He gave me more than I asked for.”

“How long?”

“I have to head back in eight days. I’ve asked Captain Gunderson if he could spare you for a few days.”

“What did he say?” Mark asked, looking once more at the grinning Gunderson.

“He agreed.”

“I did indeed, Commander. You are hereby granted leave for the next seven days. I don’t know what you two are going to do on this godforsaken rock for that long…” the words were accompanied by a lewd chuckle, “but you have my blessing. Now get the hell out of my office before the rest of the men think I’ve gone soft.”

“Yes, sir!” came the combined response.

Mark tucked his arm around Lisa’s waist and nearly lifted her off her feet as they hurried to follow orders. He guided her back to his quarters, gaining more than a few quizzical or envious looks along the way.

When they closed and locked the door behind them, they once again kissed. This one was more tender than frantic. When it was done, he thrust her back to arm’s length and gazed at her. There was an expression on her face that he recognized. It was her “I have a secret” face.

“You’re pregnant!”

“What?” she asked, laughing. “After being away from my husband for seven months, it would be obvious if I were. Or are you accusing me of something?”

“Then what is it? Why are you really here?”

“I’m following the advice of a mutual friend.”

“What friend?”

“Susan Ahrendt.”

This time it was Lisa who watched her husband’s face carefully. A mix of emotions flashed across his features too quickly to catalog and he seemed at a loss for words.

“Is that a guilty look I see, my love?”

“Guilty of what?” he asked.

“According to Susan, nothing happened. Would you care to amend that claim?”

“Nothing did happen,” he said gruffly.

She nodded. Whatever minor doubt she might have had, she pushed deep into her subconscious. In truth, she believed both of them. For one thing, Mark wasn’t that good a liar. For another, believing them was important to her, possibly even more important than the truth.

“Say, sailor,” she asked. “Do you know where we can find a strong tree on this godforsaken rock?”

“If we can’t, I’ll build one!”

#

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

The star was a small, red coal glowing wanly against the blackness of space. It was too big to be classified a red dwarf, but not really up to Sol’s heft, nor that of most other life-supporting stellar furnaces. For stars, size is not necessarily a good thing. The big blue bruisers that illuminate the surrounding parsecs are wastrels. They burn so brightly that they use up their available fuel within a few million years. When the hydrogen in their core is exhausted, massive stars explode as supernovas.

As catastrophic as supernova explosions are, they are good for the galaxy, for they enrich the interstellar gas and dust with pre-cooked star stuff. Without this enrichment, there would be none of the atoms (carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, or anything heavier than iron) with which to build living molecules and rocky planets.

The smallish red star was one of the oldest of the second generation stars in the galaxy. Its birth coincided with the end-of-life spasms of many of the galaxy’s original nuclear pressure cookers. Coming into existence so early in the evolution of the galaxy had left it metal poor, at least in comparison with the third generation stars like Sol. It was not so starved, however, that life never had a chance. All of the necessary ingredients for complex carbon chemistry existed in the quiet seas of the second of its six daughter orbs. And where life has a chance, life finds a way.

In fact, in the ten billion years since the purple second planet cooled, life had formed in its oceans on three separate occasions… formed, flourished, and then died, twice, in cosmic-scale accidents. The first such extinction involved a collision with a wayward asteroid; the second, a gamma ray burst from a distant, dying Wolf-Rayet sun.

However, life is persistent. Less than a billion years after the planet was irradiated clean of all living things, like the proverbial monkeys at the computer terminal, the primordial ooze once again belched forth living molecules.

And not merely just living. The third incarnation, in due time, produced a species of intelligent beings. They resembled frogs as much as any terrestrial form, but they didn’t resemble them very closely.

 Xxantonil was one such being. He was a space miner, one who prospected the floating mountains of the innermost of two asteroid belts, searching for the iron, silver, nickel, copper and gold with which his home world was so poorly blessed. The lack of metals had retarded his species’ technological progress for hundreds of thousands of years. However, with no other species other than the furry monsters with which to compare, he was unaware that this was unusual.

Xxantonil, the Krstanter, sat in his tiny bubble ship and contemplated how long it would take to reach the two-zor-diameter rock that was his next target. He was using his instruments to judge the range… it being too distant for a beam to yet reach… when his proximity alarm began to sound.

Startled out of the contemplative mood in which he usually whiled away the time on these long jaunts between rocks, he looked at his instruments. Something was outboard of his ship and coming in fast. Whatever it was, it wasn’t an asteroid. It seemed to be radiating across the communications band. It was radiating the furry monster distress signal!

Xxantonil had no use for furry monsters, or indeed, anything other than his desire to perform his function and obtain metals for his hive. Still, there had been enough object lessons over the centuries, lessons that taught his kind to place furry monster business in front of their own.

So, observing the velocity vector of the incoming distress signal, and plotting his own vector, he found that he had sufficient velocity change in his tanks to make rendezvous. After that, he would have to call for a tow.

Xxantonil calculated a minimum energy rendezvous, uncaged his drive coils, oriented them at right angles to his course, and then energized them until they emitted a violet glow.

He then sat back to contemplate what it was he was en route to close with and grapple.

#

“He’s taken the bait,” Susan Ahrendt said, watching the screen that showed the vicinity of Trojan Horse One as it slipped through the inner system of the small red star, warbling for help at maximum gain. Someone, they knew, would come looking, if for no other reason than the fact that it was a Broan distress signal. 

She was gratified that someone had done so relatively quickly and was in good position for rendezvous. Of course, that is why they sent it through the larger of the two asteroid belts. Sensors told them that there were ships there, miners eking out an existence searching for metals that were vastly more valuable here than on Earth.

“How long?” Dr. Smithers asked, tension evident in his voice.

“Six to eight hours if he holds his current acceleration.”

“Why so damned long?”

“He doesn’t seem to be in a hurry,” Susan replied. “The database says those tubs of theirs can make twice his acceleration. I say the fact that he isn’t using his full capability bodes well for us. What say you, Sammy?”

“Agreed,” Samson Oge replied. “He is duty bound to investigate, but at his own pace. Perhaps he is low on fuel and can’t afford to go any faster. Or maybe he doesn’t want to bankrupt himself while on a mission for the Masters.”

The species in this system had been dubbed the Korastandter by the Broa, which was possibly a corruption of what they called themselves. Or, it might just be a made-up sequence of syllables.

The Korastandter were vaguely amphibian looking, with large six-centimeter eyes perched atop a triangular head. Coming from a system with a red star, they saw in longer wavelengths than humans or Broa. Supposedly, they had color vision, but many of their colors were in the infrared.

Human beings, Susan knew, saw in color because it equipped them to better hunt their native prey… the elusive, ripe banana. She wondered what the equivalent reason for the Korastandter color sense was. What exactly did a ripe banana look like at 10,000 angstroms?

The Korastandter had popped out of their search programs primarily because of the color of their star. Their planet was small and dim by Broan standards and they thus had relatively little to offer the pseudo-simians. Mostly the Broa had taken over their system because the inhabitants were technologically advanced. Like Earth in past centuries, they had carelessly begun broadcasting electromagnetic waves to the heavens, unaware of whom or what the signals might alert.

The Broa arrived as they always did, in a fleet of overwhelming power. They made their usual demands. The locals had no desire to bend to their will, but seeing they lacked other options, submitted with more grace than humans would have.

However, the alien psychologists pointed out that placidity did not equate to cowardice. It was the Korastandter way of looking at things. Would humanity become enraged if giant tree sloths or barnacles suddenly announced that, henceforth, they would rule the Earth? How many trillion ants had lived, worked, and died without ever realizing the human race existed?

The psychologists thought the Korastandter looked upon the Broa in much the same way. They were a nuisance, but little else.

The Korastandter lacked the autocratic culture favored by Broa and humans. They cared little for status, or position, or lording it over one’s neighbors. They were communal, more like bees in their hives than humans in their cities.

If they cooperated with the Broa because they had no choice, the alien psychologists at Brinks Base wondered what they would do if they were given one.

#

Xxantonil squatted at his control station and used his instruments to take a first look at his quarry. It seemed to be sparkly and shaped like a stone polished by running water.

The object was not under power. The orbit it rode was purely an artifact of gravity. Nor was it tumbling, which bespoke an active control system of some sort. Save for a dark spot on one quadrant of its ovoid shape, the object seemed unmarked.

Xxantonil powered up his enumerator. A longish search did not bring up any ship with the same shape or size. It seemed to be too diminutive to be a long-range craft. Perhaps it was a ship’s auxiliary, a life pod even.

As he pulled abreast, Xxantonil gave the object a careful inspection. The dark splotch turned out to be a hole where the hull had been melted away and a tangle of strands streamed forth. There was a rectangular-shaped mark on the hull that might be a hatch. 

He carefully maneuvered until the derelict lay just beyond the edge of his drive field. He used his search lamp to look it over. The bright red beam showed considerable scrollwork on the outer surface. What was the purpose? It never occurred to him to think the lines were pure decoration. The concept was one his species did not possess.

When the little ship did not respond to his light, he abandoned his station and moved to where he stored his air suit. When he was encased in the trusty covering, he pumped the atmosphere back into holding tanks and opened his own hatch. His maneuvering unit quickly had him within reach of the alien craft. He did not do so. Instead, he used an analyzer beam to reflect off the hull and read the composition.

Iron! By the Spirits Below, the entire hull seemed to be composed of iron.

Xxantonil felt both of his body’s circulation organs increase their output as he envisioned the wealth this little ship represented for his hive. How could he possibly be this far out on the good end of the probability curve?

Carefully, he maneuvered to the rectangular section and closely studied the mechanism. Two plates were set flush in the hull, with two transparencies beside them. One transparency was red and unlit. The other was black, even though his instruments said that it was emitting photons in the ultra-orange.

The furry monsters saw in that part of the spectrum, he knew. It was a biological response to their hellish star. He wondered if the black transparency might not be a light of some kind. Perhaps it was an indicator that showed the state of the mechanism.

As for the flat plates themselves, there was but one way to discover their function. He reached out and touched one with his gloved grasping member. Nothing happened. Pausing for a moment, he reached out and touched the second flat spot.

This time, he got a response.

No sooner did his glove touch the control, than the red light illuminated and his instruments told him that the black transparency ceased radiating. The large rectangle disappeared silently into the hull. In front of him was an opening very like an egress chamber, and beyond, the interior of the ship.

Noting that the ship interior was in vacuum, he took a piton from his belt and wedged it into the track into which the hatch had vanished. If it were properly designed, the mechanism would have sensors to prevent it from closing on him. One thing Xxantonil had no desire for was to be halfway through the hatch when it closed and cut him in two.

He pulled himself flippers first through the opening without incident and then braced in the short passage to inspect his prize.

The interior was cramped and the control station reminded him of something the furry monsters would use. Still, he didn’t think it was one of theirs. The size seemed too small.

A third species, then? He’d heard stories that there were many such out among the stars. He wasn’t sure he believed the stories. Or rather, he wasn’t sure he had believed them up until this moment.

Gazing around, he noted a latticework box attached to what would have been the aft bulkhead in his own ship. Inside lay a creature, obviously dead. It was so unlike the creatures of his own planet that his oculars had difficulty perceiving its true form.

Not that he paid it much attention. For his instruments told him that the interior of the ship, save for some organic surface coverings, was constructed of pure iron. His excitement increased as he attempted to calculate the value of the little ovoid.

Squeezing into the small control area, he noted various thin cylinders protruded from a flat panel of furry monster instruments.

Reaching out, he tried one of the studs.

The flat surface in front of him came alight. It displayed a diagram of some sort, but one which was difficult for him to perceive with half the symbolism displayed at wavelengths he could not see. The portions he could see consisted of many small circles, two of which were connected with a curved, interrupted line of glowing red. He wondered what it meant. Idly, he reached out and brushed a glove over one of the circles.

The solid circle expanded, as though he were in a ship falling toward it.

The diagram was in an alien symbolism and used an information metaphor that he had never seen, but the meaning was clear. It was a geometric representation of a star and its planets. And not just any star.

The symbols corresponded to the six planets that circled Xxantonil’s sun. He was looking at an image from out of an astronomy training module.

He brushed his glove across the screen again. It changed in several incomprehensible ways. However, he discovered that by touching the stud, he could turn the image off. Touching it again restored the original image.

Brushing his glove against the dot at the other end of the curved line caused a different star system to appear. He recognized this one as well. It was the star immediately duskward from his own. Astronomers had long ago mapped it from afar. Neither Xxantonil nor any of his race had ever visited it. The furry monsters claimed the system uninhabited and not worth positioning one of their jumping devices there.

Turning off the image and then restarting gave him access to the original image. Xxantonil noticed a very small symbol near to the anti-dorsal end of the line. He brushed his glove against it and was not surprised to see it expand. Instead of a star system diagram, the expanded symbol showed the small ovoid with a dual list of parameters in the fuzzy monster dot-and-swirl symbology.

The implication was clear. The functionality of the display indicated that he was looking at a map. And not just any map. It seemed to be a map showing that this small ovoid had traveled here from the nearest star!

It took a moment for the implication to penetrate his consciousness. When it did, Xxantonil carefully retreated from the cramped control room. He paused in the hatchway to retrieve his piton. Once outside, he brushed against the control with the red light. The red light dimmed and the black transparency once again began radiating invisible photons.

He was in a contemplative mood when he reentered his own ship. The Elders of the Hive must be told of his discovery and they must be told alone.

For the first time in the ten million years of recorded history, the opportunity to seek metals in other star systems had presented itself.

#

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lisa Rykand sat in the transit hall of the Brinks Base spaceport and glanced nervously at the wall screen that announced arrivals and departures. She was impressed by the number of ships listed there, but had eyes for only one: Syracuse, ten days out of Nemesis. The status board said that its landing boat had decoupled and was even now falling toward Sutton’s dusty, airless plain. If it was on schedule, it was now in darkness on the back side of the moon, with a brilliantly-lit Brinks overhead.

It was surprising how much things can change without one noticing, she thought as she waited. People busy living their lives are largely oblivious to the march of progress. It is only when one has been away from a place for awhile that the rate of change becomes apparent.

Having time to ruminate, she gazed around and noticed all the improvements that had been made in the ten months since her return from that glorious week with her husband on Nemesis. Thinking back, it was hard to believe this was the same desolate moon they’d found during the first expedition. Sitting here, listening to the quiet announcements, she could well have been sitting in the departure lounge of any mid-sized airport on Earth.

Brinks Base now had gates and boarding areas, a serve-yourself refreshment bar, and screens to entertain and inform. Even the bare rock walls were plastered over to hide the scars of cutting lasers. In fact, most of the base tunnels and galleries were now finished to a smooth texture. That innovation came when a chemist asked an obvious question: Since Sutton dust adheres to just about everything else, will it also stick to walls if mixed with water, a few additives, and colorant?

Brinks Base was fast becoming a major stopping-off point. The wall screen showed the position of each of the three dozen ships in orbit, while a second display noted twelve other craft in transit beyond Brinks’ local traffic zone.

Nor were the ships in orbit the only indication of the sudden boom that followed the establishment of Grand Central Terminus. The last six months had brought a steady influx of personnel to the point that the base was actually becoming crowded!

It was the increasing population that had the most impact on Lisa’s daily life. Up until a week ago, she had lived with a roommate because of the housing crunch. The commissary had undergone expansion twice. Even so, it was becoming difficult to find a place to sit during the breakfast rush. Lately, she had popped her bagel and coffee into a keepwarm and ate breakfast at her desk.

At the end of the work day, when she left the project offices to make her way through tunnels lit by blue lamps, she encountered couples en route to their quarters. It was in those moments she felt most lonely.

Hard work is said to make the time pass quickly. The past month, since the Admiral told her that Mark was being recalled, had been interminable. Ever since that glorious day, each successive 24-hour period seemed to pass a little more slowly. Lisa imagined she had fallen into a black hole and the increasing gravity was causing time to slow. 

She feared the effect might be asymptotic, that time would slow until it stopped in the instant before Mark stepped out of the debarkation tunnel. Yesterday had been the longest day of her life and already, the ninety minutes she’d spent waiting seemed more like ninety months.

As she checked the wall-mounted countdown display, she was surprised to see it tick down toward zero. From out of the overhead speaker, a computer-generated voice said, “Ship’s boat, Freighter Syracuse, now arriving, Airlock Three.”

She climbed to her feet to join the small throng gathered to greet passengers. The crowd was the giveaway that she wasn’t in a regional airport. There were no children present, no small figures running restlessly up and down between benches making aircraft noises while their mothers attempted to quiet them. 

It had not always been so. There were plenty of children on Sutton when they relieved the rear guard left over from the first expedition. Those hardy souls manned the base through four long, lonely years. During their sojourn, they saw no reason why they should not begin families.

Lisa remembered vividly the party that followed the change of command ceremony. Attendees divided naturally between married and unmarried, with Mark and her joining the former group. She had spent most of that night bouncing a beautiful baby girl on her knee.

The imperative regarding children had changed. Brinks Base was now one of the two assembly points for a fleet at war and the Navy actively discouraged fertility. Most couples agreed. To risk one’s own life in the service of your planet was laudatory. To expose a baby or toddler to a Broan counterattack was not.

Sometimes, when she lay in bed late at night, she worried the war was going to deprive her of the joy of childbearing. The thought would have surprised her younger self, the Lisa who had chosen a life in academe. But like many women of a certain age, she found herself more and more drawn to motherhood. 

Her reverie was broken by the sound of a quiet gong, the traditional warning that an airlock door was about to swing open. As it did, it revealed a gaggle of arriving passengers. Mark was fourth in line, and from the moment she caught sight of him, all conscious thought vanished. It took all of her discipline to shuffle forward at the speed Sutton gravity would allow, rather than fly into his arms at a speed that would send both of them head over heels.

Then, time did indeed halt. 

Their kiss consumed an eternity and after too many lonely months, her long nights alone were at an end. Her husband was home and all was right with the universe… for awhile.

“God, it’s good to hold you again,” Mark said after they broke the kiss to resume breathing. They held one another tight while officers and ratings of all ranks hid smiles as they pushed around the entwined couple who were now a hazard to navigation.

“Likewise,” she breathed rather than said.

“Have you lost weight?” he asked, moving his hands to probe at strategic areas.

“Not where it counts,” she replied, squirming. 

One of the problems with living in reduced gravity was getting sufficient exercise. Lisa spent four hours each week working out in the base gymnasium. It would have been nice to have a centrifuge, but there were still luxuries beyond the shipping capacity of a fleet 7000 light-years from home.

“More importantly,” he said. “Who did you have to sleep with to get me sprung from Nordic hell? Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

“I had nothing to do with it, love; although I would have if it would have helped. The Admiral thought the whole idea up himself.”

“Has the pressure of the job finally gotten to him?”

“No, something big is coming up. Alien Intentions back on Earth has had a brainstorm and both of us are going to be part of it.”

“What is this magic lamp the genie is supposed to pop out of?”

“All I know is that I’m to wrap up my duties as Head of Translators and prepare to ship out as soon as you report for duty.”

“Hmmm,” he said, releasing her and scanning for his kit bag, from which he’d become separated. “My orders are to report at my earliest convenience.”

She laughed. “Your earliest convenience is no sooner than tomorrow morning, my love; and possibly not then if I’m not completely satisfied.”

He retrieved the bag and slipped an arm around her waist. “Sounds like a plan. Lead on, wench!”

#

The Admiral’s conference did not take place for three days. Mark and Lisa used the time to become reacquainted, demonstrating a principle that had been an open secret in the cruise industry for three centuries. You can count the number of honeymooners onboard a cruise ship by counting the empty seats at the evening meal.

On the third day, they rose early, slipped into their best shipsuits, and enjoyed a leisurely breakfast in a surprisingly (to Mark) crowded commissary.

“Where did all of these people come from?” he asked, looking around him.

“Through Grand Central Terminus,” she replied. “The drilling machines are working round-the-clock to cut tunnels for living quarters for all of them. The laser crews are still breaking down their equipment when the sealing crews arrive to start applying their gunk.”

He nodded. “Same at Nemesis. We have twenty crews erecting buildings and warehouses. The landing boats are grounding at the spaceport hourly, and cargo ships are queued up overhead waiting for a loading cradle to clear. It makes one wonder if there are any starships left at Sol.” 

“The base has lost some of its quiet charm, don’t you think?” his wife asked, snuggling up next to him. As was their custom, they were sitting together on one side of a secluded booth.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Sleeping in a bed is much nicer than sleeping on a pile of tank insulation.” 

They enjoyed each other’s company for ten more minutes until it was time to go. Sliding from the booth, they walked out of the commissary arm-in-arm and turned left. The conference room was in a new tunnel, one that had only been completed the previous week.

When they arrived a few minutes before 09:00, they found a number of people already there. They seemed divided into two groups: obvious scientific types and four stripers with command pips on their shoulders. Most of the former were familiar faces to Lisa. Mark recognized only one, and despite having a (mostly) clean conscience, felt his ears turn red at her approach.

“Hello, Mark!” Susan Ahrendt said as she crossed the room in a gliding gait to greet him. She had a broad smile on her face.

“Hello, Susan,” he said, reaching out to shake hands.

“Lisa.”

“Susan.”

Mark surreptitiously studied his wife’s expression. Something was out of place here. The relaxed demeanor of both women bespoke something more than mere acquaintance… possibly even friendship.

Whether his wife sensed his sudden interest, or just happened to answer his question, he wasn’t sure. However, she turned to him and said, “Susan and I are old friends, Mark. Drinking buddies. She was the one who convinced me to take the time off to come see you. Remember?”

“How could I forget?”

Susan nodded. “Yes, Lisa and I get together every time my ship is in orbit. It’s nice to have someone to confide in.” There was something in the way she said it that convinced Mark he was a frequent object of their conversation.

While they chatted and Mark squirmed inwardly, a balding man walked over to them. Susan turned to include him.

 “Mark, I don’t believe you’ve met my boss, Dr. Smithers.”

“Hello,” Mark said, shaking hands.

“Hello, Commander. I understand you will be on the dispersal ship with us.”

Mark raised an eyebrow in a questioning look. “Oh? Then you know more than I do. I take it you have been briefed on the mission?”

 “Of course, haven’t you?”

“The Admiral has yet to confide in me.”

“Then perhaps I should not speak and spoil his surprise,” the scientist said, giving as good an impression of a puffed-up rooster as Mark had seen.

“Yes, Admirals do like their little surprises,” Mark agreed, glancing at Lisa. He thought her return look was a little too earnest for her silent protestation of innocence to be genuine. He decided not to make an issue of it. The secret would not be a secret much longer.

In fact, he had to wait less than two minutes. At 09:00 hours exactly, a Marine opened the metal door to the corridor and Admiral Dan Landon entered.

The Admiral took his place at the long iron table in the front of the room and waited while some twenty participants found their name tags at ten tables arrayed classroom-style facing him. There followed twenty seconds of scraping noises as everyone sat in their assigned places, two to a table. Mark and Lisa sat at a table directly in front of Landon, with Susan Ahrendt and Smithers to their right, and a pair of silver-haired captains to their left. Mark took the time to study Dan Landon, whom he hadn’t seen in more than a year. He thought the Admiral looked older, then realized that his own hair had some gray in it that hadn’t been there when he shipped out to Nemesis.

 “Good morning, Ladies and Gentlemen,” Landon boomed when everyone was seated. “Long time, no see, Mark. Where have you been keeping yourself?”

Mark heard a stifled snort from Lisa.

“In Hell, Admiral,” he replied. “Thank you for getting me out.”

The Admiral turned serious. “I understand they are making excellent progress on Nemesis, Commander,” he said for the benefit of the room.

“Yes, sir. We’ve learned to work in pitch blackness and near absolute zero. We have a fair-sized town erected on the surface. The parking orbits overhead are crammed to capacity, with the biggest problem being landing boat traffic control. In another six months, we’ll be fully operational.”

“Good. That just might be on the schedule we need.” Landon ceased talking to Mark personally, and addressed the assembled personnel in what officers referred to as their “command voice.”

“I have received orders from Earth. They want us to break out of this rut we find ourselves stuck in. To that end, we are going to attempt something a little different.”

He paused for dramatic effect, letting his gaze sweep the assembled officers.

“Ladies and gentlemen. For the first time in this war, we are going to intentionally make our presence known in a Broan star system.”

#

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

There was a long silence. For a moment, Mark wondered if he’d heard correctly. Then, unbidden, a response boiled out of him.

 “Are they crazy, sir? What sort of harebrained scheme is this?” Several murmurs of agreement told him that he wasn’t alone in the sentiment.

“Crazy? Possibly,” Landon agreed. “Harebrained? I’m not so sure. They’ve burned up a hell of a lot of computer time evaluating this option.”

“But, Admiral, secrecy is our only defense! It’s why all of our ships carry atomic self-destruct charges.”

Landon’s easygoing tone suddenly hardened. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Commander. Keep an open mind as you hear us out. Lisa, you have the floor.”

Mark’s head swiveled to look at his wife. Her expression, which he’d found odd a few minutes earlier, now confirmed his suspicions. She gazed into his eyes with a sheepish look and whispered, “Sorry, Mark. I was sworn to secrecy and I didn’t want anything to intrude on our reunion.”

With that, she got to her feet and moved to the head of the table. A portable holocube sat there on a wheeled cart. She pressed a control and the interior lit up after a few moments of colored static. The image within was familiar. It was a topological overview of the Broan stargate network. The individual pathways were too small to discern. The overall impression was of a cloud of red smoke suspended against a black backdrop.

“Here is our problem,” Lisa said. “There are nine-hundred-and-fifty-thousand stargate links in this image. When you count cul-de-sac systems, that brings the total number of Broan-controlled systems to just over one million.”

She touched the control and a much less cluttered diagram appeared.

“This is the part of the Sovereignty we have penetrated with our Q-Ships and our scouting expeditions, as well as systems evaluated remotely with our telescopes and gravtennas. Since arriving in Broan space, our teams have scouted six-hundred-and-seventy-one star systems, mostly via Q-ship. From gravity wave observations, we know of stargates in three-hundred-and-seventy-eight other systems. In other words, we have made independent observations of less than one-tenth of one percent of all Broan worlds. What we know of the vast majority of systems in the Sovereignty, we learned from the Pastol database.”

Lisa paused to let the starkness of the statistic sink in before continuing. “We have made a good start at scouting the enemy, but it became apparent about a year-and-a-half ago that our reconnaissance capability is woefully inadequate. That is the reason Admiral Landon commissioned Project X.

“Of necessity, our approach to spying on the enemy has been to monitor their comm traffic. Project X was the next step. We took what our Q-ships learned and tried to put our raw information into context. Essentially, we have been tracking the flow of Broan power so far as we can divine it.

“To do this, we assume the larger the Broan population of a particular planet, the higher that world sits in the pecking order. Our ships have also observed unique traffic patterns, convoys and that sort of thing. We correlate these with whatever economic figures we can glean from the Pastol database. 

“Our identification of hierarchical relationships is necessarily tentative, but the supporting data is internally consistent. Using this approach, we believe we have identified systems that are one or two levels below the Broan home world in authority. We call these levels quadrant and sector headquarters.”

A senior captain cleared his throat and said, “In other words, we have yet to discover the location of the Broan home world.”

“Correct, sir,” Lisa replied.

She clicked the holocube control again, and another diagram appeared. This was no topological diagram. This was a real star map. In addition to dim white stars sprinkled through the blackness, there were a number of green stars connected by yellow lines.

“Highlighted are Broan sector and quadrant capitals. Admiral Landon will explain the significance of these stars to our mission.”

Landon again moved forward, leaving Lisa to return to her seat.

“I asked Lisa to give you the facts straight,” Landon said. “Once you understand just how few stars we’ve surveyed, you will understand the necessity of trying something new. We cannot begin offensive operations until we know where the head of this very long snake lies. Finding the home planet is our prime objective.”

“Then redouble our scouting missions,” a voice called from the back of the room.

“Not an option,” Landon replied. “Given unlimited resources and time, we could probably increase Q-Ship penetrations tenfold. Were we to follow such a course, we would likely learn the location of Planet X about the time we all drop dead of advanced senility.

“But we don’t have unlimited resources and we are not expanding the pace of our explorations. We are curtailing them. Each mission increases the risk of discovery, yet yields less new data. The risk/reward ratio has been climbing steadily for two years.

“There is also this recent change in the stargate operating protocols. We don’t know it has anything to do with us, but it may. That worries us.”

Landon looked at his audience and broke into a lopsided grin. “And, to be truthful, there is a new constraint. It seems the opening of Grand Central Terminus has been a mixed blessing.

“On the plus side, reducing travel time from a year to a month allowed us to move significant forces into Broan space. On the minus side, our independence of action has been significantly compromised.”

“By whom?” the silver haired captain asked. 

“Our masters on Earth. Reduced travel time allows us to send our Project X data back to Sol monthly, but it also brings us new command directives monthly. H.Q. agrees with our analysis that spy missions are approaching the point of diminishing returns. They also advise that our time horizon for action is shorter than we thought.”

“Why?” Susan Ahrendt asked.

“A factor every bit as predictable as death and taxes,” Landon replied. “The World Coordinator reports steady erosion of public support for the war. She estimates we have a year… possibly two… in which to launch offensive operations or risk an administration that is hostile to our efforts out here.”

“Is that possible?” Mark asked.

“You know Mikhail Vasloff, Mark. What do you think?”

Mark sighed. “It’s damned near certain!”

Landon nodded. “Which brings us to the reason we are here. Dr. Smithers, your report, please.”

#

The small bald man to Mark’s right climbed to his feet and moved to the front. He still wore the expression of self-importance. Perhaps it was just the way his features were put together, Mark thought.

“Thank you, Admiral. For those who do not know me, I am Dr. Gordon Smithers, late of the University of Toronto, now Team Leader, Project Trojan Horse.

“We began seeding selected systems with our small starships nine months ago. We have managed to place one hundred Easter Eggs in systems where we hope the natives will be receptive. Of those, eighty-eight of our craft were intercepted and boarded. Twelve were not, at least, not in the time we budgeted for observation. Perhaps the locals chased them down later.”

“A description of your typical mission, if you please,” Landon ordered. 

“Yes, Admiral,” the scientist responded. “We have the process down to a routine. A typical mission packet consists of a single dispersal ship and two naval vessels. The latter provide overwatch and data acquisition. 

“Our ships break out of superlight well beyond the limits of the target system. Since most systems have not been visited by Q-Ships, we spend up to a week surveying the vicinity. Once we have the plane of the inhabited planet plotted, we reposition our ships outboard of that world. This can take another week.

“The dispersal ship then accelerates in-system while the others remain outside the critical limit. The dispersal ship places the egg in the proper orbit. This takes several days as we must be extremely exact in our release parameters. After a final check to ensure the egg is sterile of human and terrestrial DNA, we seed it with our macro alien bio-material and release it to space.

“The egg is quiescent for another 24 hours while the dispersal ship returns to the critical limit. After that, it powers up automatically and sends distress squawks on all communications frequencies. Usually, it is intercepted shortly after it goes live.”

“Are they buying it?” the vocal captain asked.

Smithers shrugged. “Too early to tell, I’m afraid.”

“What of the Broa?” another captain asked. “Have any of the eggs fallen into their hands?”

“After eighty-eight successful intercepts, it is possible. It depends on how independent the slaves in that particular system are.”

“Thank you, Dr. Smithson,” Landon said. “I’ll take over from here.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

Landon’s demeanor had changed. When the Admiral took his place, all hint of levity was gone. He brought up the image of a small elliptical starship in the cube. “This, Ladies and Gentlemen, is Easter Egg Number 101. Although outwardly identical to the others, this Trojan Horse is a thoroughbred. Earth has made several modifications and ordered us to try something special.

“As Dr. Smithers noted, we do not know that any of our eggs have fallen into the hands of the Broa. Hopefully, at least one of them has. It is our objective to sow distrust and fear among the pseudo-simian ruling class. If they are ignorant of our efforts, we can’t very well make them paranoid.

“However, we don’t know that they have been made aware of our efforts, so it behooves us to make sure. Earth has ordered us to release this special Easter Egg where they can’t help but notice it. So we are going to send it directly through the heart of one of their sector capitals.”

A sudden murmuring filled the conference room. Landon held up a hand to silence them.

“That isn’t all! If making sure the Broa know about Trojan Horse were our only goal, we could have done it at any time in the past six months. For this mission, the evil geniuses have something a bit more ambitious in mind…”

#

 

After the requisite pause, the Admiral continued. “On this mission, we are counting on the Broa reacting to having an Easter Egg dumped in their laps the same way humans would.

 “Firstly, we expect them to intercept it. That’s a no brainer, of course. As Dr. Smithers and his people have proven over and over, curiosity makes an intercept almost an involuntary response for any intelligent species.

“However, our studies of Broan psychology show they are much more like us than we care to admit. Karap-Vas is a regional power center, a provincial capital, as it were. We believe the locals will react similarly to a group of human bureaucrats when they realize they have a starship on their hands. They will pass the buck upstairs as quickly as they can arrange transport.

“In addition to the special Trojan Horse, Earth has shipped out a new gadget for us to play with. It is an experimental sensor that detects the field from a stardrive even when the generators are powered at very low levels. As we speak, technicians are installing these sensors on each of your ships.

“There are six stargates in the Sabator System, all of which lead to systems mapped by our Q-Ships. You captains will be assigned to one of these gateway systems. Your task is to hide out among the nascent comets at the edge of each system until one of you spots a Broan transport coming through the local stargate that causes your sensor alarm to go off. That will be the ship carrying our special Easter Egg to Planet X.

“Once detected, you will track that ship to the next gate and then make an emergency run to whatever system it is bound for. If you are fast enough, you might get there in time to see it jump again. In this way, we hope to get a line on the location of the home world.”

After ten minutes relating the overall plan, the Admiral fixed his gaze on Mark. “Commander Rykand! I want you to take command of the dispersal phase of this mission. You will go on Sasquatch to supervise.”

“Uh, yes, sir.”

Dan Landon’s serious expression cracked into what his subordinates had taken to calling his ‘evil grin.’

“Do I see a ‘why me?’ lurking in there somewhere, Commander?”

“Yes, sir. Why me?”

“Because, unlike just about everyone else here, you have been in a Broan system before. You know how close we came to flubbing it at Klys’kra’t. Don’t let it get that close this time.

“Also, the profile needed on this one is going to be more dangerous than we’ve used before. On previous drops, we’ve released the eggs well out and let them drift in-system before activating.

“I’m afraid we can’t operate that way this time. Because of the need to have the stardrive partially powered, this egg will be live when it leaves the ship. That means the dispersal ship will have to dive much deeper into the system before release. If discovered, it will be a long run back to the critical limit where you can jump superlight. That could make for a harrowing ride, don’t you think?”

 “Definitely, Admiral.”

“That’s why I want a man with experience in command, someone who can say ‘no go,’ if things don’t feel right.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What about me, sir?” Lisa asked. “Do I go on Sasquatch?”

Landon shook his head. “No, that would be putting too many eggs in one basket. You go with Galahad, the detector ship. You will monitor all communications frequencies. If you so much as hear a peep you don’t like, notify Mark and all of you get the hell out of there.”

And so it had been. Mark and Lisa joined Operation Easter Egg that afternoon. Two days later, six other task forces, consisting of three ships each, spaced for their assigned stations. A week later, Sasquatch, Galahad, and Yeovil moved out of Sutton orbit, climbed out to where gravitational curvature would no longer interfere with their stardrives, and jumped to superlight.

 

#


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The cargo bay of TSNS Sasquatch was brightly lit with flood lamps as Mark Rykand and Susan Ahrendt hung like two spiders from a pair of extended hydraulic braces. Around them, the dull throb of the superlight generators could be more sensed than heard. 

They had been underway faster than light for twelve hours, en route to Sabator, the most powerful Broan system of which humanity was currently aware. The system consisted of a yellow-giant sun with twelve worlds. Karap-Vas, the fifth, was the sole inhabited planet, although there were extensive industrial facilities in an oversize asteroid belt and on the moons of three of four gas giants. These latter were primarily devoted to “Jupiter-diving,” the scooping up of complex organic molecules from deep within the giant planets’ atmospheres.

The xenologists were relatively certain that the pseudo-simians were not native to Karap-Vas. They judged this by the warnings to travelers (Broan travelers, of course) they’d found in the Pastol database. Inhabitants of Karap-Vas, advisories warned, must remember to take their dietary supplements. 

However, the planet had been colonized by the Broa so long ago that evidence of the original inhabitants, if there had been any, had been lost. Not that there weren’t plenty of non-Broan residents on the planet now. They outnumbered the masters. However, these, too, were immigrants, brought in to serve the Broa. 

Xenologists on Earth studied Karap-Vas extensively after first discovering it in the Pastol data base. With its large mixed population of Broa and slaves, they suspected the world was a microcosm of Planet X, the Broan home world.

It was not their destination that interested Mark and Susan at the moment. Rather, it was the object suspended from a dozen shock cables at the focus of the flood lamps, an iridescent egg wrapped in holiday party paper. Visible through the translucent wrapping was an angular gash in the smooth hull with scorching on each side. 

Around the egg, several large, spherical tanks had been anchored to various hard points. These were filled with a potent mixture of gases and anti-bacterial agents, all under high pressure. The tanks were to flush the cargo bay prior to the egg’s protective wrapping being peeled away. Nothing would give away the little starship’s true origin faster than the Broa finding a piece of dead human skin adhered to the little ship.

“So this is what the excitement is about,” Mark commented, his words muffled by the surgical mask he was wearing. 

“This is it,” Susan confirmed.

“It looks just like the ones you showed me in New Mexico.”

“Outwardly identical, as is the interior. However, I’m told the engines have been extensively modified for this mission.”


“I’ve read the specs. I didn’t understand a word.”

Susan laughed in response. “Now you know how I’ve felt my whole time with Trojan Horse. You’ll have to ask Felicia.”

Mark nodded. Felicia Godwin was your typical elderly lady with a Ph.D. in superlight engineering. She was the resident expert on all things stardrive.

As Mark gazed down on the egg, he pondered, not for the first time, on how quickly his life could change. One moment he was comfortably in the groove; the next, the universe was upended around him.

It had happened to him three times now. The first time was when he learned of Jani’s death; the second when he peeked into a viewport aboard PoleStar to find a naked woman and a yellow-eyed alien staring back. The third had come when Admiral Landon and his wife conspired to get him to that damned meeting!

#

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Mark asked Felicia Godwin, noticing the twinkle her eye as the two of them sat in Sasquatch’s mess. They were strapped to a bench, with the full range of microgravity eating accoutrements magnetically attached to the table.

“What’s not to enjoy?” Felicia Godwin responded. “In microgravity, my arthritis hardly bothers me at all, my lumbago is completely gone, and my heart is working at one-quarter its normal effort. Who knows, if the Broa don’t get me, I just may live forever.”

“It’s nice to see someone happy in their work, unlike some people I might mention.”

“Who, Gordon? Don’t let him bother you. He doesn’t resent you personally. Well, not much. It’s a primal instinct with scientists, you know.”

“What is?”

“The tendency to resent the military. Haven’t you seen any of the ancient monster holos?”

“Some.”

“Then you know the plot. Scientist wants to study the monster, military wants to destroy it. Scientist usually doesn’t survive through Act II.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Gordon’s been on a dozen of these missions. He doesn’t see why we need a babysitter. The ship captains have always given us a free hand before.”

“And Captain Vanda will give you a free hand on this one. His job is running Sasquatch. My job is to decide if it’s safe to release the egg.”

“I know that. So does Gordon. The difference is that I don’t resent the necessity. He does. However, that isn’t why you asked me to lunch, is it?”

“No, it’s not. Tell me about what we are going to be doing out here.”

She shrugged. “What’s to tell? The big thinkers at home have pulled a rabbit out of a hat.”

“A what?”

Her giggle was girlish. “Sorry, ancient reference. It used to be a standard trick with magicians. I understand it worked a lot better with rabbits than with rattlesnakes.”

“I’m having trouble figuring out how the allusion relates to what we are doing.”

“What is it that is bothering you, Commander?”

“I guess the thought that we are going to track the Easter Egg inside the hold of a Broan transport.”

“Why?”

“Well, because it’s basically impossible.”

“It wouldn’t be impossible if we put a big radio transponder on the egg and then ran an antenna to the outside of the Broan ship, would it?”

“No, but the Broa would notice.”

“Exactly. So we arrange for them to notice and not think anything about it. It’s a bit of misdirection…essentially, a magic trick.”

“How are we pulling it off?”

“Well, the egg won’t be superlight at the time. That’s important because, as we all know, it’s impossible to track a ship in superlight.”

“So how can we track it?”

“We track it the same way we would if we had a big radio beacon on it. We just use different instrumentation. The engineers have learned to produce a signal the Broa can’t detect. We do that by energizing the stardrive just enough for it to begin rotating the gamma dimension. We can then detect the small volume of rotated space inside the Broan ship and track its movements.”

“Why would they take a ship with an energized drive field aboard one of their freighters?”

“They wouldn’t, not if they had ever seen a starship before. But they don’t know the condition is abnormal, not to mention dangerous. They’ll assume the little tingle they get when they touch the hull is how it is supposed to work.

“Think of a blind man carrying a lantern around in the stern of a rowboat. He can feel the heat, but he can’t see the bright light streaming away in every direction. He thinks it is something to keep him warm.”

“So we just follow the blind man and his rowboat home?” 

“That is our hope,” Felicia agreed. “Galahad will spot the beacon in the Sabator system and note which stargate it uses. The ships at the other end will pick it up when it emerges and track it to the next stargate in the sequence. Then, because our ships cross the gulf between stars in about the same time it takes a Broan ship to get from one stargate to another in-system, it may be possible for our hunter to track the freighter all the way to Planet X.

#

 


Chapter Thirty

Lisa Rykand lay strapped to an acceleration couch, alone in Observation, a compartment lit only by night lights. It wasn’t night aboard Galahad. In fact, it was just before lunch. However, the blue lights soothed her and allowed her to concentrate more fully on her task.

Beyond the cruiser’s hull, large antennas were pulling in every coherent electromagnetic signal that intersected their gauzy golden mesh. These signals were decoded and filtered through specially-designed computers in the cargo hold. Those that met certain exacting parameters were passed along to the human translators. Lisa was one of half-a-dozen aboard.

So much data was being received that it would be impossible to read all of it in real time, even the portion selected for review. Lisa sampled the signals sent her way. She did so by immersing herself in the cacophony of sound that issued from her speakers, listening to each for no more than 15 seconds before going on to the next. 

The Sabator system was markedly different from those she spied on during Q-ship missions. Typically, ninety percent of intercepts were in the language of the native species. In those systems, it had been sufficient to concentrate only on those signals transmitted in trade-Broan.

However, Karap-Vas was a Broan world. All the signals leaking from the planet were in High Broan. The computers forwarded only those messages that seemed to bear on their mission, such as information from the local orbital traffic control net.

Monitoring enemy communications was done in two-hour stints, which was about the length of time a human translator could be on the job and remain sharp. She then rested for two hours before doing another two-hours. After that, she had six hours off for eating, sleeping and taking care of sanitary needs before starting all over again.

“Lisa,” a voice called out in her right ear.

“Yes, Glenn?”

Glenn Humphreys was the other translator this watch. He concentrated on space traffic control signals while Lisa handled the filtered output from the planet.

“Check Channel Seventy, please.”

She quickly switched over and listened to the dry orders emanating from one of the computers that controlled the space lanes.

“Sounds like a routine course correction,” she said.

“I was wondering if it might have something to do with Sasquatch.”

“Where is the ship doing the maneuvering?”

There was a short pause. When Humphreys spoke again, she could hear the sheepish tone in his voice. “The ship is on the opposite side of the system. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Better to err on the side of caution. We’re coming up on drop time. If you get anything else like that, let me know.”

#

Mark Rykand was also strapped into an acceleration couch. The Trojan Horse team had taken over Auxiliary Control aboard Sasquatch.

In addition to Mark, Susan Ahrendt, Gordon Smithson, and Felicia Godwin were in their vacsuits (sans helmets) and strapped into control stations. Three other team members in full vacsuits were visible on screen. They were carefully disconnecting the web of cables that had powered the small starship since leaving Brinks Base.

 “Ready to disconnect power!” Spacer Toland announced.

“Stand by,” Gordon Smithson ordered from the couch two places to Mark’s left. “Felicia, bring the internal generators online.”

The power schematic on the auxiliary screen changed. The green line that showed power feeding into the small starship from Sasquatch went gray. At the same time a small sun at the egg’s heart began pulsing.

“Generators are online and holding steady,” Felicia reported. “External power has been cut off. Ready to disengage power cable.”

“Okay, Toland. Pull the plug!”

“The plug is pulled.” The figure on screen disconnected the last remaining cable running to the small ship. Despite having no remaining visible means of support, the egg did not move. The normal space generators had powered up with the rest of the systems and the Trojan Horse was now station keeping.

“All right, clear out. We’re ready to depressurize,” Dr. Smithson ordered.

On screen, the three figures moved from view. A moment later, the airlock readouts announced that the bayside door had opened, then closed, followed by the shipside door doing the same.

“We’re clear,” came a voice over the annunciator.

“Status check on the egg,” Smithson ordered.

There followed long series of scrolling numbers on the screen as the computers checked the health of the small starship. Within two minutes, they reported the egg ready in all respects.

“Captain,” Smithson said into the intercom. “We are ready to launch.”

The answer came back from Captain Vanda on Sasquatch’s bridge, “Very well, Doctor. Stand by.”

There followed a raucous klaxon alarm, followed by the order for all hands to prepare for vacuum operations. Mark slipped the helmet into place, engaged the neck ring, and gave it a twist. His ears popped as the suit pressurized. 

Mark activated the control that told the captain that he was ready. On the screen, icons lit up all over the ship to indicate compartments secure for vacuum.

One red spot remained stubbornly lit. Captain Vanda’s sarcastic voice echoed in his ears. “Anytime you are ready, Miss Comstock!”

A very young female voice responded, “Sorry, Captain. I had trouble achieving pressure integrity.”

The last icon turned green. The hatch to Auxiliary Control closed automatically in response to a command from the bridge. A few seconds later, the words ‘SHIP COMPARTMENTALIZED’ scrolled across the main screen.

“Prepare to open hangar bay doors,” Smithson said. 

There followed the distant sound of pumps as air in the hangar bay was pumped out. This was the most time consuming part of the process. Unlike an airlock, which was designed to minimize wasted volume, the hangar bay comprised some 30 percent of Sasquatch’s internal cubic. Pumping air into storage tanks required fifteen minutes.

An interminable time later, instruments showed less than one Torr of pressure inside the bay and the pumps fell silent. The pressure readout remained steady for several seconds, then dropped rapidly to zero as valves vented the remaining atmosphere to space.

“Doors coming open,” a spacer on the bridge announced. On the screen, the floor beneath the Trojan Horse parted and the black of space appeared in an ever-expanding line. Sunlight from the system primary bounced off the left door and bathed the bay in reflected white light.

They had fallen sunward for more than a week. Most of that time, Sasquatch was in a hyperbolic orbit, moving substantially faster than local system escape velocity. The high speed dive took them well inside the critical limit. The unpowered dive continued until they crossed the orbit of the seventh planet, the largest of the system’s gas giants. 

They then decelerated at two gravities for ten hours, slowing to intra-system velocity. At the end, Sasquatch was falling in-system on the same orbital path the Trojan Horse would take following its release. It was an orbit that in ten days’ time would place the little starship within fifty planetary diameters of Karap-Vas.

Following release, Sasquatch would boost at right angles to their current course for a full day at three gravities. Fleeing north, away from the crowded space lanes, would minimize the possibility of detection once the egg began to squawk. Should luck be against them, their velocity vector would guarantee a long stern chase for any pursuers.

“Doors are open,” the bridge reported.

“Ready to disinfect,” Dr. Smithson announced.

He waited for the order to be acknowledged, and then pressed the control to open the pressurized tanks in the bay.

A short storm appeared on the viewscreen as the egg was buffeted by cloudy vapor. The power readout showed a slight increase in the strength of the little ship’s drive field as it compensated for the sudden asymmetric thrust. The storm passed quickly as the tanks exhausted their cargo of disinfectant. When all was quiet again, Smithson ordered. “Envelope off!”

Several sparks appeared around the periphery of the egg and the iridescent coating that had protected it ever since New Mexico sloughed away. Suddenly, the bare hull was visible in the reflected sunlight, with the jagged gash apparent on the right lowermost quadrant.

“Ready for biological material infusion.”

The telltales on the hangar bay airlock flickered again. Soon, Spacer Toland reappeared. He trailed a cloud of quickly evaporating vapor as he pulled himself hand over hand toward the Trojan Horse. The vapor was the residue of the disinfectant that had washed down his suit at the same time the bay was scoured. A pressure bottle and a small cage were strapped to Toland’s utility belt. Inside the cage was the body of a small animal that looked like nothing that ever evolved on Earth.

Toland reached the starship and pressed the airlock control. The door opened immediately since there was no pressure within. The gash in the side had destroyed the little ship’s pressure integrity, and would hopefully give the Broa a convincing reason why it had been abandoned.

Toland pulled himself head first into the opening until only his boots were visible. A minute later, the boots reversed direction and the rest of his suit slowly reappeared.

 “Brahmin biological material has been sprayed throughout the egg. Cage has been mounted on the aft bulkhead,” Toland announced. “Close the airlock.”

The circular opening disappeared as quietly as it had appeared.

“Clear the bay!”

“Clearing now.”

“Stand by to power stardrive,” Smithson ordered after Toland was once again through the airlock. “Minimum energy, Felicia.”

“Stardrive coming to power. Minimum energy,” Felicia Godwin reported.

Felicia studied the results for a full minute.

At the end of that time, she announced, “Drive field is at minimum power and holding steady. Field detectors have a lock. None of the normal space instruments can see a thing. Ready for launch.”

“Trojan Horse ready for orbital insertion!” Smithson announced. “Captain Vanda, do we have your permission to launch?”

“You may proceed when ready, Doctor,” Sasquatch’s commander answered from the bridge.

“Commander Rykand, do I have your permission to launch?”

Mark scanned the instruments. Everything appeared normal. Despite the fact that his heart was racing, he found his command voice and replied, “Permission granted, Doctor. You may launch when ready.”

The launch itself was anticlimactic. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the Trojan Horse slid downward toward the open hangar bay doors, then out into direct sunlight. When it was ten meters distant, the captain ordered the doors closed. The view on the screen shifted to one of the hull cameras.

With the departure of the Trojan Horse, control of the mission shifted back to Sasquatch’s bridge. A flurry of orders emanated from the command circuit, ended by Captain Vanda saying, “Stand by for prolonged acceleration!”

On the screen, the Trojan Horse had achieved a separation distance of approximately 100 meters.

“Engines to power!” Vanda ordered.

In response, a familiar weight clamped down on Mark’s chest. The plan called for a smooth increase in acceleration to one standard gee for an hour before going to three gravities.

Something was wrong! 

Instead of a steady increase, the force pulling Mark down into the couch seemed erratic. The cruiser felt like a ground car that has lost its traction on ice.

He was thinking how nonsensical that idea was when the universe reached up to smash him into his couch. The impact of his head with the cushioned interior of his helmet was hard enough to produce stars. The rebound into the restraining straps was worse as his nose smashed into the faceplate.

Then he slipped into blackness.

#

 


Chapter Thirty-One

“Oh, shit!” an unidentified voice exclaimed on the command circuit aboard Galahad. “Sasquatch has blown up!”

Lisa had been dividing her attention between listening to the Broan intercepts and watching the star field that contained her husband. With the warning from the bridge echoing in her ears, she snapped her attention back to the main viewscreen. What she saw sent an icy dagger lancing through her stomach. There was a new star in the display, one that had not been there ten seconds earlier, and it was growing brighter.

Time stopped. In that moment, Lisa Rykand died. That single, awful, horrible moment seemed to go on forever as the import of the news sank into her disbelieving brain.

Mark was dead! What would she do now?

Mark had often spoken to her of the moment when he’d learned of his sister’s death. Lisa always responded sympathetically, patting his hand in public, drawing him close to her breast in private. The biological impulse to give comfort was automatic. But she really hadn’t grasped the pain Mark suffered — not until this very moment. One instant, he was alive. She’d heard his voice over the comm laser just a few seconds ago. The next, he was dead.

The awful moment of timelessness stretched until Lisa took her first, sobbing breath. It didn’t help. She wondered how it was that she would ever be able to breathe again.

As the spark on the screen began to subside, the universe came rushing back. Her ears, which had been rendered momentarily deaf, suddenly turned painfully sensitive. The excited cacophony of voices on the command circuit was a roaring waterfall of white noise. Yet, her sharpened perceptions allowed her to discern the individual cursing and gasps of a dozen different voices.

That came to an abrupt halt as Galahad’s captain overrode the pandemonium. “Silence, everyone!

 “Communications, do we have Sasquatch’s laser beam?”

“No, sir,” the communicator on duty responded. “It shut down at the moment of the explosion.”

“Monitoring!”

There was a long silence. The Captain had to repeat the command.

“Uh, here, Captain,” Glenn Humphreys’ voice answered. It was only then that Lisa realized the query had been to her.

“Any indication the Broa have seen the explosion?”

“Nothing yet, Captain.”

“There will be. We need to know the enemy response as soon as you have something.”

In a daze, Lisa reached out and keyed her comm set. “We are on it, Captain,” she said in a voice drained of emotion.

“Commander Rykand. Do you wish to be relieved?”

“No, sir!”

“Then get all of your translators wired up. We just lit up space like the Seventh of August! They should be burning up the comm circuits any second now. We need to know how they respond.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lisa switched to her private circuit with Glenn Humphreys. “You heard the Captain, Glenn. Get Harris, Ruiz, Sun-Ye, and Swenson online. Have them use the alternate stations. I want them in the loop in five minutes.”

“Right, Lisa,” Humphreys said. “And, my condolences…”

She responded with a short, silent obscenity under her breath before answering. “Time for that later. The captain’s right. We are about to see what happens when you surprise a Broan planet. The next few minutes are likely crucial for the war effort, so let’s get all we can. Make sure we’ve got plenty of storage space in the computers. Flush the low priority stuff if you have to.”

Ten minutes later, still numb, but functioning — barely — Lisa listened to the filtered output of the computers. Two other translators had slipped into the compartment and quietly assumed their duties. She barely noticed them.

As the computer switched through one intercept after another, everything seemed normal. Then, on one of the space control channels, she caught an excited inquiry in High Broan.

Loosely translated, someone had just asked, “Holy shit, what the fuck was that?”

Humanity’s secret had just died with Lisa’s husband.

#

Hand Leader Tor-Ken, late of the Broan Navy, sat at his console and wondered when his interminable shift would end. He originally joined the navy because it was expected of young males of his clan. It promised a life of service to the Race, an attitude many of his brood mates found to be quaint.

He’d spent a dozen cycles aboard ships and was largely content. However, after mating, he agreed with his female that the progenitor of a brood should not go spacing to the ends of Civilization.

So he transferred to Sabator Space Control. And here he stayed, through two cubs raised to maturity. His life in the Navy possessed variety, the camaraderie of other young males and exotic new worlds to explore. In the Control Service, all he ever saw was this dreary room and its oversized screens showing the location of every ship in the system.

He noted a new bulk freighter had exited the Garwin stargate and was currently providing its data to the traffic control computer. The computer, in turn, directed the ship to make orbit for the Vadsa stargate. The freighter would be in the Sabator System for two- twelve rotations, after which it would once again wink out of existence, to reappear in the Vadsa system dozens of light-cycles distant.

Because the stargates were located on the outskirts of the system, a position required by physics, speed-of-light delay prevented any dialogue between him and the freighter. Computers, with their infinite patience, would handle all instruction exchange required for traffic control.

Tor-Ken’s duty was to remain alert at his station and to provide command oversight should anything go wrong, which, of course, nothing ever did.

Suddenly, alarms began going off all around him.

Startled, he turned to his command console and began pressing studs. All through the control center, subservients hunched over their displays to figure out the cause.

“Zand, what is going on?” Tor-Ken snapped to his most senior operator. Zand was a small being, even smaller than Tor-Ken, a fact that made the Master tolerate him better than some of the operators from oversize strider species.

“There has been an explosion in our sector, Hand Leader.”

“What ship?”

“None. There are no ships at the location.”

“Then what exploded?”

“Unknown.”

“Two asteroids collide, perhaps?”

“No, Hand Leader. The spectrum is wrong for that. Also, the plot shows no rocks in the vicinity, either.”

Tor-Ken began pushing other studs, boredom forgotten. An actual mystery! He couldn’t remember anything like this happening in… well, ever. “Sensors, focus on the coordinates of the explosion. Maximum gain. What do you see?”

“The radiance is fading,” one of his operators twittered, its words automatically translated into trade talk. “There is some sort of object there. It is radiating in the infrared. Frequency shift indicates that it is cooling.”

“Some kind of a vessel?”

“Possibly. We detect a periodic change in cross-section. It appears to be tumbling.”

“What vector?”

There was a pause while sensitive instruments working at the edge of their range integrated readings over nearly a gross of heartbeats.

“Toward us. The remnant will pass very close to Karap-Vas in approximately twelve rotations.”

“How close?”

“Insufficient data to determine. We will need to watch it longer to refine our data.”

“Put everything you have on it,” Tor-Ken ordered. He watched the data flood in from the long range-telescopes and other sensors. Whatever was coming this way, it appeared aimed directly at the planet. That made it potentially hostile.

It was with considerable excitement that he keyed for a comm link. In a few heartbeats, he found himself staring at a subservient of indeterminate species. The being’s home world was not important. Its greeting was.

“Karap-Vas Fleet Headquarters,” it said. “To whom do you wish to speak?”

#

Captain Carl Cavendish of TSNS Galahad was in a foul mood. There was an ancient military expression for what was happening on this mission — clusterfuck!

Cavendish remembered the sick feeling that formed in the pit of his stomach when Admiral Landon first proposed the operation to flush out the Broan home world. It just hadn’t felt right. Too complicated, for one thing. Also, too risky. It felt like a short cut and one did not take short cuts with the fate of the human race.

Cavendish fought to control his rage as he struggled to assess the impact of the destruction of Sasquatch. Getting angry was counterproductive at the moment. There would be time for that later. However, with Lyle Vanda dead, along with his entire crew, command of the mission now fell on Cavendish. Everyone aboard Galahad and Yeovil would be waiting for his orders. He didn’t have the luxury of letting anger cloud his judgment.

In retrospect, it had been a mistake to send Sasquatch so deep into an enemy star system. Save for the contact missions to Klys’kr’at and Pastol, this mission required the deepest penetration to date.

Even the Q-ships mostly stayed well beyond the critical limit. Seldom had a questing Q-ship needed to dive deeply into an enemy system. Stargates used a related technology to that of star drives, and were therefore allergic to strong gravitational fields.

Carl Cavendish took a deep breath and chastised himself for dwelling on the ‘might have beens.’ It was a natural human reaction, but as his instructors at the Space Academy drilled into him, a captain in command cannot afford to be human. He must be an extension of his ship and above such frailties as anger, self pity, or indecisiveness.

So, pushing his roiling emotions below the level of consciousness, Cavendish savagely slammed his open palm down on a control.

“Yes, captain?” his communicator-on-duty answered.

“Get me Yeovil. Captain Sulieman.”

A few seconds later, his local screen lit to show the features of a grim faced man with a full beard, a hawk-shaped nose, and piercing black eyes. 

“Yes, Carl?”

“What is your status, Ravi?”

“Yeovil is ready for anything you require, Captain.”

“Good. I want you to go after Sasquatch.”

The other officer blinked, the only indication on his features of his surprise.

“A rescue?”

“Hardly. You saw the explosion. They are all dead, or soon will be. Otherwise, we would have heard from them by now. Nor have there been any secondary explosions. You know the standing orders.”

“Yes, sir.”

Every man and woman in the Space Navy knew the standing orders. Welded to the keel of every ship in the fleet was a small nuclear device, to be used in the event the ship became disabled and at risk of falling into enemy hands. Faced with the possibility of capture and no hope of rescue, Sasquatch’s survivors should have reported their situation and then used their self-destruct. That they hadn’t was as strong an indication as any that they were no longer alive.

“Your mission is to get close enough for sensors to ascertain the state of the wreckage. If there is anything left, I want you to use your superlight missiles to destroy the remnants. Nothing identifiable must fall into the hands of the Broa.” 

“Yes, sir,” Sulieman replied. “Full emergency acceleration?”

“Whatever your crew can stand. We’ve got ten days before the wreckage reaches perigee with the planet. You can expect the Broa to give chase the first moment one of their ships is in position to do so. Stand by!”

An urgent signal had begun flashing on Cavendish’s board. He put Sulieman on hold and accepted the call. He wasn’t surprised to see Lisa Rykand’s features on his screen, nor to observe that she looked like hell. That she was functioning at all was a minor miracle.

“Yes, Commander Rykand?” he asked in as kindly a voice as he could manage in his current state of irritation.

“I have a report, Captain. The Broa have noted the explosion and dispatched three ships to intercept.”

Cavendish let out a low whistle, glancing at the time display in the corner of his screen. “That was fast. They made that decision in less than an hour. What is your assessment of this, Commander?”

“Sir?”

“Why the haste? They have ten days before Sasquatch reaches the planet and sails on by. Why not wait until then to give chase? The orbital solution would be a hell of a lot more straightforward.”

“They must be after something, Captain. Sasquatch had just launched the Trojan Horse. Perhaps it is undamaged.”

“It isn’t squawking the emergency frequencies yet, is it?”

“No, sir. We would hear that.”

“Then how could they spot it so far from the planet? What if it isn’t the Horse that has them interested? Could there be pieces left of the cruiser?”

“Yes, sir. That’s possible. I don’t see how we can speculate until we know what caused the malfunction.”

“Let me bring you up to date, Commander. The analysis team has been studying the spectrum of the blast. It wasn’t the self-destruct. Although damned large, the explosion wasn’t nuclear. It has the spectrum of a star drive malfunction.”

“Why would they use their star drive that deep in the gravity well?”

“Unknown. Probably we will never know.”

“Yes, sir,” came the listless reply.

“When does your shift end?”

“Uh, I haven’t been paying attention to shifts, sir.”

“That’s what I thought. You look awful. No reason you shouldn’t. You’ve had a hell of a shock.

“We all have, sir.”

“True. Still, you’ve done enough. Hand your duties over to the other translators and report to sick bay. Tell the doctor that I want her to give you something to make you sleep around the clock.”

“It isn’t necessary, Captain.”

“I think it is and the four stripes on my sleeve give my opinion more weight. You are off duty, Commander, as of this moment. Report to sick bay.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

He wouldn’t have thought it possible for her to look more dejected. He was wrong. For a long moment, he thought she was going to break down. 

Lisa signed off. The Captain ignored the blinking light from Yeovil, and keyed for sick bay instead.

“Were you listening?” he asked without preamble when Doctor Carr’s features appeared. At his orders, the doctor had been monitoring Lisa’s communications since the explosion.

“Yes, sir.”

“Get a couple of your people to Monitoring to make sure she complies. I want her out for the duration.”

“I agree, Captain. We’ll have her sedated within the next quarter-hour. I want to take some physiological readings first.”

“Whatever you think best, Doctor.”

He then punched for the comm link to Yeovil. “Sorry about that, Ravi. I have new information. The Broa are scrambling ships. That means there must be something there for them to intercept. Get in as fast as you can. As soon as you have closed to superlight missile range, destroy every chunk you see. Use the whole magazine if you have to. Then get out fast. The acceleration’s going to be hell on you and your crew, but it can’t be helped. 

“Keep your speed up, maintain a hyperbolic orbit. That way, if anything happens to your ship, we can rendezvous with you on the other side of the system once you are back beyond the critical limit. Any questions?”

“No, sir. We’ll be powered up in five minutes.”

“Good man, Ravi. Luck. Cavendish out.”

“Thank you, sir. Sulieman out.”

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Two

Somewhere, someone was beating a big bass drum, which didn’t make any sense at all. Sensible or not, Mark Rykand wished they would stop. The monotonous boom, boom, boom was making his head hurt. Or rather, it was making his head hurt worse than it already did.

As he sometimes did on lazy mornings when he and Lisa had the day off, Mark wanted to sleep in. Now, some inconsiderate asshole was disturbing his rest, beating on that drum. He wasn’t even doing a good job of it. There was no rhythm. Just a steady, monotonous pounding.

Groaning, he tried to roll over. Perhaps if he put a pillow over his head, he could ignore the sound and go back to sleep. For some reason, his body wouldn’t obey his commands. He must be wrapped up in the sheets. Too tired to get up and untangle himself, he decided to sleep where he was. After an interminable time, he gave up. His head ached too much, and if anything, the pounding had gotten louder. Reluctantly, he opened one eye.

In addition to the bass drum, someone had left the overhead light on. He closed his eye to shut off the daggers that were stabbing up his optic nerve into his brain. In addition to having a headache, he realized that there was something wrong with his stomach. It was churning, as though he were about to throw up.

God, he hated that the worst. If only he could get back to sleep before the full nausea hit him. But how could he sleep when someone kept screaming his name?

“Mark! Mark, wake up.”

It was a female voice, but not Lisa’s. Lisa wasn’t here. Where was she?

“Mark, wake up! Please, wake up,” the frightened voice called again. She seemed to be yelling directly into his ear, as though her lips were but a few centimeters away; and yet, he was hearing her equally in each ear. If that weren’t enough, the words seemed to reverberate.

Clinging to half-sleep, he nevertheless cleared his throat and growled, “Get that damned light out of my eyes!”

The brightness shining through his eyelids cut off abruptly, leaving him with floating spots before his eyes, to be replaced by a relieved, “Thank God, Mark! I thought you were dead!”

#

He couldn’t be dead. Death doesn’t feel this rotten, he thought before surrendering. With every bit of willpower left in him, he forced himself fully awake 

The incessant sound of the base drum, he realized, was coming from inside his head. It was the sound of his heartbeat. With that insight, memory flooded back.

He was in Auxiliary Control aboard Sasquatch. They had just ejected the egg and were moving away when… when what? There had been that strange period of non-acceleration as the engines came on, then… nothing.

The reason he could not move, he realized, was that he was in his vacuum suit, strapped down to an acceleration couch. The suit was inflated.

He reached for the release mechanism on his chest strap, only to realize that he couldn’t feel it through his gauntlets. He fumbled for a few seconds before the strap fell away. With a loud grunt, he pulled himself upright while encased in a pressurized balloon.

The exertion made his head hurt worse. Sitting up also increased his incipient nausea. There seemed to be something wrong with his inner ear. 

A vacsuited figure hovered in front of him, its features obscured by the helmet lamp, which until a few seconds ago had been blinding him. The voice was that of a young woman, which limited the possibilities.

“Susan, what happened?”

“The egg exploded. Sasquatch caught the full blast.”

“How bad?”

“I think the Hangar Bay is gone and something is wrong with the engines. We don’t have power, we’ve lost atmosphere, and the ship is tumbling.”

That explained the dizziness. Coriolis acceleration caused the liquid in the inner ear to pile up on one side, producing the disconcerting sensation that he was tipping over.

“How are Dr. Smithson and Felicia?”

“Gordon is dead. Something came through the deck and went straight through his body. Shrapnel from the explosion, I guess. I checked on Felicia five minutes ago. She seems alive. I can’t vouch for the integrity of her bones. At her age, they are brittle.”

By this time, Mark’s eyes had adjusted and he managed to focus them on the surrounding compartment, which was dark save for the light of Susan’s helmet lamp. He turned on his own lamp to increase illumination. The spot on the far bulkhead was undiffused by intervening air.

Auxiliary Control was a squat cylinder, almost the same shape as the pressurized containers in which they shipped coffee in vacuum.

Correction.

Auxiliary Control had been cylindrical. It now looked like a ground car that had encountered another in the middle of an intersection. The deck was bowed upward, as though a giant fist had smashed into it. The viewscreens were shattered. The airlock door, which had been closed, was now open — hanging by one hinge, with the empty corridor visible beyond. That explained where all the air had gone and why there was so little floating debris in the compartment. Explosive decompression is one hell of an efficient vacuum cleaner.

“I’m okay,” Mark said, reaching down to release the lap belt. “Go see what you can do about Felicia.”

As he floated away from the acceleration couch, he noted a marked tendency to drift to starboard. Reaching out, he grabbed for the end of the strap to anchor himself. He slowly pivoted until he was hanging by one arm. He judged his effective weight to be only a few pounds, from which he concluded that the ship was tumbling slowly. That was a minor miracle, but disconcerting as hell.

As Susan pulled herself to where Felicia Godwin lay sprawled to one side of her acceleration couch, Mark worked his way to the open airlock and stuck his torso out into the passageway. It, too, seemed to have been twisted by some giant hand. Down the corridor, half obscured by the passageway’s curvature, he could see a pressure door bent half out of its frame. Beyond were black sky and a sunlit jumble of wreckage. The angle of the light was constantly varying, creating a slowly pirouetting pattern of light and shadow. Counting to himself, he timed the celestial ballet through two cycles. The ship, or what was left of it, seemed to be tumbling at two revolutions per minute.

He retreated back into Auxiliary Control, where he could hear Susan pleading with Felicia to wake up. The sound in his earphones had the reverberating echo he’d noted while regaining consciousness, an effect caused by her radio signal reflecting off the surrounding bulkheads.

There was a long groan, and then a bewildered voice asked, “What happened?”

Susan explained. By the time she finished, Mark had joined them. Felicia pawed at her strap release and missed. Mark restrained her flailing arm and hit the strap release himself. He helped her sit up.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “Anything broken?”

Felicia’s head and neck writhed through a complete gyration as she moved her arms and legs inside the suit. “I don’t think so. Just sore. How is Gordon?”

“He didn’t make it,” Susan answered.

Felicia’s lips moved in a silent prayer inside her helmet. He waited for her to finish before asking, “Any idea what went wrong?” 

“I’m not sure. It seemed to me that we had trouble accelerating when the engines powered up.”

“We did,” he agreed. “Almost like a ground car trying to get traction on black ice.”

“I felt it, too,” Susan said.

Felicia nodded thoughtfully. “Then I wasn’t imagining it.” After nearly a minute, she emitted a single syllable. “Damn!”

“I take it you know what happened.”

“I don’t know,” Felicia replied. “However, I strongly suspect.”

“What?” Susan asked.

“We powered engines too close to the egg. I should have thought of it.”

“Beg your pardon?”

She scowled as she looked at Mark. He noted that her lower lip was swollen from where it had contacted the inside of her helmet and one eye discolored with the beginnings of a shiner. 

“As I told you at lunch the other day, Earth’s idea for tracking a Broan ship back to their home world was both brilliant and a little dangerous. Energizing the star drive generators at minimum power rotates the gamma into the aleph, but not enough to actually jump to superlight. In the process, the ship dissipates energy to rotated space, where the Broa can’t detect it. I think Captain Vanda jumped the gun on making our getaway.”

“How so?” Mark asked. 

“We ejected the egg at the lowest separation velocity we could manage so as not to disturb its basic orbit. Then, we tried to get the hell away from it as fast as we could. The egg was one hundred meters out when we brought the normal space generators online. If I’m right, our drive field enveloped the egg and the two fields became entangled. The egg’s star drive began feeding off the energy we were generating. When it reached critical, it jumped to superlight!”

Mark nodded. “And like a superlight missile, it couldn’t maintain the field this deep in Sabator’s gravity well, so it fell back into normal space and exploded!”

“Something like that,” Felicia agreed.

Susan, who had been following the conversation, said, “Then we’re damned lucky to be alive.”

“Are we?” Felicia asked. “Aren’t you forgetting General Order Seven?”

“What’s that?”

There was a long pause, after which Felicia said in a soft voice, “Mark, you’re regular Navy. You tell her.”

 “General Order Seven: In the event of imminent capture by the enemy, naval personnel will do their utmost to destroy their ship and to prevent themselves, or their bodies, from falling into the hands of the enemy.”

#

There was a long silence. Finally, Susan asked, “Are you saying we have to commit suicide?”

“That is exactly what I am saying,” he answered, grimly. “Our only weapon in this war is the secret of Earth’s location. We must be willing to sacrifice everything to keep that secret. Didn’t they teach you any of this at the Academy?”

“There was something about it, but I guess I never thought it would apply to me.”

“None of us did.”

Susan’s voice rose an octave as the seriousness of their situation hit home. “The fleet will rescue us. They must have seen the explosion!” 

“They probably think we’re dead. From what I saw in the corridor, I would say both the hangar bay and much of engineering is gone. It was one hell of a blast.”

“So we self-destruct?” Felicia asked. Her tone was matter-of-fact, as befitted a woman of an age where thoughts of one’s demise were an everyday occurrence.

“Self-destruct?”

 “Calm down,” Felicia ordered in a motherly voice. “We aren’t going to do anything right now. Correct, Mark?”

“Correct,” he said. “We have to get word to our other ships that we are alive. We have ten days until perigee with Karap-Vas. That’s plenty of time to think of something. Perhaps Galahad or Yeovil can rendezvous and take us off before the Broa reach us.”

 Susan considered the answer for ten long seconds, then asked, “What is this self-destruct?” She seemed to have regained some of her composure.

“Every ship has one,” Felicia said. “A nuclear charge in Engineering. Don’t worry. It’s completely painless. We’ll be vaporized before our eyes have a chance to tell our brains about it.”

“That may be a problem,” Mark said, more thinking out loud than wanting to impart information.

“Why?”

“The charge is bolted to the thrust frame in Engineering. I’m not sure there is an Engineering, and if there is, the charge might have been damaged in the blast. Contrary to popular belief, atomic bombs are delicate devices. They require several things to happen in exact sequence before they go off. If even one of those things doesn’t work correctly, there will be no explosion.”

“But if we can’t blow up the ship…” Felicia said.

There were other ways than nuclear annihilation to take their own lives. Merely removing their helmets would do the job quickly. However, explosive decompression, electrocution, or the legendary poisoned chalice all had a major drawback. Each method would end their lives, but would leave their corpses intact. And the Broa could learn almost as much from a dead human as from a live one.

“Let’s change the subject,” Mark said.

 “All right, change of subject.” Felicia Godwin agreed. “What do we do now, right this minute?”

“We search for other survivors,” Mark answered. “Then we get this damned tumbling stopped before I heave in my helmet.”

 


Chapter Thirty-Three

Leading the way, Mark pulled himself to the open hatch and out into the passageway. Like all such, the passage was equipped with “barber poles” to aid in microgravity locomotion. He pulled himself hand over hand to the starboard lift. First Felicia, then Susan, followed. The three clustered around the lift door and confronted their first problem. The door was closed.

“Any suggestions?” Felicia asked.

“Wait a second,” Mark replied, fishing in his suit’s external tool pouch. Finally, by the process of trial and error, he found what he was looking for, a small knife used for a variety of trimming tasks. 

He forced the blade into the door frame gasket and slowly pushed the door open and into its recess. Keeping a firm grip on the barber pole, he looked aft. What he saw confirmed his suspicions.

 Three meters ‘below’, the shaft truncated abruptly. Beyond was the infinite vacuum of open space and a slowly moving star field.

Pulling back into the passageway, he ordered, “Tether, Susan.”

“Why?” she asked, even as she reached to extend one of the thin, strong lines that are part of every vacuum suit’s standard equipment.

“If you lose your grip on the next leg of our journey, it’s a long way down.”

Mark and Susan pulled their tethers out to full length and hooked them to Felicia’s equipment belt. Once roped together like mountain climbers, Mark led the way. The lifts were used when the ship was under thrust. When in microgravity, the lift cars were retracted to the bottom and personnel floated between decks.

Reaching out, he grabbed onto a rung and pulled himself ‘upward’, stopping to allow his companions to join him. When all three were perched within the shaft, he moved hand-over-hand toward the bow, floating slowly enough that Felicia could keep up. Susan, he noted, was crowding Felicia’s boots, anxious to be free of this bottomless pit.

They climbed past four closed pressure doors, Mark halted at the fifth. Pulling his alternate tether free, he anchored himself to the rung below the door and once again reached for his knife. Slipping the blade into the gap, he repeated his earlier action, giving them access to Epsilon Deck.

He clambered into a passageway identical to the one they’d just left, except that it was sealed by closed pressure doors in both directions. One door was two meters to his right, the other an equal distance left. Beside each was the standard control panel inset into the bulkhead. Both indicators were blinking red.

“There is pressure on the other side of this door,” Mark said as first Felicia, and then Susan, exited the lift.

Mark anchored himself to the barber pole and leaned forward to gaze through the small window inset into the face of the closed door. Beyond was another closed pressure hatch, this one with a steady green indicator.

“We have a good seal. The far door has equal pressure on both sides. Stand back.”

He turned the hand valve below the control panel one-quarter turn. They were momentarily enveloped in a cloud of expansion fog. The indicator on their side turned green and the one visible through the window began to blink red.

“After you, ladies. Squeeze in. We don’t want to dump atmosphere twice.”

The distance between the emergency doors was the regulation one-meter, leaving the space crowded, but within capacity. Mark activated the control to close the first door. A second valve restored pressure to the makeshift airlock and allowed them to pass through to the passageway beyond.

“May we take our helmets off?” Felicia asked.

“Not yet,” he answered, his own words reverberating back to him in the enclosed passageway. “No telling what contaminants are in the air.”

Epsilon Deck was devoted to crew cabins and sick bay. They made for the latter.

Inside, they found Doctor Hamjid and Spacer Gomez. Both were in suits, but with helmets and gloves removed. The doctor was working on a supine figure strapped to his operating table. It was Captain Darva. 

“What’s wrong with the Captain?” Mark asked before remembering that the doctor couldn’t hear him through his helmet. Sheepishly, he took off his helmet, then secured it to its shoulder anchor.

The doctor looked up at the sudden noise. “Commander, Rykand! Good to see you alive. We thought you’d had it, along with everyone in Engineering.”

“We came close. What’s wrong with the Captain?”

“Head trauma. His brain is swelling. We’re trying to relieve the pressure.”

“How many alive?”

“Two dozen the last time I received a count. Twenty-seven now, counting you. Anyone else back there?”

“Not that we saw. Dr. Smithson’s dead. There were only the four of us in Auxiliary Control. There’s nothing left aft of that. The guys at the Hangar Bay airlock and in the engine room didn’t have a chance. Who is in command?”

“Lieutenant Sotheby, Second Mate.”

“Where is he?”

“Beta Deck. The bridge is more or less intact. A lot of shrapnel damage on Gamma and Delta. That is where most of our casualties were.”

“How do we get up to Beta?”

“The starboard lift is still airtight. You can use that.”

Mark gestured for his companions to remove their helmets, then told them what he had learned. 

“Twenty-seven survivors?” Susan asked. “Is that all?”

“There may be others.”

They followed him to the opposite side of the ship and again into a lift shaft. The shaft was sealed off two decks aft, but was open forward all the way to Alpha Deck. 

Once again, Mark led the way, with Felicia and then Susan following.

Beta Deck was crowded. Half the surviving crewmembers were out of their suits and being bandaged or splinted by what seemed like the other half. There were no screams, just low moans. It was evident the worst cases had already been anesthetized.

 “Commander Rykand, good to see you!” a frazzled young lieutenant greeted him as he made his way onto the bridge.

“You, too, Sotheby. What’s our status?”

“We’re in a hell of a fix, sir. Captain’s injured. Exec’s dead. The whole ass end is gone, vaporized I guess. We’re running on emergency generators and just about everything is offline. We’ve got no communications, no attitude control, no eyes, no nothing. Self-Destruct isn’t responding to signals, either.”

“Nor will it,” Mark said. “It went with Engineering.”

“May I speak with you in private, Commander?” the young lieutenant asked.

“Certainly. The captain’s space cabin?”

“Just the thing,” Sotheby replied.

They made their way through the hatch on the opposite side of the bridge. Beyond was Captain Darva’s sanctum sanctorum. A space cabin allowed a captain to go from deep sleep to his command chair in five seconds flat.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Mark asked, fairly certain that he knew the answer already.

“What do we do, sir?” the Lieutenant asked urgently. “We’re headed straight into Broan territory and we don’t have any way to maneuver!”

“You the senior officer?

“Yes, sir. I guess so.”

“You’re regular ship’s company. I’m just a hanger-on this trip, but I’ve been an Exec and I outrank you. I’ll take over if you like.”

“Would you, sir? We’ve got dozens injured, some dying, and General Order Seven hanging over our heads. I’m not sure I can handle it.”

 “Relax, son,” Mark replied, slipping into his best Admiral Landon imitation. “We’ve got plenty of time for that. As senior officer, I relieve you.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Sotheby responded. “I stand relieved.”

 The Lieutenant’s eyes reminded him of a lost puppy who has just been found. The situation had not improved markedly in the last ten seconds, nor was it likely to do so in the next ten days. Still, Sotheby had someone else to take the weight of command. He smiled at the prospect.

“Come on, let’s inform the crew.”

The two of them floated back onto the bridge where Lieutenant Sotheby announced in a loud and formal voice that Commander Rykand was now Captain.

Mark noticed a change in the expressions around him. The older spacers, in particular, seemed relieved. He appointed Lieutenant Sotheby Exec, and issued his first order.

“Let’s get the badly injured into cabins and assign people to care for them. I want work parties to check for air leaks. We’ve a limited supply of breathing gas. And can anyone stop this damned tumbling?”

#

The blow that had smashed Auxiliary Control hadn’t reached the bridge. Most of the shrapnel buried itself in decks and overheads farther aft. Consequently, the bridge was practically intact. However, the computers were down and the normal attitude control system inoperative.

Attitude control was handled by the normal space generators. Instead of differentially warping space fore and aft in order to provide momentum, small modules attached to the hull warped space at right angles. This produced controlled torque around each of the three orthogonal axes. With the engines vaporized, that particular system was no more.

For a backup, the ship’s designers relied on a much older technique. Just as commercial aircraft had been equipped with propeller-driven emergency generators for decades after the last propeller-driven plane left the sky, starships were still equipped with reaction jet thrusters. Sasquatch’s hull had eight thruster quads mounted at strategic points. Four of these survived the explosion.

With the computers down, there was no way to centrally control the small rocket nozzles. The designers had provided for that possibility, too. Each cluster could be controlled manually from inside the hull. Mark dispatched spacers in vacsuits to gain access and stand by for his orders. When communications proved more difficult than envisioned, he dispatched other spacers to relay commands.

They then spent a frustrating half-an-hour halting the rotation the ship had picked up, then another twenty minutes slowly rotating Sasquatch to aim its bow directly toward Sabator.

Next he called all able-bodied personnel to assemble in the mess. Mark counted eighteen effectives after ordering two injured men back to bed. He assigned Felicia and Susan to nurse duty, along with a corpsmen with a broken arm and Spacer Gomez. Dr. Hamjid was put in overall command.

He ordered half his remaining spacers to get to work converting the mess into a sanctuary where they could retreat should their supply of breathing gas run short. That meant salvaging every pressurized cylinder they could find and anchoring them to the deck. 

One hour later, Mark was out of his suit, strapped into the Captain’s chair on the bridge, with a few unassigned spacers surrounding him. 

“All right. Next thing we need is to contact Galahad and Yeovil. Any suggestions?”

“Lasers are out,” Engineer-Second Gwendolyn Tasker said. She had the bridge duty when the egg exploded, and was thus the sole surviving member of her department.

 “Any way to get them online?” Mark asked.

“No, sir,” Gwen replied. “We’ve no way to point the comm lasers. Even if we could, we don’t know where the other ships are.”

“Radio then? Galahad is monitoring the entire electromagnetic spectrum. Their computer-driven alarms will light up like a Christmas tree if they hear a human voice.”

“Possible. We’d have to jury-rig a directional antenna and spray our message in their direction. It wouldn’t have to be very precise. Rigging the antenna is straightforward; if, as you say, the port lift is open to vacuum at the bottom. It won’t be pretty, but it will work.”

“Two-way communications?”

“Not likely, Captain. Not enough receiver sensitivity to pick them up this far away. Besides, if they answer back via radio, the Broa will detect them.”

“Get started on the antenna. We’ve no chance of rescue if we can’t tell the fleet of our predicament.”

“Yes, sir.”

She and two helpers left.

Mark turned to Spacer Rogers, an electronic specialist. “Get us some communications, Mr. Rogers.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rogers pulled himself to one of the darkened consoles, pulled off an access panel, and began yanking out circuit cubes.

That left Mark and Lieutenant Sotheby.

“We need sensors…” Mark paused. “What the hell is your first name, Sotheby?”

“Christian, sir. Chris for short.”

“We need sensors online ASAP, Chris. The Broa are coming for us and we’re blind. I want to be able to surprise them.”

“Surprise them, how?”

“I haven’t got it completely worked out. About those sensors…”

“What sort, Captain?”

“Thermal. We can’t very well bounce radar off them, not without alerting them that we’re still alive. That means we track them passively. Wide-angle thermal arrays for initial acquisition, then a scope to get up close and personal.”

“I’ll get a party on it, sir.”

“If my plan is going to work, we need fire control.”

“What are we going to shoot?”

“SMs. Battery One intact?”

Sotheby nodded. “I doubt we’ll be able to hit anything, but we can probably launch.”

“That is all we need,” Mark replied.

The idea that was nagging at him was not the best one he’d ever had. In fact, it was the sort of thought that comes to a man only in the most dire of straits.

Which was as good a definition as any of their situation since about thirty seconds after they launched the Trojan Horse.

#


Chapter Thirty-Four

Lisa Rykand’s eyelids twitched as she woke from a nightmare. She couldn’t remember the dream itself, but the residue of dread it left behind was a memory from her distant past. When she was seven, her family lived in an old, drafty townhouse in London. Somehow she’d gotten the idea that a monster lurked in her closet. She would wake each morning, shivering, not from the cold, but from fear.

The monster was back.

A hand shook her shoulder and a gentle voice cooed in her ear. “Time to wake up, Lisa. Open your eyes.”

Strange, she thought. The monster has a pleasant voice.

She opened her eyes. Above her was the face of Dr. Carr. He was staring down at her. Behind him were the blue painted bulkheads of sickbay.

“Doctor, what am I doing…?”

She didn’t finish the question. It was then that memory came flooding back and she knew that the monster that disturbed her dreams this time was real. Mark was dead and he would remain so for the rest of her life. What was she to do?

“How do you feel?” the doctor asked.

“Depressed, angry, lost,” she answered. “How should I feel?”

“Do you want something to calm you?”

“Can you keep me drugged for the next fifty years?”

His professional smile was ruined by the sad look in his eyes. “I’m afraid not.”

“How long did I sleep?” she asked, lifting her arms to stretch and yawn. If it hadn’t been for the deadness in her heart, she would have felt almost human.

“Eighteen hours. We had you slated for the full twenty-four, but the Captain wants to speak with you.”

“Captain Cavendish? What about?”

“He will tell you. Do you think you can dress yourself, or should I have an orderly help you?”

“I can dress myself, doctor.”

“All right. Call if you need me.” With that he departed, and activated the privacy field that caused the walls of the small cubicle around her bed to turn milky white.

Lisa pulled herself erect and floated to the washbasin. Being in microgravity, she made no attempt to turn on the faucet. For one thing, it wouldn’t have worked. Instead, she reached into the drawer where a wet sponge was housed. She washed the stink of yesterday’s stress away and brushed her teeth. Someone had retrieved a clean uniform from her cabin and a few items of makeup, which she almost never wore aboard ship. She decided that today would be an exception. She lightly powdered her face, applied eye liner, and lipstick, then slipped into the shipsuit and cinched the belt at her waist. She combed the tangles out of her hair before putting on her slippers and found that she felt as human as possible. Under the circumstances.

She checked her appearance carefully in the mirror screen. Today would be a bad day. Everyone she met would feel sorry for her, and pity would flow like a river. 

She turned off the polarizer, returning the cubicle walls to their transparent state, before venturing out into sickbay’s common area. One of the orderlies glanced up and gave her that look. She pretended to ignore it.

“I’m ready to be released, Doctor.”

“Need an escort?”

“No. Where is the captain?”

“In his day cabin.”

“Thank you for making me sleep. It kept me from thinking about… yesterday.”

“If you have any problems sleeping tonight, come see me,” the medical man ordered. “Now, get along. We don’t want to keep the commanding officer waiting.”

Captain Cavendish’s day cabin was on Delta Deck, on the other side of the ship. Lisa navigated to the starboard shaft, up one deck, and then around the passageway to where a Marine guard stood anchored to the deck beside a hatch labeled COMMANDING OFFICER.

“Captain asked to see me,” she told the guard. “Commander Lisa Rykand.”

“You can go in, Ma’am,” he said, keying the control that retracted the hatch. It might have been her imagination, but he seemed to give her that look as well.

Lisa floated inside. Cavendish was strapped into his chair behind the desk. He directed her to take one of the two chairs in front. Lisa noted that he didn’t appear to have slept.

When she was properly anchored, Captain Cavendish regarded her for long seconds without saying anything. His expression shifted through a jumble of emotions. Something was wrong. The protocol for these occasions was well established. A captain should strive for the delicate balance of sadness and sympathy perfected over the centuries by funeral directors, the better to calm the grieving subordinate. Instead, he seemed agitated.

“Captain, you wanted to see me?”

“Yes, Commander, I did.”

“Is something wrong?” It seemed a particularly inane thing to ask after yesterday.

“I don’t know how to tell you this,” he said. “I even thought about not telling you. However, you have a right to know.”

“Know what, sir?”

“Your husband is alive.”

The words were delivered in what seemed to be plain Standard. Even so, she had trouble comprehending them. For an instant, she thought Cavendish was playing a particularly cruel practical joke, but to what purpose?

“Alive, sir? How do you know?”

“Communication from Sasquatch. The Trojan Horse exploded almost immediately after they launched it. The cruiser was badly damaged and a lot of people were killed. Commander Rykand wasn’t one of them.”

“Was his name on some sort of a list? Could it be a mistake?”

“No mistake. He is the senior officer aboard. He has taken command. The message was in his voice.”

Mark? Alive? The dread she had been holding at bay vanished as though a switch had been flipped. Her heart raced and she could hardly breathe. She wanted to scream and to leap out of her chair and dance for joy. Only military decorum and her seat belt prevented her from doing any of those things. Otherwise, she might have injured herself when she crashed into the overhead.

Then a suspicion began to grow, at first tempering and then engulfing her joy. Something was wrong. Cavendish did not seem to share her excitement. It didn’t take much thought to deduce why.

She frowned. The words, when she finally got her mouth under control, were bitter. “Mark’s alive, but he isn’t going to stay that way, is he?”

#

There was a long, uncomfortable silence as it was the Captain’s turn to search for words. Finally, he said, “I don’t want to give you false hope. He’s alive, but they are in a desperate situation. They have fewer than thirty survivors trapped aboard a hurtling mass of scrap metal. They are in pure ballistic flight directly into the heart of the most powerful Broan-controlled system of which we are aware. Their engines are gone, they can’t maneuver, and they damned well can’t take to the lifeboats.”

Lisa nodded. “And the Broa have dispatched three ships to intercept them. Any further news on that?”

“None. We are too far out to detect them. All we have is your initial report. If they are being dispatched from the planet, it could take most of the next ten days for them to match velocities and rendezvous. If they are starting in the asteroid belt, they could be there in half that time.”

“Is there anything we can do?” Lisa asked.

“It’s a long shot, but we are organizing a rescue. Whether we will be too late…” Cavendish let the statement die away.

The storm of emotions that had flowed through her veins in a span of less than a minute left Lisa drained. There is an old expression: You can’t wet a hurricane.

Suddenly she felt very tired, despite having just slept for eighteen hours. “Perhaps, sir, you should start at the beginning.”

“Perhaps I should,” Cavendish replied, leaning back in his chair. “The call from Sasquatch came in about two hours ago. You can imagine our surprise and excitement when we heard a human voice coming out of your eavesdropping computer.”

“The call came in by radio, not comm-laser?”

“Apparently, their lasers are inoperative.”

“What happened?”

“Your husband reports the Trojan Horse exploded immediately after launch. There was a malfunction and the Horse tried to jump to superlight. That deep in the gravity well, it couldn’t stabilize its field, and so it exploded, releasing its stored energy against Sasquatch’s hull.

“The damage was extensive. Hangar Bay and Engineering are gone, along with their crews. Shrapnel accounted for most of the other dead and injured. Among the survivors, there are broken bones and other injuries. Casualties among the officers were high. Captain Vanda is alive, but has a serious head injury. That left your husband the highest ranking officer. He has assumed command.”

She nodded. “That’s just like Mark. He’ll always step up when prudence dictates his best course is to keep his mouth shut. What are we doing to rescue them?”

“I dispatched Yeovil just after our discussion, yesterday. They are on a high-acceleration, continuous-boost trajectory to get to Sasquatch before the Broa do. My orders were to close to missile range, and make sure there was nothing left that the Broa might find informative.”

“And since you’ve found out they are alive?”

“About an hour ago, I ordered Captain Sulieman to shift to a minimum time rendezvous orbit. That will add thirty-six hours to his flight.”

“When will he reach them?”

“If all goes well and the Broa don’t interfere, Yeovil will match orbits next Thursday.”

Lisa blinked. Her training was in linguistics, but her years in the Navy had taught her the true scale of planetary systems. Sabator was a large star, with a correspondingly large temperate zone. Karap-Vas was the fifth planet, and well out from the primary.

Galahad had taken up position as close in as they could without risk of being spotted. If Yeovil was going to reach the crippled starship in only five days, she would have to pile on the gees. Starship crews are young and healthy, but Yeovil’s spacers were risking their lives.

“Does Mark know about the rescue?”

Sulieman shook his head. “We can’t tell him, not without revealing our own presence.”

“And if the Broa do interfere?”

Cavendish stared at her, no longer the kindly captain consoling a member of his crew. “If Captain Sulieman concludes that rescue is not possible, I have ordered him to carry out his original orders.”

“Yes, sir,” she said in a barely audible voice. “I had figured that out myself. General Order Seven.”

He nodded. “General Order Seven. Can you live with that?”

“I don’t see that I have a choice.”

“You surprise me, Commander.”

“Sir, I don’t know whether you know it, but this whole campaign was originally Mark’s idea. He and I were involved in the initial planning for this war. We were members of the team that thought up General Order Seven.

“When I saw that explosion yesterday, I thought they had set off the self-destruct on purpose or by accident. Now that I know the extent of their damage, why didn’t they?”

“They can’t. Their nuclear charge was destroyed in the explosion. Commander Rykand made it clear that he has no means left aboard to vaporize the ship to prevent capture.”

“So if rescue isn’t possible and Sulieman fails to missile Sasquatch out of existence, we will have provided our enemies with dozens of human bodies to autopsy. Mark will be dead for no purpose.”

Cavendish scowled. “That won’t happen. Your husband has a plan to prevent it.”

“I thought you said that he can’t blow up the ship?”

“I said that he has no means onboard to do so. He has his people working feverishly to restore the forward battery of superlight missiles.”

“What good will that do? He can’t fire them at Sasquatch. They don’t work that way, and he certainly can’t fight off an entire star system.”

“He doesn’t expect to.”

“I don’t understand,” Lisa said.

“Are you sure you want to know this?” Cavendish asked.

“Of course. What is Mark going to do?”

“His plan is to fire an SM at the first Broan craft that approaches the ship. His strategy is to destroy the target if he can, but to provoke a Broan response if he cannot.”

“He’s trying to antagonize them?”

“Those were his exact words.”

“But why…?”

Lisa had opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again with a snap. Her tired brain had just caught up with the conversation. She and Mark lived in close quarters through three Long Jumps. She knew him better than any other human being alive. She knew how her husband thought.

There is an evolutionary quirk in the human race, a chasm that can never truly be crossed. For all of human history, men had hunted for prey while women gathered berries, tended the crops, and took care of the children. This natural dichotomy of labor conditioned the two sexes to react in diametrically opposite ways in the presence of danger.

At the first sign of trouble, women scoop up the children and run in the opposite direction, while men grab their spears and rush to the sound of battle. It is an impulse that women can never really understand, any more than men can understand how it feels to have a baby grow inside a womb.

“So,” Lisa said heavily, “he wants to attack them and provoke them into blasting Sasquatch out of the sky!”

“That is his strategy,” Captain Cavendish confirmed.

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Five

“We’ve got two thermal sensor arrays in place, Captain,” Gwen Tasker said. She and Mark Rykand were huddled over an outsize diagram of Sasquatch spread out across a jury-rigged table at the back of the bridge. The diagram was a riot of color. Damage showed as red splotches, while handwritten notations in various colors showed the progress of their damage control efforts. The entire aft end of the ship had been circled in red and simply labeled ‘destroyed.’

“What is the view angle?” he asked, observing the two green hash marks on opposite sides of the ship that denoted the sensors.

“Five degrees above and below the ecliptic. The electronic steering circuits are fried, I’m afraid, so we’ll have to spin the ship to get circumambient coverage.”

“Oh, my poor stomach! How fast?”

“One revolution every ten minutes should do it. With two sensor panels, that will give us a five minute sweep rate, more than sufficient to see anything headed this way.”

“And the scope?”

“Scopes! We’ve got two. They’ve been fitted with IR detectors. The motorized gimbals and control systems are fully functional. We should have them deployed and calibrated within the hour. I’m having them installed in the dorsal and ventral maintenance locks on extensions so we’ll be able to look in any direction we need to.”

“Okay. Sounds good. Even though the spin will be slow, make your announcement prior to firing the attitude control jets. We’ve been through too much to have someone break a leg through carelessness.”

“Yes, sir. With your permission…”

“Go. Get it done.”

Mark watched the engineer expertly arrow through the hatch before turning back to the damage control chart. He gazed over the forest of notations and felt a certain pride at all they had accomplished in only thirty hours.

Getting a warning off to the fleet had been the most important accomplishment. If they went down fighting — Mark still didn’t let himself think “when they went down fighting” — it would not be in vain. If nothing else, the next time Headquarters got a harebrained scheme, they might think about it longer than they had this one. 

And should the Navy again try to maneuver the Broa into leading them to their home world, at least the ship assigned to carry the Easter Egg would know to put distance between itself and the Trojan Horse before powering generators.

In addition to the one-way comm capability, they had patched numerous holes, got the computers back online, rigged two working screens for the bridge, and prepared a sanctuary to which they could retreat for a last stand. In a bit of gallows commentary, one of the crew had painted a sign on the mess hatchway: MASADA

The mess deck now housed every spare gas cylinder they could find, all of their food stores, and supplies of all sorts, including their medical stocks. In fact, the most capacious compartment on the ship was becoming cluttered.

Mark had ordered one additional modification. 

Located around the periphery were four large barrels, each with six high-pressure oxygen tanks strapped around their circumference. The barrels were filled with machine oil and magnesium shavings. Each was topped with a jumble of tubes leading to the oxygen tanks, various electrically operated valves, and triply redundant explosive initiators. Pairs of wires from the initiators ran to timers bolted to nearby mess tables.

Mark’s plan was to entice the Broa into firing on the ship with their heavy weapons. It would be a quick, painless death and the cleanest way to accomplish General Order Seven. However, if the Broa failed to be enticed, his homemade bombs would have to do.

While one party worked on the incendiaries, he gathered up the rest of his effectives and ordered them to collect bodies and body parts from all over the ship. These were placed reverently in the large storage compartment across the passageway from the mess. It had been a gory, emotionally draining task for everyone involved.

With bodies arrayed in rows, and anchored to the deck with cargo nets, he’d led a funeral service with all hands in attendance. Then had come the installation of two more incendiary bombs. Lastly, they emptied the freezers of ice and spread it over the bodies to reduce the rate of decay. With the ventilators sealed and the hatch dogged tight, the compartment would not be heated and the odor of corruption would be contained. 

 Should capture be imminent, Mark planned to order everyone into the mess, and in a scene reminiscent of an ancient movie he’d once seen, have the doctor pass out suicide pills. The timers would be programmed to explode after the pills did their deadly work. He hoped the magnesium and oil, fed by a plentiful supply of pure oxygen, would burn hot enough to destroy all biological material in the two compartments, leaving nothing for the Broa to analyze.

It wasn’t as effective as a nuclear explosion, but it was the best he could manage with the resources at hand. Unfortunately, the plan included one major drawback. No matter how redundant the initiating circuits, there was still the remote possibility of a malfunction preventing the incendiaries from igniting. To guard against such a contingency, someone would have to stay alive long enough to do the job manually, if needed. By long tradition, that someone would have to be the captain.

Of all the ways to die, Mark considered being burned alive the very worst. To make sure his resolve did not fail him in those final few seconds, he unlocked Captain Darva’s safe and retrieved the pistol that regulations required to be there. 

He was jogged out of his reverie by the sound of a throat being cleared. Doctor Hamjid was hovering in the hatchway.

“Come in, Doctor. How is Captain Darva?”

“Resting comfortably. I have the cranial swelling under control. The palsy has ceased.”

“Good. And your other patients?”

“Spacer Grimes is the worst. I don’t think he will survive the day. The others are in no immediate danger. We have their pain under control.”

“Do you have enough pain killers?”

There was a hint of mirth in the doctor’s response. “Considering how long we are liable to require them, the supply is more than adequate.”

Mark nodded, glad to see their predicament had been accepted to the point where people could make jokes about it, no matter how lame.

“Gwen is going to put spin on the ship to get us a pair of eyes. It will be a nudge, only one-tenth RPM. Make sure your patients are all strapped down. We don’t want any of them drifting out of bed.”

“Will do, Captain. It is at the request of my patients that I have come. They are all asking about the Broa. Have they spotted us yet?”

“Doctor, we lit up their inner system like a supernova. Of course we’ve been spotted. We’re blind at the moment, but you can bet your stethoscope they have ships en route.”

“Is that what you wish me to tell my patients?”

“No. Tell them we are working on getting the sensors back online and that I will make an announcement when I have something to report. How is the crew holding up?”

“They are doing well… considering the circumstances. You’ve been keeping them busy. That helps.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“There is one more thing,” Hamjid said.

“Shoot!”

“You haven’t slept since the explosion. Scuttlebutt has it that we will be in battle soon. We need your head clear for combat.”

“Message received and understood. I’ll catch a nap as soon as I finish a few things here.”

“Yes, sir. I will get back to my patients.”

#

Mark was shaken awake by Chris Sotheby. Turning over in his bunk, he asked, “How long did I sleep?”

“Four hours, sir. Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got a bogey on detectors.”

“Where is it coming from?”

“The planet.”

Mark slowly rotated himself to a sitting position, using the sleeping belt to keep from floating away. He rubbed his eyes. “Is it headed this way?”

“It appears so. Number One scope is locked on. The cross-axis velocity is virtually nil, and there seems to be a slow change in the Doppler shift. We think it is boosting at two standard gravs, which probably makes it a warship.”

“Accelerating or decelerating?”

“Accelerating.”

“Okay, that means we have time. Give me a minute to wash the sleep from my eyes and I will be with you presently.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mark got up and sponged his face with cold water. It helped. The adrenaline had worn off shortly after Dr. Hamjid left the bridge and he’d taken the doctor’s advice about getting some rest.

As he’d told Sotheby, if the ship coming toward them was accelerating, it was good news. Matching velocities with a ship headed directly at you was one of the hardest of all space maneuvers. With Sasquatch aimed at Karap-Vas, their pursuer would first have to accelerate away from the planet, then at the one-third point, flip end for end and thrust vigorously back the way it had come. Eventually, the last of the outward velocity so painfully gained would dissipate, bringing the ship to a halt before it picked up speed back in the direction it had come.

Essentially, the ships were doing what the runner in a relay race does at the approach of the baton holder. The second runner sprints forward and gains velocity until the two are moving at the same speed at the moment the baton is passed.

There were limits as to how quickly a practical head-on rendezvous can be accomplished. Starships, like the nuclear-powered rockets that preceded them, possess essentially unlimited propulsive capabilities, at least on the scale of this particular intercept. The number of gees the Broan ship could lay on was limited only by the acceleration tolerance of its crew. At two standard gravities, their pursuer would require another seven days to pull alongside Sasquatch.

Of greater concern to Mark was a Broan ship behind them. Since hunted and hunter would be moving in the same direction, any Broan coming from behind would have an inherent advantage over a head-on approach. In such a situation, a stern chase was no longer the long chase.

He finished washing and combed his hair before returning to the bridge. A few seconds later, he was huddled with Chris Sotheby and Bob Costello, the sensor operator. The three of them gazed at one of the newly repaired screens where a fuzzy patch of white lay silhouetted against an ebon sky.

“Is that them?”

“That’s them,” Sotheby confirmed.

“Where’s the planet?”

“Five degrees down, out of the field of view,” the operator replied. “Whoever that ship is, they’ve got engines. They’re coming on fast.”

“What class?”

“Definitely a warship, sir. That blotch is from its radiators. They’re running way too hot to be civilian. From the energy they are radiating to space, I would say it’s an avenger.”

 Mark nodded. He was familiar with the type. One had chased him out of Pastol. An avenger’s long-range weaponry was more than capable of vaporizing Sasquatch, if he could just make the commander mad enough.

#

“… that ends my official report. On an unofficial note, please tell my wife, Lisa, that I love her. Commander Mark Rykand, T.S.N.S. Sasquatch, Commanding. End of message…

Lisa gazed at the viewscreen through the globules of tears that pooled in her eyes. She sniffed and reached up to wipe the tears away with a towel, not wanting them to float around the compartment where they could get into delicate electronics. It was two days since Captain Cavendish provided the recording to her, and she had just finished listening to it for the fifth time. Its impact on her emotions was undiminished from the first time she’d listened.

There had been two more communications from the crippled cruiser, but neither from Mark. These were handled by one of the crew. The first message informed them that a Broan avenger had been detected rising from the planet. The second was mostly a long list of the dead. As before, the messages came via directional radio beam on the emergency frequency.

Nor was Sasquatch the only ship with which they were in contact. Yeovil was on the downhill portion of her run, currently decelerating at 3.2 standard gravities and some fifty hours from rendezvous. Yeovil and Galahad had comm lasers locked on one another and were exchanging continuous updates. There were no conversations, however. Those were made impossible by the current speed-of-light delay of 40 minutes.

Despite its herculean efforts so far, Yeovil had still not closed to weapons range.

The primary weapon of human starships was the superlight missile. Essentially, SMs were optimized versions of the message probe with which Dan Landon destroyed the Broan ship that had killed Mark’s sister.

Normally, a message probe has no offensive use. However, with Magellan under attack as it orbited New Eden, Landon recognized that attempting to launch a message probe would quickly overload its drive generators, causing it to explode. Without the drive field to keep it in superlight, the debris would return to normal space with an intrinsic velocity that was a goodly percentage of the speed of light.

And so it had. The Broan aggressor ran into the debris field and was instantly vaporized.

SM drive generators were built more robustly than those of message probes, but they were no less susceptible to gravitational curvature. At Sasquatch’s distance from Sabator, the effective range of a superlight missile was a few million kilometers.

For three days, Yeovil had swept space before it with sensors at full gain. An hour earlier, Captain Sulieman reported two more enemy ships stalking Sasquatch. Both ships’ trajectories were straight out of the asteroid belt between Planets Six and Seven.

One of the pursuing craft did not seem to be a problem. Yeovil identified it as an asteroid mining boat. The other ship was a war craft, less powerful than an avenger, but more than capable of handling an invalid like Sasquatch.

The bad news was that both would overtake the cruiser twelve full hours before Yeovil could arrive on the scene.

#

“Goddamn it, Number One!” Captain Ravi Sulieman said to his executive officer. “We’re going to be half a day late.”

Of necessity, both Sulieman and his Exec conferred via screen. Both were sunk deeply in their respective acceleration couches, held down by a force three times that of normal gravity. With their flesh drawn taut by acceleration, they looked like two old men. Moreover, after three days of this torture, with only periodic reductions to change the watch, they felt like two old men.

“I’m sorry, Captain, but that’s what TacPlot is telling us. Do we revert to our original orders?”

Sulieman considered it. His orders were very specific. He must not allow Sasquatch to fall into enemy hands. If the situation allowed him to rescue those poor unfortunates, then that was his primary objective. If, however, rescue proved impossible, his orders were to shift from rendezvous to attack, and to destroy the ship and its survivors with SM fire.

But damnit, he’d come too far to kill his comrades. There had to be a better way!

He looked at the velocity plot again. It showed the projected course and timeline for four ships: his own and the three Broans. The curve representing the avenger was shifted far to the right, and not a factor. However, the curves for the two ships from the asteroid belt both terminated to the left of Yeovil’s projected arrival time. The first ship to reach Sasquatch would be the mining boat, and then, an hour later, the warship.

What the hell could he do? The laws of physics were inviolable. There was an ancient phrase he had always liked: It’s not only not nice to fool Mother Nature, it is not possible! Yet, if he weren’t so dog tired, perhaps he could think of something.

“Captain, do we revert to our original mission?” his executive officer asked again. “If so, I have to crank in the new acceleration profile.”

“No, damn it!” Ravi Sulieman growled after another thirty seconds’ consideration. “We’re not giving up. Cut all acceleration!”

“Sir?”

“You heard me. Kill the normal space generators, now!”

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Six

“Captain, we’ve got another bogey.”

Mark looked up from reading the morning report. He was belted into the command chair on the bridge, sipping coffee from a drinking bulb. If there was one positive aspect to their situation, it was that they were eating hot meals again. That was thanks to one of the repair crews who, without orders and in their off hours, had patched several shrapnel holes in the galley and rewired the stoves and ovens to get them working again. Foodstuffs, of course, were no problem. They would last for as long as they were needed.

Normally a captain would read the morning report on the work screen built into the instrument cluster at his command station. The screens in front of Mark were dark. Instead, he was reading from a bedraggled sheet of paper on which progress reports had been scribbled by several different hands.

“Where, Mr. Costello?” he asked, looking up at Screen Two, where the plot from the wide angle scanners was displayed.

“Behind us, Captain.”

Mark took the news with the passivity that befitted an officer in command. The only outward sign of the sudden tightening in his lower abdomen was the deep sigh that escaped his lips.

“Okay. Swing Telescope Two around and let me see him.”

For the last two days, one of their two operating viewscreens had been focused on the Broan avenger climbing toward them. Measurements of Doppler shift indicated that it had very nearly shed all of its outward velocity, and that it would soon begin the process of accelerating toward the planet in order to make rendezvous when Sasquatch overtook it.

Screen Two came alight and showed star streaks for a few seconds as the telescope slewed into position. Then the view stabilized. Once again there was the white blob of a thermal source silhouetted against a black sky. This one wasn’t as bright as the avenger’s thermal signature.

Smaller it may have been, but this was no mirage or sensor glitch. There was, indeed, a ship coming up behind them. There were only two questions: How far and how fast?

The answers came five minutes later. “Uh, we’ve got a Doppler shift and rate of change, sir. I make the closing velocity 200 KPS and his deceleration rate approximately two standard gravities.”

The two data points told Mark Rykand all he needed to know. Assuming the bogey was attempting a rendezvous (any other assumption was nonsensical), it was a simple matter to calculate how long it would take for the two ships’ velocities to converge. And knowing that, he could determine how far the pursuer would travel between now and then. That pinpointed the current range.

“Shit! He’s less than three hours away,” Mark exclaimed. “How did he get so close without us seeing him?” 

“He’s a much smaller target than the avenger, sir. Radiator temperature is only about a thousand degrees, and from the energy readings, I would say he has it pointed directly away from us.”

Mark thought about it and nodded. Their wide-angle thermal array was far from optimum for this sort of work. He was just thankful the sensors had picked up the bogey before it rammed its prow up their ass.

Mark pressed the key that would send his voice to every pressurized corner of the ship.

“Attention, All Hands! This is the captain speaking. We have detected an enemy craft coming up behind us. ETA is three hours. Initiate Plan Alpha. Stop what you are doing and evacuate all wounded to the sanctuary. I will be calling for Battle Stations in one hour. Repeat, we suit up in one hour. Make all preparations. Captain out!”

He hadn’t finished the announcement when Chris Sotheby floated through the hatch.

“This it, sir?”

“Looks like it, Chris. Get your people ready on the attitude control jets. We’ll increase spin to one RPM as soon as everyone is at battle stations. This close, we need faster circumambient updates.”

“Captain?”

“What is it Mr. Costello?”

“I think I’ve got another one. It’s about ten degrees from the first bogey, two o’clock relative. Its radiators are operating at the same temperature as the avenger. Could be a warship.”

“That’s just not fair,” Mark growled, trying to make light of it. Somehow, it didn’t come out that way. “Okay, use Telescope One. Tell me what we’ve got.”

The image on Screen One changed for the first time in two days as the telescope slewed to look behind them. In a few seconds, the second bogey was centered on the screen.

“Definitely military, Captain. Not big enough to be an avenger. Might be a hunter-sniffer.” 

It had been Sar-Say who had given them the names of the various Broan naval classes in the days before they found out that he was a Broa himself. ‘Hunter-sniffer’ loosely translated into destroyer. 

“Deceleration rate and velocity?”

Costello studied his instruments. After two minutes, he replied, “Three hundred KPS, decelerating at 2 gees.”

“Okay, that puts him an hour behind the other one. We’ll take them in order. Designate the small one as Bogey 2, and the hunter-sniffer as Bogey 3.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Mark again keyed for the address system and informed the crew of the new pursuer.

No doubt about it. The end game had begun.

#

Lisa was back at her station, eavesdropping on the Karap-Vas traffic control system. The last five days had involved feverish modifications to their search algorithms. The new software favored extra-atmospheric message traffic, the better to track the three ships she’d heard ordered in pursuit of Sasquatch. There had been no other intercepts concerning them since that first one.

As she listened to a series of messages in High Broan, she sat up straighter. Halting the playback, she ordered the computer to begin again at the minus-30 second mark. She listened again. Someone was reporting that the objective was in sight. Lisa keyed for the Captain on the bridge.

“Captain, I think I have something,” she announced.

“What is it, Commander?”

“A ship, definitely military, just checked in with space traffic control. They report ‘sighting objective.’ I think they are talking about our lost cruiser.”

“Monitor and keep me apprised. Costello out.”

“Rykand, out.”

#

Sasquatch was rotating at one revolution per minute and Mark’s stomach was feeling it, although not as much as it had immediately after the explosion. One reason was that the ship was spinning about its long axis, not tumbling end-over-end as before. 

Around him, the command stations on the bridge were full, even those that were still inoperative. Susan Ahrendt, encased in her vacuum suit, sat at the inert engineering station two stations over. She had requested permission to observe after Dr. Hamjid relieved her of her nursing duties. With all of the wounded moved to the sanctuary, the doctor and his two assistants were able to tend the wounded. They inserted intravenous tubes in the arms of those who would not be able to swallow a suicide pill. An injector charged with something that would do the job when the time came was taped to each patient’s makeshift bed.

Other supernumeraries requested that they be allowed to observe as well. Hosting visitors on the bridge during battle was strictly against Space Navy regulations. However, Mark granted the requests without comment. It was the least he could do. No one wants to die alone.

Not everyone was a sightseer, of course. Missile control was fully manned, if not fully capable. 

In space warfare, there is no need to point the ship at its target, or to equip it with trainable turrets. All that is needed is to eject the weapons out into space where they are free to maneuver and acquire the target. 

Unfortunately, the machinery that ejected the three-meter diameter SMs from Battery One was wrecked. Spacers Jones and Kuma had worked feverishly for days in vacuum suits to cut away the scrap that blocked the launching track. Now, they and two others were poised at the breech end of the track, ready to manhandle the SMs into position and propel them out into space using raw muscle power.

“Where are they now, Costello?” Mark asked.

“I’ve lost range on the closer target, Captain. It has matched velocity and is station keeping. I estimate it to be one hundred thousand kilometers aft of us.”

“What’s the matter with them? Are they shy?”

“Probably examining us by scope and waiting for the other one to catch up,” Gwen Tasker said from where she was monitoring the images of both ships.

“Okay, I think they’re close enough,” Mark said. “Battery One. Eject two… I say again, EJECT TWO superlight missiles.”

Everyone on the bridge waited in tense silence until a voice answered, “SM Number One is clear.” Less than a minute later, the voice spoke again. “SM Two is clear.”

“It’s all yours Mr. Sotheby,” Mark said to his Exec. “Take your time and take your best shot.”

“Yes, sir.”

It was strange to watch Sotheby work. Normally, the display at missile control would have been repeated on the big screen. That capability had proved beyond Spacer Rogers’ ability to fix. One of the casualties of the explosion had been the ship’s main network controller. A molten globule of metal had burned a hole straight through it.

It must have been like this in an old wet navy battleship, Mark imagined. The captain in his conning tower, gave orders over a telephone, and then had to wait endless seconds in suspense until the guns fired and he could see the result through his binoculars.

“Ready, Captain. I’ve got the aiming circles on both targets. Range on Bogey Three is two million kilometers. Range on Bogey Two is estimated at 100,000 kilometers.”

“Fire!”

Almost instantly, there were flashes on the two screens. The flash on Screen One was directly in line with the thermal image of the bogey, but did not affect it. The flash on Screen Two was off center, exploding harmlessly to one side of the target.

“Damn!” someone said out loud. Mark wasn’t sure that it hadn’t been him.

#

“Captain, Sasquatch has opened fire!”

“Goddamn it! Couldn’t they have waited ten more minutes?” Ravi Sulieman cursed. “Batteries One and Two. SM launch. Preprogrammed coordinates. Let me know when you are ready.”

#

“Battery One. Eject two, I say again, EJECT TWO superlight missiles. Make it fast. I don’t think they are going to take this lying down much longer.”

Mark watched the views from the telescopes. The two approaching ships seemed not to have noticed the twin explosions near them. Perhaps they hadn’t seen them, or perhaps they were now madhouses of scurrying Broan sailors. Except, from what he knew of the Broan Navy, the sailors were likely not pseudo-simians, but various slave species.

“SM One is clear!” the battery exclaimed. “SM Two is clear.” To their credit, the two reports were separated by less than fifteen seconds.

“Mr. Sotheby. Align and shoot as soon as you are ready. Don’t wait for my order.”

“Missiles away,” came the cry less than a dozen seconds later. This time Sotheby had shortened the range for the first target and adjusted the angle for the second.

The explosion on Screen One appeared in front of the target. Simultaneously, the thermal image changed. There was a geyser to one side of the bogey and a sudden rhythmic brightening and dimming of the image.

“I think we winged him!” Sotheby exulted. “He’s tumbling.”

The second explosion on Screen Two was closer this time, but still not in line with the target. The target’s passivity ended when it changed aspect ratio. At first Mark thought they had hit him. After a few seconds, the truth became obvious. The hunter-sniffer had begun to maneuver. There was no doubt that they knew they were under attack. A counter launch would probably be on its way in seconds.

 “Battery One. Eject two more SMs. I say again, EJECT TWO more.”

The response was immediate. “SM One clear.” Fifteen seconds later, “SM Two clear.”

“Both missiles at Bogey Three, Mr. Sotheby. This is likely our last shot before he returns fire.”

“Missiles ready, Capt…”

On the screens, both bogeys blew up in total silence. Mark’s impression was that Bogey Three exploded first, followed by Bogey Two, but it could have been the other way around. It had been that close.

“Good shooting, Mr. Sotheby!”

“I haven’t fired yet, Captain.”

“What the hell is going on?” Mark demanded. “Mr. Costello, put a scope on Bogey One!”

Screen One blurred and then stabilized. For the first time in four hours, they were looking at their old friend, the Broan avenger rising from Karap-Vas.

“I’ll bet he’s pissed,” Mark exulted. “Mr. Sotheby, change of target. Both missiles on the avenger. I doubt we can hit him from this range, but we can make him mess his underwear!”

Mark had no idea what had happened to the two enemy ships, but he knew that he had achieved the situation he’d schemed for. Whoever was in command of the avenger had just seen his supposedly inert quarry open fire and destroy two ships of the Broan Navy. 

The pseudo-simians were the lords of all they surveyed, and had been so for the whole of their recorded history. No one stood up to them. Individual slaves who did so were killed outright; planets that revolted were destroyed and seeded with radioactives. The Masters brooked no resistance from their slaves.

 He had bet everything on that aspect of their culture, judging that if they were faced with resistance, they would react violently and without thinking.

Even now the avenger was probably loading a long-range nuclear-tipped missile to wipe away the blot on the honor of their species. They were about to execute General Order Seven as thoroughly as if the ship’s self-destruct were still intact.

To his surprise, Mark felt neither fear nor sadness at the prospect of dying. He felt exultant. It had to be the adrenaline flowing in his veins.

“Captain, look!”

On the screen, Bogey One exploded.  One instant the ship he’d expected to end his life was the same white blur it had been for four days. The next, the blur blossomed, its center so hot that the protective circuits in the IR detector shut down the affected pixels. The expanding white ball had a jagged black hole in its belly.

No one spoke for a long time. They just sat and watched in amazement as the white circle began to dissipate and fade, and the black spot disappeared as the radiance died.

 “Captain, incoming message from Yeovil on the emergency circuit,” Spacer Collins reported from his station at the comm center.

“Switch him over.”

There was a soft click and then radio static. It took a few seconds for Mark to get control of his vocal apparatus. For the first time since he’d asked Penny Martin to the school dance, he was tongue tied.

Finally, he said, “This is Captain Rykand of Sasquatch, calling Yeovil.”

 “Hello, Sasquatch. Captain Sulieman. We found ourselves in the vicinity and wondered if you could use some assistance.”

“You are a lifesaver, Captain,” Mark replied. “And I mean that literally. How the hell did you get here?”

“Five backbreaking days at max gee. We found we were going to be late for the party, so we coasted the last little bit. As a result, we are carrying too much velocity at the moment and will be passing your location in about ten minutes. We’ll return in 24 hours to take you off. Over.”

“Understood, Yeovil. Watch out for the planet. We’re getting close. They may have fixed weaponry that can reach out this far.”

“Not to worry, Sasquatch. If they lob anything our way, we’ve still got a magazine full of missiles. We’ll see how they react to a rain of hypervelocity meteors. See you tomorrow.”

“We’ll be waiting. And Yeovil, if you have any beer onboard, my crew would like to buy your crew a cool one.”

“We’ll see what can be arranged.”

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Seven

The last twenty hours had been hell on Lisa Rykand. Ever since Yeovil reported that Sasquatch was being stalked by two Broan ships, she had been virtually useless. She couldn’t eat, sleep, or do her job. No matter what she attempted, she ended up staring at the nearest bulkhead, brooding.

Galahad’s tactical officer calculated the moment when the first ship would likely reach the cruiser. He set that as Zero Hour.

It was now forty minutes past Zero Hour and still no word. Of course, there couldn’t be. Communications delay at Galahad’s distance was 55 minutes. Whatever Mark’s fate and that of his ship, the wave front carrying the news was still fifteen minutes out. Lisa felt like a patient seated in a doctor’s anteroom, waiting to hear the diagnosis. Whatever was to come had already been decided. All that remained was for her to learn the verdict.

As the moment of truth approached, she returned to her duty station and tried to make the time pass more quickly by submerging herself in work. If anything, listening to Broan space traffic control only heightened her anxieties. For, despite the rosy scenarios that cluttered her brain, deep inside, she knew the news would likely be bad.

Once again, the viewscreen was focused on the region of space where Mark’s ship was located, and once again, there was nothing to see but stars. The chronometer display in the corner of her screen seemed to be moving ever more slowly.

Finally, Zero Hour plus Fifty-five arrived and… nothing.

Five minutes passed, then ten.

The tension of not knowing was becoming unbearable when two small sparks of appeared in the center of the screen. Simultaneously, the comm link from Yeovil came alive: “Sasquatch has opened fire!”

Then, nothing for more than a minute, followed by two more sparks. A second pause ensued, and for the third time in the center of the screen, two small stars burst into view. They were followed by a third star, this one near the edge.

Then, silence.

For an eternity, no one said anything. It was all Lisa could do to remember to breathe. She was about to emit a short, potent curse when the ship’s intercom came alive and the voice of Captain Cavendish reverberated through the compartment.

“Attention, All Hands. This is the Captain speaking. I have a communication from Yeovil, which I will read in its entirety:

 

“From Sulieman to Cavendish: It is my duty to report three enemy ships destroyed. Sasquatch is safe. I repeat. The cruiser is unharmed. Captain Rykand reports no further casualties aboard his ship. We are resuming deceleration and will rendezvous with Sasquatch in twenty-four hours. Sulieman out!”

 

Lisa did not hear the last part of the announcement.

She had fainted.

#

Two human starships fell toward Karap-Vas in tandem, their airlocks connected by a snakelike docking tube. One was battered nearly beyond recognition, the other as fresh as the day it had come out of the yard. Only an expert could tell they were sisters, and in fact, possessed consecutive registration numbers.

The evacuation proceeded in an orderly fashion, but slowly. It took an hour for first the wounded to be transported in their makeshift stretchers, and then the ambulatory survivors. Most entered the docking tube towing their vacuum suits and nothing else. A few had a few meager possessions in kit bags slung over their shoulders. Almost all were bandaged. As required by tradition, Mark was the last man to abandon ship. He, too, towed his vacuum suit and halted for a moment at Sasquatch’s airlock to take a last look around.

“Permission to come aboard, sir,” Mark said as he exited the tube and floated through the open airlock into Yeovil. 

“Permission granted, Captain,” Ravi Sulieman replied. Anchored in the suiting room just inside the starboard airlock, he rendered an exaggerated salute, then floated forward to pump Mark’s hand. “Welcome aboard.”

“It’s good to be aboard.”

“All clear behind you?”

Mark nodded. “I’m the last. Only the dead remain.”

“Then, with your permission, I have a work crew standing by. They will install our self-destruct in your vessel and we’ll all get the hell out of here.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Mark agreed.

The two captains cleared the way for four spacers in vacsuits who were towing a small cylindrical object. They disappeared into the lock and reappeared ten minutes later, minus the cylinder.

“Ready, Captain,” the leader reported to Sulieman over his suit speaker. “We set the timer for one hour from right now.”

“Very well, Mr. Grayson.” 

Sulieman turned to Mark. “Leave the suit. My people will store it in a locker for you. If you will accompany me to the bridge, we’ll see what we can do about putting some space between us and the coming explosion.”

Once on the bridge, Sulieman took the command chair, shooed a lieutenant who looked too young to shave out of Tactical, and offered his place to Mark.

 “Are you sure I won’t be in the way?”

“Mr. Vladis can use the break. He’s been on duty for the last eighteen hours. Besides, this is the best seat in the house.”

“Won’t you need your tactical officer?”

“None of our pursuers are even close to weapons range. Relax.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Mark had spent much of the last day aboard Sasquatch preparing for the evacuation. However, he’d left Bob Costello and Susan Ahrendt on the bridge to monitor the wide angle thermal scanners in shifts. There had been a great deal to monitor.

The loss of the three Broan ships had not gone unnoticed. In fact, it had stirred up a hornet’s nest. Over the past twenty hours, the sensors detected two dozen ships departing orbit or rising directly from the surface of Karap-Vas. All were headed outbound toward the pair of alien intruders.

From their acceleration profiles, these ships weren’t planning the head-on rendezvous profile the avenger had followed. The fastest among them were accelerating at six standard gravities, putting as much distance between themselves and the planet as possible. Either these lead craft were unmanned Kamikazes, or possessed hydraulic beds and other special equipment to protect against acceleration, or were manned by crews risking their lives and health to close with the unknown enemy.

In this objective they were destined to be frustrated. An hour after Yeovil cast off, the ‘threat’ from alien intruders would cease to exist. One of their targets would blaze into an incandescent ball of nuclear-induced plasma while the other fled above the system ecliptic. If for any reason the self-destruct aboard Sasquatch failed to explode, a rain of SMs from Yeovil would finish the destruction in short order.

Mark watched the viewscreens, marveling at how much one could learn when the instrument suite on a cruiser was working properly. Beside him, Captain Sulieman was issuing orders pursuant to getting underway.

“Release docking tube.”

“Docking tube released and retracted, Captain. Ready for boost.”

“Generators to standby.”

“Generators are holding at optimum standby, Captain. Ready for boost.”

“Medical, what is the status of the wounded?”

“We’ve got them all strapped down in bunks, Captain,” Yeovil’s doctor reported. “Anti-acceleration drugs have been administered. We’re monitoring life signs. Medical is ready for boost.”

“Our other guests?”

“Comfortable on foam pads in the mess compartment. All are strapped down and ready for boost.”

And so it went. Over five minutes, each department reported that they were ready for acceleration. It seemed to Mark that the checklist was hurried. He ascribed that to the fact that there was a ticking atom bomb next door.

Finally, Sulieman seemed satisfied. “Maneuvering, you have the conn. One gee, due north.”

“Aye aye, Captain. Generators to power, now!”

As Sasquatch had attempted five days earlier, Yeovil responded to generators with a steady, gentle push that built up over a period of ten seconds.

One of the hull cameras was focused on his battered command, producing a panoramic view of the damage as they pulled away. The stern was a tangle of broken hull plates and mangled girders, with all sorts of wiring and conduit hanging out. Other parts of the ship were crumpled as well. Seeing the damage from the outside, he was amazed Sasquatch had retained any of its pressure integrity.

He watched the cruiser rapidly shrink on the screen. When it disappeared, he was surprised to discover tears streaming down both cheeks.

# 

Lisa had been difficult to live with before she learned her husband was alive and likely to stay that way. Some aboard, though, maintained they preferred that mopey, angry Lisa to the current one. To say that she was happy was to engage in British-class understatement. She was, in fact, giddy.

“Are you sure you are all right?” Doctor Carr asked her after Sun-Ye Tsu found Lisa unconscious at her duty station. The doctor had been called in to give her a physical examination.

“I’m fine, Doctor,” she said, perched on the edge of an examining table. As she answered his questions, she simultaneously performed the difficult feat of anchoring herself with one hand while holding the back of her medical gown closed with the other. “There’s nothing wrong with me, really!”

“You’ve had a series of shocks this past week. A human mind can only take so much, you know.”

She smiled at him and did not reply.

“All right, you win. I’m certifying you as fit for duty. But if you notice yourself laughing uncontrollably, or weeping without reason, you get back here immediately. Understand?”

“Yes, Doctor.”

With her release from medical, she returned to her cabin, climbed into her bunk and fastened the sleeping net. She was asleep in seconds. For the first time in days, her dreams were not peppered with nightmares. In fact, when she woke, she could not remember dreaming at all.

Overhead the blue lights told her it was night. However, she was famished. Floating out of bed, she slipped into her shipsuit and slippers, and headed for the mess compartment. The mid-watch cook was on duty and served her a full meal, after which she chattered at him in something approaching free association mode until morning watch arrived.

She reported for her regular shift after breakfast, unaware that she had missed the previous day’s duty. No one said anything about it. Instead, there was some quiet rearranging of schedules behind her back while Lisa slipped into her usual monitoring station. 

Several hours later, she was joined in her joyful mood by the rest of the crew. A cheer echoed through the ship as Yeovil reported they had all the survivors aboard.  There were more cheers an hour later when an actinic point of violet lit up the firmament, expanding into a blue-white ball of incandescence, then down through the colors of the rainbow as the cloud cooled and faded. A recording of Taps echoed through the ship in honor of their dead colleagues whose bodies had just been purified in nuclear flame. No longer was there any possibility of their remains ending up on a Broan specimen table.

Galahad remained on station for another five days as Yeovil gained velocity, climbing high above the plane in which Sabator’s planets orbited. Two of the Broan warships made halfhearted attempts to pursue, but quickly gave up when it became obvious the strange alien craft had the better pair of legs.

On the fifth day, Yeovil crossed the critical limit. By this time the speed of light delay between the two cruisers was nearly three hours, making it difficult to keep the comm-lasers aligned. The last message from Yeovil signaled her intent to jump to superlight. Galahad acknowledged receipt, but the response likely found empty space when it arrived three hours later.

Their mission at an end, if not successful, Galahad’s crew began making preparations for their own departure. As was the case for most spy missions, they were glad to be leaving. The constant tension associated with lurking in an enemy star system was debilitating, causing even the hardiest soul to cheer when the ship jumped to superlight. No one aboard would be sad to see Sabator’s yellow ball in the rear viewscreen. 

Lisa and Gerry Swenson were on duty in Monitoring as the ship made its final preparations to depart the system. There was little more to be learned and they wanted to get their data back for analysis. The panic evident in the Broan commands that flooded the airwaves in those first few minutes after their three craft were destroyed had largely died down. There were still plenty of intercepts. The eavesdropping computers recorded them all and served up the juiciest tidbits to their human masters.

“Lisa?” 

Lisa was listening to a report by one of the ships that had been sent to pursue Yeovil. Upon reversing course, it was directed by traffic control to check whether anything remained of Sasquatch. The ship had just reported negative results after combing the region with sensors.

Lisa pulled herself out of her reverie and swiveled in her seat. “What is it, Gerry?”

“I’ve got something here. Can you listen in?”

“Sure.”

She keyed into the other monitoring station and listened to an intercept. The traffic control computers were ordering all ships to steer clear of the Gamma Stargate until priority traffic cleared the system. The message was delivered in the same unemotional voice traffic computers used for all orders. What was unusual about it was the request for acknowledgement. It also bore a priority routing code.

Frowning, she reset the time mark and listened to it again.

“Do we have a track on the ship this pertains to?” she asked. One thing their new software did for them was monitor the automated channels that told every ship in the sky the whereabouts of every other ship in the sky. It was a capability they could have used on any number of Q-Ship missions.

“Here it is. It’s a small scout out of Karap-Vas. It seems to be in a hurry. If this isn’t in error, it says that it is accelerating at 3.5 gravities. Course is direct to the stargate. Estimated time to jump: two hours.”

Something about “in a hurry” triggered a stray thought in Lisa’s brain. It took her a moment to isolate it, and when she did, she felt a sudden chill.  She wondered whether this was one of the symptoms Doctor Carr had warned her about. Then she put the thought out of her mind. It took up too much room and she needed the space to consider the other thought.

Reaching down for the strap release, she snapped: “Get Sun-Ye down here to cover my station!”

“Where are you going?” Gerry asked.

“I have to see the captain. It’s important!”

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

The return to the Hideout System took seven days and the voyage from the outer reaches of the system to Brinks itself another five. When they arrived, they found Sutton between Hideout and Brinks, and the base on the night side of the moon. 

The base was not in darkness, however. On nights when Brinks was ‘full’ and in the sky, the surface of Sutton glowed in the light reflected off the gas giant. Brinks-glow, as the inhabitants called it, was some fifty times brighter than the light of a full moon on Earth. On the moon’s surface, operations continued on “silver” nights as though Hideout was still shining, which in a way, it was. From orbit, the reflected light caused Sutton to glow as though covered with a layer of new fallen snow. It reminded Mark of the night he and Lisa had ridden the bullet train to European H.Q. to receive their medals.

At the end of its long journey, Yeovil spiraled down into its assigned parking orbit. On the bridge, Mark was once again seated at the tactical warfare station, with young Mr. Vladis displaced on the orders of Captain Sulieman. Mark watched the glittery moon pass beneath them until the cruiser shut down its engines and then turned to the console in front of him. 

For the first time since their arrival in the system, he could query the base computer directly. Sorting through the available options, he pulled up a list of the other ships in orbit or en route to or from the critical limit. Scanning the list, he looked for a particular name. It wasn’t there.

“Any sign of her yet?”

“Still no sign,” Mark said. The ‘her’ was Galahad, the third member of their ill-fated expedition.

Mark was beginning to worry. Five days ago when they first arrived in the outer system, Mark sent an inquiry asking if Galahad had reported in. Due to speed of light delay, it took several hours to receive an answer. It was negative. That hadn’t surprised him. Galahad had stayed to watch Yeovil’s departure, so they were likely still en route. 

Yeovil, by virtue of being chased by the Broa, had been ready to jump the moment she crossed the critical limit. Galahad, on the other hand, had antennas and sensors to collect and stow. It would take several hours longer for her to prepare for interstellar flight. It was logical that she would return to base after her sister. 

That reasoning satisfied Mark for the first two days. When there was no sign of Lisa’s ship by the third, the first twinges of worry stirred. Now, at T plus five days, they were no longer twinges. The truth was that he missed his wife and was worried about her safety.

Perhaps it was an overreaction to his close brush with death. While en route from Sabator, he kept the longing at bay by burying himself in work. There was the After Action report to be composed. This particular report, he suspected, would go up the line as far as Admiral N’Gomo on Earth, and he wanted it to withstand the criticism he knew was coming. He would have liked to compare notes with his predecessor, but Captain Darva was still fading in and out of consciousness, much to the worry of Dr. Hamjid. 

In writing the report, Mark tried to be restrained and objective in his criticisms of the planning that had gone into the mission. However, he quickly discovered that objectivity is the first casualty of nearly getting killed. Time and again, he had to go back and rewrite paragraphs that had seemed reasonable only minutes earlier.

Much of his day was spent interviewing the other Sasquatch survivors, probing their memories in order to ensure he was factually accurate concerning events following the explosion.

Most interviews took place in the Mess Compartment, the least crowded of all the spaces aboard Yeovil. The rescue had caused significant crowding aboard the cruiser. Luckily, this was less of a problem than it would have been in a comparable wet navy ship, say a submarine.

 With Yeovil in microgravity, there was no need to ‘hot bunk,’ the ancient and barbaric custom where two crewmen shared a single sleeping space in rotation. Ships in microgravity solve the problem by adding sleeping nets where needed, ‘hanging’ them on hooks magnetically attached to convenient bulkheads, decks, or overheads.

Feeding everyone was not so easy. To solve the problem, Captain Sulieman adopted a system popular with cruise ships. He ordered the mess department to double up on meal times, establishing early and late seatings. 

Sasquatch’s survivors, most of whom were being carried as supernumeraries, ate early. Mark frequently found himself seated in a cluster of his former crewmates, and across the table from Susan Ahrendt.

No matter what they discussed during the meal, afterwards, when small quantities of alcohol were consumed (by dispensation from Captain Sulieman), the conversation somehow turned to Lisa. Usually, it was Susan who initiated it, making Mark suspect that she was trying to get him to talk as a form of therapy.

After a few well-chosen comments to get things started, Susan would fall silent and let him do most of the talking, occasionally uttering a monosyllable of encouragement or reaching out to give him a sympathetic pat to the back of his hand.

Sometimes, Susan wasn’t available. As an unattached female on a ship where pairings had long since become more or less permanent, she had an active social life. When she was seated at the other end of the mess, laughing at the jokes of some Yeovil officer, Felicia Godwin took the duty of commiserating with Mark.

She was available on the final night before making Sutton orbit, and for once they talked about something other than Mark’s growing worry about his wife.

The conversation began innocently enough. “So, I suspect you will be happy to get back to Earth,” he said after taking a sip of coffee from a drinking bulb.

“I guess so,” Susan said. Tonight it was her turn to be morose.

“What’s wrong?” Mark asked.

She opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it again.  After fifteen seconds’ pause, she said, “I don’t know.  Logically, I should be ecstatic to get out of these vacuum-packed coffins and back to blue sky and green hills.  But I’m not.”

“I repeat, what’s wrong?”

She smiled wanly.  “Can it be that I’m beginning to like life onboard ship, Mark?  Maybe I’m scared to go back to all of that teeming randomness, where life isn’t regulated and people do pretty much anything they want.”

“It sounds like you have become institutionalized.”

“What is that?”

“It happens when a convict spends too much time in prison.  After awhile, he doesn’t want to leave.” Mark looked around and made an expansive gesture that took in most of the ship’s mess.  “Lord knows, this qualifies as prison-like.”

Susan laughed.  “You know what Doctor Samuel Johnson said about ships and prisons.”

“What?” he asked.  In fact, he knew the quotation quite well, but wanted to get her to talking.

She put on her best British accent and quoted, “Being in a ship is being in a jail, with the chance of being drowned.” For a moment, she sounded like Lisa.

He suspected his chuckle didn’t fool her.

They sat in silence for awhile, sipping from their bulbs.  Finally, Susan seemed to come to a conclusion.

“I’d like to ask you a favor.”

“Sure, anything.”

“Will you intercede with the Admiral for me?”

“Intercede how?”

“I know I’m scheduled to be shipped home now that we’ve botched our last mission.  I don’t want to go. I want to stay out here.”

“Why, for God’s sake?”

“Sabator.  It changed me.”

“It changed all of us,” Mark replied. “What has that to do with staying beyond The Crab?”

 “As you well know, I wasn’t very happy when the Navy drafted me. I made my unhappiness known practically every day during training. If Trojan Horse hadn’t needed artists so badly, they would have kicked me out of the Academy. Hell, in normal times, they probably would have court-martialed me.

“I was especially unhappy that first day in New Mexico. If Lee Pembroke hadn’t threatened me, I wouldn’t have signed their silly secrecy agreement. I’m glad I did. Trojan Horse allowed me to do something important with my life. Still, I didn’t feel very ‘Navy.’”

Mark chuckled. “The same thing happened to both Lisa and me. For us it was thinking about how close we came to letting Sar-Say escape at Klys’kra’t. That is why we joined after Parliament decided to make a fight of it.”

“I guess it was looking after all those injured people aboard Sasquatch for me,” Susan said. “I like the feeling I had, even when I thought we were all going to die. I want to feel that way again, and not by sitting in a chair back on Earth in front of a computer. Maybe I just want to take revenge on the Broa for trying to kill me.

 “Could you talk to the Admiral for me? I would like to be assigned to a ship, one that will take part in the attack when it comes.”

Mark hesitated. He chose his words with care before answering. “I don’t think the fleet has much need for an artist, Susan.”

He’d meant to break the tension.  It didn’t work.  She merely looked more forlorn. “That is why I need you to intercede for me.  I’ll take anything.  I just want to feel like I’m making a difference—personally.  I don’t want to be one of those ‘They also serve who only sit and wait’ people any longer.”

“All right,” he said.  “I’ll see what I can do.”

#

Admiral Landon stood when Mark Rykand was ushered into his office at Brinks Base. “Damned good to see you back, Commander. I read your report. It sounds like you had a close call.”

Mark shrugged. “If you mean being aboard a hulk headed straight for an angry enemy world, then yes, I had a close call. Ravi Sulieman is the one to credit with our survival. If he hadn’t spent five days at max gees, we would have been vaporized.”

Landon ushered Mark to a small conversation area, poured two drinks into low-gee glasses, and handed one to his guest. The liquid was amber and one sniff told Mark not all of the vacuum stills on Sutton were out of operation. He took a sip — the taste was vaguely reminiscent of brandy — and set the glass down, making sure the top was closed.

“Sir, any word from Galahad yet?”

“No. Should there be?”

“They were going to depart Sabator shortly after we did. It’s been five days and they haven’t reported in. I’m afraid something has happened to them.”

Landon frowned and keyed the intercom on his desk.

“Masters!”

“Yes, Admiral”

“Call operations and have them flag TSNS Galahad. As soon as they report the outer system, I want a priority message sent to me and Commander Rykand.”

“Yes, sir.”

The admiral sat back in his own chair and said, “Now tell me what happened. Forget the niceties you put in the report.”

Mark reported what he had gleaned from Felicia Godwin.

“You’re saying the Horse sucked energy out of your drive generators? How? By induction?”

“That’s what Felicia theorized.”

“Then what would have kept it from doing the same thing to a Broan cargo ship?”

“It’s possible being inside the hull would isolate it, but superlight generators are not my area of expertise. You’ll have to ask an expert.”

The admiral continued to ask probing questions: How it was that Mark ended up in command, the enemy’s tactics, the actions of the crew after the explosion. In the same vein, he asked:

“How did the crew react when they realized General Order Seven was in effect?”

“There were a lot of deep gulps, sir, but everyone accepted the necessity. They knew what was at stake if the Broa captured us alive or dead. They worked their asses off to see that didn’t happen.”

“They didn’t hold out hope for rescue?”

“We were out of communications and deep in enemy space. It didn’t occur to us that rescue was an option.”

Landon nodded. “And so, with your backs against the wall and the lions at the gate, you decided to go out like men.”

“I wouldn’t put it so poetically. We realized we had been dealt a shitty hand and we played it.”

Laughing, Landon said, “Damn, Mark! You did good for a pampered playboy. Did you know I almost tossed you out the airlock that day you came barging into PoleStar?”

“I got that impression from our first meeting, Admiral.”

“Glad I didn’t. One should always short-circuit first impulses. Has anyone made you aware of the… shall we say, controversy… that has accompanied your promotions?”

“No, sir,” Mark said, suddenly deflated.

“You and Lisa earned your commissions en route on the second Long Jump. A lot of officers, academy graduates, that is, view that sort of like obtaining your degree by mail order. It just isn’t done, you know. The carping has been muted where Lisa is concerned. She’s our very best translator, and it is traditional for specialists to be given rank to acknowledge their expertise.

“A former playboy who broke every rule in the book to learn the Solar System’s biggest secret is another thing altogether in their eyes. Even after we adopted your strategy to fight the Broa, there were those who argued against my promoting you.”

“I’m glad I didn’t know that, sir.”

“I’m glad you didn’t know it either, because it is pure vacuum dust. You have been promoted because of your performance at Klys’kra’t, Pastol and during three Long Jumps. To season you, I’ve jumped you through a whole series of subordinate positions. You handled them well, earned the respect of your commanding officers, and have used your wits to good effect. If you had failed to measure up, the promotions would have ceased immediately.

“I am telling you this because I want you to understand the Navy has politics, too. And though you have earned your stripes, the next jump is a big one. With your background, it is highly unlikely you would ever command a ship.”

Landon smiled that evil grin of his and paused to take a sip of his drink.

“Oh, right! You have already commanded one, haven’t you? And, you have served with distinction. So, I want to warn you that it is my intention to find you a ship. We don’t have anything available just now, but something should open up soon. You saw that traffic jam overhead. It’s worse at Nemesis. There is always a certain amount of churn in the force structure.

“What do you think of that, Commander?”

“I’m honored, Admiral. I just hope I can live up to your expectations.”

“I know you will. That was a damned difficult situation you found yourself in. It’s hard to promulgate a course of action that will most likely end in your death. Most people couldn’t do it. You proved that you can. I don’t know how many of my officers would have done as well.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Is there anything else we need to discuss before I let you go?”

“Yes, sir.  Susan Ahrendt.”

“What about her?”

Mark recounted his talk with Susan aboard Yeovil and her desire to get into the fight rather than return to Earth.

Landon listened passively. When Mark finished, he asked, “Do you think she has what it takes to serve aboard a warship?”

“She has psychological toughness, sir. She proved that at Sabator. Dr. Hamjid has put her in for a commendation for her work with the wounded. She’s smart and a fast learner. With a little training, she can handle any job, except engineering.”

“Would you want her as a member of your crew when you get your ship, Commander?” Landon’s tone was the unchanged, but his expression betrayed his increased interest in the answer.

“Of course.”


“What about your wife? Would she object?”

“I beg your pardon, Admiral?”

“There’s been scuttlebutt, Commander.”

Inwardly, Mark squirmed. Outwardly, he locked eyes with Landon. “There’s always scuttlebutt, Admiral. The only relationship Susan Ahrendt and I have is that we almost died together. And if you give me a ship, I won’t be consulting my wife on personnel matters.”

Landon nodded. “Message received. Let me pull her records. It’s unusual for someone on the science side to ask for a transfer to the real navy. I approve in principle, but I won’t saddle a captain with an unsuitable rating, not even as a favor.”

“Of course not,” Mark said, irritated at the implication that he would suggest otherwise.

“Go get yourself settled,” Landon said. “I would like you to join me for dinner this evening in my quarters. We have a small group that plays poker on Tuesday nights. We’re looking for new blood.”

#

Mark had been concerned at Galahad’s tardiness when he arrived at Brink’s Base. At the end of three weeks, he was frantic.

He began to have nightmares. He now knew how his wife felt at the edge of the Sabator System, unable to help him. That was historically the way it had always been. The husband went off to war and the wife stayed home and worried. Now the situation was reversed and he wasn’t sure he had what it took to be the passive spouse. An old saying kept running through his head: They also serve who only sit and wait.

His life slipped into an unsatisfactory routine. Admiral Landon attached him to the Fleet General Staff, updating attack plans for the offensive they planned, if and when they found the Broan home world.

After eight or ten hours spent staring into a computer screen, he ate a hasty dinner and returned to his quarters. Each night, just before turning in, he did a check of the ship registry and then retired to his bunk. As soon as he woke the next morning, he checked the ship registry again, and during lunch. Each time he was disappointed. No sign of Galahad.

At the beginning of the fourth week, Mark decided he needed to do something beside check the orbit list. With visions of a mechanical breakdown stranding Lisa and the rest of the cruiser’s crew, Mark rehearsed a speech he planned to give Admiral Landon. He wanted a ship to return to Sabator to make sure Galahad wasn’t still there.

Of course, if they weren’t there, they were lost in the infinite blackness between the stars, and that meant they were doomed, if not already dead.

Mark was running through his speech in front of the mirror for the third time when he was interrupted by the buzzing of his communicator. He noted that it was Admiral Landon.

“Yes, sir?”

“You can climb down from that pin cushion you’ve been sitting on, Commander. Operations just passed me an encoded message from Galahad. They are two billion kilometers out and inbound. Everyone aboard is fine and Lisa sends you her love.”

Mark’s sigh was audible over the comm. “Thank you, sir! What took them so long?”

There was a long pause before Landon said quietly, “The answer to that question is classified. Divulge it to anyone before I am ready and you will find yourself back on Nemesis. Got me, Commander?”

The change in tone surprised Mark. He gulped and said, “Yes, sir.”

“Galahad is late because she took a little side trip.”

“A side trip, sir?”

“It was your wife’s idea. I’m sure she will tell you all about it the next time you two share a pillow, so I won’t keep you in suspense…

“Galahad has found the Broan home world.”

#

 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Two sparks appeared against the black of a star field and faded, followed by one more. 

“You see there,” Dos-Val said, pointing to the display screen in the Prime Councilor’s office. “The destruction of the Mining Boat Saf, the Hunter-Sniffer Vaardat, and the Avenger Dostar’s Duty. The weapon is the same as the one that destroyed the Pastol stargate.”

“Then it is the wild bipeds?”

“Without a doubt.”

Zel-Sen shifted position on his resting frame. “How did it begin?”

“A large explosion between the fifth and sixth planets of the Sabator System was detected by sky monitors. The local Huntmaster sent three ships to investigate. They were closing in on the remnant when the bipeds opened fire and destroyed them.”

“A biped ship exploded?”

“It appears so. It made no attempt to maneuver. We conclude that its engines were damaged. From the size of the original explosion, I cannot understand why it was not completely vaporized.”

“Yet, its weapons remained operational.”

Dos-Val signaled his assent.

“Do we know anything about this weapon?”

“It seems to be kinetic in nature. From an analysis of the flashes, we estimate the speed of whatever struck our ships as ten-twelfths the speed of light. We presume it is a missile. The acceleration rate from point of launch to target is phenomenal. We are checking to see if our sensors recorded an energy discharge along the flight path.”

“And what of this second ship?”

“It appeared a revolution later, rendezvoused with the damaged ship, then fled. We assigned two ships to pursue, but the orbital mechanics were against us. Shortly after, the first ship was vaporized by an explosion.” 

“The new weapon again?”

“No, a simple nuclear device. The spectrum indicates it was efficiently manufactured.”

“And you believe these wild bipeds are moving freely about Civilization using our stargates?”

“They have certainly used the gates, Prime Councilor. We have proof that three of their ships used the gates. We suspect many more. However, I do not believe that is their normal means of interstellar travel. Their ships likely use this new coordinate transformation technology the Institute of Physics warned us about.”

“This myth of Gor-Dek’s?”

“It is no myth. My specialists confirm the theory to be consistent with modern multi-dimensional theory. They believe engines can be built that operate on this principle.”

“And these engines allow a ship to travel between stars without stargates?”

“Yes, Prime Councilor.”

“Then it is easy to see why the knowledge is forbidden. Were such a technology in everyday use, it would make Civilization ungovernable. Do you have any proof other than your supposition that the bipeds actually possess this technology?”

“We tracked the second ship until it disappeared into the background radiation. It never deviated from its outbound course. Either the bipeds plan to spend the next several generations en route to the nearest star, or they used their faster-than-light engine after we lost sight of them.”

Zel-Sen fell into a pensive silence. There was much to consider here. As Prime Councilor, it was his duty to safeguard that which the ancestors had bequeathed the current generation. Of all their gifts, the primacy of the stargate was by far the most important. Stargates brought order out of chaos. If this alternate star flight technology existed, it would have to be suppressed. 

The problem was convincing the Ruling Council. He’d already warned them that a wild species was loose in Civilization. Most councilors were dubious. Now he would have to call them into session to tell them the situation was much worse than even he had suspected. 

And his whole proof consisted of three bright sparks silhouetted against a star field.

#

When Dos-Val returned to the Ministry of Science, he found Kalz-Vor waiting for him.

“How was your audience with the Prime Councilor?” the younger male asked.

“Exciting. He required very little convincing. He also believes the bipeds are a grave threat. However, he doesn’t think he can convince the council with the evidence we provided. He is asking for more proof.”

Dos-Val looked at his assistant and continued, “And on that subject, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be analyzing the recording from Karap-Vas? We must know how this weapon works.”

“I have three of my best specialists doing a pixel-by-pixel review. At the speed the missile was traveling, it had to leave some trace in the interplanetary medium. They are scanning for signs of an ion wake.”

“Shouldn’t you assist them?”

 “I would, Subminister. However, I received a message from Gor-Dek. He asks that we come to the Institute of Physics.”

“Why?”

“He said he has something important to show us.”

“His experiment? Surely he hasn’t finished building his coordinate transformation generator so quickly.”

“No. They are still fabricating components.”

Dos-Val was relieved. “I haven’t told the Prime Councilor of the project yet, let alone that it has reached the experimental stage.”

“Would you like me to postpone? I can tell him you are busy with the Prime Councilor’s business.”

“No. Perhaps he can suggest something to back up our theory. Tell him that we are on our way.”

Kalz-Vor left to contact the physicist and arrange transport. Dos-Val turned to the floor-to-ceiling window behind him. Across the intervening greensward, he could see the Council Building looming over the battlements of Old City.

The sound of his office door retracting into the wall announced the return of Kalz-Vor.

“The car is here, Subminister”

Like the Ministry of Science, the Institute of Physics was located in the band of towers that encircled Old City and its surrounding parklands. Although in the same band, the two buildings were nearly diametrically opposite one another. To reach the Institute, they followed the circular highway that, along with a wall and the outer parklands, formed the physical barrier between the ring of towers and the surrounding slum where the subservients lived. When they reached the Institute, a young male waited for them at the entrance.

“Greetings, Subminister,” he said. “I am Philosopher Gor-Dek’s assistant. He apologizes that he did not come himself. His bones are causing him pain this morning. He asked that I guide you.”

Despite being subordinate to the Ministry of Science, the Institute of Physics was, if anything, even more lavishly furnished. Dos-Val thought the scientists were overcompensating for their subordinate rank, but kept the opinion to himself.

When they reached Gor-Dek’s office, they found him sprawled comfortably on a resting frame, active at his work screen. He had none of the look of an ancient about him today. To judge by the way he greeted them, he might have been a young cub. 

“Welcome, Subminister. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“I understand you have something to show me?”

“I do. A ship arrived yesterday, carrying a specimen the local hunt master seized from the natives on his planet. Not knowing what to do with it, the port authorities directed it to us. I spent all last night evaluating it. I thought the reports might be exaggerated. They were not.”

“What reports? What are you talking about?” Dos-Val asked with a hint of irritation in his voice.

“It is better that you see for yourself.”

Gor-Dek climbed off the frame. His youthful demeanor vanished as he put weight on his legs. Moving carefully and in obvious pain, he led them out a second door and down a long corridor.

Dos-Val and Kalz-Vor matched their pace to that of the oldster. After they had knuckle-walked half the length of the corridor, Dos-Val asked, “Would you not feel better in a conveyor?”

“My doctor tells me that I need to exercise every day. This is me exercising.”

They reached a door with an elaborate security lock guarded by two Banlath soldiers. The Banlath were a squat, well-armored species renowned for their loyalty and ferocity. They were armed with pellet throwers.

Gor-Dek used his pass to open the door. He led them through into a maze of hallways and individual laboratories. At the end of one corridor, they passed through an airlock of the sort used to isolate hazardous microorganisms.

“Is there a risk of disease?” Kalz-Vor asked, his eyes wide with apprehension.

“No, we put it in here because this is where we have enough space to house it.”

“‘It’ is… what?” Dos-Val asked. He enjoyed mysteries as much as anyone, but this was becoming tedious.

“One more door,” the physicist replied.

They emerged onto an observation platform high above a cavernous work area. Below, a large number of technicians were clustered around an ovoid the size of a two air cars. The overhead lights glinted dully off its surface, and some of the inner mechanism could be seen through a jagged, blackened hole in its side.

“What is it?” Dos-Val asked.

“If you believe the information screen in the cabin…,” Gor-Dek replied, “… it is a fully functional starship driven by coordinate transformation engines.”

Dos-Val blinked, then emitted the noise that signified mirth among the Broa. 

Suddenly, the task of convincing Those Who Rule of the danger represented by this alternate interstellar technology seemed a great deal easier!

#

 


Chapter Forty

The first boat from T.S.N.S. Galahad touched down at Brinks Base five days after the cruiser dropped sublight on the edge of the system. It carried Captain Cavendish, Lisa Rykand, and the other translators who had performed oversight at Sabator. As the small group exited the main airlock into the Brinks Arrival Hall, they were met by Admiral Landon, Mark Rykand and the admiral’s two Marine escorts.

There are military protocols for when a senior officer meets a group of mixed rank subordinates. They involve formal salutes, rigid hierarchies, and restrained expressions of appreciation and/or greeting. This particular military homecoming had none of those.

As Lisa exited the airlock, she caught sight of her husband. Emitting a high-pitched squeal, she darted, slipping and sliding, toward where he stood with his arms wide and a big grin on his face. It isn’t easy to run in Sutton gravity, but she gained enough momentum that she flew the last few meters into his arms, causing the two of them to slide backwards across the floor while barely maintaining their balance.

Neither would probably have noticed if they toppled over.

They were too wrapped up in one another to notice a small thing like gravity. Lips hungrily searched out lips, arms intertwined.  Her legs wrapped around his lower torso. They stood in the ancient tableau of reunited lovers, immobile save for their questing faces and necks in constant motion in an instinctive search for a better fit between lips and noses.

Everyone else – the two senior officers, the translators, and most especially, the Marines – stood by with silly grins on their faces, watching a spectacle that was not very military, but all too human.

When finally Mark and Lisa broke their clench to catch a breath, Lisa whispered breathlessly to her husband, “We found it, Mark. We found it!”

He reached up and put a finger to her lips in a shushing gesture, whispering back, “That’s supposed to be classified.”

“Classified? Why?”

“Because the Admiral wants to hear your report before everyone within earshot does, I suppose. God it’s good to hold you again!”

“Me, too,” she laughed. “Uh, you, too. Hell, you know what I mean!”

“I do indeed, my love. You gave me quite a scare.”

Something about that statement caused Lisa to begin spluttering. “I gave you a scare? You canker! What about me? It’s amazing all of my hair isn’t gray after worrying about you for a whole damned week!”

This repartee might have gone on forever, but Admiral Landon stepped forward. “If you two are ready…”

His words bore the tone of an indulgent uncle, but the stars on his shoulders said commanding officer.

They disengaged and pulled apart. Mark’s face turned red. Lisa, however, seemed nonplussed. “Sorry, Admiral. Work before pleasure.”

“I promise I won’t keep you long. I understand you have something to tell me.”

“Yes, sir. Lead the way.”

He did precisely that. They left the spaceport via the newest tunnel and then toward the underground administrative complex. It didn’t take long to realize that they were en route to the same conference room where he had briefed them on the Sabator mission.

When they entered, the room was filled with people. Most were intelligence types from Strategies and Intentions.

Mark and Lisa sat up front, with Captain Cavendish and the members of Lisa’s team clustered behind them. When everyone had taken a seat, the Admiral began.

“This is a classified briefing. Nothing said here is to leave this room. Captain Alchard,” he said, looking at the senior intelligence officer, “I want your assessment of what this means by noon tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Captain Cavendish, I assume your people have been instructed not to talk about what you found until cleared to do so?”

“Yes, sir. As per your instructions, I had the department heads relay that message loudly and a little profanely. We are delaying shore leave until we get clearance from Intelligence. I just hope it won’t be too long. My people have been through a lot in the last few weeks.”

“You can make plans to start shipping them down day after tomorrow. We should have instructions by then. Correct, Captain Alchard?”

“Yes, sir. I don’t think we care how many people out here know about Galahad’s discovery. My concern is the news people we’ve been getting ever since Grand Central Terminus opened. The political situation is tentative. If the news breaks at home before the Admiralty and World Coordinator have the opportunity to prepare the populace, it could prove damaging to the war effort.”

“Okay, I hope everyone is clear. No general announcements, no whispers to your lovers tonight after a roll in the packing foam, no quiet advance warning to your best buddies over beers.

“Now then, let’s get this briefing underway. Lisa, please come up and tell us what you’ve found.”

“Yes, Admiral,” she said, climbing to her feet. As she did so, she casually ran her hand through Mark’s hair, a gesture that caused an electric spark to run down his spine.

Standing in front without notes, she said, “Where would you like me to start?”

“The beginning is traditional.” Landon replied.

“Yes, the beginning,” Captain Cavendish echoed.

“Well, we were monitoring Sabator traffic control, preparing to get underway, when Gerry Swenson asked me to listen to an intercept, which I did. It was an ordinary traffic order warning ships near the Gamma Stargate to steer clear for priority traffic.

“We checked and identified the traffic as a small speeder, a class of ship that is mostly engines and reactors. There was nothing unusual about that. The Broa use these small ships to carry the mail between star systems. What was unusual was that they were giving it priority over everything else in system, and that it was approaching the Gamma Stargate only three days after leaving Karap-Vas.

“This particular speeder was pulling 3.5 gees on a constant boost trajectory direct for the gate. I remember thinking how curious that was. Then I wondered what I would do if I were a government bureaucrat and aliens had just shot up my system. Answer: I would want to alert H.Q. as fast as possible.

“I began wondering if this speeder might be carrying an emergency dispatch detailing the Battle of Karap-Vas, and if so, where he was most likely headed. That is when I went to see Captain Cavendish.”
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The captain was busy when Lisa floated onto the bridge with her news. It had taken him a few seconds to understand the import. When he did, he wasted no time in changing priorities.

“Ops, get those damned antennas stowed right now! Exec, tell the department heads they have exactly ten minutes to report ready for superlight. Move it, people!”

“How long until the speeder reaches the gate?” he asked Lisa.

“Two hours.”

“And where does the Gamma Gate lead?”

“A small star named Orimanda about eighty light-years from here.”

“Then we just might make it.”

What Captain Cavendish referred to was one of the central tenets of the Sabator mission. While interstellar travel via stargate is instantaneous, getting from one gate to another through normal space takes time. In fact, on average, Broan ships spent about as much time between gates as human ships did between stars. The plan was to track the freighter carrying the Trojan Horse across several star systems by racing to each new system as they identified the gate the freighter was headed for. Hopefully, they would get there before the Broan target made its next jump.

Of course, the assumption was based on the Broan ship coasting for much of its journey. The speeder was a different proposition. On a constant boost trajectory and with a high acceleration rate, the speeder might well clear the Orimanda system before Galahad arrived.

It took them four days to reach Orimanda. A quick survey revealed no sign of the speeder. Had it been bound for the lone inhabited planet all along? Or did it make it to one of the other stargates before their arrival? And if so, which?

Luckily, they had a means to answer the question. Since Orimanda was one of the six destinations from Sabator, three cruisers were already staked out, waiting for the ship carrying the Trojan Horse make an appearance.

Terrestrial Space Navy Cruisers Dante, Corwin, and Quebec were still patiently scanning space traffic from hidden positions in the system’s Oort Cloud. To find out where the speeder had gone, all Galahad needed to do was contact one of the hidden ships and ask.

Like Galahad, the three hidden cruisers were equipped with the new sensors capable of tracking stardrive generators at low power. All that was necessary was for Galahad’s engineers to bring the cruiser’s engines to the same quiescent state as those of the destroyed Trojan Horse.

Four hours later, a comm laser found them. It was from Quebec, which was only three light-minutes from Galahad. Over the next two hours, two more spots of invisible light ‘illuminated’ the firmament. The two other ships were both nearly one light-hour distant in opposite directions.

“Hello, Quebec. This is Galahad,” Cavendish sent as soon as his own comm laser locked on. “Trojan Horse mission has been scrubbed. We are tracking a Broan speeder believed to be en route to Planet X. He is using constant boost at 3.5 gravities. Urgent that you provide recordings of ship traffic over the past four days so that we can track him.”

An answer came back twenty minutes later. “Recordings attached. However, the subject speeder was observed departing the Beta Stargate seven hours ago.”

“The Beta Gate?” Lisa muttered. She was seated on the bridge, observing. “That doesn’t sound right.”

“Why not?” Cavendish asked.

“The Beta Gate leads to Kelsen, a cul-de-sac system, one we haven’t explored. You wouldn’t expect to find the seat of power in a cul-de-sac, would you?”

“Maybe that is why they put it there.” Turning to his comm officer, Cavendish ordered, “Order the cruisers to break off and follow us to Kelsen. We’ll rendezvous ten light-hours due galactic north of the star.”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right, astrogator. Let’s chase after that damned speeder. How far?”

“One hundred and twenty light-years, Captain.”

“Crank her tail, although with only one stargate in the system, it isn’t like he will be going anywhere else.”

“Yes, sir.”

Six days later, they dropped sublight on the edge of the Kelsen System and erected their listening antennas. It quickly became apparent that the inhabited planet was not the Broan home world. For one thing, it seemed sparsely populated and the majority of comm traffic was in an alien tongue – that is, one other than Broan.

However, the system had a first-rate traffic control system. Lisa and the monitoring team set up shop to learn what could be learned. As soon as they copied the list of ships currently in system, they found a mystery. The speeder wasn’t on the list.

They found themselves faced with the same question as at Orimanda. Had the speeder been en route to this backwater world all along? If so, it must have landed before their arrival.

Lisa was having a conference on the subject with Captain Cavendish in his ready room when the intercom buzzed.

“What is it, Sparks?”

“Sir, we’ve picked up a gravity wave from within the system.”

“Someone just use the stargate?” he asked, referring to the small golden symbol on the main viewscreen.

“Someone just used a stargate, Captain, but it’s not the one on the charts.”

#

“You found another stargate?” Admiral Landon asked Lisa.

“Yes, sir. Despite what it says in the Pastol database, Kelsen is not a cul-de-sac. It is a way station on a highway into uncharted territory.”

“Planet X?”

“That was our supposition. The problem is that we didn’t know where the other terminus for the Kelsen Beta gate was. So, we let discretion be the better part of valor and awaited the arrival of our other ships.

“They dropped back into normal space over the next two days. We used the same method as before to find one another. That works very well, by the way. All ships should be equipped with the new sensors. Anyway, our scatter wasn’t too bad, so we met at the rendezvous and planned our next move.

“From the gravity wave data, we established the orientation of the second gate and found four stars that were good candidates for the other end of the wormhole. While we were doing this, we detected two more waves from the Beta Gate. Apparently, there is a lot of traffic through the Kelsen system en route to or from the other end.

“We had four candidates and four ships. We split up and each took one. Captain Cavendish set up the mission parameters. He should really tell you the rest.”

Landon turned to Cavendish. “Let’s hear it, Captain.”

“We were getting pretty excited by this time,” he said. “The plan was for each ship to approach their candidate suns no closer than twelve light-hours, drop into normal space, and listen for electromagnetic and gravity wave emissions. We agreed to rendezvous at Kelsen in seven days. None of the candidate systems was more than two days from Kelsen.”

“Who won the jackpot?” Landon asked.

“Galahad did, Admiral. We started picking up massive radio traffic as soon as we dropped sublight. It’s all in High Broan. We’ve got recordings for Intelligence. We also detected gravity waves from at least three stargates. There may be more, but if so, they weren’t oriented to put us in the gravity wave expansion cone.

“Planet X?”

“We can’t prove it conclusively, but everything we heard fits the hypothesis. What convinced me was an observation Lisa made.”

Landon swiveled around to look at Lisa, his eyebrows raised in a silent question.

“I checked the database, Admiral. The star in question has no name, just a reference number, and the system is listed as uninhabited, with no useful planets or resources. It would seem we aren’t the only ones who value anonymity when it comes to revealing the location of our home world.”

#

Mark Rykand slowly drifted upward out of sleep. Beside him, Lisa’s body was warm and soft, her breathing slow, with that funny little snort at the beginning of each inhalation that she adamantly refused to believe she was capable of emitting.

Despite Admiral Landon’s promise to keep the briefing short, it had gone on interminably until mid-afternoon. It had been end-of-watch before they arrived at their assigned quarters and began the truly important business of the day.

Their first round of lovemaking was hot and impatient, an explosive dance of thrust and counterthrust, a ritual to drive away the bad memories of the past month. The second time was slower, but still vigorous, after which they dressed and went to the Sutton Bistro for a late supper. To Lisa’s delight, a small band was playing live music while couples twirled about a dance floor covered in non-slip tile.

After dinner, they joined a dozen other dancers. Their gyrations were akin to their lovemaking: two bodies pressed together as tightly as human geometry will allow. Around the floor, spectators shielded their mouths with hands as they commented to their partners. The comments were invariably followed by a knowing nod.

Later, they returned to their quarters. The third round was slow and languid, with pauses to rest and cuddle, before building to a final climax that was more intense than any that had gone before. Afterwards, limbs still intertwined, they slipped into blessed slumber.

All was once again right with the universe.

Mark propped himself up on one elbow and watched Lisa in the dim blue light as she slept. Her right arm was lifted and flung over her eyes while she lay on her back and snored. The sheet was nowhere to be seen, revealing every curve of her body. Breasts rose and fell in slow rhythmic waves, topped by nipples standing erect in the cool air. The hills of her upper torso gave way to the smooth plain of the lower and the shadowed well of her navel. From there, the plain narrowed as the continuous curve flowed smoothly between the Pillars of Hercules that were her pelvic bones, to the swelling of her pubis, with its crown of golden (now bluish) thatch.

Lisa moaned in her sleep and pursed her lips in a movement he found fascinating. There was something primal about the pleasure of just watching her in repose; a product of four million years of evolution. As one of his college professors noted while lecturing on the visual attraction the female form holds for the male libido, “If women were square, we men would go around lusting after cubes!”

Perhaps there is an innate sense that tells a woman when she is being admired. Within five minutes, Lisa stirred, stretched, and yawned before turning to her husband.

“What time is it?”

“Oh six thirty,” he said, glancing at the wall chronometer.

Rolling over to face him, her hand reached down to take hold of him. She frowned, “This doesn’t seem very encouraging. Would you like me to make it better? Ready for another round?”

He leaned forward and kissed her. “Always ready for that, my love, although it isn’t necessary. I am sated… for the moment.”

Releasing him, she placed her open palm on his bare chest. “In that case, let’s have breakfast. I confess to being a little sore this morning.”

“I have no idea why,” he laughed.

They rose. Lisa disappeared into the small curtained alcove that served as their bathroom to perform all of those after-sex chores that women require, while Mark sponged off in front of the mirror, taking special care to reach all of those hidden cracks and crevices where sweat accumulates. 

They soni-cleaned their teeth in turn, Mark depilated while Lisa brushed her hair, and then both of them slipped into uniform. Smiling, Lisa lifted her face to kiss him, and they departed for breakfast. The chronometer on the wall registered 07:30.
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“Do you have to go in today?” she asked after biting into a piece of toast at breakfast. The butter and marmalade that coated one side squeezed out and made a small mess at the corners of her mouth.

“If I do, I’m not going to. Let the Admiral court-martial me. It will be worth it.”

She was silent for a long minute while he finished his eggs and yeast. Finally, she said, “This is pleasant, isn’t it?”

“Almost like that morning we ate breakfast on the terrace at Yosemite, remember? The only thing missing are the trees, the snow, and the majestic mountains in the background.”

“I don’t ever want to be separated from you again,” she suddenly blurted out.

“I don’t either. Unfortunately, the Navy may have other plans.”

Her eyes filled with fire. “I’m serious, Mark. I almost died when I saw that explosion. I thought you were dead. I don’t ever want to experience that emotion again. If you are assigned somewhere, I want to be there with you. If either of us is destined to die in this war, I want us to die together.”

“That’s not very logical,” he countered.

“I’m not feeling logical. I just want my husband.”

There was another long pause. Mark said, “You know, you are much more valuable than I am in the scheme of things. I’m just one of thousands of naval officers, and not even a properly trained one at that. You are the premier Broan translator alive.”

“Don’t put yourself down.”

“It’s not just my opinion,” he replied. Then he told her about Admiral Landon offering him his own command, and the other things the Admiral had told him.

“They’re wrong,” Lisa said, reacting like a wife whose husband has been insulted. “You may not have gone to their academy, but without you there would be no war. We would all be wearing the Broan yoke by now.”

“You’re prejudiced.”

“Yes, I am. Not because I am your wife, or rather, not the way you mean it. I don’t believe in you because you are my husband, Mark. You are my husband because I believe in you.”

“Why, thank you, Wench! I married you because of last night. You are one handful between the sheets… or on them.”

His jest earned him a punch in the ribs. He was moving to grab hold of her arms so she couldn’t do it again when he noticed that Lisa was looking over his shoulder, their conversation forgotten.

“What is it?”

Before she could answer, a male voice said, “Commander Rykand and Commander Rykand, glad I found you. The Admiral has been looking for you. He wants to see you right away.”

Mark turned to see Corporal Bennett, one of Landon’s guard detail, standing behind him.

“What about, Corporal?”

“The Intelligence types worked all night. So did the Admiral. He says that you need to get packed soonest and meet him at the spaceport at 09:00.”

Mark groaned. “Where are we going now?”

“Earth.”

#

 


PART Three:

LET SLIP THE DOGS OF WAR
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Chapter Forty-One

With Grand Central Terminus in operation, the voyage to Earth seemed almost a commute to two people who had endured three Long Jumps. T.S.N.S. Bushranger matched orbits with High Station twenty-two days after leaving Brinks Base.

It was a busy twenty-two days.

“What’s the rush?” Mark asked the Admiral when the two of them hurried into the spaceport assembly hall only twenty hours after leaving it. His wife carried their kit bags while Mark lugged two vacuum suits piggyback. 

“We spent all night reviewing what happened at Sabator,” Landon answered. “I find I have need to consult the brass at home. You two are coming along as my technical experts. We have a ship leaving orbit for the monthly courier run in two hours. I see no reason to keep them waiting. Are you ready?”

“Yes, sir,” Lisa replied.

“Then let’s get to the boat.”

Bushranger was a destroyer modified for courier duty. Like the Broan speeder Galahad had chased to Planet X, it was dominated by its engines and reactors and designed for continuous thrust to and from the critical limit. The courier carried an eight man crew and its accommodations for passengers could charitably be described as “Spartan.”

If the Lieutenant commanding was unhappy to have the Fleet Admiral aboard as a passenger, he did a good job of concealing it. He directed Landon to a tiny cabin on the port side of the ship and the Rykands to a marginally larger one starboard.

Any thought Mark and Lisa had that this voyage would be a pleasure cruise (eat, sleep, and make love) was quickly disabused. The Admiral informed Lisa that she would assist him in preparing his presentation. To this end, the two of them huddled in the wardroom eight hours every day, going over recordings, intercepts, and translations, breaking only for meals. This latter was a necessity as the wardroom was also the mess compartment.

Landon had other work for Mark. He pointed out that this would be an excellent opportunity to brush up on the myriad small details a ship captain needs to know. To that end, he assigned Mark to learn the jobs of each of Bushranger’s officers. In addition to reading the technical specifications and operating manual for Destroyer/Courier class ships, Mark stood watch, assisted in cleaning out the waste system piping, and helped with any dirty job that arose.

As on most small ships, evening meals were a family affair. Save for two watch standers – one on the bridge and one in the engine spaces – the crew ate together. The first half of the meal was taken up with ship’s business. The captain briefed everyone on what he expected, handed out praise and criticism, and solicited suggestions.

After official business, they talked about anything of interest: what they were going to do on Earth, the enemy, what was wrong with the Navy. Admiral Landon’s presence made this last subject especially popular. It wasn’t often the commanding admiral is a captive audience to hear one’s gripes.

And, of course, there was the nightly poker game. After Lieutenant Barstow got over his reticence, he proved a cutthroat player. He and the Admiral went after each other’s blood, leaving Mark, who prided himself on his own skill, outclassed.

It took nine days to reach Grand Central Terminus. There were now eight stargates in operation, along with a large habitat to house technicians and other support personnel. Mark marveled at the number of ships in transit. 

The gates were arrayed in a rectangular two-dimensional grid with an empty spot where a ninth gate was under construction. On the display, they looked close together, but the distance between gates was the same as that from Earth to Luna. The arrangement kept wormholes from interfering with one another and placed each gate in the gravity wave shadow of all the others.

Of course, the jump to New Eden took no time at all. Then it was nearly a week in superlight to Sol and another three days to parking orbit at Earth’s High Station.

The engines had barely shut down when they said farewell to Bushranger’s crew and transferred to an orbit-to-orbit boat for the trip down to Equatorial Station, and then to a winged ferry. Two hours later, they were in Toronto.
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“Welcome,” Nadine Halstrom said as the three entered her office. They were in formal dress uniform, having changed out of their shipsuits at the airport. 

“Thank you, Madam Coordinator,” Landon said.

She ushered them to her conversation area where three others were waiting. One of them was Admiral N’Gomo. Landon shook hands with his immediate superior, who turned to Mark and Lisa.

“Welcome home, again,” N’Gomo said in his bass rumble.

“Good to see you, sir,” Lisa replied.

Turning to Mark, he said, “I understand we almost lost you.”

“It was touch and go for awhile, Admiral.”

Nadine Halstrom introduced the other two men as Lor Carnahan, political adviser, and Gareth Barnett, current Majority Leader in Parliament. She invited everyone to sit, making sure her three visitors sat across the low table from her. Her assistant took drink orders and placed the requested refreshments in front of them before withdrawing.

 “All right, Admiral,” Nadine Halstrom said. “We were all intrigued by your message when you dropped sublight. What brings you back to Earth so unexpectedly?”

“The situation has changed, Madam Coordinator,” Landon said. “I thought it wise to return to Earth and brief the General Staff in person.”

She nodded. “It’s your show, Admiral.” 

“Thank you. Commander Mark Rykand will begin by briefing you on the Trojan Horse mission to the Quadrant Capital of Sabator. Mark, when you’re ready.”

Mark cleared his throat and spoke of the plan to trick the Broa into leading them to Planet X. He recounted their preparations, the too-quick attempt to make their escape, and the resulting explosion. As he spoke, he noticed the look in Admiral N’Gomo’s eyes. Someone was going to get his ass royally chewed.

“So you found yourself on a damaged ship, barreling straight into the heart of enemy space?” Barnett asked. “What did you do?”

Mark told of the frantic preparations to get the weapons back online, and how he rigged the mess compartment for use as a crematorium following mass suicide.

“You were planning suicide?” the parliamentarian asked in an astonished tone. “Wasn’t that a bit extreme?”

“No, sir. General Order Seven requires us to avoid capture at all costs.”

“What’s that?”

Nadine Halstrom broke in. “Gareth, you know that the location of Earth is our most important secret. Our standing orders are for our people not to be taken alive and to keep human remains out of the hands of the Broa, even at risk to their own lives.”

“I assumed our troops would follow the Fifth Geneva Convention if captured. Name, rank, and serial letters only…”

“No, sir. If the Broa capture a live human being, they will not treat their prisoners humanely. The first thing they will do is dissect a few specimens to see what makes us tick. Even our dead bodies give them clues to the location of Earth.” He gave a few examples of why the human body was a road sign to the planet on which it evolved.

“Then you weren’t working to get your weapons online to fight off the Broa until help arrived?” Barnett asked.

“Our communications were down. We had no idea help was on the way. I wanted the missile launchers operational so I could piss off the Broa. With luck, they would take us out with a nuke.”

“Continue your briefing, Commander,” N’Gomo ordered.

Mark told them of detecting the approaching Broan ships and of his attempts to put a superlight missile into one or more of them, concluding with, “Unfortunately, our fire control system wasn’t up to the task. We missed every time. I expected the avenger coming up from the planet to make short work of us. Imagine my surprise when all three enemy craft spontaneously exploded!”

There were a few more questions concerning the number of survivors, etc. Landon turned to Lisa, “Commander Lisa Rykand will now take up the story.”

Lisa told them the same tale she had recounted at Brinks Base, ending with their tentative identification of a supposedly uninhabited system as the home star of the Broa.

“Has this been verified?” Nadine Halstrom asked.

“It is being checked as we speak, Madam Coordinator,” Landon answered. “Before our departure, I gave orders for the fleet to saturate the region and get it mapped as quickly as possible. Our ships will stay at least one light-year distant from Planet X. They will set up gravtennas. By observing which surrounding stars emit a steady stream of gravity waves, we will identify the other gateway stars besides Orimanda.”

“What then?” Lor Carnahan asked.

Taking a deep breath, Dan Landon put down the glass of sherry he had been nursing and said, “Once we have the home world and its subordinate capitals plotted, I recommend we hit them immediately with everything we have.”

#

There followed several seconds of silence. Both Carnahan and Barnett sipped their drinks, while Nadine Halstrom regarded Landon with a penetrating stare.

“Perhaps you had best explain your thinking, Admiral,” she said finally.

“Yes, Ma’am. At Sabator, we destroyed three of their ships with SMs. That is the same missile we used to distract them when our Q-ship evaded their naval craft while ex-filtrating Pastol. They have full audiovisual records and medical scans of our people from that mission and from Klys’kra’t. They know who we are.”

Lor Carnahan said, “What you are telling us, Admiral, is that we should never have authorized the Sabator mission.”

“Actually, no,” Landon replied. “It was a poorly thought out fiasco, I’ll grant you. However, I believe we learned something critically important.”

“What was that?”

“We discovered that the Broa are vulnerable.”

“Aren’t you forgetting their million star empire, Admiral?” Carnahan exploded. 

Landon was unfazed. “No, sir. The impressive size of the Sovereignty proves my point. Whatever the reason, the Broa suffer from a low birthrate. This, in turn, causes them to be perennially shorthanded. Even more than Rome at its height, the slaves outnumber the masters.

“Add to that their ruling ethic, if you can call it that. Any time a new, technologically advanced race is discovered, they can’t leave it alone. They must conquer it because they do not allow potential competitors. They are like a wolf with an appetite that can’t be turned off. They gobble up everything within reach regardless of their capability to digest it. 

“The Sovereignty is marked by two characteristics: One, their stars are weakly held. Two, their conquered subjects have no reason to remain loyal save fear. Those are the two conditions we hoped to exploit with Trojan Horse.”

 “That program hasn’t worked out the way we planned, has it?” the coordinator asked sardonically.

“It hasn’t had time to work out. We’ve been launching our Easter Eggs into enslaved systems for little more than a year. Most species haven’t even finished reading the instruction manual yet. What we discovered at Sabator suggests that we are being too subtle. We don’t have time to allow Trojan Horse to mature.”

Admiral N’Gomo said, “Give us a break, Dan. You have had a month to think this through. Spell it out for us.”

“Yes, sir. It all comes down to the source of Broan power.”

“The stargate?”

“Precisely. They rule through their network of stargates. With it, they can conquer any system they choose.”

 “Your point, Admiral?” Nadine Halstrom asked.

“Simply this, Madam Coordinator. The Sabator mission, as flawed as it was, demonstrated that we have leapfrogged the Broa. The stardrive trumps the stargate. We have them helpless.”

“Helpless, Admiral?”

 “We operated with impunity in one of their most populated and powerful systems. First we sent a ship well inside the critical limit. They failed to detect it. They were alerted only when our ship suffered a catastrophic accident. Even then, they were powerless to prevent the rescue of the crew, the destruction of the damaged cruiser, and the escape of our rescue ship.

“They never detected the cruiser we had monitoring the operation, which led to the ultimate success of the mission. We went to Sabator to learn the location of the Broan home sun. That is precisely what we have done.

 “Our ships cross the interstellar gulf at the time and place of our choosing. Unlike the stargates, there is no betraying gravity wave when we drop sublight. That allows us to move to the outskirts of any system we choose and hide among the orbiting icebergs in the Oort cloud.

“Because stardrives and stargates are related technologies, both only operate beyond the critical limit. That means we can approach their stars, drop sublight, launch SMs at their stargates, and be gone before the light of the explosions reaches their inner system.

“Madam Coordinator, Admiral, gentlemen…! Don’t you see? Our stardrive is to the Broa what their stargate is to everyone else. Like the atom bombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it gives us battlefield supremacy. But like those bombs, our period of dominance is limited.”

Landon paused and regarded his listeners. He could see from their expressions that his argument had made an impression. It should have. He and Lisa had practiced it enough on the trip from Brinks Base.

“Why limited, Admiral?” Barnett asked.

“Because, Mr. Barnett, after Sabator, it won’t be long before the Broa have their own faster-than-light ships.”

“Come now, Sasquatch was destroyed. They can’t whip up a stardrive generator merely by watching a ship disappear into superlight!”

“They don’t have to. One of the objectives of Trojan Horse is to seed the Sovereignty with enough starships that a few of them will fall into Broan hands. How else could we sow suspicion and mistrust among the enemy?

“However, whether they have our small ships or not, the Broa know multi-dimensional physics. They must be familiar with the gamma to aleph coordinate rotation.”

“Then why haven’t they used it?” Barnett asked.

“Because freedom of navigation is the last thing they want. Their rule is secure only so long as everyone else must ask their permission to travel between stars. We have given some of their slaves the secret of the stardrive. That is why I recommend an immediate strike on their home star and every other star in the gate network we can reach. We need to disrupt their transportation system and keep it disrupted long enough for the seeds of sedition to bear fruit.”

#

 


Chapter Forty-Two

Mikhail Vasloff sat in his office on the upper floor of a canal house overlooking the Prinsengracht in Amsterdam and thought about how his fortunes had changed since his return from Klys’kra’t.

Ten years ago he had been the head of Terra Nostra, the leading anti-interstellar organization on Earth. A chance meeting with a grieving Mark Rykand put him on the trail of a mysterious project. The Stellar Survey had gathered a large number of scientists at PoleStar. One of the experts, he learned, was a linguist. This startling fact led him to conclude the Survey had made contact with aliens.

He’d confronted them with his evidence and threatened to go public unless he was allowed in on the secret. To his surprise, his demand was granted. They’d allowed him to go aboard the satellite. Then, to make sure he couldn’t communicate what he knew, they shanghaied him on the expedition to the Crab Nebula.

Vasloff had not objected. By his lights, if the Expansionists were going to barge about a galactic empire, he wanted to be there. Dan Landon surprised him and asked him to join the contact team at Klys’kra’t to provide a pair of skeptical eyes.

If Landon expected the experience to turn him into an Expansionist, the encounter with the tripeds had the opposite effect. Vasloff still shuddered when he thought of how close they’d come to letting Sar-Say loose among his subjects before discovering his true identity.

Later, when the expedition returned to Earth, the team split along natural fault lines. Landon, Mark Rykand, and Lisa Arden were all in favor of an activist approach. Vasloff joined the Isolationists. He advocated pulling back from the stars, abandoning Earth’s young colonies, radically suppressing electromagnetic emissions to space, and scrapping all starships.

Unfortunately, the treachery of a few greedy individuals sabotaged the anti-war position. The ensuing paranoia led to the current full-scale militarization.

The Expansionists romanticized the war as a case of David versus Goliath. Vasloff had a different mental image.

Back in primary school in Russia, he’d seen a holo about African monkeys. One young primate showed a morbid fascination with a boa constrictor that shared the limb on which the monkey sat. Every few seconds, the monkey reached out and grabbed at the snake’s head. For its part, the snake did nothing but flick out its tongue. With each touch and passive response, the monkey grew bolder.

Quite unexpectedly, the snake opened its mouth, clamped down on the monkey’s arm, and slowly and horribly, wrapped its coils around its victim’s torso. As the young Mikhail and his classmates watched, the snake crushed the life out of its victim and slowly swallowed it. 

In Vasloff’s view, the Expansionists were like that little monkey. They insisted on poking the giant snake. Soon, the snake would strike, entrap Earth in its coils, and crush the life out of the human race. 

Vasloff lost no time after the collapse of the anti-war effort to build anew. His Terra Nostra organization proved the perfect instrument. They gained support and power steadily until, two years ago, he himself had been elected to parliament, representing the Lowlands District of Europe.

“Mikhail, are you busy?” the box on his desk squawked. The voice was that of Claris Beaufort, his long time assistant.

“No, not busy. What is it?”

“I just received a report from one of our people in Toronto. It concerns old friends of yours. Guess who met with the World Coordinator this afternoon?

“Who?

“Admiral Daniel Landon, and Commanders Mark and Lisa Rykand.”

“What?” he asked. “They’re all supposed to be Beyond the Crab.”

“Apparently they arrived on the courier ship this morning and were whisked by chartered suborbital to Toronto.”

“Where are they now?”

“According to our source, they left for European Headquarters with Admiral N’Gomo. They should be in Meersburg this evening.”

“Find out where they are staying and get me on a flight to Zurich.”

#

Mark, Lisa and Dan Landon strolled into the Meersburg Yacht Club on the north shore of Lake Constance, which is called “the Bodensee” on the north shore. They were in civilian clothes, having walked the kilometer along the promenade from the small country inn where they were staying.

“I think you will like the food here,” Mark said as he ushered the other two into the bar to wait for a table, “although the waitress’ attitudes leave something to be desired.”

“Have you been here before?” his wife asked.

He nodded. “I ate dinner here, once.”

“With Moira Sims?”

“No, it was a business meeting,” he responded without elaborating.

A waitress in a low-cut dress took their order for drinks and disappeared. Lisa noticed both men’s eyes following her. She had gotten used to that reflex in her husband, but the Admiral surprised her. Then she wondered why. After all, he was a man…

He interrupted her train of thought by saying, “When we go to headquarters in the morning, I will get you settled with the people in Strategic Plans, and then I will be leaving you for a few days,” Landon said.

“Sir?” Mark asked.

“This is the first time I’ve been home since we decamped for Brinks in force. I want to see my daughter.”

Both of them blinked. Landon never talked about his family. They knew he was divorced, a not uncommon condition for the Space Navy, and had a son and daughter. The son was serving on a starship somewhere, but the daughter was a mystery.

“How old is she, sir?”

“Twenty-four. She’s about to make me a grandfather. She and her husband live in Spain, so I thought I would pop down there for three or four days.”

“How wonderful,” Lisa replied.

“Think you can hold down the fort?”

“We’ll do our best, sir.”

“I’m just Dan in civvies, Mark. We’ve been through enough together to be on a first-name basis.”

They had conferred with Admiral N’Gomo on the suborbital transport from Toronto to the small airport on the Swiss side of the lake that served European H.Q. All agreed that the presentation went well and that the Coordinator was intrigued, as was N’Gomo.

Before the Navy would commit to authorizing an offensive, however, it would have to pass a rigorous screening and simulation process. 

That is what they would start in the morning.

Planning would feed everything they learned at Sabator into the big computers in the basement of H.Q., where it would join years of Q-ship observations and a goodly portion of the data from the Pastol database. They would run simulations on various battle strategies to see what worked and what did not.

 “Your table is ready, Meine Dame und Herren,” the waitress said upon her return. She balanced three golden beers on a tray, which she did not put down. Rather, she led them into the restaurant and deposited the drinks on their table.

Mark and Lisa sat on one side, with Landon opposite. They had just opened their menus and were discussing a choice of wine when Mark looked up and groaned.

“What is it?” Lisa asked, following his gaze. She emitted an unladylike expression, causing Landon to swivel in his seat. If he had a response, he kept it to himself.

Threading his way among the crowded tables, aiming right for them, was a smiling Mikhail Vasloff.

#

“Good evening, former teammates!” he said as he arrived. “The lady at your villa said that you’d gone out. I thought you might have come here.”

“Why would you think that?” Lisa asked, perplexed.

“This is where Mark and I ate dinner the night we met,” Vasloff replied, causing Lisa to turn and stare at her husband.

He shrugged. “I told you it was a business dinner.”

“What business?”

“Finding out what happened to Jani. I paid this scoundrel and he never gave me anything useful in return.”

“You had found your own way into the project before I had a chance to report,” Vasloff replied. “May I sit down?”

Everyone turned to Landon, who seemed on the verge of refusing. “Sure, Mikhail. Good to see you again. Have a seat. I hear that you have come up in the world.”

“No more than you, Admiral. I understand you are in overall command Beyond the Crab!”

“More to the point,” Landon said, “how did you know where we were staying?”

Vasloff shrugged. “As you say, I have come up in the world. I now have people who can find out things I need to know relatively quickly. In this case, it was a simple matter of pulling up your hotel reservations.”

“But that is against the law…” Lisa exclaimed.

“Yes, it is. Luckily, the man who did it for me didn’t get caught. There is nothing against the law about using the information once it has been obtained, however. If the Polizei ask me about it, I can truthfully tell them I have no idea who the hacker is.

“I see you are looking at the wine list. The fish here is quite good. Might I suggest a Riesling Heiligenstein?”

Dan Landon nodded. “We will bow to your expertise. Where we’ve been, the vintages all come from vacuum sealed aluminum kegs.”

The waitress returned and the four of them ordered dinner: three fish courses and a steak. Mark had never cared for seafood and was not picky about his wines. After the waitress punched in the orders, she left them alone.

Vasloff said, “Now, let us get the business of the evening out of the way so that we may then relax and enjoy each other’s company. What are the three of you doing on Earth?”

“We’re on leave,” Landon said.

“Come now, Admiral. You were in the Coordinator’s office in Canada by 09:00. Later, Admiral N’Gomo gave you a lift here, you checked into your hotel, cleaned up, took a walk, and still made it in time for dinner. A frenetic leave, is it not?”

 “When you’ve been in the deep vacuum as long as we have, you don’t want to waste a minute. Besides, whatever reason we have for being here is none of your business.”

“I’m sorry, Daniel, but I am now an elected member of parliament. The war effort is my business and having the Commanding Admiral arrive unannounced says something important is afoot.”

His comment was met with silence.

“Well then, I tried. Now we can all relax and enjoy our meal. You won’t let me in on your secret; I, however, have no such reticence. Let me tell you how my life has been going since last we were together…”

#

 


Chapter Forty-Three

“How did it go?” Claris Beaumont asked Vasloff when he returned to his office in Amsterdam.

“I learned what I needed to,” he said. “Call for a conference this afternoon. We have actions to plan.”

 “They told you why they have come back to Earth?” his assistant asked incredulously.

“Of course not. Mostly we talked about sports. I did most of the talking. They have been gone so long that they were interested in the standings.”

“Then what did you learn?”

“That something big is going on. It was in their faces and the carefully casual way in which they feigned interest in what I was saying. And it was in their evasions when I drifted onto the subject of how the war is going. And mostly it was in the way they drank.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“We had a couple of glasses of wine with dinner and they called it a night. Most people spending their first night on Earth after years in space would have littered the table with empty wine bottles. They strolled back to their hotel. Most spacers would have had to be delivered by cab and helped to bed. They drank like they were on duty, which means they had an early meeting at headquarters this morning.

“Get me Bruno Hauser on the phone once you’ve set up this afternoon’s conference.”

“Yes, sir,” Claris, snapping shut her dictation screen.

Vasloff leaned back in his chair and activated the swivel that would rotate him to face the window. An electric tour boat was gliding downstream in the canal, half full of tourists. Not bad considering the weather. The skies were leaden, with a slow drizzle falling.

His screen beeped a few minutes later. He swiveled back and pressed the accept key. His screen cleared to show the features of a short, jowly man. It took a few seconds for the image to build, indicating that call encryption was set on high.

“Hello, Mikhail. What can I do for you this fine day?”

“Speak for yourself, Bruno. It’s raining here.”

“Too bad. We have scattered clouds and a cool breeze off the lake. How may I help you?”

He told his caller about his evening.

“It sounds most pleasant. I have eaten at the yacht club many times. The service could be improved, but the food is first rate. What has this to do with me?”

“They went to Headquarters this morning. I would like to know who they met with.”

“You know we haven’t anyone inside Navy Headquarters, not since they discovered our young man who was watering their plants.”

Vasloff nodded. The era when nations spied on one another had not outlived the nations themselves, but the spy trade was very much alive. Commercial firms used confidential agents to gain competitive advantage, and of course, political factions strove to find out what their opponents were up to. Peace Now! had its own security department in charge of ferreting out those whose loyalty was suspect. So, too, did the Space Navy.

“Do what you can. If it were just the Rykands, I would not be concerned, but Dan Landon is in overall command. His coming back to Earth indicates that whatever it is, he is willing to be away from his desk for at least two and a half months. That means it is important. We don’t want to be caught flat-footed the way we were when Sar-Say pulled his prison break!”

“Understood, Mikhail. I will run the trap lines and see what I can learn. I’ll report tomorrow.”

“Excellent, Bruno. Say hello to your wife for me.”

#

Strategic Plans occupied one floor of Fleet Headquarters and their computers took up a full subbasement. Mark, Lisa, and Dan Landon delivered their cargo of encrypted data cubes the next morning. Mark and Lisa helped the technicians catalog the data and prioritize it for input while Landon talked to Admiral N’Gomo about their unexpected visitor the previous evening.

“I don’t like it,” N’Gomo said. “The man has too damned many spies in parliament, and I fear, in this building.”

“They’re good, all right,” Landon agreed. “Who knew we were meeting with the Coordinator and that we were returning here with you?”

“I’ll put Security on it. These political types think that anything that gives them a leg up is fair game; but, damn it, we’ve a war going on. Perhaps I can get whoever tipped off Vasloff shot.”

“If not, sir; send him my way. I’d like to introduce him to a couple of years on Nemesis.”

By the end of a long first day, the computer techs were clear on what was needed to set up a simulation of a general offensive against the Broa. All they had to do was break down the raw data, put it into a form the computers could understand, and then input it and a few billion other tidbits.

Landon said goodbye at 16:00 and rushed to catch a flight to Spain, leaving Mark and Lisa to interpret for the techs. That night, back in their room at the Villa am See, Lisa remarked that interpreting High Broan was easier than some of the things she’d been asked at H.Q.

They spent the next three days building the timeline for the Battle of Sabator in a way that it could be coded properly. For this they used records from Galahad. The specialists were interested in all manner of minutiae, from how long after the explosion the interception order went out, to how quickly the local system government organized the massive response following their ships’ destruction.

Mark handled those details while Lisa helped with the communications intercepts. She’d spent a full week working watch and watch, listening to Broan chatter and computer directives that flooded out from the planet and Sabator space installations. Even so, she had barely skimmed the surface, catching brief snippets of those intercepts the computers thought might be important. There were literally millions of other signals the computers recorded and filed away for later review.

These had to be run through specialized translation programs, categorized, time stamped, and assembled into a searchable database. Just as a single innocuous order to clear a stargate had led to the Broan home system, there was no telling what small tidbit might prove crucial in developing their battle plan.

By the end of the week, they were ready to run a calibration test on the model. After breakfast at the villa, Mark and Lisa reported to H.Q. and were ushered into the auditorium that had once been the press briefing center for the Stellar Survey. The podium was still there, but suspended over it was the largest holocube either of them had ever seen.

“We’ll start with a simple calibration scenario,” Lieutenant Hector Cruz, the officer leading the team, said as he led them to two comfortable seats down front. Save for his uniform, Cruz didn’t look much like a naval officer. He was a small, nervous man with an indefinable birdlike quality about him. He had the quality of a university grad student about him. That was what he had been before being drafted.

The holocube lit to show a G-class star surrounded by twelve multicolored planets. The planets followed circular and elliptical threads of light around the star. Two flattened blue tori represented asteroid belts spread out between the fifth and sixth, and sixth and seventh planets.

“Recognize it?” Cruz asked.

“Sabator,” Mark replied.

“Now then, let’s add our operational space.”

He did something with his hand control and a red haze appeared, surrounded the star to form a hollow sphere. The seven inner planets were in the clear center of the sphere while the outermost five were submerged in the haze.

“One thing highlighted by your adventure, Mark, is the importance of the critical limit. That defines the ‘terrain’ of this particular battle space. 

“The critical limit for Sabator is just beyond the seventh planet. Inside that limit, we cannot use our stardrives, meaning that battles must be fought in normal space where we lose our ability to materialize and dematerialize at will.

“The effectiveness of our primary weapon is also degraded inside the limit. Beyond it, a superlight missile has essentially infinite range. Down close to the fifth planet where the battle was fought, a superlight missile can’t punch through more than a few million kilometers before stress overloads the generator.”

“Which means that we need to do our fighting outside the limit,” Mark said, remembering how he had wished Yeovil or Galahad would swoop down to rescue him.

“True. However, even that constraint is an advantage. The Broa have to place their stargates beyond the limit to make them work properly. That puts them out of their zone of optimum operation and into ours. 

“What you are about to see is a simulation of an Alpha Attack on Sabator. Our ships are staging from one light-month out in deep space. The mission parameters are to destroy the system stargates in minimum time and escape. We are running this in real time. Ready?”

“Let’s see it,” Lisa answered.

In addition to the star, the planets, and the asteroid belts, there were six golden hourglass symbols representing the stargates. All were in the plane of the ecliptic and within the red haze. Two were close to the critical limit, while one was out at the distance of Planet Eight.

“Beginning now,” Cruz said, pressing a stud on his hand controller.

On the screen, a cluster of green dots appeared near each hourglass, then disappeared five seconds later. Sometime in those seconds, all six hourglass symbols vanished.

“End simulation.”

Mark blinked. “Was that it?”

“That was it,” Cruz said with a grin.

“What happened?”

 “We stood off, raced in, let fly, and escaped, all in a span of 4.7 seconds. It is essentially the tactic you used in escaping Pastol, Commander. Even if the Broa bathe the system with lidar, by the time they get a speed-of-light echo, we’ll be long gone.”

“The Admiral has to see this…!” Lisa said, excitement in her voice.

“Which one?” Mark asked.

“Both of them!”

#

Dan Landon returned that evening and Lieutenant Cruz arranged a briefing for 20:00 hours. Admiral N’Gomo also attended.

Following the “Attack on Sabator” demonstration, both officers asked to see it again, this time in slow motion. At one-tenth normal speed, they watched the system clock begin counting. At 1.2 seconds, six human cruisers appeared. At 2.7 seconds, the cruisers launched two SMs at each of the Sabator stargates. Missile flight time was instantaneous. Separate windows showed close-ups of the stargates. In each window, the SM debris blossom appeared as the missiles came crashing back sublight. The blossoms enveloped the gates, destroying them. Nothing happened for two seconds, following which, the cruisers winked out of existence as though they had never been.

“That was fast,” Dan Landon commented sardonically.

“Yes,” Admiral N’Gomo agreed. “Amazingly fast. Let’s see how well we do in a larger attack.”

The view on the screen blanked and was immediately replaced by a familiar diagram. It was the stargate topology chart from the Pastol database. Enemy stars were highlighted in yellow, with their stargate links in red. The diagram grew larger as the view zoomed in. A few hundred stars remained when the view halted. The prominent star at the center of the cube was labeled “System X”. 

“Sirs, we will now show you a simulation of a full scale attack on the heart of the Sovereignty. Please keep in mind that this is only a calibration run for the model. It uses nominal parameters. For the study, we will have to correlate the effects of three-sigma variation on all important parameters and their combinations. We’re talking another three weeks work, minimum.

 “Caveat noted, Hector,” N’Gomo said. “Let’s see it.”

“Yes, sir.”

The time scale was calibrated in days, with the view changing at the rate of one simulated day per second. Cruz started the simulation. Nothing happened for ten seconds. Then half the stars in the cube simultaneously turned a lurid shade of magenta.

“That is the initial strike, sirs. We assumed all ships in the strike force are prepositioned and will hit their targets simultaneously.”

Other stars began to shift from yellow to magenta as the central cloud expanded outward. As it approached the limits of the cube, the scene pulled back to keep the advancing wave of magenta stars within the observation volume.

“Now you are seeing the second phase as our ships disperse to go after secondary and tertiary targets. Each ship attacks as soon as it is in position and moves on.”

In the affected volume, stars would occasionally turn yellow, only to flash magenta again a few seconds later.

 “What is that about?” Landon asked, pointing out the dot labeled System X, which had changed color several times.

“The yellow denotes when we estimate the Broa will have had time to get one or more replacement gates into operation. The magenta is when we destroy the replacements.”

“Assumptions?”

“That they have an infinite supply of spare gates and that we have an infinite supply of SMs.” He grinned. “Obviously, that needs to be refined.”

Overall, the edges of the magenta cloud continued to expand, although more slowly with each passing ‘day.’ When the timeline counter reached 400 days, the one keeping track of neutralized enemy star systems stood at 10,000. The simulation ended.

 “Impressive!” N’Gomo said after several seconds. Turning to Landon, he said, “You were right, Dan. The stardrive truly represents a quantum leap over the gate. Why the long face?”

Mark and Lisa each turned toward Landon. Sure enough, he did not look happy.

 “As Lieutenant Cruz notes, there are a hell of a lot of variables in his equations. Ten thousand stars cut out of the network is a good start, but they still only represent one percent of the Sovereignty. At this rate, we’ll be a century at this job.”

 “It’s the most important one percent, Admiral,” Lieutenant Cruz answered. “Strategies and Intentions estimates that if we can cut off the home world, and the quadrant and sector capitals, their house of cards will come tumbling down.”

“For how long?”

“Sir?”

“How long can we deprive those systems of their stargates?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “That is what we will be studying in the next phase, sir.”

“It seems to me that we should be studying something else,” Landon mused, almost as though he were speaking to himself.

“What is that, Admiral?”

“Sabator may or may not have put them on alert about the danger we represent. However, this…” He waved at the yellow-and-red globule of stars with the bright magenta blob at its center. “… will bring them to full alert. Our use of SMs will tell them who it is that is doing this to them.”

“Your point, Dan?” N’Gomo asked.

“Simply this, Admiral. Once they are fully alert and motivated, how long will it take the Broa in those other 990,000 star systems to find Earth?
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Chapter Forty-Four

Dos-Val was correct that the ovoid starship would give the Prime Councilor the evidence he needed to convince Those Who Rule that a wild species was loose in Civilization.

And not just one species. Two!

That was the conclusion of the biologists who studied the control room of the small ship. Not that one needed to be a specialist in alien physiology to come to the same conclusion.

The wild bipeds were typical of the large strider species. They massed twice what a member of the Race did, and their length was half again as long. The starship’s crewmembers were the same scale as their ship. From the indentations in the control couches and the arrangement of the controls, they were barely eight-twelfths as long as a Broa, with six limbs, four of which were capable of manipulation.

The bio traces, including a pool of dried circulatory fluid, indicated the species evolved on a world very different from either Ssasfal or whatever nameless rock spawned the bipeds. Their star was red in color, although not as deep a hue as some others within Civilization. That was the observation of physicists who color- mapped the cabin lighting and output screens. 

The creatures’ biochemistry contained a high concentration of heavy metals. Their food, which was discovered in lockers, was poisonous to both Broa and biped. There was no possibility those who flew this ship and the beings who visited Klys’kra’t and Pastol shared a biosphere.

Which merely deepened the mystery.

Instead of a single species secretly moving about Civilization, there were at least two. The problem came with that modifier, ‘at least.’ 

Could there be three, or four, or more races of infiltrators? And what was the relationship, if any, between the two? Was one species master and the other subservient; and if so, which was which? Could they be allies spying on Civilization together? Or were their actions independent? Perhaps two galactic powers were probing Broan space, neither aware of the other.

Once one postulated another Civilization-like entity, what was the constraint on such imaginings? Could the galaxy be rife with interstellar groupings, all inherently or actively hostile to the Race? The questions were as legion as they were unanswerable. Yet, answers were needed... and quickly.

Zel-Sen spent from Ffalta zenith to nightfall observing work on the small starship the rotation after Dos-Val advised him of the discovery. He was already agitated when he arrived at the institute and became more so. His anger peaked when Dos-Val informed him that the institute was actively researching coordinate transformation technology and were building a generator to test the ancient theory.  

The day after the Zel-Sen’s visit, the institute hosted a steady stream of visitors. Clan masters arrived with their retinues to discover they alone would be admitted, and only after dire warnings concerning the penalty for revealing Forbidden Knowledge. Throughout the day, groups of three or four masters were ushered in to see the starship.

Dos-Val stood on the platform high above the working floor and observed as one of Gor-Dek’s bright young philosophers explained the ship to the latest council members to take the tour. Gor-Dek was seated beside him in a wheeled conveyer.

“It would appear we have their attention,” the Subminister for Science said to the grizzled philosopher.

“Yes,” Gor-Dek agreed. “Perhaps now they will put aside their parochial interests.”

Dos-Val made the sound of mirth. “You have not met many clan masters.”

“Nor have I suffered for the lack.”

“Wait until the Council Meeting tomorrow. You will meet more than you ever wished.”

# 

Once again, Zel-Sen stood on the raised island in the center of the Council of Rulers. If anything, the hall was more crowded today than it had been when he revealed the existence of the wild bipeds so many rotations ago. The masters were also louder, an indication of their mood, which was not good.

When the time came, he signaled for the battle horns to sound and mounted the dais.

“Clan Masters, Members of the Ruling Council. Be advised that we are here to discuss Forbidden Knowledge. You must not speak of this beyond this hall. I now ask you to acknowledge this warning, under penalty of law.” Zel-Sen waited until he received the signal in his ear that all had complied. He continued:

“Many have visited the Institute of Physics and seen the small starship on display there. We meet today to discuss what is to be done about it and other matters. To that end, I have asked two experts to speak to us. I call first Dos-Val, Subminister for Science, the philosopher who has directed our efforts against the wild bipeds.”

Dos-Val mounted the dais and recounted how the bipeds had come to the attention of Those Who Rule and the various approaches by which he had tried to identify them. When he finished, there were a few questions, after which he introduced Gor-Dek.

The aged philosopher mounted the dais with difficulty. At his approach, a set of resting bars rose out of the floor. He mounted them and began to outline the technology of coordinate transformation, ending with the reasons the knowledge was forbidden.

 “How do we know such technology really exists, Philosopher?” one of the masters called from the floor. His words were picked up by the sound system and broadcast to the far reaches of the hall.

“The files in the Library of Forbidden Knowledge are extensive and specific. They are some of the oldest on record, dating back to shortly after the invention of the stargate. 

“When I became aware of the bipeds, I wondered if they might be using this alternate technology to travel between stars. At the request of the Subminister for Science, I put together a team to design such an engine. When the starship came into our hands, we inspected its engines. The design correlates well with our theoretical work.”

“You were working to mechanize this piece of forbidden knowledge?”

“Yes, under the strictest security. These bipeds used the technology at both Pastol and Sabator. If they can travel between stars without stargates, we must have that same capability in order to pursue them. It was to study the feasibility of this option that we undertook the study.”

“What of the beings who flew the small starship?” a second master asked. They are not the same species as the bipeds.”

“That is true,” Gor-Dek responded. “They have complicated the equation. What their relationship is to the wild bipeds, we do not yet know.”

The questions continued for a considerable time. Finally, when the masters began to berate the physicist rather than acquire knowledge, Zel-Sen climbed the dais once more.

“Clan masters!” the Prime Councilor said when the old philosopher had hobbled down. “You have asked many good questions today. Unfortunately, we cannot answer them in full. After Sabator, we must acknowledge that these aliens represent a grave threat to our realm. How grave, we know not. I fear that we may be facing nothing less than a race emergency.

“Our ancestors had a method for dealing with such crises. During the Great Consolidation, and again for the Plague of Direndl, the Ancestors gathered the greatest minds of their time to study the problem and devise a strong vine to safety. With at least two strains of aliens violating our territory, and faced with this mysterious weapon that destroys our ships at will, I propose to do the same.

“Clan masters and council members. I ask that you grant me permission to convene a Council of Elders.”

#

Pas-Tek of Blood Oath was excited. His leave at home having come to an end, he had been about to rejoin his ship when a summons to Ssasfal arrived by courier.

His orders were to report to the Council Chambers in Old City on or before the start of the Festival of Lossa, and to make himself available to the Prime Councilor for as long as that worthy required. Had such a summons come earlier in his career, he would have viewed it with apprehension. However, the Councilor had seemed impressed with his efforts following the destruction of the stargate in the Pastol System. Surely, the new summons forecast nothing bad.

He left his ship at Vil and booked passage on a transport bound for Ssasfal. Once aboard, he found he was not alone in being summoned. A dozen other naval officers were aboard, all summoned to Headquarters, also to report during the festival. There was talk of a Council of Elders in session and rumors they were all to be given orders of an unprecedented nature. After an adult life spent in service to a Navy that had little enough excitement, the prospect caused general rejoicing.

Upon their arrival at the disembarkation satellite, they found they were not the only officers summoned. Apparently, the rumors that something big was fermenting were true. The orbital ferry that transported them to the surface had every berth filled with naval ratings.

It was with counter-beating hearts that Pas-Tek knuckle walked the Path of Heroes to the Council Building and up the slideway to the third floor. There, the same grizzled veteran as before checked his orders, and ushered him into the Prime Councilor’s office.

“Welcome back, Ship Commander Pas-Tek of the Pas-Gorn Clan,” Zel-Sen said as Pas-Tek entered.

“Thank you, Prime Councilor. To what do I owe this honor?”

“Surely, you can guess why I summoned you.”

“The wild bipeds?”

Zel-Sen made the gesture of assent. “The wild bipeds and another species recently detected.” The Councilor told him about the Battle of Karap-Vas.

“They used the same weapon as at Pastol?”

“They did,” Zel-Sen replied. “Three ships destroyed without effort. They escaped using a technology that negates the need for stargates, just as at Pastol when they destroyed the gate as a diversion.”

“They travel between stars without stargates?” Pas-Tek asked, incredulous.

The Prime Councilor briefly explained coordinate transformation engines after warning of the penalties for revealing Forbidden Knowledge.

“You spoke of another species,” Pas-Tek said, more to cover his surprise than to obtain information.

“Six-limbed creatures who crewed an auxiliary craft that has come into our possession. I see the implications are not lost on you.”

“It would seem the problem is much larger than the single shipload of thieves we thought it to be.”

 “It is more of a pelen infestation, Commander. I need you to assist me in getting rid of them.”

“Of course, Councilor. How may I serve you?”

“You know of the gathering at Naval Headquarters at Ffalta-zenith tomorrow, of course.”

“I do.”

“You will attend. I want you to describe the weapon you faced. Our ship commanders must know of it when we give them their orders.”

“Yes, Councilor. It would help my presentation if I knew something of your plans.”

“Then listen carefully, as all will listen tomorrow. You have heard of the Council of Elders currently meeting? The Elders have concluded that our whole society is at risk. If coordinate transformation technology becomes known among the subservients, Civilization will be ungovernable. They have therefore decreed that we end this threat to us using whatever force is required. We are to search out and destroy the planet or planets of these wild bipeds, and of the second species as well.”

Pas-Tek made the gesture of regret at having to remind a superior of an inconvenient fact. “First we must find those worlds, Councilor. Do the Elders suggest how we might accomplish that?”

“They do. They have decreed a blockade.”

“Of what?”

“Of our own stargates until such time as we capture the miscreants.”

“A blockade, Councilor?”

“Tomorrow, the Elders will order the Navy to begin stopping and boarding every ship that approaches a stargate in as many systems as we can manage. The boarding parties will be equipped with special air sniffers and detectors sensitive to the bio signs of the two species. Should they detect the presence of either group, whether in plain sight or in hiding, the ship will be seized and the crew put in restraints until they can be properly questioned.

“Since the ships may well be equipped with these weapons that destroyed the Pastol gate, you can see the need for our commanders to have a good understanding of its capabilities.”

“Yes, Councilor. What makes you think the bipeds will allow themselves to be captured?”

“The boarding parties will be made up of Banlath and similar subservients. They will have orders to sacrifice themselves if necessary to capture a live specimen once biped traces are detected. Since they will already be aboard the ship, the mysterious weapon cannot be used against them.

“Once before, we attempted to detect bipeds moving without permission through Civilization. We changed the operating software of the stargates to take visual records of crews. We detected three biped ships in this way, and relatively quickly. Then the detections stopped. Either they ceased using the gates, or else they found a way to defeat our countermeasure.

“The Elders believe, and I agree, that we may be able to catch them unaware again. All it will take is a single prisoner who knows the location of their home world, and we will have a target for the largest Vengeance Fleet the Race has ever assembled.”

#


Chapter Forty-Five

The World Executive and Parliament buildings in Toronto towered over the downtown, making even the CN Tower Historical Site seem small by comparison. Each building was a self-contained city that housed government offices, apartments, shopping malls, gratchy parlors, restaurants, and meeting facilities.

Three centuries earlier, a similar tower complex was attacked by fanatics flying aircraft, with a terrible loss of life. For that reason, the de facto planetary capital was one of the most heavily defended regions on Earth. In addition to its ring of automated anti-aircraft and anti-spacecraft lasers, each tower was surmounted by a battery of weapons as powerful as they were secret.

Below the armored fortress atop the East Tower was a restaurant with a panoramic view. Mark and Lisa Rykand were seated next to a floor-to-ceiling window, gazing down toward the Harbourfront and Lake Ontario. Both found pressing their foreheads against the glass and looking straight down the wall made them dizzy. Vertigo, it seems, is primarily caused by having a visual connection with the ground.

“We ought to try the glass balcony if we have time,” Lisa said, as she chased a bit of scrambled egg around her plate with a fork. Her reference was to a gallery with glass walls and floor that jutted out the other side of the building. Rumor had it that people fainted when they looked down.

“No thanks. My heart had enough of a proof test at Sabator. I don’t want to drop dead sightseeing,” Mark answered, sipping his breakfast coffee.

“Chicken!”

“You go. I’ll hold the stimulator hypo.”

The time was 07:30 on a Monday morning. They had been on Earth just over a month and flown in from Europe late the previous day. 

Most of the time, they’d been buried in European-H.Q., supporting the attack simulations. Lieutenant Cruz hadn’t been kidding when he said they would have to study all possible variations in planning their campaign. They tried several hundred thousand permutations.

Not that it had been all work. At least one day each week, they went sightseeing or picnicking in the Baden-Württemberg and Bavarian countryside. The small, picturesque villages and vineyards were as they had been for centuries, the result of Earth’s most draconian land use laws. Lisa opined that they reminded her of a neater version of the South of England. Mark found the rolling hills with their geometric rows of vines reminiscent of parts of Northern California.

This time it was Lisa who spotted their visitor first.

“Oh, my god! Look who is here!”

Mark turned to see Mikhail Vasloff approaching. At Meersburg, he had been all hail-fellow-well-met as he pumped them for information. Here, he looked worried.

 “Hello, Mikhail,” Mark said, as Vasloff closed the distance to their table. “Are you following us?”

“Not this time. I just came in to eat and saw the two of you sitting here. May I join you?”

“Certainly. Care for a cup of coffee?”

“Tea, please,” he said as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

Mark signaled the human waiter — the prices were that high — and Vasloff ordered. When he had prepared his tea, foregoing milk, but drowning it with sugar, he sipped noisily and replaced the cup on the saucer with a clink.

“You look troubled,” Lisa said.

“I am,” he replied. “What am I doing here?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“As I mentioned the last time we met, I have resources. We’ve been tracking your efforts since our last meeting. I know you have been running attack simulations at Meersburg.”

“Have we?” Mark asked.

“Don’t bother to deny it. The news is hardly a revelation. The shipyards are going full blast, we have ten different academies pumping out spacers and officers, and God only knows what percentage of industry is involved in the war effort. In fact, we are manufacturing very little else. Did you know that there is a two-year wait to purchase a ground car?”

Mark laughed. “Sorry, I haven’t been in the market lately.”

Vasloff continued: “The grand strategy required a human stargate network to ease the logistics problem, and voila!, there it is. We have a new base described as ‘impregnable’ somewhere out in deep space, and we seem to be flooding it with war materiel. At last tally, we had a ship departing for there every three days.

“Obviously, all of this preparatory work is to support a general offensive. The fact that you two and the Admiral are back here tells me that we’re just about ready. How am I doing so far?”

“Not bad,” Lisa replied. “But all of this has been in the news, so it isn’t exactly secret.”

“You finished your simulation work three days ago. Was that in the news?”

“No,” Mark answered. “That is supposed to be secret.”

Vasloff shrugged. “Given all of the above, I would say you are here to report your conclusions. What I don’t understand is why I am here.”

Mark smiled. In truth, he liked Mikhail. They had gotten to know one another on the first expedition. Spending two years sealed inside a sardine can in vacuum with someone will do that. You either like him or hate him by voyage end. Save for his quirk concerning interstellar exploration, he was a pleasant enough fellow. 

“We’re giving you just what you asked for,” Lisa said. “We’re going to preview our results for a select group of movers and shakers. You were invited because you are leader of the opposition.”

“You mistake me for John Hargrove.”

“Not the political opposition,” Lisa replied. “The anti-war opposition.”

“Are you trying to co-opt me?” Vasloff asked.

Mark shrugged. “We can only give you the facts and let you come to your own conclusions.”

“What facts?”

“Sorry, but you’ll have to wait until the briefing, just like everyone else.”

#

The meeting hall was a soaring auditorium with seating for two hundred. Only about half the seats were filled. The World Coordinator and three of her advisors sat at a table on the raised platform, huddled over a printout of the agenda. Admiral Landon, Admiral N’Gomo, and Mark and Lisa sat at a second table. Between the tables was a podium. Above and behind that was a holocube even larger than the one they had used at Fleet H.Q.

From his position, Mark could see Vasloff in the back of the room conferring with four others, three men and a woman. From their gestures, the conversation was heated.

As the chronometer counted down to the appointed time, the auditorium began to fill. The process was slowed by Security. Marines were checking credentials, running bio scans, and searching for weapons. Two members of the press were turned away, to loud objections.

At 09:00, the amplified sound of a gavel echoed through the auditorium. The doors were closed a few minutes later and the walls began to emit the quiet hum that indicates a privacy field in operation. Simultaneously, several people on communicators put their instruments away. With the privacy field energized, all connections to the outside world were severed and no electronic device not built into the hall’s suite of instruments would function.

Nadine Halstrom rose from her seat and moved to the podium. “Good morning. Thank you for coming. We’ve invited you here today because you represent a broad spectrum of political thought and public opinion. This morning we are going to report on the progress of the war, and of the next phase in our fight against the Broa. I would swear all of you to secrecy, but as we all know, politicians aren’t very good at that sort of thing.

“So, ladies and gentlemen, let your consciences be your guide. Some of you are opposed to our policies and I respect your opinions. All I ask is that you hear us out. I believe the facts may change some of your minds. At the very least, I ask that you not engage in reflexive opposition. We all want the same thing… to keep humanity safe. We merely disagree on the best way that is to be achieved. Admiral N’Gomo. Would you like to make any remarks?”

“No, Madam Coordinator. Let’s get to it.”

“Very well. Admiral Daniel Landon is the commanding officer of all Terrestrial forces beyond the Crab. Admiral Landon, the floor is yours.”

Landon rose and moved to the podium. Like the other Navy people on the dais, he was resplendent in full dress uniform, a striking figure in silver-and-black, with three stars on each shoulder.

“Thank you, Madam Coordinator. I will begin today with a progress report. Please hold your questions until I finish.”

Landon quickly sketched out the progress they had made in the six years since a majority in parliament voted to take the fight to the Broa. He spoke of the return to Brinks Base and of the mission to Pastol. 

“We succeeded at Pastol where we failed at Klys’kra’t. Commanders Mark and Lisa Rykand, seated here on the dais, were instrumental in obtaining a planetary database, a compendium of information the Broa feel safe giving their slaves. Think of it as the Library of Parliament Collection.

“The database was everything we hoped it would be. It has diagrams of stargate interconnectivity, economic data for a million different worlds, biological and cultural data for those worlds’ native species, and more. There are even tide tables for planets with large moons and landing instructions for just about every spaceport in the Sovereignty. 

“Of course, the first thing we used the database for was to assess the size, location, and extent of the Broan domain. Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to our enemy.”

The holocube lit up to display a three-dimensional view of the Milky Way viewed from above. In addition to the massive black hole at its center and the long bar that bisects the galactic core, the diagram labeled the four major arms and a number of lesser arms spiraling outward from the central bulge.

Sol was a bright emerald star halfway between the edge of the core and the rim. It was perched on the inside turn of one of the smaller arms, labeled the Orion Spur, an offshoot of the Sagittarius Major Arm. Seven thousand light years outboard from Sol lay the Perseus Major Arm, in which an irregular blob of yellow stars floated.

Landon continued: “The Sovereignty measures five thousand light-years along its major axis and two thousand across the minor. It contains approximately one hundred million stars, one million of which are inhabited.

“Since the Sovereignty occupies the next galactic arm out, the good news is that the separation between the closest Broan star and Sol is over five thousand light-years. This means that our early fears that they might intercept our radio signals were overblown.

“Our next major operation against the Broa was in the Vrathalatar system. The species there was exterminated by the Broa about a century ago. Having come across the record of the atrocity in the data base, our researchers noted the system still listed as having a stargate. We sent an expedition to salvage the gate and return it to Brinks Base for study.

 “The gate proved to be fully operational, with computers chock full of useful information, including complete technical specifications. When combined with what our physicists here on Earth were learning, the information allowed us to build our own gates.

“Our biggest problem in taking the fight to the enemy has been the year-plus it takes to travel from Hideout to Sol. With the Vrathalatar gate at our disposal, we were able to shorten the trip to less than a month. We now have eight stargates in operation in the New Eden system, paired up with eight more in an empty patch of space we call Grand Central Terminus. Our logistics problems have been solved.”

Landon went on to speak of the Q-ship missions and then the Sabator mission. A low muttering washed through the audience when he spoke of the disaster there. Landon waited for them to quiet before continuing:

 “You are right to be concerned, ladies and gentlemen. However, even with what befell us, the mission was ultimately successful. Following the rescue of our stranded crew, we noted a Broan courier departing the system at high speed. One of our cruisers trailed it all the way back to their home system.”

“Which brings me to the reason we are all here this morning. We have been running simulations of various strategies we might use to bring the Broan Sovereignty to its knees. Let me show you one of them.”

The holocube switched to a new view. It was the diagram of the Sabator system with its six stargates. Landon explained what they were about to see and keyed the simulation to begin. Once again, green blips materialized at the edge of the system, fired their SMs, and were gone. Elapsed time: 4.7 seconds.

“That, ladies and gentlemen, is a real time depiction of how long it will take us to destroy the Sabator stargates.”

This time the buzzing was leavened with claps and cheers. He waited for the crowd to grow silent a second time. While he waited, Landon glanced to where Mikhail Vasloff and his friends were seated. They did not look happy.

When he began again, he said, “Next, you will see the results of a full-scale attack into the heart of the Sovereignty.”

The diagram changed to show the overall stargate network. The egg-shape of the Broan region of space was apparent despite the stylized format of the diagram. The view expanded to drill deep into the fog of hourglass symbols and dimly glowing red lines. As the view expanded, System X and its surrounding stars came into view. Landon keyed the simulation.

There was the sudden flash of magenta in the center of the cube as more than one hundred stars simultaneously lost their stargates. Then came a steady expansion of the affected zone. When the timescale showed 500 ‘days’ and the simulation halted, the count of neutralized stars stood at 12,000.

“That is how we plan to attack our enemies. We will launch a coordinated initial assault against every point of Broan power of which we are aware, including the home star. Once we’ve disrupted their trade routes, a small contingent of ships will tarry in important systems to deal with any replacement of gates. The rest of our ships will disperse on a carefully calibrated mission of destruction. Our xenologists project that by taking out the most important enemy stars, we will trigger a general political collapse throughout the Sovereignty.

“Are there any questions?”

#

 


Chapter Forty-Six

“I have a question, Admiral!” Mikhail Vasloff said, climbing to his feet. He was one of dozens, but Landon had his eye on his one-time teammate.

“Mr. Vasloff. Somehow I thought you might.”

“Could you put up that diagram of the galaxy again?”

“Certainly.”

“You say that the nearest the Sovereignty comes to Earth is 5000 light-years. In fact, it’s in another arm of the galaxy altogether, is it not?”

“It is.”

“Then there was never any possibility they would somehow stumble over Earth.”

“Never any possibility? The probability is not as high as we feared, but it is not zero.”

“It would appear, Admiral, that those of us who urged caution were correct. It would have been far less risky for us to pull back and reduce our electromagnetic emissions than to go barging about Broan space like a bull in a gossamer shop.”

“Six years ago, we had no way of knowing that. In the process of discovering these facts, we necessarily alerted the enemy to our existence. Not having a time machine, I fail to see how your point is pertinent to our present situation.”

“I disagree,” Vasloff said. “Now that we know how far away the Broa are, we can still adopt the non-violent approach. Pull back, I say. Hunker down, mind our own business. Live and let live.”

“But will they?”

“Will they what?”

“Will the Broa let us mind our own business? Will they let us live?”

“Not if we attack them! Temporarily removing twelve thousand enemy systems from the stargate network is an impressive feat, I grant you. However, that still leaves 988,000 Broan stars unaffected.”

 “An astute analysis,” Landon said, “and one that occurred to us.”

He fiddled with the podium controls and returned to the general attack simulation.

Landon addressed the rest of the audience: “Citizen Vasloff is correct. To date, we have used our anonymity as a shield against the pseudo-simians. Whether our previous encounters have been sufficiently vexatious to get their attention, you can be sure they will notice our offensive.

“We used superlight missiles at both Pastol and Sabator. When SMs start crashing into stargates, they will know who to blame and they will devote every surviving resource to destroy us. To do that, of course, they must first find Sol.”

Landon paused and let the thought sink in. He could see the question in their faces: How can they know where we are?

“During both encounters with Broan slave races, our people submitted to medical scans in order to gain entry into their planetary biospheres. Those med scans are a roadmap of sorts. They reveal our eye structure, which in turn tells everyone that Sol is a yellow-white star of the G spectral class. There are other clues in our bodies to our planet of origin, but the spectrum of our star is all they really need to hunt us down.”

He used the control to bring up a new view. This time the cube was focused on a star map showing the whole of the Sovereignty, looking down on the galaxy from above. As always at this scale, individual stars were invisible. 

“This is the scenario we studied: Following our attack on the Broan central worlds, we assumed the enemy would use their surviving stargates to search all the G-class stars around them. They would use the gates to send their ships on single-ended jumps to the systems of interest. We wondered how long it would take them to find Earth using this approach.

“Pardon the statistics, but they are important. There are one million occupied stars in the Sovereignty and another hundred million or so that either lack habitable worlds or where intelligent life never developed. If the Broa are completely clueless as to our location, they will have to search a spherical volume of space some 7000 light-years in radius. A sphere that large contains approximately a billion stars. Since the sun and its cousins represent only five percent of the stars in the galaxy, that leaves them with fifty million G-class stars to search before they find us.

“However, we do not believe the Broa are clueless. Or rather, they shouldn’t be. Sar-Say’s ship was thrown into our neighborhood when the stargate it was transiting overloaded. When a ship appears in normal space following a single-ended jump, the gravity wave is omnidirectional. However, waves generated by stargates are not. That is, when a ship jumps, the gate emits two gravity waves aligned along its axis. These two waves race outward from the gate, traveling in opposite directions. Each wave expands as it moves through space, sweeping out a volume that describes a relatively narrow cone.

“If the Broa assume that Sol lies somewhere within one of these expansion cones oriented along the axis of Sar-Say’s stargate, which indeed it does, they can reduce their search considerably. In fact, they will only have to check some 500,000 G-class stars before they find us.

“This is the situation we simulated.”

Landon activated the display. In the cube, scattered stars began to turn red, indicating that they had been searched by a Broan ship launched there in a single-ended jump. These were confined to two lanes emanating in opposite directions, lanes that broadened as they extended outward. At first the scattering of red stars grew apace, but then began to slow. Before the lanes reached two thousand light-years in length, the expansion halted.

“What we learned,” Landon said, “is that if the Broa use their stargates to search candidate G-class stars, they will never find us. Searching via single-ended jump is exceptionally expensive. They will run out of resources before they cross from their arm of the galaxy to our own.”

#

Where previously the audience had buzzed in reaction to being startled, this time they roared. Dozens of questions were shouted at the dais.

The furor died to a dull roar within a few minutes and Dan Landon began signaling for silence. He pointed to a gray-haired woman in front.

“Ma’am, do you have a question?”

“Alicia Silvergaard, Member from Australia,” she said in a voice that betrayed her origin with the first word. “Could you please expand your last statement, Admiral? What resources? Why must they stop looking?”

Landon explained: “The problem with using single-ended jumps is that it eats up stargates. Normally, the Broa listen for electromagnetic emissions before they send a fleet to conquer a new species. The fleet carries with it at least two disassembled stargates, which they erect once they have completed their conquest. Those gates are used by the fleet to return home. The gates themselves, however, are left behind. The Broa have no way to retrieve them. That is the reason the Vrathalatar gate was still in the system a century after it was destroyed. Searching five hundred thousand stars eats up a lot of gates. The effort is beyond Broan economic capability. 

“Yes, sir?” Landon said, pointing at an MP in the back row.

“Giles Narden from North Europe Five, Admiral. I can’t say that I care for Mr. Vasloff and his Peace Now! people, but haven’t you just made his point? If the Broa can’t afford to search for us, why are we preparing to kick their asses? Why not let sleeping monsters lie?”

“Because, they aren’t sleeping. The scenario I just showed you is only one possibility. The situation changes if they adopt our stardrive technology.”

“They don’t know about the stardrive,” the M.P. objected.

“They most certainly do. We demonstrated it to them at Sabator, and less blatantly at Pastol. Moreover, we believe they’ve known about it for a long time.”

“How?”

“Physics is universal, Mr. Narden. Just as we quickly figured out the principle of the stargate once we actually saw one, they will have no trouble divining the science behind the stardrive.”

“Then why don’t they have faster-than-light ships?”

“Because the technology is too disruptive to their empire. They suppressed it rather than let their slaves slip their chains. That doesn’t mean the technology cannot be resurrected. That was the next possibility that we simulated.”

Another touch of the controls and the holocube changed once again. At first, the same translucent band of stars hovered before them. The red dots appeared in the two expansion cones as before. But this time, instead of slowing as the search progressed, the expansion accelerated. The geyser of red marks reached the dark band separating the Perseus Arm from the Orion Stub, and continued apace to engulf the emerald dot that was Sol.

As pandemonium once again erupted, Nadine Halstrom noted a distinguished man in the second row rise to his feet and signal for attention. When the crowd was once more under control, she said, “Yes, Minister Hargrove? What is the question from the Leader of the Loyal Opposition?”

“You people seem damned cheerful, having just announced the end of the world, Nadine,” Hargrove growled. “What’s going on?”

“The Admiral isn’t quite through, John. Hear him out.” The Coordinator swiveled in her seat and said, “You may proceed, Admiral Landon.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.” He turned to the audience as the corners of his mouth turned up in the expression his staff referred to as his ‘evil grin.’

“Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the long buildup. However, it was necessary to give you the background before I explained our strategy. As you can see from the time hack, if the Broa adopt the stardrive, they will be here in approximately seven-and-a-half years. We found that result as startling as you have. 

“You have seen our attack plan. We do not believe the Broa can defend against it. A starship has an inherent advantage over a stargate. It is impossible to predict where or when it will drop out of superlight. Since starships do not produce gravity waves, they are free to wreak havoc at will.

“On the downside, starships have the advantage that a single ship can inspect multiple stars for signs of human habitation. Starships have no need to leave a trail of discarded stargates in their wake. With the Sovereignty’s population and productive capacity, even after we have done our worst, the Broa will be able to convert their existing fleet to stardrive at a rate that is literally mindboggling.”

Landon paused to let the audience’s curiosity build. It seemed to be working. After ten seconds, he continued:

“The incontrovertible fact, ladies and gentlemen, is that a lone planet cannot defeat a galactic empire, no matter how clever that planet’s people might be. To defeat the Broa, we will need allies. Luckily, our attack will provide us with billions of potential recruits to our cause.”

Minister Hargrove spoke again. “You expect the Sovereignty’s slaves to rally to our side?” 

“We do. In fact, we have been pursuing a secret program to win them over for some time.”

“What secret program, Admiral Landon? Why have I not heard of it?”

“It is called Operation Trojan Horse, and you will hear of it now.”

#

 


Chapter Forty-Seven

The yellow star was merely the brightest light in an ebon firmament sprinkled with the diamond points of even more distant stars. Below and to the right, nearly to the edge of the screen, a patch of haze covered one full angular degree of starscape. Even at a distance of 700 light-years, the flower-like Crab Nebula was one of the most prominent objects in the night sky. Hanging low and to the left, an insignificant point of light was visible only to those who knew where to look. That was Hideout, from whence the fleet had departed a month earlier.

Dan Landon sat in his command chair aboard TSNS Devastator and watched the chronometer count down toward H-Hour, M-Minute, and S-Second. He was clad in his vacsuit, minus the helmet, as was the bridge crew around him.

It is a conceit of modernity that people speak blithely of “the end of an era” each time a fashion in popular music changes, or when a beloved holo star dies. Such labels are too precious to be thrown about lightly. They should be saved for occasions when something truly important requires them.

The chance encounter between alien and human in the New Eden system a decade ago had been such an event.

Dan remembered that first gravity wave and the chill he’d felt as something beyond his experience pierced Magellan. Seared into his brain was Jani Rykand’s excited expression as she reported two battling alien craft near her scout, the last view anyone would have of her. Then had come the desperate improvisation with which he killed the Broan attacker and the excitement as Harlan Frees reported a lone survivor aboard the damaged alien transport.

For a million years, Homo sapiens Terra had lived secure in the knowledge that they alone in the universe possessed God’s gift of intelligence. Then, a silly-looking near-monkey materialized from out of empty vacuum and changed that idea forever.

The long days and nights spent planning the assault on the Broa had altered Landon’s view of the enemy. They no longer seemed as formidable as on that day when he’d watched that Avenger coming straight for him. The four-meter tall monsters of those hectic few minutes had given way to smaller creatures in his imagination. It was true that the Broa were masters of the Perseus Arm of the Galaxy. However, their power was not due to any innate competence or talent on their part, but rather the fact of a simple historical accident. The Broa had been first to discover the stargate. 

The gates were a technological trick that gave them power over every other species with which they came in contact, but only for as long as it remained the only trick available. 

The pseudo-simians had run out of luck that day at New Eden. Unlike their previous victims, humanity possessed a different means for reaching the stars. And while inferior to the stargate over long distances, the stardrive had an inherent advantage over the stargate. Starships did not betray themselves with gravity waves when they transitioned to or from superlight.

That the Broa had used the gates to subdue a million other species was impressive from the vantage point of a race whose possessions consisted of a single home world and a dozen struggling colonies. But Landon had spent many long hours looking down on the Broa from a simulated point high above the Milky Way. From that perch, they were not impressive at all. In fact, their realm was but a small colored egg afloat in a sea of 200 billion uncharted stars.

Which brought up an obvious question.

What other galactic empires lurked unknown within the galaxy’s vastness? Was there another raging menace just beyond Earth’s interstellar horizon, a threat worse than the Broa would ever be? And what lay beyond that?

 

“Great fleas have little fleas upon their backs to bite ‘em, 

And little fleas have lesser fleas, and so ad infinitum. 

And the great fleas themselves, in turn, have greater fleas to go on, 

While these again have greater still, and greater still, and so on.” 

 

Landon shook himself. These were hardly thoughts worthy of a commanding admiral whose far-flung fleet was about to embark on the greatest gamble of all time.

He turned his attention back to the main viewscreen. The star that had given rise to the Broan species was but one light-month distant. Around it, the firmament was sprinkled with points of light that were more distant stars.

Ships like Landon’s floated at the edge of many of these stars. They, too, were waiting for the chronometer to count off the seconds. If there were bigger challenges and worse overlords elsewhere in the galaxy, they would have to wait their time and their turn. At the moment, humanity had its hands full.

How does one eat an elephant? One bite at a time.

It was time to take that first bite.

“Five minutes, Admiral,” the communicator-on-duty announced.

“Thank you,” he responded. “I want to speak to the other two ships of the strike force in two minutes. Where’s the freighter?”

“Twelve light-minutes off our ventral airlock.”

“Okay, too far to participate. Like the scouts, they’ll have to hear about it in the history books.”

Task Force Alpha consisted of just six ships: the Blastship Devastator, two cruisers, Hilo and Fordham, the bulk freighter, Largesse, and two destroyers, Aardvark and Penguin. 

The blastship and cruisers comprised the actual strike force. They would deliver the first blow against the enemy home star. The freighter, which carried all of their consumables and spare parts, had broken out of superlight too wide of the rendezvous point to close the gap in time. No matter. Largesse’s captain would have plenty more opportunities to improve his astrogation before they saw home again.

The destroyers dropped sublight at the rendezvous just long enough to check in, and proceeded to their stations on opposite sides of the Oort Cloud. They were now comfortably ensconced among the floating icebergs of creation, preparing to observe the attack and to destroy any replacement stargate as soon as it emitted its first gravity wave.

Other strike forces hovered near stars throughout the Sovereignty. The initial attack would isolate 263 separate systems. Following first strikes, each task force would split up and begin whittling down a long list of secondary and tertiary targets. That was the reason freighters were accompanying the warships. They gave the task forces the endurance to hit many more systems before they were forced to return to base for resupply.

 “Admiral, a report from the cruisers. They have run through their pre-attack diagnostics. All systems are operational.”

“Very well.”

“Three minutes, sir.”

“All right, put me on the net.”

“You’re on, Admiral.”

Landon keyed for the intercom. His words were relayed to the cruisers by comm laser. They also echoed from speakers in every compartment aboard Devastator.

“Ladies and gentlemen of Strike Force Alpha. Our time has come. Shortly we will initiate a battle against an enemy that outnumbers us a million to one. I know each of you will do your jobs and do them well.

“Once the attack begins, the fight will continue to victory or death. We are not the first people in history to face such a choice. When Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon, he told his men ‘Alea iacta est’… the die is cast.

“You know the plan. We will have twelve seconds on target. Get in, take your shots, confirm your kills, and get out. I want to see all of you back here within half a minute. We will take stock and exchange observations before going our separate ways. We rendezvous again for supply in three weeks at System Beta Nine.

“Secure your suits and check your straps. We are one minute from Zero Hour. Good luck and good hunting.”

Landon put on his helmet, checked for pressure integrity, sat back and tried to keep his voice calm despite the adrenaline coursing through his veins. 

The chronometer clicked down toward 00:00:30.

Einstein had once postulated that there is no such thing as simultaneity in a universe where light speed is finite. What did Einstein know? All over the Sovereignty, other captains were doing the same thing… securing their helmets, watching the time, and figuratively chewing their nails.

The chronometer read 00:00:20.

Damn this was nerve wracking! 

The chronometer read 00:00:10.

All around him, he could hear the simultaneous cessation of breathing over the command circuit.

The chronometer said 00:00:05… :04… :03… :02… :01… :00.

“Execute!”

#

Captain Lars Biedermann, of the Cruiser Exeter, watched the reddish sun in his viewscreen as the chronometer ticked down to zero. His target was a thousand light-years distant from Planet X, a crossroads system the Q-ships had observed two years earlier.

When the chronometer flashed 00:00:00, he keyed his intercom.

“Execute Plan Delta, Ms. Ferris!”

“Aye aye, Captain. Plan Delta!”

There was a moment in superlight, followed by a sudden flash of ruby light as a great, burning coal of a star filled the viewscreen. Two quiet thumps announced the launch of their SMs.

“Hit!” an exultant voice screamed over the intercom almost immediately. “Both missiles hit! Target is destroyed!”

“Withdraw,” Biedermann ordered.

Another moment of superlight, and the red star was once again a point of light. Screams of joy swamped the suit microphones, producing a cacophony in his earphones. Somehow, he didn’t mind.

#

 


Chapter Forty-Eight

Captain Mark Rykand of the Q-Ship Xavier del Bac, a Type Seven Freighter, sat in his command chair and held his breath. Ten seconds earlier, the Cruiser Lancer had disappeared from his sensor array, en route to its target, a Sol-like star a light-month distant. All across Broan space, other ships were doing the same.

The assault on the Broa had begun!

At this very moment, stargates all over the Sovereignty were being vaporized by hailstorms of hypervelocity shrapnel. Fifty-generation-old trade routes were gone in a microsecond. Ships carrying vital cargos suddenly found themselves trapped in whatever star system they were traversing. Some of these systems lacked habitable planets.

Other systems were home to species ruled over by the Broa so long that their written histories did not record a time before the pseudo-simians. As for the Broa themselves, the masters of a million suns were being rudely introduced to the fact that they had acquired a competitor. 

It had taken six months after the briefing in Toronto to plan and prepare for the assault, a carefully balanced effort to fulfill several strategic objectives simultaneously.

The first was to scare hell out of the Broa. They’d had things their own way for so long that they could scarcely imagine anything else. The shock of simultaneously losing contact with Planet X and their regional capitals would discompose them. The shock should register nine on their psychological Richter scale.

The Sovereignty was a classic authoritarian pyramid of power. As such, it was uniquely suited for this kind of creative destruction. Local satraps who lost contact with their bosses would not know how to respond. Rather than risk doing the wrong thing, they would likely do nothing at all. 

The attack would go far in wrecking the Broan Navy. Unlike the local rulers, they would spring into action as soon as they lost contact with headquarters. Ship commanders who found themselves in systems with functioning stargates would likely commandeer them for single-ended jumps to the home world or nearest sector capital.

Their efforts would further disrupt commerce. Upon arrival, they would discover the mass bombardment they feared had not taken place. They would also be trapped for the duration in a system with no operative stargates.

The second objective of the assault was to sever the enemy’s command-and-control nodes in as many places as possible, and to make sure they stayed severed. This was to be accomplished by leaving ships in hiding in the most important systems, ships that would let fly at any replacement gate as soon as it emitted its first gravity wave. No one knew how many gates the pseudo-simians held in reserve, but the guardians were well stocked with SMs. They were unlikely to run short before being relieved at the end of their six-month tour.

For lesser systems, the strategy was simple smash-and-run. Individual cruisers and destroyers would drop sublight, destroy all the gates in a system and move on. As impressive as their strikes were, however, the mighty blastships, cruisers and destroyers were not the main show. In this phase of the war, they were supporting players. 

#

 “Lancer’s back, Captain,” Xavier’s communicator announced as a ship icon appeared on the forward bridge display. 

“Open a channel,” Mark ordered.

“Comm laser open, Captain.”

On Mark’s screen, the grinning features of Captain William Lonegan appeared.

“I take it you were successful, Bill,” Mark said to the officer who had led the expedition to steal the stargate.

Lonegan nodded. “We paid them back for what they did to Vrathalatar, all right.  Our SM blew that gate to atoms. Phase One, successfully completed.”

“Then it’s our turn.  Follow us in.”

“We’ve got your back, Xavier.”

Mark switched off the comm channel, and turned his attention to the bridge of his own ship. “All right, people. Prepare to jump. One minute warning. Seal all suits and airtight hatches.”

Around him, alarms sounded, along with a recorded warning to the crew. “Astrogator, take us in. Watch you don’t overshoot the limit. I’ve already been on one ballistic joy ride into the heart of a Broan system. I don’t want another.”

“We’ll break out well short of where we strain the generators, Captain. Ten seconds… five… four… three… two… one… Jump!”

The viewscreen flashed black and cleared a few tenths-of-a-second later. In front of them lay a yellow disk whose face was pockmarked with sunspots. The system’s planets began popping up on the viewscreen. It helped that they already knew the orientation of the ecliptic.

“Engines to power,” he ordered the astrogator.

There was a quiet shudder through the ship as the normal space generators came online. A gentle hand pushed everyone into their couches as acceleration built slowly to one standard gravity.

They could have used higher acceleration, but they didn’t want their approach to the inner system to look like an attack run.

#

Six months earlier, upon their return to Brinks Base from Earth, Admiral Landon made good his promise. He assigned Mark command of Xavier del Bac, a Q-ship with a list of uneventful spy missions to its credit. The Admiral’s first order was to take Xavier to Nemesis to have it modified for its new mission.

Upon hearing of it, Lisa demanded an audience with the admiral, where she asked to be assigned to Mark’s ship, as a cook, if necessary.

“Damn it, Lisa, we need you here to put together our spiel in Broan trade talk! Is this about Susan Ahrendt?”

Lisa looked surprised. “Susan? What about her?”

“I’ve assigned her to Mark’s ship.”

“I know that,” Lisa answered, irritation in her voice. “Is that why you think I’m here?”

“Isn’t it?”

“Of course not. Susan and I are friends. Besides, I trust my husband.”

“Then why are you making this ridiculous demand?”

Lisa frowned. “Admiral, I don’t ever want to go through what I experienced at Sabator again. I promised Mark that if either of us is destined to die in this war, we will die together.”

“He’s not going to die en route to Nemesis,” Landon replied. “It’s a milk run. You are more likely to get food poisoning eating in the base commissary.”

She set her jaw and looked stubborn.

“Look,” Landon said, taking one last approach before he pulled rank on her, “I promise that you and Mark will serve together when the shooting starts. Is that satisfactory?”

“Yes, sir,” she said in a voice that reminded him of a little girl. Despite her look of contrition, he suspected that she wasn’t sorry at all.

Mark departed for Nemesis on schedule and Lisa joined the Admiral’s staff as alien-provocateur-in-chief. 

Being captain of a ship involved a lot more than merely taking the salutes of subordinates. There were a thousand details to be decided while his ship was overhauled and its weapons and communications suites upgraded. Also, the new stardrive generator detector was added to make it easy to find their brethren after breakout. The yard also installed three widely separated nuclear self-destruct charges. They were taking no chance of a recurrence of what had happened at Sabator.

While Mark was at Nemesis, he watched in amazement as ships dropped sublight just beyond the cold worlds. It seemed that every starship in human space was being ordered Beyond the Crab. It took three months to complete work on Xavier, after which it was a happy crew that returned to Brinks Base. Mark and Lisa’s reunion, as usual, was worth the wait.

#

Five days after entering the system of the yellow star, Lisa Rykand lay strapped into her station in the darkened sensor compartment, listening to intercepts. The locals seemed mystified and alarmed at the sudden explosion of their stargate. They were not, however, panicked.

As Xavier fell ever deeper into the star’s gravity well and ever more distant from the safety of the critical limit, the Q-Ship remained on full alert. Sensors were at full gain and the SM launchers were “weapons hot.” 

Two days previous, they had “turned over” and were now decelerating to intrasystem velocity. Their orbit did not take them directly toward the inhabited planet. To do so would have looked like an attack. Rather, they would pass outboard, coming no closer than four times the distance from Earth to Luna at perigee.

Lisa was startled from her concentration by a beep in her ear. She turned her head to see Mark’s smiling features staring out of a screen at her. From the out-of-focus background, he was on the bridge.

“A deci-credit for your thoughts, my love.”

“I was just thinking that someone promised to come to bed early last night, but didn’t make it until mid-watch. What were you doing?”

“What else? Plotting against the Broa. Susan Ahrendt and her crew were doing a final checkout of our cargo and I had to play the unflappable captain on the bridge while they tracked down a glitch in the power system. I was too keyed up to sleep anyway.”

Lisa arched an eyebrow.  “Susan kept you up all night?  The Admiral warned me about that back at Brinks.”

Ignoring her jibe, Mark asked, “Are you ready for your big performance?”

“As ready as I will ever be. I’ve been eavesdropping. Where are we?”

“Just coming up on one light-minute out. They’re lighting us up with everything they can project, so they know we are coming.”

Lisa nodded. “That’s what I have been listening to. They’re worried we’re going to bombard them, but they haven’t anything that can reach us.  What about the sled?”

“Hooked up to the launch track in Cargo Bay Two. We’ll launch as soon as you give the word.”

“How long do I have before I go on?”

“Fifteen minutes. We’ve got the high gain antenna erected so we’ll be able to overpower just about everyone else in the system.”

“All right. Give me time to get myself composed.”

“Take all you need. This is the first time anyone’s tried this. We’ll start recording in ten minutes. Try not to swear. The scientists at Strategies and Intentions might be offended.”

Lisa responded with a well-chosen word not intended for posterity.

Mark blew her a kiss and signed off. Having been married for most of a decade, he knew when his wife was frightened. In this case, it was stage fright. If she flubbed her lines, the entire human race would be witness to it for as long as the race existed.

#

Fifteen minutes later, Lisa keyed her microphone, and in her best Broan trade language, said:

“Klys’kra’t Space Control. This is Terrestrial Space Navy Ship Xavier del Bac. Please respond.”

She waited two minutes to give the signal time to get to the half-lighted crescent on the screen. When there was no answer, she issued the message again. She had barely finished when her screen lit up to show an alien countenance.

For reasons both scientific and mysterious, most intelligent beings are bipeds. Form follows function in nature, and evolution always selects for the minimum structure that will serve a given purpose.


The being that stared out at her was not a biped. In fact, it looked a little like a squid on a fence post. Its reptilian skin gave a hint to its aquatic origins, while a bullet-shaped head supported a crown of six orbs the thing used to see. Six tentacles erupted from about where its neck should have been. Lisa was unable to see the three legs on which it supported itself. She didn’t need to. She had been here before. The sight of a Voldar’ik, an inhabitant of the water world of Klys’kra’t, was old news.

This was the system where humanity first met aliens other than Sar-Say.

“What ship and what business?” a mechanically-generated voice asked in perfect trade Broan. The being, who lacked a face, and thus, a facial expression, sat motionless waiting for a reply across a two-minute round trip through space.

“We are a warship of the Terrestrial Space Navy. We are the sworn enemy of the Broa and are here to free you from their bondage. To that end, we destroyed your stargate. I wish to speak to your planetary leaders. Put me through immediately.”

It would have been more dramatic if the Voldar’ik, upon hearing her ultimatum, reacted in surprise, or shock, or possibly, broken out laughing. It did none of these. For ten long minutes, it sat centered in the viewscreen, acting like the fence post it resembled.

At the end of that time, the screen changed to show three of the Voldar’ik standing in a cluster. The beings were not equipped to sit.

“We are the current planetary authorities. What is it that you want?”

Lisa went through her spiel once more. She finished with, “We want to help you win free of the Broa.”

“What insanity is this?” The actual words were brain… malfunction… identify!, but the linguistic computer was good enough to render the demand idiomatically.

“We are neither insane nor unintelligent. The Broa have used the stargates to keep you prisoner for far too long. We intend to free you if you will allow us.”

This time when the answer came back, it was a simple interrogative. “How?”

We have a technology that bypasses stargates. Our ships fly where they will, with no need to ask permission of anyone. We will share this technology with you if you will agree to join our war against the Broa.”

“How will you share this device?”

“We are carrying four working devices aboard this ship. They can be installed in your own ships to drive them faster than light. We also provide complete information concerning the technology to allow you to build more of the devices. No stargates are required. Will you accept this gift?

“What is your price in value for this gift?”

“I told you. We ask that you join us in our fight for your freedom.”

There was a long pause again, longer than the communications delay warranted. Finally, one of the Voldar’ik said, “If you wish to give us a gift, we will accept.”

“Damned diplomat,” Lisa muttered under her breath in Standard. To the screen she said (in Broan): “Very well. We ask that you aid us in destroying their stargates. You don’t have to, of course. However, consider that by accepting our gift, you are automatically making yourselves enemies of the Broa.”

Two minutes went by. “We understand.”

“The gift will come to you. Do not be afraid. It will swing wide of your planet and take up orbit ten diameters in front of your world. You may inspect the gift and retrieve it when you have confirmed it is safe.”

Lisa switched her comm to Engineering. Susan Ahrendt appeared on her screen.

“Is the sled ready to go?”

Her query was answered by a lopsided smile that relayed far more than the ex-Trojan Horse payload specialist’s words.

“Ready to launch, Lisa.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Susan?”

“More than the last time, that’s for sure.”

“Okay, I’ll tell the Captain we’re ready.  Stand by.”

Ten minutes later, a sled with four shipping containers containing stardrive generators launched. An orbit-to-orbit transfer engine came alive and began steering the cargo toward Klys’kra’t.

#

Dos-Val was awakened from a deep sleep by the sound of the communicator tone. Groping for the instrument, he held it up to his snout to discover the angry visage of the Prime Councilor.

“Yes, Councilor, how may I help you?”

“The stargates have been destroyed!” Zel-Sen said without preamble.

“Destroyed? How?”

“How do you think?”

“The bipeds’ weapon.” It was a statement rather than a question.

“The same. The reports were staggered as they came in, but it turns out that was merely speed-of-light delay. So far as we can determine, they were each destroyed in the same heart beat.”

Dos-Val’s mind raced. The home world was the best defended planet in Civilization. All around Faalta, asteroids had been hollowed out over a great-gross of cycles to serve as armored fortresses.  Sensor nets ringed the star out to beyond the orbit of the outermost world. The approaches to Faalta were through three other star systems, a fact that appeared in no database available to subservients. Each of the gateway systems was militarized nearly as much as the home star.

The defenses that had been built at such a great cost were not designed to defend against an attack by subservients. Such a thing was unthinkable. Rather, they had been erected as a bulwark against civil war should clan tensions ever cause a rupture of Civilization. Any dissident faction who attacked via stargate or single-ended jump would find themselves suddenly in the midst of a swarm of enraged pelen.

How could the bipeds have gotten close enough to destroy the stargates without being detected? Whatever magic they had performed had rendered the whole of Civilization defenseless. The thought no more occurred to him than it was pushed aside by an even more frightening one.

Ssasfal isolated without stargates? How would they live? The freighters would stop bringing in food and all manner of goods required to keep Valar alive.

An ancient fear suddenly formed. Although Ssasfal was home to the Race, there were more servants on the planet than Broa. Many of the subservients were carnivorous. When the food ran low, would they find another source of nourishment, much as the mawmouths and other beasts of the jungle floor once fed on his ancestors?

“What are we to do, Councilor?” he stammered as the last of sleep was banished into the darkness.

“You are the philosopher. You tell me. What of the Institute’s experiment with coordinate transformation?”

“The prototype engine is complete and undergoing final test. Gor-Dek plans to send the ship in which he installed the generator to the edge of the system for the first flight experiment within a demicycle.”

“He must do that tomorrow. I have ordered the replacement gates lofted immediately to regain communication.”

“How long will that take?”

“Twelve rotations. I am not sure how long those gates will last.”

“Do you think the bipeds are still lurking in the system?”

“What would you do in their place?”

Dos-Val thought about it. It made sense. Their tactic was to isolate Ssasfal and probably every other capital in Civilization. With Those Who Rule incommunicado, there would be no one to organize a proper defense.

“How fast can Gor-Dek build more of these infernal engines?”

“Councilor?”

“If we cannot reestablish our stargate links to our gateway systems, we are going to need coordinate transformation ships to issue orders. How fast can the Institute produce the engines to install in existing craft?”

“I don’t think they can. They have the knowledge, but all of the parts are imported from manufacturing worlds. The time required to obtain components is the reason it has taken so long to build the prototype. With the gates destroyed, we are cut off from our sources of supply.”

“There must be something we can do,” Zel-Sen shouted.

“I agree, Councilor,” Dos-Val said, attempting to mollify him. “I just don’t know what at the moment.”

“Get all of your people awake and at the Ministry. I will be there at Faalta-rise after I coordinate the naval response. We must find some way to counter this tactic. The very existence of the Race depends on it.”

“Yes, Councilor. Your orders will be obeyed.”

The communicator went dead. Dos-Val rotated himself to a sitting position and did not move further. His mind was racing furiously. There had to be a way out of this predicament… didn’t there?

As he rose from his sleeping mat, the most frightening thought of all occurred to him:

What if there wasn’t? Was this the end of Civilization?

# 

 


Chapter Forty-Nine

Xavier’s normal space engines produced a quiet humming sound at the lower edge of hearing as the ship accelerated toward the edge of the Klys’kra’t system and the critical limit. It was “night” and the captain and his mate lay together on their too narrow bed, the sheen of perspiration on their bodies slowly drying in the deliciously cool breeze from the ventilators. Mark lay on his back, looking up at the blue nightlights in the overhead, while Lisa lay on her stomach, cuddled in the crook of his left arm.

After a long silence, she said, “There are some things you really need gravity for, aren’t there?” Her words were slurred by the fact that her lips were pressed against his pectoral muscles. The vibration caused a delicious stirring in his loins. 

He smiled. “There are indeed, my love. I’d forgotten how good love at standard gravs can be.”

After a long pause, she asked, “What do you think, Mark? Will they actually join us?”

“The Voldar’ik? It’s possible, even probable. They certainly snapped up the sled fast enough.”

After ejecting the cargo, they remained in contact with the Voldar’ik for a full day as Xavier passed perigee and began heading once more for the deep black.

They tracked the orbital sled and its cargo to its parking place some ten planetary diameters forward of Klys’kra’t. A Voldar’ik ship arrived six hours later to look it over. The ensuing inspection reminded Mark of the sort performed by suspicious customs inspectors on passengers returning from drug hot spots. 

A single Voldar’ik in an odd-looking vacuum suit emerged from the ship’s airlock and jetted across the intervening vacuum to the sled. He poked, prodded and pointed various instruments at the shipping containers. Satisfied that they weren’t about to explode, he studied how the cover latches worked and released them to reveal the stardrive generator inside. It was a production unit sized for Type Seven Freighters and was direct from the factory. In addition to its operating software, the onboard computer contained a vast library of technical information in Broan script. It should have been labeled, “How to Build and Operate a Stardrive.” 

Seemingly satisfied, the spacer replaced the cover, snapped the latches back into place, and used his suit jets to guide the sled toward his ship’s airlock. They got a brief look inside the ship before the signal from their on-sled cameras went dead as he closed the hatch.

“What if they take the generators and don’t lift a tentacle to help?” Lisa asked.

Mark shrugged, a gesture that she felt rather than saw. “It’s possible. However, merely accepting those generators makes them mortal enemies of the Broa. In Broan eyes, we’re the Serpent in the Garden, and the Voldar’ik just took a big bite out of the apple. Having eaten the forbidden fruit, the Broa will have no choice but to destroy them. The Voldar’ik must surely know this.  If they are destined for extermination, wouldn’t they rather go down fighting?”

“That’s what we would do. What about them?”

“Strange as their triped body structure seems to our eyes, I seem to remember that we had no problem understanding the way they think. They’re damned human in the way they hold onto a credit, I’ll tell you that.”

Lisa laughed. “I remember. All the while I was speaking with them, I thought they were going to demand we pay our garage fee from our last visit.”

“As of today, I think we are paid in full with some money on account.”

There was another long quiet period as they lay together. When finally Lisa spoke, her voice had a wistful quality that he’d learned to recognize. It was like the day they traveled to European H.Q. to receive their medals. She had moped all day and only told him what was bothering her after the ceremony.

“How long do you think this war will go on, Mark?” she finally asked.

“The rest of our lives,” he replied. “You’ve seen the maps. No matter how many stargates we cripple every year, it’ll never be enough. Why?”

“Oh, I was just thinking.”

“About what?”

Her hesitation told him that she hadn’t been ‘just’ thinking. She had been thinking long and deep and hard, possibly for several days. His ‘husband radar’ lit up as he waited for her to form the right words to broach a delicate subject with him. He made no attempt to force her. If he did that, she would retreat into silence and it could be days before he found out what was really on her mind.

When finally she spoke, her tone was wistful. “I was thinking that we should have a baby.”

Of all the things she could have said, that was the last he expected. Finally, choosing his words carefully, he made the most neutral response he could think of: “In the middle of a war?”

“Why not? Remember that party the night we relieved the rear guard at Brinks Base?”

“I remember.”

“They had children running everywhere. I held one of the babies the whole night. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so complete.”

“Are you suggesting we go back to Earth and leave the fight?”

“No, we can raise our son at Brinks. I’m sure the Admiral can find something for me to do while I’m pregnant, and afterward. You can watch our son grow whenever your ship is in orbit. Besides, you won’t always be a ship captain. When you make admiral, we can settle down and raise a family. A little girl would be nice, too, don’t you think?”

 “I don’t like the idea of my children growing up under threat of space attack.”

“If the Broa come looking for us, they’ll be as safe at Brinks as on Earth. Maybe safer.”

This time it was Mark’s turn to be introspective. He had to admit she had a point. So long as the Broa were masters of the galaxy, no man, woman, or child anywhere was safe. That had been true before the offensive, and doubly so now.

As Admiral Landon told the movers and shakers on Earth, it wasn’t possible for Earth to fight a million-star empire alone. They needed allies. Hopefully, they had picked up the first today with the Voldar’ik. Over the next few months, Xavier would visit twelve more star systems in search of other species newly freed from the Broa who might like to stay that way.

All across the Sovereignty, other contact ships were doing the same. It would take months or years for the seeds they were planting to germinate, and more time for them to grow to maturity. But grow they would. One of these years, the Broa would face a phalanx of their former slaves, all determined to keep their freedom. However, until the slaves were ready, humanity would have to fight the Broa alone.

The current war would not end neatly, or quickly. It would be more akin to the wars that brought down the Roman Empire than any of the four great conflicts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

As wars went, this one would be relatively bloodless so long as humanity held the upper hand. There would be no massive destruction of entire worlds, or even many weapons aimed at anything but stargates. The lack of bloody-minded destructiveness was not altruism on humanity’s part. It was practical strategic thinking. 

Since the stargates were the chains that stitched their enemy’s domain together, that was where all their attention must be focused. To do otherwise would divert resources. It would be worse than a crime, it would be a mistake!

Which brought up the quandary that Lisa’s sudden interest in babies posed. In an endless war, what was the proper limit for society’s demands on its warriors? Was there room alongside duty for some semblance of a normal life?

It was a quandary he wasn’t sure he could answer.

He leaned down and kissed his wife on the top of her head. As he did so, he inhaled a lungful of her body odor, a natural perfume that made him feel manly, protective, and tender, all at the same time.

“A baby is a big responsibility,” he said. “Do you think we’re mature enough to handle it?”

She lifted her head and planted a quick kiss on his lips. “No, I’m not sure. All I know is that I want one.”

“Then we’ll think about it.”

“Is that a ‘yes?’”

“It’s a ‘maybe.’”

She shifted her body to bring them into full frontal contact and kissed him again. This one wasn’t a “thank you, husband,” kiss. It was far more carnal. When she let him up for air, she whispered, “Close enough for government work… for now.”

The Captain and Chief Contact Officer of T.S.N.S. Xavier del Bac returned to their private concerns, confident that whatever the future held, it did not include humanity in chains. Not Broan chains or those of any alien power. For, as a famous statesman had once almost said:

God protects idiots, drunkards, little children, and Homo sapiens Terra!

He always had, and He always would.

#

The End 
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1. Life Probe - US$5.00

 

The Makers searched for the secret to faster-than-light travel for 100,000 years. Their chosen instruments were the Life Probes, which they launched in every direction to seek out advanced civilizations among the stars. One such machine searching for intelligent life encounters 21st century Earth. It isn’t sure that it has found any...

 

2. Procyon’s Promise - US$5.00

 

Three hundred years after humanity made its deal with the Life Probe to search out the secret of faster-than-light travel, the descendants of the original expedition return to Earth in a starship. They find a world that has forgotten the ancient contract. No matter. The colonists have overcome far greater obstacles in their single-minded drive to redeem a promise made before any of them were born...

 

3. Antares Dawn - US$5.00

 

When the super giant star Antares exploded in 2512, the human colony on Alta found their pathway to the stars gone, isolating them from the rest of human space for more than a century. Then one day, a powerful warship materialized in the system without warning. Alarmed by the sudden appearance of such a behemoth, the commanders of the Altan Space Navy dispatched one of their most powerful ships to investigate. What ASNS Discovery finds when they finally catch the intruder is a battered hulk manned by a dead crew.

That is disturbing news for the Altans. For the dead battleship could easily have defeated the whole of the Altan navy. If it could find Alta, then so could whomever it was that beat it. Something must be done…
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After more than a century of isolation, the paths between stars are again open and the people of Alta in contact with their sister colony on Sandar. The opening of the foldlines has not been the unmixed blessing the Altans had supposed, however.

 

For the reestablishment of interstellar travel has brought with it news of the Ryall, an alien race whose goal is the extermination of humanity. If they are to avoid defeat at the hands of the aliens, Alta must seek out the military might of Earth. However, to reach Earth requires them to dive into the heart of a supernova.
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After a century of warfare, humanity finally discovered the Achilles heel of the Ryall, their xenophobic reptilian foe. Spica – Alpha Virginis – is the key star system in enemy space. It is the hub through which all Ryall starships must pass, and if humanity can only capture and hold it, they will strangle the Ryall war machine and end their threat to humankind forever.

It all seemed so simple in the computer simulations: Advance by stealth, attack without warning, strike swiftly with overwhelming power. Unfortunately, conquering the Ryall proves the easy part. With the key to victory in hand, Richard and Bethany Drake discover that they must also conquer human nature if they are to bring down the alien foe … 

 

6. Thunderstrike! - US$6.00

 

The new comet found near Jupiter was an incredible treasure trove of water ice and rock. Immediately, the water-starved Luna Republic and the Sierra Corporation, a leader in asteroid mining, were squabbling over rights to the new resource. However, all thoughts of profit and fame were abandoned when a scientific expedition discovered that the comet’s trajectory placed it on a collision course with Earth!

 

As scientists struggled to find a way to alter the comet’s course, world leaders tried desperately to restrain mass panic, and two lovers quarreled over the direction the comet was to take, all Earth waited to see if humanity had any future at all…

 

7. The Clouds of Saturn - US$5.00

 

When the sun flared out of control and boiled Earth’s oceans, humanity took refuge in a place that few would have predicted. In the greatest migration in history, the entire human race took up residence among the towering clouds and deep clear-air canyons of Saturn’s upper atmosphere. Having survived the traitor star, they returned to the all-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of cities taking on the role of militaristic Sparta...

 

8. The Sails of Tau Ceti – US$5.00

 

Starhopper was humanity’s first interstellar probe. It was designed to search for intelligent life beyond the solar system. Before it could be launched, however, intelligent life found Earth. The discovery of an alien light sail inbound at the edge of the solar system generated considerable excitement in scientific circles. With the interstellar probe nearing completion, it gave scientists the opportunity to launch an expedition to meet the aliens while they were still in space. The second surprise came when Starhopper’s crew boarded the alien craft. They found beings that, despite their alien physiques, were surprisingly compatible with humans. That two species so similar could have evolved a mere twelve light years from one another seemed too coincidental to be true.

One human being soon discovered that coincidence had nothing to do with it...
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It is the 24th Century and humanity is just gaining a toehold out among the stars. Stellar Survey Starship Magellan is exploring the New Eden system when they encounter two alien spacecraft. When the encounter is over, the score is one human scout ship and one alien aggressor destroyed. In exploring the wreck of the second alien ship, spacers discover a survivor with a fantastic story.

The alien comes from a million-star Galactic Empire ruled over by a mysterious race known as the Broa. These overlords are the masters of this region of the galaxy and they allow no competitors. This news presents Earth’s rulers with a problem. As yet, the Broa are ignorant of humanity’s existence. Does the human race retreat to its one small world, quaking in fear that the Broa will eventually discover Earth? Or do they take a more aggressive approach?

Whatever they do, they must do it quickly! Time is running out for the human race…

 

10. Gibraltar Sun – First Time in Print — $7.00

 

The expedition to the Crab Nebula has returned to Earth and the news is not good. Out among the stars, a million systems have fallen under Broan domination, the fate awaiting Earth should the Broa ever learn of its existence. The problem would seem to allow but three responses: submit meekly to slavery, fight and risk extermination, or hide and pray the Broa remain ignorant of humankind for at least a few more generations. Are the hairless apes of Sol III finally faced with a problem for which there is no acceptable solution?

While politicians argue, Mark Rykand and Lisa Arden risk everything to spy on the all-powerful enemy that is beginning to wonder at the appearance of mysterious bipeds in their midst…

 

11. Gibraltar Stars – First Time in Print — US$7.50

 

The great debate is over. The human race has rejected the idea of pulling back from the stars and hiding on Earth in the hope the Broa will overlook us for a few more generations.  Instead, the World Parliament, by a 60-40 vote, has decided to throw the dice and go for a win.  Parliament Hall resounds with brave words as members declare victory inevitable.

With the balance of forces a million to one against Homo sapiens Terra, those who must turn patriotic speeches into hard-won reality have their work cut out for them.  They must expand humanity’s foothold in Broan space while contending with a supply line that is 7000 light-years long.

If the sheer magnitude of the task isn’t enough, Mark and Lisa Rykand discover they are in a race against two very different antagonists.  The Broa are beginning to wonder at the strange two-legged interlopers in their domain; while back on Earth, those who lost the great debate are eager to try again.

Whoever wins the race will determine the future of the human species… or, indeed, whether it has one.

 

11. Gridlock and Other Stories - US$5.00

 

Where would you visit if you invented a time machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a six-pack of beer and never came back? If you think nuclear power is dangerous, you should try black holes as an energy source — or even scarier, solar energy! Visit the many worlds of Michael McCollum. I guarantee that you will be surprised!
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12. The Art of Writing, Volume I - US$10.00

 

Have you missed any of the articles in the Art of Writing Series? No problem. The first sixteen articles (October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than 72,000 words. Now you can learn about character, conflict, plot, pacing, dialogue, and the business of writing, all in one document.

 

13. The Art of Writing, Volume II - US$10.00

 

This collection covers the Art of Writing articles published during 1998. The book is 62,000 words in length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volume I of this popular series.

 

14. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume I - US$10.00

 

Have you missed any of the articles in the Art of Science Fiction Series? No problem. The first sixteen articles (October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than 70,000 words. Learn about science fiction techniques and technologies, including starships, time machines, and rocket propulsion. Tour the Solar System and learn astronomy from the science fiction writer’s viewpoint. We don’t care where the stars appear in the terrestrial sky. We want to know their true positions in space. If you are planning to write an interstellar romance, brushing up on your astronomy may be just what you need.

 

15. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume II - US$10.00

 

This collection covers the Art of Science Fiction articles published during 1998. The book is 67,000 words in length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volume I of this popular series.

 

16. The Astrogator’s Handbook – Expanded Edition and Deluxe Editions

 

The Astrogator’s Handbook has been very popular on Sci Fi – Arizona. The handbook has star maps that show science fiction writers where the stars are located in space rather than where they are located in Earth’s sky. Because of the popularity, we are expanding the handbook to show nine times as much space and more than ten times as many stars. The expanded handbook includes the positions of 3500 stars as viewed from Polaris on 63 maps. This handbook is a useful resource for every science fiction writer and will appeal to anyone with an interest in astronomy.

 

cover.jpg





Ops/images/img4.jpg





Ops/images/img3.jpg





Ops/images/img5.jpg





Ops/images/img2.jpg





Ops/images/img1.jpg





