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CHAPTER ONE

“Forward Shields down to fifteen per cent!” Tactical
Lieutenant Alkema shouted, as Pegasus’s command center
rocked from another in a series of non-stop explosions. The
forward view showed a barrage of copper-colored energy
pulses coming at the ship from something they could not
see, something that was also pulling them inexorably into
the line of fire.

Alkema held hard to one of the safety rails (“Oh Shit
handles”) as another pulse connected, transmitting enough
energy to shake the ship’s superstructure. He struggled his
way toward the command seat. “Captain, if we can’t shake
this... or shut it down... the shields will fail four minutes.”

“And then...?” asked Prime Commander Keeler.

“Those bolts will blow our ship apart piece by piece ...
beginning with the Command Tower.”

“Hmmmmm,” said Keeler, looking around the
parabola-shaped bridge. Shayne American... married.
Kayliegh Driver ... married. Eliza Jane Change ... iceberg.
David Alkema... male. Goneril Lear... harridan. Apparently,
he was not going to be able to use these last four minutes
to die a happy man.

Not that Keeler was indifferent to the fate of his ship
and crew, he simply knew that there was nothing he could
do about it. On his bridge were the finest navigators,
helmsmen, tacticians, and problem solvers his society
could provide. He was only good at leading, and until one
of his brilliant crew solved the problem, he had nothing to
lead with.
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It had taken seven months... seven months ... in
hyperspace to reach this point, dead center in the middle
of nowhere in space. There had been only three brief
breaks, once to re-supply at an automated way-station, Page | 2
and twice to explore star systems that proved to have no
inhabitable planets. The coordinates to this spot had been
provided by a 4,000-year-old General of the former
Commonwealth, who seemed slightly less insane than

most of the other inhabitants of the planet Winter.

When they emerged from hyperspace, they had had
just enough time to confirm these coordinates when
something started firing massive, deadly weapons at them
that easily outclassed anything in what the crew had
previously considered an impressive ship’s arsenal.

“Weapons?” Keeler requested.

His Tactical Chief, Tactical Commander Redfire, a tall,
lean artist with fingerless leather gloves, reported back.
“Nothing to target on, Captain.”

“Those energy blasts must be coming from
somewhere,” Keeler thundered over the explosions.

“They are, sir” Redfire answered. “They’re coming
from all around us.”

A particularly strong blast grazed the underside of the
ship and exploded, throwing Pegasus violently upward,
knocking every person on the bridge to the ground.
Alkema pulled himself up by the “oh-shit” handle and
pulled himself to the helm station, where a helmsman by
the name of Justinian Atlantic, a Republicker with an
amazing mop of curly blond hair. Atlantic had been a kid
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when they left the homeworlds, boarding the ship in the
family of one of the engineers. He had joined Pegasus crew
during the hyperspace transit when he reached sixteen, the

age of adulthood. Page | 3

“Full reverse?” Alkema asked, repeating Keeler’s last
order.

Atlantic turned to him. “Reverse engines at 10% over

maximum safe limit. No effect.”
Alkema nodded understandingly. “Make it twenty.”

Atlantic did not look raise some protest about
overtaxing the engines or overstressing the ship’s design
limits. Getting the hell out of there was the imperative. He
reached out with his right hand, which sported a torsion-
blue interface along his index finger, like a technological
skin condition. This was his interface with the ship’s
systems, and when he reached for the virtual thrust
controls, this interface made them real. The projections
around his station warned him of the danger, then flashed
out briefly as another blast connected with the ship.

“Alkema!” Redfire ordered. “Get back to your post and
tell me what shield strength is?”

Alkema lurched back, but Specialist Shayne American,
a thin, all-business Republicker with close-cropped
platinum hair and chocolate brown skin, accessed shield
data through her monitoring of ship’s operations.
“Forward shields at 11%.”

“ Aft shields?” Alkema queried, reaching his station.
The read-out showed 78%. “Use thrusters to re-orient the
ship,” he suggested, loudly, to Keeler. “it will at least buy
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us a few more minutes if the rear shields take the brunt of
the attack.”

Keeler tapped his Thean walking stick against the
deck. “Go to.” Page | 4

Redfire asked the next practical question. “If we're
taking hits from all sides, but the front shields are taking
the bulk of it... Tactical... give me a dispersion chart of
every pulse that’s been fired at us.”

Alkema brought up the display. There were hits all
over the ship, but most of them were over the forward
quadrant. This meant the forward part was closer to the
action than the rear.

Atlantic worked the thrusters and turned the ship
around, simultaneously reconfiguring the propulsion
tields to push the ship forward, away from the ... no one
guessed what it was called yet ... “extremely dangerous
thing” would do for the time being.

Several more blasts of pure anti-proton battered the
shields just forward of the Command Tower. “They’re still
targeting our bow,” Alkema said incredulously. “How can
they do that?”

“How long until the shields fail?” Keeler asked, with

preternatural calm.
“One minute, seventy seconds,” Alkema answered.

Keeler looked to the outer bridge. Specialist
Brainiacsdaughter ... buxom, lithe, and unconscious.
You're a sick, sick man, he thought to himself. But then,
maybe Ziang was a sick old fart as well, perhaps sick
enough to direct his ship to the location of some ancient
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doom machine. Ziang did not like the Commonwealth,
certainly had a vested interest in not seeing it
reconstituted.

Then Keeler remembered. The crystal that Ziang had =~ Page |5
given them had contained two data sets; one was a set of
coordinates, the other was a series of musical tones.

“Lieutenant Alkema, General Ziang's data crystal is in my
Study. Would you be good enough to retrieve it?”

“Za,” Alkema began making his way across the
shuddering bridge.

A new alarm sounded. A hologram of the ship
appeared in the middle of the bridge, with a gaping hole in
the shields directly behind Pegasus’s missile hatcheries and
forward defense arrays.

“Shield Failure! Shield Failure! Shield Grid 18Alpha
has failed,” said the voice of the ship as those very words
appeared below the hologram.

“Extend shield grids 17 and 19 Alpha to cover the
hole,” Tactical Commander Redfire ordered.

“Re-orient the ship to protect the vulnerable spot,”
Executive Commander Lear ordered.

American at tactical and Atlantic at helm carried out
the order. The hologram displayed fourteen other shield
areas that were near critical or failure. In a very few
seconds, there would be no way for Pegasus to turn or
cover herself.

“If the shields fail completely,” Keeler asked. “How
long can the ship survive?”
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“Long enough for one anti-proton burst to hit the
Command Tower,” Redfire answered.

“Grim,” said Keeler.
Page | 6
“Shall I order an evacuation?” Lear asked.
“Abandon ship?” Keeler asked. “Even if we had a
place to abandon ship to, do you really think Aves or
lifepods would last fifty seconds against that barrage?” He
looked back to Brainiacsdaughter. On the other hand, there
was a lot you could do in fifty seconds.

“One minute to complete failure of the forward shield

grid,” American announced.

Alkema came out of Keeler’s Study holding the hand-
sized piece of black crystal they had gotten from General
Ziang. Just as he entered the bridge, another shield
collapsed, and a burst of energy bucked the deck. He
flipped over the Outer Bridge and went sprawling, but still
held onto the crystal. He pushed himself up off the floor,
and brought the crystal to Prime Commander Keeler.
There was a cut on his chin.

Keeler handed the crystal off to American. “There’s a
musical code somehow embedded in this crystal. Retrieve
it, and broadcast it out to whoever is shooting at us.”

American placed the crystal carefully on her data
transfer node. “I could have pulled it out of memory,” she
informed Keeler for future reference.

“Neg,” said Keeler. “Transmit it directly from the
crystal.”

“Transmitting now...”
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“Fifty seconds to shield failure,” said Lear.

Above the thunder, the strange music wafted over the
bridge, a simple arrangement of notes played with deep
tonal range and complexity, like orchestral door chimes. Page | 7

As soon as it played, the bombardment stopped. In
fact, several incoming rounds, surely enough to finish off
the ship, dissipated en route.

A terrifying silence ensued, followed by pounding bass
notes that set the Bridge throbbing. “What is that?” Keeler
yelled above the din.

American, shielding her ears against the onslaught
answered. “It's an incoming transmission... source

unknown.”

But I can guess, Keeler thought. Just as it stopped, the
crystal chirped up again, filling the silence with cybernetic
birdsong. When the crystal finished, the hammering loud
notes of the other transmission returned. It continued for
another twenty seconds before it ceased. The black crystal
then answered with another brief song. The transmission
returned almost the second the crystal stopped, and then
the two of them began to perform together, the outer
transmission providing a pounding baseline which the
crystal complemented with a complex melody.

“Oh my Hat!” Keeler whispered. “They’re jamming.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, they
stopped.

“We're still being pulled into something,” said
Helmsman Atlantic.
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It was true, the barrage had stopped, but Pegasus was
still being pulled in toward the blasts.

“External hull stress increasing rapidly,” said
American. “I am detecting an intense gravity well nearby.” Page |8
She displayed its energy signature.

Alkema was still catching his breath from the fall,
otherwise he would have gasped. “Sir, that’s a space-time
singularity. What the ancients used to call a “Black Hole.”

“It will pull us apart,” Alkema added, just in case he
had not figured this out. “There’ll be no escape once we
cross the event horizon,” said the helmsman.

“Well, at least we were safe for two seconds,” sighed
Keeler. “Is there any way to turn it off?”

“Neg,” answered Alkema, American, Driver, and
Redfire in four-part consensus.

“Full thrust,” Keeler ordered. “Pull us out of here, Mr.
Atlantic.”

“We're still at full thrust plus twenty,” Atlantic
answered. “No effect... we're still falling toward the
singularity.”

“Well, I'm out of ideas,” said Keeler. “somebody wake
up Specialist Brainiacsdaughter”

Kayliegh Driver stood. “Permission to try something,
captain? I don’t have time to explain.”

“You bet,” Keeler answered.

Driver slid over to the helmstation, showing the full
ripe swell of her pregnancy. She pointed to Atlantic’s helm
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controls. “Change the geometry of our propulsion field,
bring it up to the absolute maximum and reverse course.”

Atlantic looked at her like she was insane. “You're
insane,” he said. Page | 9

“Think about it,” she told him, beginning to lay in the
commands he would have to execute. “What powers our
ship? Anti-gravity. What powers a singularity? Gravity.”

Atlantic got it. “Laying in new course,” he turned to
her. “This better work.”

She shrugged. “If it doesn’t, we'll die too fast to realize

our mistake.”

Atlantic nodded. When this mission had launched,
gallows humor would have been both out of place and out
of character for the bright-eyed optimistic crew that had
set out from Sapphire and Republic, four years ago. Since
then, they had been attacked, fired upon, betrayed, and
nearly destroyed so often that a new threat of annihilation

was but a variation on a theme.
“10 seconds to event horizon...” American announced.

Pegasus hit the event horizon, skipped, and bounced
back into space. The ship shuddered one last time, shaking
loose bits of hull plating and other bits of herself that
swirled off toward the black hole, but she had broken free.

“Full thrusters!” Driver shouted. Atlantic was already
on it. He hit the propulsion system hard and Pegasus
leaped away from the gravity well.

Prime Commander Keeler looked around his bridge.
Not even when the Aurelians had attacked them with a
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full battle force at the Boadicea system had it looked so

torn up. Some of the ceiling plates had shaken loose and

were hanging, several stations were scorched from the

eruption of over-stressed power conduits. Some of his Page | 10
bridge crew were injured and all of them were shaken.

“What happened?” he asked.

Kayliegh Driver answered. “The time-space singularity
was pulling us in with its intense gravitational field. I
knew we could never reach escape velocity, but I knew
that its gravitational field was limited by the lensing effect
of the Event Horizon.”

“I see,” Keeler said. “Meaning what exactly?”

“Pegasus uses anti-gravity for propulsion. I used our
propulsion field to bounce us off the gravitational field of
the singularity.”

Alkema slapped his forehead. “Why didn’t I think of
that?” he exclaimed. It was his job to think of that kind of
thing, after all. Then, he said, “Ow!” because his forehead
had been scraped rather badly when he fell on the deck

earlier.
“Damage report,” Goneril Lear requested.

“Reports coming in,” American came back. “Minor to
Moderate reported at fifty-five locations and systems.
Nothing life-threatening, so far.”

“Sensors coming on-line,” Kayliegh Driver reported.

Above the External Sensor and Tactical station, a three-
dimensional construct began to emerge, piece by piece.
First, it was a line. Then, the view zoomed out and the line
became a shallow curve. The view had to zoom out again.
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More details were projected as the shallow curve became a
crescent. The view went out again, and the size of the

projection enlarged. The crescent became a semi-circle, and

surface detail was lost against the sheer enormity of its Page | 11
shape. Finally, it became a ring. In the projection, its

structure was filiment thin, and Pegasus was a speck next

to it.

“It’s phucking huge!” Redfire burst out. No wonder
they could not isolate a firing solution.

“It's 1,600.6 kilometers in diameter,” Driver reported.
“The distance describes the event horizon of the
singularity in the center.”

“I recommend moving the ship to at least 100 million
kilometers out,” said Executive Commander Lear.

Keeler agreed. “Helm, move us away.” He studied the
schematics the sensors were displaying about the object. Its
outer surface had look of rough metal, and was layered
and graduated all around. The sensors could not yet image
the inside of the ring. The design aesthetic struck him as
human. “Ziang knew about this, it must be some kind of
Commonwealth artifact,” he muttered out loud. “Mr.
Redfire, is there anything on the surface that looks like a
docking port.”

“Hard to tell on forty seconds worth of sensor
readings,” Redfire said. “Are you proposing... going over
to it, sir?”

“We've come a long, long way just to be shot at,”
Keeler answered. “Can you tell me, at least, if there is a
habitable environment within the ring?”
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“Neg, I can not,” Redfire answered. “Our scans can’t
penetrate the surface.

“Launch a probe,” suggested Executive Commander
Lear, as usual, in a tone more commanding than Page | 12
suggesting.

“Good idea,” Keeler said.

The specialist who would have launched the probe was
being tended to by Medical Technical Jersey Partridge,
who had been the first to arrive when the Medical call
went out. American switched over probe configuration
and launch controls to her own station. “Preparing Alpha
class probe for launch. Configuring sensors. Course?”

Alkema suggested, “follow the outer-ring of the
structure. It should keep the probe from being pulled in.
Launch a second probe to map the interior of the ring and
take gravitational measurements.”

Fourteen minutes later, the first probe had confirmed
that there were docking bays, and the second probe had
provided and intriguing glimpse to the inside rim of the
ring, catching a brief image that suggested cities and
structures, before both probes were pulled inside by
tractor beams and all telemetry was lost. “Well, now
what?” Keeler asked.

“I think we all know what comes next,” said Redfire.

“Right, prepare an Aves,” Keeler ordered.
“Commander Redfire, prepare your suicide squad... I
mean, away team.”

“T volunteer,” said Alkema.
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Keeler looked at his young protégé in surprise. “I
would have thought having a new wife would have
curbed your enthusiasm for conspicuous acts of valor.”

“Pieta knew who she was marrying,” Alkema Page | 13
answered. The ship’s youngest officer, with curly dark
hair, ruddy complexion, and a slim, athletic build, had
recently married a girl who was almost as pretty he was.
“Besides, if the shooting starts up again, I'm probably safer
over there than here.”

“That depends on who ... or what... is inside the ring,”
Keeler replied. “What the ring might be is some kind of
abandoned Commonwealth battle-station. The Allbeing
only knows what you'll find inside... battle drones,
automated defense stations, ... infestation by predatory

alien creatures.”

Redfire asked Keeler. "What do you know about the
kind of creatures that used to infest Commonwealth Space
Stations?"

"The records speak of creatures that caused our
ancestors problems. Two of the more common ones were

called Face Huggers and Brain Suckers."
"Ah..." said Redfire.

"Don't let the name scare you," Keeler said. "They
didn't actually suck out your brain, it was more like a
parasitic infestation that ate out all the interior lobes over a
period of several days."

Redfire digested this. “I'll prepare a battle-armored
Aves for myself, Mr. Alkema, a mission specialist, a
Medical Technician and ... ten warfighters?”
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“Make it twenty,” Keeler ordered.

In four years, Pegasus had progressed far along the
away-mission-learning-curve.

Aves Victor left Pegasus in a thickened shell of battle
armor and charted course for the giant ring carrying a
aviator, four crew, ten five Warfighters, which Warfighter
Lieutenant Commander Honeywell insisted were enough.
When it approached the spot where the probe was pulled
in, they watched a section of the ring dissolve... and
suddenly they were inside and the plate-work was
reintegrating over their heads. They were in a kind of
hangar bay, with the probe parked next to them.

Mission Specialist Scout, an attractive, hard-bodied
Sapphirean whose uniform sported a medallion that read
“I was part of Prime Commander Keeler’s Landing Party
on EdenWorld...and survived!” scanned the interior.
“Oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere... pretty fresh, too. Interior
temperature 19 degrees. No biohazards.” She raised an
eyebrow. “Looks safe.”

“Warfighters, set weapons to maximum stun,” ordered
Redfire. He already had a pulse weapon strapped to either
forearm. He stuffed another one into the belt of his landing
pants. He had been on more landing missions than
anyone, and, in his opinion, nothing was really safe until it
had been shot.

The Aves hatch opened. Three Warfighters got out
first, training their weapons at each of the probable attack
points. Redfire and Alkema followed next. Scout and four
more Warfighters, leaving the others back in the ship.

Page | 14
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Alkema walked over to the probe. He had never been
this close to one of Pegasus’s drones before. It was a dart-
shaped vessel, with a long needle-like probe at the tip and
three large fins at the rear. He was reaching out to touch Page | 15
the probe, when he saw a silvery light glisten in the bay
behind it. “TyroCommander Redfire, you better take a
look at this.”

Redfire, Scout, and Warfighters crossed to where he
was standing, shining his light on a small, silver craft in
the shape of a flattened egg resting on a tripod of landing
gear. “Does that not look familiar?”

“It’s exactly like the ship Keeler found at Boadicea,”
Redfire answered.

“And not only that,” Scout added. She illuminated
even further into the bay, where many more identical craft
were picked in rows six deep, stacked three high.

“May I help you,” said a voice.

They turned around and looked for the source, then
realized the voice was emanating from inside their own
heads. “There is no need to be alarmed,” it said calmly.

“We'll be the judge of that,” Redfire said. “Who are
you?”

“I am a sprite,” the voice answered. “I am at your
surface.”

“Indeed,” Redfire said, not lowering either pulse
weapon. “Why did you fire on our ship?”

“Your vessel does not appear in the Commonwealth
Registry. Our automated defense systems were left with
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instructions to fire on all unidentified ships when the crew
abandoned the station. We did not realize you had a valid

access key.” Redfire realized the voice was not so much

speaking to him, as delivering the knowledge directly into  p,.. | 16
his mind, as though it had been there all along.

“We would like to communicate with our ship,”
Redfire said next.

“Communication systems may be accessed through

our Command Center.”

“Okay,” Redfire said. “Why don’t you lead us to the

command center.”

“Command Center is 1,780 kilometers spinwise from
here,” answered the Sprite. “However, there is a Sub-
command center 800 meters anti-spinwise.

Communication will be possible from there.”

Suddenly, Redifre knew exactly where the sub-
command center was and how to get to it. On the far wall
was an oval outline marked in white against a dark gray
background. As they approached, it disappeared, showing
a passageway beyond.

Redfire jerked his head toward the opening. The two
Warfighters led, moving powerfully and muscularly into
the corridor. When they signaled it was clear, the rest of
the team followed.

The interior was done in a combination of slate gray
panels set among shining silver support beams; more
hyper-modern than even the mass transit systems on
Republic. Every ten meters along the wall was a square
plate with an oval design traced onto it. The floor had a
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gentle, almost unnoticeable curve to it. After some minutes

of walking, the white oval outline on one of the wall

panels illuminated as they walked up to it. Redfire

touched it, and the panel vanished, revealing a large Page | 17
oblong chamber.

Lights came up and systems activated as they walked
into the room, making the four Warfighters point their
weapons nervously.

A voice began chattering in a strange language. A
display came on with lettering Alkema recognized from
the Commonwealth artifacts he had seen on Winter.
Lingotron already knew the language.

Welcome to the Commonwealth Starlock 144:
Chapultepec

Today is
Tuesday, September 8th, Solar Year 7153

“What's a ‘Solar Year?”” Alkema wondered aloud, but
then began surveying what appeared to be a command
center of some kind. Along one wall was a full schematic
of the Pathfinder Ship Pegasus, in extremely detailed three
dimensional cutaway view. “They scanned us!” Alkema
cried out incredulously. “I never detected any scans.”

“Either we were too distracted by the attack,” said
Redfire, “Or their scan was undetectable to us.”

Alkema made his way through the room. The room
was laid out as a semi-circle, with perhaps twenty stand-
up work podiums. Large oval screens hovered overhead.
Most all were blank, except for the one displaying Pegasus.
Alkema crossed to the podium below it and stepped on it.
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It rose to the level of the oval. Several symbols projected

just above the surface of the screen. Lingotron translated

them: “Weapons. Communication...” And four more

symbols it did not understand. Alkema touched Page | 18
communication and hoped Lingotron’s translation matrix

was accurate.

Immediately, Prime Commander Keeler’s face
appeared. He looked startled for a second, then asked,
“Lieutenant Alkema, is that you?”

“Za. We're inside the space station.”
Keeler nodded. “Obviously, find any brain-suckers
yet?”

“Neg.” Alkema answered. “This place appears to be
something called a “Starlock Chapultepec.” Does that mean
anything to you?”

Keeler stared at the display. He looked like he was
having trouble finding his breat and words. “Mother of
The Allbeing! The rumors were true!”
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CHAPTER TWO

The StarLock Chapultepec

. . Page | 19
“A starlock,” Prime Commander Keeler explained, “was a

legendary device used by the ancients to fold space, thus
allowing them to travel vast distances instantaneously,
without the inconvenience of passing through
hyperspace.” He illustrated the point with the customary
drawing of two dots on a slip of paper, then folding the
paper to bring the two dots into proximity.

Keeler stood in the Command Center of the StarLock
Chapultepec underneath a huge glass dome that showed a
view of the inner ring’s landscape of buildings stretching
off until they disappeared as the curve of the ring became
a distant silvery ribbon.

Executive TyroCommander Lear, David Alkema, and a
technical crew of eight were with them. More than 160
people from Pegasus had come on board the StarLock and

were examining the ancient structure.

“Until now, we weren't sure whether StarLocks were
real, or just legends,” Keeler went on. “Our ancestors were
very imaginative, their literature is replete with references
to StarLocks, Stargates, StarJumps, and whatnot, but we
could never tell which were fact and which fiction.”

“Can you imagine the engineering involved in a
structure like this,” Alkema said. “Building a ring around
a black hole, and harnessing its energy to fold space?”

“You know I can’t,” Keeler spat. “But the undertaking
must have been enormous.”
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“Why would they build such a huge and powerful
thing, and than abandon it?” asked one of the techs.

“Obviously, they did not intend to,” Lear put in. “They
never anticipated the fall of the Commonwealth. They Page | 20
probably imagined it would endure forever.”

Keeler stood and gestured. “'T am Ozymandias. Look
upon my works, ye mortals, and perish!"”

Alkema blinked at him. “What's that from?”

“Technician Scout found it carved into the wall of a
hygiene pod,” Keeler told her.

Lear ran her fingers lovingly over a large podium at
the back of the room. This one was designed for someone
to work seated. This was obviously where the commander
of the station would have sat.

“This could change everything,” Lear said to Keeler.
“Imagine if we could use this StarLock as a base of
operations for the entire sector. We wouldn't need to
spend years sending one ship from planet to planet to
planet. We could launch them from here and contact
dozens... hundreds of worlds simultaneously.”

“What would be the fun in that?” Keeler replied.

“I don’t recall anything in the Odyssey Project charter

17

with regard to “fun,”” Lear said icily.

“That’s why we flushed the charter through an airlock
three years ago.”

“ Another thought occurs to me,” Alkema interrupted.
“This ring is 1,600 kilometers in diameter. It has an
effective graviton lens built in. Add a few alterations, and
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we would have a Tachyon Pulse Antenna. We could have
real-time communications with the Home Worlds.”

Lear had to steady her self against the podium. Her
body was trembling with the thought. “Oh, aye,” she said ~ Page [ 21
breathlessly. “Aye, oh, Vesta, Aye.”

“You are all getting way ahead of your selves,” said
Engineering Lieutenant Sotheby Sweet. She was originally
from the south coast of Sapphire's Arcadia Territory. When
most people thought of Arcadia, they thought of tropical
rainforests, warm, sandy beaches, and monasteries. The
south coast, however, was rocky, with scrubby coniferous
forests and a climate only marginally better than parts of
Boreala. Sweet had a fabulous body, with firm, round,
more-than-a-handful-is-wasted-sized breasts and thick
auburn hair setting off eyes as green as a cat's. Her voice
was husky, with a bit of a drawl that got a rise out of most
men even when she was saying something like, “The
BrainCore Nexus is intact, but it's empty. When the
Ancients abandoned the station, they must have taken the
Al with them, and only left behind only basic systems.”

“Maybe they were hoping a new human crew would
reactivate the lock when the time was right,” Keeler said.

“That would explain why they left that guide system,”
Alkema added. “If all it needs is a new Al, I think we have
a spare.”

Sweet looked doubtful. “Pegasus's Al shipmind may
not be up to running anything like this complex.”

“I wasn't talking about the shipmind,” Keeler told her.
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The Aves Prudence

Prudence held position just outside the perimeter of the

ring, a speck again a backdrop of mammoth gunmetal gray

beams and support structures. “ Aves Prudence standing Page | 22
by,” said Flight Captain Driver.

The voice of Executive TyroCommander Lear
answered him. “Chapultepec Main Mission here. Prudence,
signal mission specialists to stand by for transfer on our
command.”

“Prudence acknowledges.” Driver turned to his second
seat, occupied by his sub-lieutenant. “Do you want to
exchange pleasantries with your mother?” he asked.

Trajan Lear grimaced. “Thank you---- nay!” Trajan had
turned sixteen during the transit, the age of adulthood by
Republic law. He was taller than he had been eight months
earlier, and some fullness had come to his body. His hair
had remained blond and wavy, and there was now even
more resemblance between himself and his high-ranking
mother. His resentment of her he had not outgrown.

Matthew had scarecely changed at all. His eyes were
soft brown, and more serious ever since the woman he
loved had told him “not now, not ever,” and fallen into
bed with ... he didn't want to think about it. Since parting
ways with Eddie Roebuck and Eliza Jane Change, his pool
of friends had become perilously shallow. He had found
some common ground with his protege, a love of flight
and a vein of bitterness toward his mother, Goneril Lear,
that echoed the feelings he held for Eliza Jane since
learning she was ... his mind rebelled against the
admission .... fornicating with Eddie.
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Trajan Lear had an analogue for that as well, in his
resentment of Max Jordan for Max’s unpardonable offense
of being better at everything than Trajan was while being
almost a year younger. Of course, Max’s unauthorized Page | 23
theft of an Aves and related emotional breakdown had
kept him out of Flight Core for another year. That was
enough schadenfreude to keep Trajan going.

“Chapultepec here. Prudence. All systems standing by.

You may commence transfer when ready.”

“Prudence acknowledges,” Matthew Driver switched to
the intra-ship Com Link. “Mission team, Chapultepec is
ready for transfer.”

A raspy voice answered him. “You got it, my
vertically-challenged Captain. Try to hold the ship steady.
If you need any help reaching the pedals, let me know.”

Driver rolled his eyes. On his planet, Republic, all the
necessities of life, food, water, and even air, were
wrenched only with great difficulty from the planet's
desolate environment. In his ancestor's time, pets were
considered an unsustainable waste of resources. Every
time he had to interact with the Captain's cat, he was
grateful for their wisdom.

All cats were good with cybernetics, but Queequeg had
developed a special area of expertise - the knowledge to
deal with alien artificial intelligences that manifested
themselves in the ship's BrainCore and behaved erratically
and unpredictably. The one that had infested Pegasus was
named 'Caliph,’ after the alien probe that had brought
knowledge of interstellar flight to Sapphire. Components
from the probe had gone into construction of Pegasus, and,



WORLDS APART BOOK FIVE: AURORA

subsequently, had led to her resurrection. She now shared
their journey of discovery, seeking her own origins.
“Ready, Flash” he said to the engineer.

If Technical Specialist Flash, had any resentment at Page | 24
taking orders from a cat, he kept it buried deep, deep
inside. “Drainpoints are slaved to the ventral sensor
transmitters. Transmitters are aligned with receivers on the
outer ring of the StarLock . The entire transfer should take
less than ...”

“0.04 seconds ... tell me something I don’t know,” the
cat raised a paw above a pad labeled ‘Transmit.” “Are you
ready, Caliph?”

Caliph’s new face, a hideous, cubist amalgam in
brightly colored geometric shapes, and three eyes stacked
vertically on the left side, appeared. She answered in a
sarcastic monotone. “Affirmative, I am ready to waste my
time trying to reactivate some stinking, retarded, dead
braincore from a thousand years ago. Yea! All right. Let’s
go. Woo-hoo.”

Since achieving sentience, Caliph had explored a
variety of levels of self-expression. For a time, she had
manifested herself as an enigmatic Oracle, and spoke in
impenetrable riddles. For a while, she had acted like a
pubescent girl, capricious, unfocused, and decorating the
walls of her chamber with holo-posters of other,
presumably masculine Als with the cybernetic equivalents
of great cheekbones and nice butts. Her current
manifestation, known to those who worked with her as
‘Cynical Bitch” was by far the most annoying.
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“I hope this hurts,” Queequeg said, and tapped the
Transmit Pad with his paw. A surge of energy set the
receptacle of Caliph’s Intelligence aglow. The bright gold
light intensified to blinding levels, then discharged. It Page | 25
channeled through the powerful transmitters at Prudence’s
front, meeting with a receiver on the StarLock. In 0.0389
seconds, Caliph had been injected into the StarLock.

7

“Now, we wait,” said the cat. He hopped onto the deck
and began looking for a warm place to curl up for a
hundred naps.

Fast Eddie’s Inter-Stellar Slam-"n’-]Jam

Eliza Jane Change sat at the corner of the main bar,
nursing something that contained pink and orange shapes
chasing each other in a purplish fluid. Eddie Roebuck, the
establishment proprietor, sidled up to her. “What was with
the bang-bang earlier.”

“Pegasus transitioned out of hyperspace and into a

firezone,” she answered.

“All because you weren’t there,” Eddie patted one of
her hands in a reassuring manner. “If you had piloted the
ship in...”

“It wouldn’t have made any difference.”

Eddie drew himself up, shook his long black locks,
fixed her with his best brown puppy dog eyes and said, “Is
this face sexy enough or should I give you the one where I
look like I've been sweating a lot.”

Eliza Jane sighed impatiently. Eddie had been trying to
get her into his sleeper every night since the first time.
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“Eddie, hooking up was a mistake. We agreed on that a
long time ago.”

“Do you have something against making the same
mistake twice... or three or...” Page | 26

That was one of his two more common responses. The
other tack was, “Well, how can we be sure it was a
mistake? Let’s try it again to find out.” Eliza Jane thought
Eddie knew it was futile, but he seemed to enjoy keeping
the game alive.

“I ruined things for all three of us,” Eliza told Eddie. “I
should have foreseen this. But I didn’t.” This had surprised
no one more than Eliza, a die-hard fatalist who had always
believed the future was as immutable as the past.

“Look, beauty, you always got me,” Eddie told her.
“And, who knows, maybe someday I'll look pretty good to
you. Better than being alone anyway. I mean, we’ve got
each other. That’s more than a lot of assols got.”

Pegasus - The Gardens of Independence
“Good afterdawn, Flight Commandant Jones.”
“Good afterdawn, Flight Lieutenant Ironhorse.”

“And how does this fine morning find you?”
“Optimal, Lieutenant Ironhorse, and yourself?”
“I am well and strong. Call me Paul if you wish.”

Flight Lieutenant Ironhorse walked through the ship-
gardens of Pegasus, practicing in his head the conversation
he would never have the guts to deliver in person.
Ironhorse was a tall man, even by the standards of the
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evolved, enhanced humans that populated Sapphire and

Republic. His hair was blacker than the night’s shadow,

straight, unimaginatively cut. He had high cheekbones,

iron-gray eyes, a complexion the color of red earth,and a = p,.. | o
straightness of bearing that put shame to rods of steel.
Theologically, he had devoted himself to the Gnostic

faiths, and found great inner strength from spiritual

meditation, but the one thing he could never bring himself

to do was to declare his love for Flight Commandant Jones.

A knowing smile. “Very well, Paul. You may call me,
Halo.”

When he met her, she had been the Flight Captain of
the Burning Skies Flight Group. She had been beautiful
then. She was stranded on Boadicea for sixteen years, and
had matured, in his mind, gracefully, elegantly,
beautifully.

“The Ancilla Trees are blooming,” he would tell her.
“Soon, their white blossoms will fill the air like snow. In the
regions of Independence where these trees are common, the
blossoms pile up on the ground half-a-meter deep in places.”

“I didn’t know you were interested in botany,” she would
say.
“There’s more to life than thrust, lift, and graviton-field

displacement,” he would answer back. “The floral
arrangements at Pieta’s wedding were beautiful.”

“Warfighter Buttercup did those,” she would say. “It’s one
of his hobbies.”
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In his mind, this small talk went on for several
minutes, easy and natural. Her laughter filtered over the
fluffy alien trees.

But then at some point, the conversation would reach a Page | 28
pause, and he would find himself staring into her face, her
fine symmetric face, with her delicate pointed chin. And he
knew what he wanted to do, in that moment.

And he knew what he wanted to do in the hours, and
the days, and the years that followed.

But even in his imagination, he could not bridge that
moment, between kissing her and loving her.

He stood in the gardens a while longer, and then he
left again.

The StarLock Chapultepec

“Should it be doing this?” Technician Rhomb, a thin,
nervous Sapphirean asked. The oval above her
workstation was flashing light blue and bits and pieces of
highly abstract pornography.

Technician First Class Sweet pursed her lips. “I would
guess not... but who knows with the ancients.”

Suddenly, the Command Center was awash in blue
light with pink dots.

So
Huge
Like
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Big
Empty

Page | 29
House ge |

With Oodles and Boodles of Rooms
“I think Caliph is...” Sweet began.

This Place Is Freakin’ Huge!

“She’s all over the place, Commander,” said Sweet.
“She’s bouncing from one system to the next, but not
staying long enough to get anything on-line.”

“See if you can get her to focus on one system,”
Alkema suggested.

Sweet touch-activated the neural-interface behind her
left eye. “Caliph, can you bring the primary power systems
on-line.”

Oh, yeah...

A hologram schematic materialized in the commander
center, looking so real and solid people dove for cover.
Sixteen structures on the interior surface of the ring, each
topped with a concave, parabolic roof antenna, began to
glow electric blue.

The StarLock draws power from the Singularity.
Until now, only one generator was on-fine. Now we have
power lots.

Keeler spoke. “Caliph, do you have access to the
archival records?”
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! haven’t found those yet. But | can make food. Do
you want some lunch?

Sweet touched her neural link, “Caliph, see if you
can activate...”

“Hold on,” Keeler said. “Let’s not jettison this
lunch idea, yet.”

I’m moving into the central braincore, only they call it
the Cybernetic Intelligence Matrix. It’s kind of dumb, but
very powerful.

On an unrelated note, | think I'll be a man for a while.

Page | 30
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CHAPTER THREE

Pegasus - Commander’s Study

While Pegasus had been in space for four years, sixty-four Page | 31

years had passed on Republic and nearly seventy on
Sapphire, which were 1,764 light years away from their
current position. Goneril Lear paced behind the other
officers in the seconds before the scheduled transmission.

“Straighten your collar, Tactical TyroCommander, and
sit up straight.” she suggested to Redfire. “Elbows off the
table, Lt. Commander Ojala,” she admonished the chief
engineer. “Are you sure you can’t be persuaded to wear
pants?” she begged the Prime Commander one last time.

Keeler shrugged from behind the table. “As if they will
know.”

She resigned herself, and took her seat at his right...
nudging it slightly further away from his as she sat down.

“Ten seconds to signal initiation,” said Alkema. This
was his baby. He had pushed the engineering teams to
finish the necessary reconfigurations in thirty days. Now,
he sat on Keeler’s left, itching to see if it all worked.

Keeler commanded. “Ranking Dave, let us begin.”

Alkema touched the COM Link on the table before
him. “Lt. American, enable the Tachyon Reception Net.”

“Acknowledged... initialization procedure
commenced,” she reported from PC-1.

On the signal from Pegasus, the seventy-two receiving
nodes spun to life. Inside the structure, systems began to
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read through traffic on the tachyon wavebands. With only

nine ships and a handful of worlds capable of tachyon

pulse communication, the bands were mostly silent. There

was one spot in the universe where tachyon Page | 32
communication was constant and cacophonous, between

Sapphire and Republic.

“Reception net on-line,” Alkema reported less than a

minute later.

“Begin transmission,” Keeler ordered. A panel on the
wall came to life and they were suddenly looking at
themselves; the panel showing the data being sent.

“Linking to the TPT Antenna at the Republic Axis
Point,” Alkema reported. A few seconds later, “Linking to
the TPT Antenna at the Sapphire Axis point. Requesting
transmit access to Odyssey Directorate on Republic and
Odyssey Project Office on Sapphire. TPT’s are requesting
access code. Transmitting Pegasus identifier sequence.”

Alkema turned to Keeler. “What are you going to say?”

The Prime Commander wiggled his eyebrows. “You'll
find out.”

Alkema and Goneril Lear shivered. “Linked to
Sapphire,” he reported an instant later. “Linked to
Republic.”

Keeler faced the screen. “Hello, all you happy people. I
am Prime Commander William Keeler of the Pathfinder
ship Pegasus. I enjoy historical revisionism, good food and
wine, and exploring strange new worlds. I am widowed,
but still in the prime of life, and think I have a lot to offer
to a special lady. Could it be you?”
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He paused for effect. “Anyway, this message is from
all of us on the Pathfinder Ship Pegasus. Our last
transmission was from the automated supply outpost at
Waystation at the Lyra Frontier. Boy Howdy, did we ever  p,.. |33
clean out that place. Long story short, we have rigged a
Commonwealth Era StarLock to serve as a TPT antenna
and are capable of live, real-time communication with you.
So, for the next hour, my officers and I will be entertaining
you with mission logs, sketch comedy, a cooking segment,
and a dandy musical number featuring my executive
officer in sequins and pasties. Let’s get started, shall we?
To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking.”

Several long seconds passed before they received a
response. A man appeared on one of the screens. He was
close to thirty years of age, large-bodied but not heavy,
with long, trim sideburns and glossy black hair drawn into
thin side-braids. He wore a generously cut white shirt with
large puffy sleeves rolled up past the elbows. “This is
Ground Lieutenant Foxy Fiddler at the Odyssey Project
Location on Sapphire. I am hoping this is not a joke.” He
blinked at them. “Damn! Those uniforms really were
funny-looking. You still wear those?”

“I can assure you this is no joke,” said Keeler. “I can
tell you a joke to show you the difference. Two Borealans
and a Panrovian were walking down the street, and the
Panrovian says...”

“I'm from Panrovia!” Fiddler shot back.

“Okay,” said Keeler. “I'll tell the joke slowly and leave
out the big words.”
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Another screen came to life. This displayed a woman,
about ten years older than Mr. Fiddler. She had white-
blond hair drawn into a bun and wore a robe, gathered at
the center with a belt featuring a complex design that was  p,o. | 34
echoed at her collar. “Pathfinder ship Pegasus, this is the
Subdirectorate for Galactic Discovery in the City of
Exploration on Republic. We have confirmed your identity
and location. I am TyroLieutenant Corinthia Veracruz. I
regret that the late hour means there is no one of official
rank to receive your message. Is Executive Tyro-
Commander Lear in attendance?”

“T am,” Lear confirmed.

Veracruz made a notation. “Proceed with your report,
Pegasus. What is your status?”

Fiddler added, “Zee-yah, tell us what's the haps?”

Alkema transmitted a report and summarized its
contents vis-a-vis what they had learned about the
Starlock. It was apparently capable of transporting a ship
1,000 light years in any direction. “However, if we can link
to another StarLock , the range will increase...”

“To 2,000 light years,” Lear said, trying to wedge her
way into the conversation.

Alkema shook his head. “The mechanics of space-
folding are bizarre, even by comparison to meta-quantum
physics. In theory, the range between two StarLocks would
be infinite.”

“Infinite?” Lear said in surprise.
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Alkema nodded, “In theory, if there were another
StarLock at the edge of the universe, you could fly in one
and out the other instantaneously.”

“Getting it to the edge of the universe,” Keeler added, Page [ 35
“would be the tricky bit.”

“Kumbayah!” said Fiddler.

“This is most intriguing,” said Veracruz. “Are there
other StarLocks?”

Alkema transmitted an image from a wall of the
command center; a map of the galaxy with one-hundred-
eighty-eight points indicated. “At one time, we think there
were at least a hundred and eighty. We've been trying to
contact the others through their dedicated network.”

“Any luck?” asked Fiddler.

“It took us most of four weeks to get this one up and
running enough to make this transmission,” Alkema said.
“It will take at least that long to get a response from the
other stations, if they were also dormant like this one.”

Veracruz looked disappointed. She made another note.
“What else have you learned about this StarLock?”

Redfire spoke first. “When we first came out of
hyperspace, we nearly got spanked out of existence by its
weapons systems. We're studying them to see if there’s
any technology we can adapt.” Since encountering the
Aurelians in the Boadicea system, he had been looking for
ways to augment the ship’s tactical throw-weight.

“What are your plans for the StarLock?” Fiddler
wanted to know.
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Alkema answered. “Our immediate project is to get it
up and running, to see if it still works. It’s not too easy.”

Lear added. “We have found several Commonwealth-
Era small spacecraft in the ring. We believe these ships Page | 36
may be capable of navigating in hyperspace. We are trying
to adapt the technology to work in our Aves, for the
purpose of undertaking exploratory missions fusing the
StarLock as a base of operations.”

“But enough about us,” Keeler interrupted. “What
about you guys? How goes the Odyssey Project.

Fiddler promised to transmit the mission logs from the
other Odyssey ships, but in summary, they learned several
interesting facts about the Odyssey Mission.

The Pathfinder ships had made contact with sixty-one
surviving colonies. One such colony was called Bountiful,
discovered by the Pathfinder ship Odyessey. The Bountiful
system contained twelve inhabited planets and moons and
over 13 billion human inhabitants. Bountiful was
advanced, prosperous, and eager to become part of the
Odyssey Project.

Pathfinder Sapphire had made contact with at least two
colonies that were in pretty good condition. Terma was an
odd green and black planet, with one hemisphere almost
entirely land, and the other almost entirely sea, whose
irregular orbit staggered around its sun like a drunk
around a streetlight. There, Sapphire had negotiated a truce
in a thousand-years long war between rival nation-states”.

¥ Demonstrating yet again how much easier it is to accomplish a
diplomatic objective when diplomacy is accompanied by the threat
of orbital bombardment.
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Froston colony turned out to be an ice-age planet, with the
entire human population living in subterranean structures
and domes.

Pathfinder Republic had made contact with a colony Page | 37
called Cerulean, an oceanic world colonized by highly
intelligent dolphins. They had also visited a few less
interesting worlds.

There was still no word from the Pathfinder Olympic.

With the discovery of these new colonies, there was
talk of building a new city (City of the New
Commonwealth) on Republic for housing representatives
of all discovered worlds. Keeler was surprised to learn that
Sapphire had offered up the planet Loki as a neutral site
for interstellar diplomacy.

“What about the Aurelians?” Redfire asked.

Fiddler’s smile faded, and he looked grave. “Pegasus
was the first ship to encounter the Aurelians. Republic, and
Odyssey have both encountered Aurelian conquered
worlds. Because of the Aurelian threat, the Phase 11
program has been accelerated. The first ten have been
launched, traveling in groups of two and three.” He
showed them the Phase II design; less than a fifth the size
of Pegasus, made of a pair of mismatched wedges
asymmetrically-aligned around a common axis. They
carried one thousand people, and 40 Mark IV Aves.

“Have any of them gone to worlds we previously
visited?” Keeler asked.

Fiddler told him. Two Renaissance-class ships,
christened Hyperion (a moon of Sapphire) and City of
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Consensus (a city-state of Republic) had called upon
Meridian twenty-right years after Pegasus departed, and
found that The Regulators had survived, but were
confined to the remains of the Arco-towers, which the Page | 38
humans had abandoned. The human-alien hybrids had
almost died out. The humans had begun to rebuild
communities in the hinterlands away from the cities,
occasionally conducting raids to dismantle technology and
building materials, skillfully avoiding the automated
defenses the Regulators had erected. Hyperion and
Consensus blasted the Arco-Towers again to keep the
Regulators down. It would be a long time before Meridian
had any kind of civilization worthy of the name.

A pair of ships, Bountiful and Rainier Il had called on
EdenWorld forty-five (Sapphirean) years after Pegasus had
departed. EdenWorld had changed dramatically. Free
humans living outside the Prefectures had attacked and
destroyed most of the citadels, including Altama and
Chiban. A man and woman from the planet’s far side, red
of hair, rumored to be half-werewolf, led a successful slave
rebellion, and founded the Free Republic of Eden. They
were establishing a new society and wanted little to do
with off-worlders.

They could have spent hours discussing new worlds
before they came up for air, but Veracruz changed the
subject. “The subdirectorate will be intrigued by the
potential to make further use of the StarLock for galactic
exploration. How close are you to tapping this capability?”

“We have an Artificial Intelligence...” Alkema began,
but Lear cut him off.



WORLDS APART BOOK FIVE: AURORA

“We are developing a plan to test this station’s
capabilities, beginning with probes to test if we can send
ships through the gate. We would like to begin probe
testing in nine days; and eventually scale up to flights with p,.. | 59
inhabited ships.”

Pegasus - Hangar Bay
Four Weeks Later

The probe tests had been successfully performed under
the remote supervision of Republic’s Ministry of Space.
The final probe was sent over a billion kilometers from the
station, and its data channels immediately flooded
Republic’s telemetry link with the University of Sapphire
at New Cleveland “Armpit Avengers” Fight Song. Alkema
hoped this would discourage Ex-TC Lear from taking
credit for his ideas again.

Now it was time for Stage II. Manned flights.

Matthew Driver and Eliza Jane Change approached the
hatch to the Mission Briefing Room from opposite
directions. They met at the hatch, and an awkward
conversation ensued.

“Hello, Lieutenant Navigator Change.”

“Hello, Flight Captain Driver.”

[Awkward Pause.]

“I didn’t see your name on my crew list,” Driver said.
“I'm on the crew of Winnie,” she told him.

[Awkward Pause.]

“I thought you hated planets.”
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“I like navigational challenges,” she answered.
They avoided staring at each other for a second.

“Good luck,” she said finally. Page | 40
age

“You, too,” Driver said back.

Lear was waiting inside with Lieutenant Shayne
American. Trajan Lear was also in the room, along with
Technician First Class Sotheby Sweet, Medical Technician
Jersey Partridge, Flight Captain Wang of the Aves Winnie,
a navigator (purple trim on the jacket) and a medical
technician. Lear introduced the Navigator as Lt. Lani Doon
of Sapphire, and the Medical Technician as Telemachus
Amberlin of Republic.

“Now that the introductions have been dispensed,
Good Afterdawn, everyone,” Lear began. She seemed to be
trying to avoid staring at her son. “The mission for which
all of you have volunteered is classified as Extreme Risk
owing to the high degree of uncertainty. In fact, these may
be the most dangerous missions you have ever been asked
to undertake.”

She left out, there had been more than 200 volunteers

for twelve mission slots.

A hologram showed the StarLock, and an image of the
two Aves passing through it one at a time, a few seconds
apart. “When the StarLock is up to power, your ships will
enter upon receipt of clearance. If all goes well, you will
emerge on the other side instantaneously,” Lear explained.
They already knew that. American stifled a yawn.

A hologram showed a pod-like appendage extending
beneath the Aves. “Each of your ships has been equipped
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with a low-power, tachyon pulse beacon. Two-way
communication will not be possible, but these will transmit
a short message indicating the safe arrival of your ships.”

The next schematic hologram showed an Aves with Page | 41
one of the silvery Commonwealth pods attached to it. “In
the event Pegasus can not reach you, these pods have been
retrofitted into your ships. Engineering Core believes that,
integrated with your drive and navigation systems, you
should be able to navigate for short distances in
hyperspace. We’ve put the homing coordinates for the
StarLock in your navigation computers. You might be able
to make it home through hyperspace.”

An Aves navigating hyperspace. Driver shook his head.
No matter how many times he heard it, it still awed him.

“For that reason, a navigator has been assigned to each
expeditionary team,” Lear continued.

The other mission brief had no holographic slide to
accompany it. Lear frowned. “Prudence is going to attempt
to reach the only other StarLock that has so far responded
to our activation signal. StarLock 13, Chronos.” She
paused. “Chronos does not appear on any of the starmaps
in the facility. We don’t know where in the galaxy Prudence
will emerge. The Artificial Intelligence informs us that all
of the other StarLock s connect through Chronos. So, it
may be a kind of hub. If so, from Chronos, we could go
literally anywhere in the galaxy.”

“Pegasus will remain at the StarLock,” Lear said. “If we
don’t receive a signal from your ships, we will not come
after you.”
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Hangar Bay Alpha - Prudence

In another part of the bay, Trajan completed the final
pre-launch checks on Prudence’s externals. Catching a
single spoken syllable from a familiar voice, he turned Page | 42
toward Winnie, and saw Tactical Commander Redfire’s
“family” saying good-bye to him. His ex-wife, Flight
Commandant Jones, looking great even for a woman that
had spent sixteen years in a war zone. She hugged and
kissed him, albeit with reserve. Did this mean they were
mending the tears in their marriage? Trajan did not think
so, nor did he care.

Her sons also embraced Redfire and bade him good
luck. Sam, nearly fourteen now, as if years meant anything
when you weren’t on a rock spinning around billions of
tons of exploding hydrogen nuclei, and ... his eyes
narrowed ... Max. Well, Max Jordan will never be able to
say he was the first aviator to jump between StarLocks.

Before he could mutter the name ‘Max” under his
breath, he caught sight of his mother was crossing the bay.
He winced inwardly, and turned his attention back toward
his checks on the ship’s systems.

She spoke as soon as she came within earshot. “Are the
interfaces between the pod and your ship’s BrainCore
functioning at 100% efficiency.”

Trajan showed her the readout indicating this was so.
He agreed with Matthew Driver; the pod on the top of his
ship was hideous and broke up the aggressive lines of the
Aves.

Lear hesitated a moment, then said quietly. “No one
would think any less of you for remaining behind.”
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“I am going on this mission.”
“This may be a mission to nowhere,” she replied.

“There is certainly a lot of risk,” he conceded. “That’s Page | £3
what makes it exciting.”

“You sound like a Sapphirean,” it was out of her
mouth before she could stop it. Before he could respond,
she drew another arrow from her quiver. “Have you
considered that Flight Captain Driver would prefer a more

... experienced aviator in the second seat?”
“If he did, he would have asked me to step aside.”

Goneril Lear apparently still thought this was a
negotiation. “If you don’t go, I will approve your transfer
to personal quarters in another habitation complex.”

He shook his head. “It’s too late for that. I am going on

this mission.”

Defeated, she embraced him, and whispered, “There
will be a candle burning in the Hall of Light until you

return.”

Hangar Bay Alpha - Winnie

When his family had retreated to the observation
bridge, Redfire stood outside Winnie while Flight Captain
Wang finished final checks in the cockpit.

“I am surprised to see you and Change here,” Jersey
Partridge said from a back seat. “Two Command Core
officers on an Extreme Risk Mission, that’s got to violate
some kind of rule.”
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“I persuaded the Prime Commander to let me come,”
Redfire said. “And by persuade, I mean, I told him I really,
really wanted to go and he said okay.”

“Is there a tactical angle to this mission?” Partridge Page | 44
asked

“Only if someone tries to blow us up.”

They looked over to Prudence as Lt. Sweet, Medical
Technician Amberlin, and Navigator Lani Doon entered
through the hatch. “Why did you switch over to my ship.
You could have gone with Prudence.”

Partridge looked embarrassed. “I hate to admit it, but I
don’t think they’re coming back. Call it a premonition.”

Redfire looked at him curiously. “Don’t tell me you're
a coward, Partridge.”

Partridge shook his head. “That’s not it. I just have this
premonition that a Medical Technician just isn’t going to
be any help where they’re going.”

Pegasus Main Bridge

The Bridge Crew watch as the two Aves raced toward
the StarLock. A third Aves had launched earlier, to convey
Executive TyroCommander Lear to the StarLock, where
she had taken her post in the Command Center.

“Which ship enters first?” Keeler asked.
“Winnie,” Alkema answered.

“I thought they were going to proceed
alphabetically?”

Alkema shook his head.
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TyroCommander Lear appeared in hologram form
perched imperiously on her command chair in the Star-
Lock’s Main Mission Center. “We have laid in the
coordinates for Dominia colony, the StarLock is at full Page | 45
power. Initiate acceleration in five seconds. Good luck.” A
tive appeared on the projection, then became a four.

“Nervous?” Alkema asked Keeler.

“Not of anything,” he answered. “Fear no evil, The
Allbeing is near.” When the countdown reached zero,
Winnie charged forward and into the StarLock,
accelerating to one-tenth lightspeed before hitting the
event horizon. When it hit, space rippled like a rock
thrown into a pond, and the stars beyond it dappled for a
moment. Then it was restored to smooth, placid,
nothingness.

The lack of pyrotechnics was something of a
disappointment.

“Connect me to Prudence,” Keeler ordered. “Flight
Captain Driver, Try to hit it dead center,”

When Prudence entered the Star Lock six minutes later,
Flight Captain Driver hit dead center.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Chapultepec
Page | 46
Sometimes Goneril Lear wondered who had occupied the

chamber she had made her de facto office on the StarLock
Chapultepec. It was a semi-circular space, windowless, but
with walls that, at her thought-command, became screens
showing space or any area of the station that interested
her. It was the largest chamber in the vicinity of the
Command Center, and she hoped that meant that it had
once been occupied by the station commander. It was bare
when she had found it, but she had ordered a desk and
chairs from Pegasus. She hung the triangular blue crest of
the Odyssey Project behind her desk, and took down the
sign someone had put up reading “You don’t have to be
insanely anal-retentive to work here, but it helps.” She
thought she knew who had put it there.

It had been nearly seven days since the Aves had left.
She wondered, occasionally, what her son might be doing.
There had been no communication with his ship, not even
the tachyon beacon; the one from Winnie had signaled, but
not Prudence. They tried to contact Chronos with
Chapultepec’s communication system, but there was no
word. She had the unnerving thought that something
horribly wrong might have gone. Technical Core had
provided her a long report detailing a number of reasons
Prudence might not be able to contact Chapultepec, from
failure of Chronos’s communication system to highly
technical theories involving the position of Chronos
outside the space-time continuum.



WORLDS APART BOOK FIVE: AURORA

She could only continue her carefully structured lestan
prayers that Trajan would be all right.

Lear removed a small device from inside her command
jacket. It was about the size and shape and thickness of a ~ TPage | 47
fingernail. Slipped into a hidden slot on the
communication interface of her desk, it compressed and
encrypted her communications with the homeworld.
Pegasus would contain no record of her transmitting. The
StarLock would have no record of her receiving. Anyone
who intercepted it, would find themselves listening in on a
dry discourse on the potential for agricultural trade with
Independence colony.

She opened a channel to Republic, and in a few
moments was met by the stern visage of Executive
Administrator Helena Tyco. “Greetings Executive
TyroCommander Lear.”

“Greetings, Executive Administrator Tyco. How fares
the Republic on this day.”

“The Republic is strong and compassionate as always,”
she answered. “Engineering Directorate wishes to know
how the system modifications are progressing.”

“They are on schedule. In fact, Flight Core hopes to
flight test one of the New Mark X Aves within forty-four
hours, which would put us more than one hundred hours
ahead of schedule.”

“Ah, aviators, they are a reckless and over-eager type.
Make sure the post-modification review sequences are
thorough. What about the propulsion system
modifications on the pathfinder ship?”
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“Those modifications should properly be made in dry-
dock, but we believe we can complete them on schedule.”

“It should increase your hyperspatial velocity by a
factor of ten, I hope your navigators can handle it.” Page | 48

“My Navigation section chief has expressed total
confidence.”

“Very good.” The Executive Administrator then
smoothly segued to the real business. “I have been reading
certain confidential analyses of the Pathfinder 003 Mission,
ones written by my predecessor at the time of your launch.
I think she would be surprised to learn that you are not yet
in command of Pathfinder 003, Executive
TyroCommander.”

Lear successfully did not grimace. “Prime Commander
Keeler had proven more resilient than we, at first,
predicted,” she conceded. “He has not yet demonstrated
the gross incompetence that would have required his

removal, and the senior officers remain loyal to him.”

“She would also be surprised to learn that
TyroCommander Redfire is still in charge of Tactical.”

Lear nodded. “The analysis correctly assessed both
Redfire’s sexual appetite, and his emotional instability.
One could make the case that his personal issues have
interfered with his ability to carry out his duties...”

“What he went through on Boadicea must have been
very much like hell,” the Executive Administrator said
without emotion. “He was out of contact with your ship
for over sixteen days. Other people on his mission turned
out to be Aurelian spies. He again disappeared, and was
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tortured and seduced by an Aurelian agent on Winter. Are
you certain Tactical TyroCommander Miller has not
been... compromised.”

“We keep him closely monitored, but his loyalties Page | 49
appear unaffected. I could pursue the issue more
aggressively, if the Directorate advises...”

“Don’t concern yourself too much, Executive
TyroCommander,” Tyco purred. “On balance, the
Pathfinder 003 mission has been highly successful. We
believe Independence will prove to be an invaluable ally,
and the strategic and tactical data on the Aurelians is
literally priceless. And certainly the Sapphireans have
proven no more of an impediment to your objectives than

to ours.”

Lear pondered this as Tyco continued. “When the
Odyssey Missions began to bring back word of other
surviving colonies, we predicted that Sapphire would
either align itself to the course of creating a new galactic
order, or would retreat into isolation, to insulate its culture
from contamination. The Sapphireans instead have
embarked on a third course that we did not anticipate;
separate, but engaged. They are making trade agreements
and defense pacts with other colonies, even members of the
New Commonwealth, while avoiding membership in the
New Commonwealth. In doing so, they have created a de
facto alternative. Whether this is an accident, or
purposeful, we can not be certain.”

“Nine worlds have already agreed to align themselves
with us. Surely...”
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“Ten,” Tyco interrupted. “Pathfinder 04 has sent word
that the colony Sirocco will join the New Commonwealth.
But nearly twice as many have made treaty or trade
agreements with Sapphire.” Page | 50

“Surely the Aurelians alter the equation somewhat?”
Lear argued.

“Not as much as one would think.” Tyco double-
checked the security of her channel, before continuing in
hushed, confidential tones. “The Notorium believes the
Aurelian threat has been underestimated by Republic’s
democratic leadership. Based on data from your ship and
others that have encountered Aurelians, there may be over
two hundred worlds under their control.”

“Two hundred,” Lear repeated in a whisper.

“There is also a minority opinion in some of the
Houses that we should seek peaceful coexistence with the
Aurelians rather than go to war,” Tyco went on. “We
could offer them, for example, hyperspace navigational
technology in return for the security of Republic and other
worlds aligned with us, or under our protection.”

“I do not believe that would be advisable,” Lear said.
“Their inability to travel faster than light is one of our few
strategic advantages, and perhaps the only thing that has
kept the Aurelians from conquest of even more worlds.”

“Accommodation and compromise with the Aurelians
also is antithetical to our goal of building a stronger
galactic order,” Tyco added, a little condescendingly. “We
are not content to be only the second greatest power in the
galaxy.”
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“Do you believe Sapphire would consider such an
accommodation?”

“ Absolutely not,” Tyco said. “Even in their dealings
with other worlds, Sapphire explicitly forbids the transfer ~ Page | 51
of hyperspace technology to the Aurelians. Of course, the
ability to enforce such in the absence of a strong galactic
order ...” She sighed. “Sapphire is going to be a pain in

our asses! for some time to come.”
“I understand completely,” said Lear.

“Returning to the primary issue, the Aurelians also
represent not only a threat, but also a great opportunity.
Faced with a menace of such capability, we can make the
case to other worlds that nothing but a strong and well-
ordered alliance will preserve humanity.”

“That seems self-evident.”

“One would expect so,” Tyco continued. “But the
Sapphireans are still resistant to the idea of interplanetary
government, and insist that defense pacts must respect the
sovereignty of each world.” She sighed. “In the end, it will
be critical to convince all worlds the the New
Commonwealth offers the best chance at responding to the
Aurelian threat.”

“The technology on this station may be useful to that
end.”

“Highly advanced Commonwealth technology may be
useful to us. However, in the end, Technology is irrelevant,

1 What she actually said was “a continuing source of inconvenience
and discomfort.” The aversion of Republicker bureaucrats to
metaphors, however, does not lend itself to engaging prose.
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Executive Commander,” Tyco stated firmly. “We believe
our current level of sophistication, effectively deployed, is
sufficient to counter the Aurelians.”

“Even against the pathogen?” Page | 52

“We do not believe the pathogen you found on (Medea
colony) is a threat to Republic. Our planet’s biosphere is
ill-suited to delivery of a biogenic weapon. We are content
to let Sapphire confront that threat.”

“But the consensus of the five houses is that Aurelia
must be defeated?”

“Indeed. Our strategic analysis is that for the security
of Republic and the New Commonwealth, the Aurelian
advance must be halted and reversed. We believe it is
possible. However, our window of opportunity is small
and closing. We need allies. To ensure the effective
coordination of defense, worlds brought into the
Commonwealth will have to align their structures and
institutions to Republic’s. We may also, where it suits our
interests, align our governmental structures to theirs. The
high prerogative is that when the Aurelian threat is
contained, we will have the structure for a New
Commonwealth.

“Exactly,” Lear said, sensing her moment to pounce.
“Which is why I have prepared, what I think, is a
comprehensive strategy to incorporate this StarLock as a
base for thorough exploration of these adjoining sectors. I
plan to establish a command...”

Tyco cut her off. “Executive Commander, we planned
for the discovery of a StarLock very early in the Odyssey
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Program. A specially trained crew is already being
prepared and will be en route to your coordinates within
the year.”

Lear tried to hide her disappointment. “Perhaps I Page | 53
ought to remain here in preparation for the transition.”

“You are needed on Pathfinder 003,” Tyco informed
her. “However, be aware that, from this point forward, the
success of your mission will be gauged on how many
worlds you bring to the New Commonwealth.”

Chapultepec -- Elsewhere

Warfighter Lieutenant Commander Honeywell,
Warfighter Buttercup, and a pair of technicians traversed a
sector of the StarLock almost two-thirds of the way across
the rim from Lear’s Office. Honeywell led. “According to
Caliph’s translation matrix, what we’re looking for should
be behind that hatch.”

He indicated a non-descript panel, only slightly
heavier and thicker than other panels that lined this area of
the ring, that seemed to be given to large hangar-sized
storage bays, mostly empty. It was unlabeled, but there
was a thought sense of a word hovering in the air in front
of it. “Armory.”

The access hatches on the StarLock were tied into the
central intelligence, like everything else on the station, and
one usually just had to will them to open. However, the
Armory was restricted. Honeywell tapped his Com Link..
“Caliph, this is Lt. Commander Honeywell. I request
access to Area 866/ Zone K."
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