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  Torn Between Four Women


  How do you make love to two women at the same time? Turtan wondered.


  He’d done it before, of course, during dissolute, drug-crazed orgies after a century or longer mission. When loneliness for female company filled him with a great hunger and he’d go mad if he didn’t know another’s passionate, even lecherous embrace. Whatever their appearance, these women had shared one trait in common.


  All of them had possessed separate, distinct bodies that went their own way when the lovemaking was over.


  Such was not true with his wife Yaneta and Kit Killer.


  Yaneta, his alien wife, had died, cut down by a fellow Cen, but the strength of her love had brought her back as she’d promised. Impossible as her resurrection had been, she’d achieved it by inhabiting the brain of Kit Killer, the scrappy leader of the settlers whom Turtan had rescued from the mine on Lauren.


  Two women for the price of one.


  It was not that he wasn’t overjoyed at Yaneta’s rebirth. He was. O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory? In the three days since Yaneta’s stunning emergence inside Kit Killer’s mind, he had been transcendently grateful for her survival. If anything, he loved her more than ever. Only he couldn’t help wondering, was this Yaneta really his wife? The ten billion submicroscopic Radiants who’d occupied his brain since the watery planet he’d visited had no such difficulty accepting her as the identical woman they’d loved. Nor did Dr. Glitch, the ship computer he’d built from scratch a millennium before. “If you look deep inside Kit,” the AI said, “and listen to your heart, you’ll find Yani loving you just as she used to. She hasn’t disappeared or been diluted. For me, though, there’s another problem.”


  “Another problem?” Turtan stared at the silver casing holding Dr. Glitch’s consciousness.


  “Yes,” she said sadly. “Now Yaneta cares less and less about me and more and more about her.”


  Confused and tormented by the situation, he still couldn’t spare her any sympathy. “Doc, at first you disliked and distrusted Yani because she was a member of the heartless enemy. But you two grew close like giggly school girls.” Dr. Glitch, a thousand-year-old computer, had regressed to the age of a ten-year-old girl. And to his surprise, so had Yaneta.


  “She’ll care about you again,” he said, trying to comfort his creation. “It’s just a passing phase.”


  “Don’t patronize me,” Dr. Glitch snapped. “It’s hard to compete with flesh and bone when I sit in my shell all day and vanish into null-space when you turn me off.”


  And yet Doc had refused for centuries to have her consciousness downloaded into a lab-grown female body. “I’m the way you made me for a reason,” she’d say with fatalistic irrationality.


  “I don’t care one iota less about you,” Yaneta said to Dr. Glitch, approaching them on the bridge. “Just because I died and I’m in her now doesn’t mean we’re not still girlfriends. Nothing can take that away, so there’s no reason for you to be jealous.”


  “You’re surrounded by her,” Dr. Glitch said. “You’re buried in her flesh. How can I compete?”


  A good point. Even if Dr. Glitch forged a neural link with Kit’s brain, it wouldn’t be the same. Turtan saw Kit—no, Yaneta—try to reassure Doc by stroking her casing.


  “You have to believe me, Doc. Nothing has changed between us.”


  Perhaps, but her voice was partly Kit’s. Turtan rubbed his eyes. Sometimes it got damned confusing, who was speaking or who he was really making love to these days. Recently, it seemed Yaneta was dwindling inside Kit. Maybe the confusion was all in his mind, and the truth was as both women claimed—there were simply two separate, clearly defined identities who coexisted within Kit Killarney. A perfect symbiosis of sisters who loved him deeply and insisted on sharing him.


  Man, it could drive a guy insane.


  “Tan,” the ten billion Radiants who shared his brain said, “perhaps you shouldn’t worry about them. Our task is to reach the Academy safely so you can train cadets to use us against the enemy and win the war at last.”


  “Thanks for the dose of sanity,” Turtan replied. Nothing else mattered than to end the five-thousand-year war against their seemingly invincible alien enemy.


  Kit and Doc started to speak, but Turtan quickly defused the situation. “Doc,” he said, “how long before we approach Atlas and have to use the Synthesizer?”


  In the Argo’s stern, Turtan, Kit, and Yani stood before a screen which Turtan was about to activate.


  “Can she see us back here?” Kit whispered.


  Yani answered for both of them, her voice louder and sharper. “Doc runs this ship. She can see and hear everything. Meeting back here may make you feel better, Kit, but it only creates the illusion of privacy.”


  “It does more than that,” Turtan said. “I asked Doc for privacy, and she won’t snoop.”


  Kit’s dark gaze turned toward the bridge, where Doc’s casing was located. “How can you be sure?”


  Because I built Doc and have known her for a thousand years. Turtan watched Kit’s head swing back, noting dark, suspicious, cave-dwelling eyes where Yani’s were golden and multifaceted. Or rather had been when she’d been alive.


  “You’ll just have to take my word for it,” he said, and moved forward to embrace them.


  He kissed Kit/Yani or Yani/Kit, trying as usual to figure out which was which, what percentage should be applied to each, and where to draw the line. Did Yani control the right arm and Kit the left? Sometimes, when the light was dim, he could see Yani’s golden hair rising in the air and writhing with alien passion as when she’d been alive. Or was it just his imagination? Oh, Yani. She had been almost as tall as he, whereas Kit was a wiry warrior who barely reached his chest. Since it was Kit’s body Yani inhabited, wouldn’t this stunted cave dweller from the desert planet of Lauren ultimately prevail and Yani fade away and be lost to him forever? Yet in a way he was coming to love this Kit Killer, too...


  “Tan,” the Radiants said in his mind, “you think and analyze too much. We accept and love them both. Why can’t you?”


  “Sure. Two sex partners for the price of one, right?”


  “Yes, and two lovers, two loves, two soul mates as well.”


  Turtan had a sobering thought. A few weeks ago, when he’d entered the sea of an alien world and foolishly risked accepting these unknown creatures into his brain, they had known virtually nothing of life and the greater universe. Now, in some ways, they were wiser than he.


  Still, he could not let it go, had to question the validity and reality of what stood before him, as if he would wake and find it a cruel, false dream. He raised his hand and gently stroked Kit’s cheek.


  “You were down in that dark mine all your twenty-six years,” he said. “All you ever saw was a tiny piece of sky. I’ve seen the way you look out the Argo’s screen at interstellar space, the way you yearn to visit and explore the stars. God, it’s like you’re a child before an infinite candy store. Don’t tell me it doesn’t come first with you.”


  She swallowed. Kit swallowed, not Yani. “At first, when I saw the night sky and all the bright, distant stars, I felt that way. And later, with the ship’s viewscreen…It did overwhelm me, Tan. I admit it. But then I saw there was something I wanted more, something even more vast and inexhaustible. Something I could explore forever.”


  Turtan felt lost. “What is it?” He glanced about the ship, seeing only the deck and consoles.


  Kit’s hands rose and clasped his head. “Why, you, Tan.”


  “Me?” He thought. “Because of the Radiants?”


  She laughed. No, they both did, Kit and Yani. “It’s you, Tan, you, you, you. I know I can spend a dozen lifetimes and never get to know you completely, perhaps because you don’t fully know yourself. Oh Tan, there are galaxies inside your brain, realms of light and dark waiting for me to explore.”


  “Bunk and blarney. I’m just a simple man, a star-hopping nincompoop.” But he remembered the translation for Turtan on Sircon IV. It was Man of Shadows, and he remembered also the two other, potential selves which he had encountered there and never suspected existed inside him.


  Kit grinned. “If you’re simple, then we’re both virgins!” This time, Turtan knew it was Yani, his wife, who had spoken.


  He moved close and kissed them again. Their mouth opened, and he drank in their tongue. He lowered his hands and stroked their body and tight, sinewy buttocks until they became Yani’s more rounded ass and then back again to Kit’s tight and taut and cave-toughened rear. He felt their body grind against him until he grew hard, which set off the randy Radiants.


  “Oh Kit oh Yani oh sweeties so lovely so lovely we all love you and feel so blessed and grateful Yani you didn’t die but are still alive and with us with us Hallelujah!”


  Just a week before, these billions of raucous voyeurs annoyed and distracted Turtan. Now it was—well, something of a sharing. Come to think of it, if he could accept ten billion cerebral brothers, and perhaps more to come, why were two women in one body a deal breaker?


  Yes, but one of them died, and you buried her body in space. You saw it.


  Still, he had seen many strange things in four millennia. Wasn’t it time to get over it and lay it truly to rest?


  He broke the heated embrace before it became so much more and stepped back (much to the Radiants’ dismay and disappointment), then activated the viewscreen. Nodding, he pointed at the dark, swirling, vastly magnified vortex before them.


  “Fair virgins,” he grinned, “I give you our first destination, the black hole of Atlas, located two point seven ship years away.”


  The women stared at the vicious, roiling mouth and shivered. “Whew!” one of them said (Kit? Yani? Both?), “I’d hate to tangle with that mean fellow.” Kit it was, judging by her lack of sophistication.


  “He’s a regular monster, all right, and he would strip us to atoms without the Synthesizer.”


  “Which we got from the Jax,” Yani reminded Kit.


  “Yes, you said it computes the forces in the black hole so the ship can pass through it safely.” Kit rubbed her forehead. “Wow, it makes my mind teeter just to think about it.”


  Yani actually patted Kit’s cheek to comfort her. “Don’t feel bad. Even if we don’t understand Jax technology, the important thing is it should work.”


  Time to wrap this up. “Okay,” Turtan said. “Remember our plan. We freeze-sleep for three years, pass through Atlas—”


  “Assuming it doesn’t kill us,” Kit said.


  “Hush,” Yani ordered.


  “…continue to freeze-sleep and travel for three years more till we wake up and dock at the Academy. There I convince those in charge to let me train Academy cadets to host our buddies, the Radiants.”


  Kit reached up and touched Turtan’s head. “So our mighty mites can multiply and spread across the galaxy and one day accomplish on a colossal scale what they did in our little mine on Lauren—invade the Cen’s brains and make them destroy each other.”


  Silence. After a moment Yani spoke in a hard firm voice totally different from Kit’s. “And to quote from the Bible Tan gave me on Dis—then, one day, God willing, we can finally ‘beat’ our ‘swords into plowshares.’”


  Before they entered the suspension chamber, Turtan hesitated. “What are you going to do about Doc?” he asked.


  Their expression darkened, and he wondered if both women felt the problem and the guilt in the same way. But of course they couldn’t. Kit was new to it and had never known Dr. Glitch before coming on board the Argo.


  “Doc’s so jealous,” Yani said. “I told her if she was patient, the situation would resolve itself and we’d all find our way together.”


  “Is that true?”


  “I don’t know,” she whispered, perhaps remembering Dr. Glitch might be listening, though nothing could be hidden from her anyway.


  Kit—Yani—moved closer, her naked body brushing his. She lowered her voice still more. “Tan, do you know why Doc never let you download her into a lab-grown female body?”


  He shrugged. “She always said she wanted to remain the way I made her. Like it was her destiny.”


  Her eyes, flame-bright, searched his. “And you believe her?”


  He opened the hatch to the suspension chamber. “I’m a great believer in destiny,” he said.


  Inside, Yani quickly lay down. Kit was the nervous one. Despite her courageous, long-term leadership in battle, the idea of having her fluids drained and being frozen like a board in dreamless sleep for nearly six years, perhaps never to wake up at all, struck a deep chord. Turtan had explained the procedure to her twice, stressing it was important to be as calm and relaxed as possible. Despite his reassurances, Kit still twitched and trembled. Yani tried to comfort her with soft, cooing words, but Kit’s expression remained tense.


  Turtan was about to use a trans-lax when Dr. Glitch’s voice filled the chamber.


  “Kit, there’s nothing to worry about. This procedure has been endlessly tested and refined, and it’s perfectly safe. Tan’s done it for four thousand years without a single problem.”


  Not so. Turtan recalled one time early in his career when he had almost not woken up at all. When Kit searched his face for confirmation, he smiled.


  “Absolutely true, my little Kitty. It’ll be just like a pleasant night’s sleep. You’ll snooze for six years and wake up thinking it’s tomorrow morning. The worst part will be getting yourself adjusted afterward. For a while your body will be stiff and sore, and you may feel a bit disoriented, with one heck of a hangover.”


  “But I’ll help you,” Yani assured her. “As you know, Kit, I’ve done it before.”


  “I know,” Kit said. “With Tan.” She sighed. “Only Doc hasn’t. So all she knows is theory and observation. She really can’t say firsthand it’s safe.”


  Something shimmered in the air, and Turtan saw an image float down and settle on the cushion beside Kit, close enough for him to reach out and touch. It was a slender auburn-haired woman in a lilac dress which matched the painted nails on her bare feet. She was faintly transparent, and Turtan recognized her immediately. Nearly a thousand years before, shortly after he had cobbled Dr. Glitch together from old parts, new parts, and inspiration, Doc had projected what was to be her most frequent image of herself. It was of a slightly transparent, attractive woman about his age. He realized now it was the human person she would like to be.


  For the past millennium, why hadn’t Doc projected a greater variety of self-images? It would have made ship-time so much more frisky and interesting.


  Though Doc was incorporeal and had no substance, and was what she herself described as a “photonic illusion,” she patted the cushion beneath Kit/Yani’s head. “Lie back and close your eyes, sweetie. We’ll all be here to meet you when you wake up.”


  Kit swallowed. Turtan saw her eyes glisten with tears. “I feel so foolish. I’ve always been so tough. I fought and killed those damn Cen all my life in that stinkin’ mine.”


  “I know you did, Kit. Tan’s told me all about it. It’s far more’n I could do. We’ve all got something we’d prefer not to face. With me it’s, uh, mice.”


  “Mice?” Laughter bubbled up—from both Kit and Yani.


  “Uh-huh. I see one little mousey on the deck and I wanna hide. Something about them just sends shivers running up and down my spine.”


  “Doc”—Yani’s sharper voice now—”you can’t see a thing ‘cause you don’t have eyes. And despite your image, you don’t have a spine either. Hell’s bells, I can see right through you.”


  “Hell’s bells?” the Radiants said. “Tan, does Hell have bells?”


  “Shh,” he answered. “It’s just an expression.”


  “Wellll,” Doc said, clearly drawing her words out for comic effect, “if I had eyes, they’d pop right out of my head! And if I had a spine, even a teeny little mousey would sure make it freeze up and I’d go b-r-r-r!” Her green gaze found Turtan’s as if she actually saw him. “For the record, girls, there’s something scares me even more.”


  “Yeah, what?”


  Turtan watched Doc raise her finger to her lips. Still gazing at him, she said, “Shhh. That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”


  I think I finally have, Turtan thought, stunned and angry it had taken him so long to figure out. The reason Doc wouldn’t consent to being downloaded into a physical body was she feared he would only reject her if she did. This transparent projection was as close as she’d ever dare come in a thousand years.


  “Come on,” he said roughly, “it’s time to get you girls set up for your beauty sleep.” He waited till they closed their eyes and then gently kissed their lips. Next, he activated the equipment which drained their fluids and filled their veins, arteries, viscera, and brain with ammonia ice and other preservatives. He monitored the dials and waited until Kit and Yani were as still and hard as a statue and appeared to be dead with no life processes registering whatsoever.


  “They’ve gone to the distant realm beyond Dreamland,” Doc said. “But never fear. Prince Charming will kiss them awake and give them their heart’s desire.”


  He looked at her. Reaching out, he gently embraced her airy, insubstantial image, and urged her closer. She came willingly and they kissed.


  “We are such stuff as dreams are made on,” she said. Her hand trailed down his naked body.


  “It doesn’t have to be that way,” he said.


  “Oh Tan, you know, don’t you. If I became flesh, a real woman, you’d only reject me.”


  “No. Never.”


  “Yes. Sooner or later. You’d be kind, you’d be loving, but it would be as inevitable as tears, as predestined as all the women you’ve loved and left in the past four thousand years.” She nodded at Kit and Yani. “Including them.”


  “Don’t say that,” he said. “I love all three of you very much.”


  “As you loved Stella and a hundred others I could name.” She smiled and tapped his nose with a phantom finger. “The three of us are ultimately expendable, I’m afraid, chaff on time’s wind. You love us, but you’ll move on anyway because it’s your job, and your next mission always waits for you somewhere out there amid the stars. It’s just the way things are, and despite our great hopes for this new mission, I fear it will never change. It’s no one’s fault, Turtan, certainly not yours. You’re not perfect, but you’re the finest man I’ve ever known.”


  Despite his pain, his mouth quirked in amusement. “Pardon the observation, Doc, but when it comes to men, you haven’t exactly played the field.”


  “No, but don’t forget my extensive files and processing capabilities, which are billions of times in excess of your own. To borrow from that North American Idiom file you programmed into me, despite your flaws, you ‘take the cake,’ my friend. And yet you fail to see there’s a fourth woman who has you wrapped around her finger more than any of us ever have.”


  A fourth woman? “Who are you—”


  “It’s time for you to join your bedmates,” Doc said. “Less than three years to Atlas. God willing, the Synthesizer will successfully navigate this ship through the singularity, and you’ll be able to convince the bigwigs at the Academy you graduated from to listen to your scheme.”


  Yes, his mission was the main thing, because if he failed at the Academy, the long, long war against the enemy was finally lost for good. Never mind what the confident, godlike Jax thought about his chances. He knew he faced a nearly impossible uphill battle when he reached the Academy. If he were in charge there, would he listen to such a mad, harebrained plan?


  Doc gave him another kiss, one he imagined he even felt, and melted away into nothing, leaving him alone with two occupants in the suspension chamber.


  No, three. In addition to Kit, Yani, and Doc, she was the fourth woman on board the Argo.


  His gaze went to the other side of the refitted chamber, where Sky Masterson had slept in stony silence for the past three days. Less than two weeks before her fifteenth birthday, the girl had been frozen to halt the cancer which would otherwise kill her. Turtan remembered how Sky idolized him and wanted to follow in his footsteps by becoming an Inspector; how she had displayed great acrobatic skills and killed two Cen in the deep mine on Lauren. Tough, scrappy, and vulnerable, she was also gifted and handicapped. Most of all, she was the child, the daughter, he’d never had, as he’d moved on from mission to mission to mission over the centuries.


  How many newborn infants had he held and kissed, never to see again—children of his body who would never know their father? Once he had stayed at a port and seen a son reach the ripe old age of six months before leaving him forever.


  If they could reach the Academy and use their medicine to save Sky’s life, maybe it could be different this time. He imagined staying on the station and directing the new war effort. He imagined seeing Sky grow up, guiding her as she…


  Or would Doc call it just a pipe dream?


  Pipe dream or not, he moved over and gazed down at Sky’s beautiful, frozen face. Soft and dark-haired, she looked all of eight years old. He smiled.


  “Dear Sky,” he said softly, “you’ll be the first girl Prince Charming kisses awake.”


  Then he lay down naked next to Kit and Yani and let the machine do its work.


  Chapter Two


  Sailing to New Worlds


  Christopher Columbus Walker, ninth hereditary admiral in his family line, walked across the vast deck of the First Cross Academy. And he walked and he walked and he walked. As usual, he performed the largely superfluous role of making sure his station was ship-shape and all routines and schedules were being followed to the letter. But he was thinking how absurd and boring all this business was.


  Speaking of boredom, it was another example of how this whole business resembled an absurd if sad joke. Walker was as patriotic and dedicated to defeating the Cen as the next man. Like all the Walkers, he had pledged his entire life to serving the cause, even though he felt in his marrow the cause was doomed.


  Walker harbored one great disappointment. In his forty-five years of life, he had never left this station for anything adventurous except for a dozen training battle sessions in fighter sub-ships. Even then it had been at distances no more than twenty thousand meters from the station and under careful supervision. He had wanted some firsthand experience of what such conflicts involved, but the one time he had been more than a spectator had almost been disastrous. Taking the controls, he had nearly rammed the ship into an “attacker.” Walker still remembered the instructor’s scream as he seized the stick and narrowly avoided impact.


  Grateful he hadn’t killed anybody, he stayed in his prison, though he refused to remain a hermit in his office. As often as possible, he sought relief from meetings and administrative duties by venturing out and walking. Surrounded by the station’s giant bubble, he was free to gaze out at the stars in all directions. Just think! Space was infinite and went on and on forever. He was absolutely free, just as his forebears were, to dream of sailing to new worlds. That winking, blinking star beyond the constellation Cassiopeia. How much fun it would be to pilot a ship thataway, to boldly sail across the sea of space to where no one had gone before. To become an even greater explorer than his illustrious namesake.


  And yet, from the day of his birth he had been stranded here, doomed to tread endlessly in his own footsteps as if doing penance for some crime committed in a previous life. Yes, his fate was cruel and heavily tinged with irony, but why did it have to mock him so blatantly?


  Walker sighed and gazed up at the raw, sterile planet of Secuna seventy-two million kilometers away. Just six years ago, the red barren globe had been a lush, fertile world and a fitting anchor, training ground, and vacationland for the Cross’s flagship Academy, which had begun its proud history by producing the Empire’s greatest hero.


  Then the Cen had attacked.


  Oddly, the station itself had sustained only minor damage, but the enemy had contaminated Secuna’s biosphere. Within weeks Secuna’s atmosphere changed from a sweet fragrance to a deadly acidity, and its stable terrain became subject to violent, unpredictable quakes. The station’s specialists had declared it irrevocably despoiled, beyond the help of terraforming. Walker’s officers wondered openly why the Cen hadn’t simply smashed the station’s defenses to bits, vaporized the Academy, and been done with it. It was like a slap in the face from a schoolyard bully, who deliberately taunted them with his overwhelming superiority and then just sauntered off, his point made.


  To Christopher Columbus Walker, however, there was another point. By destroying Secuna, the enemy had not just cruelly toyed with them and further undermined the Cross’s confidence in winning the war, but also destroyed the one other place in the universe where he could possibly go. Missions to investigate the once-beautiful planet had been proscribed when a crew of twenty souls along with their ship had suddenly disappeared without a sign. Walker’s own father had signed the order. Since his father’s death, Walker had seen no reason to rescind it.


  As he walked, Walker viewed his dominions, which he knew as well as his wife Lavinia’s lovely body. Over the millennia, the Academy had reached a circumference of seventy-six kilometers, acquiring units and modules almost as a ship accumulates barnacles. It was several times larger than it had been four thousand years before when a callow young Inspector whose original name was now a state secret had graduated. The giant wheel-shaped structure contained five levels, two above and two below this one, and it spun and used generators to create gravity. Though the stars were beautiful, cosmic rays caused cancer and other serious health problems and made extensive radiation shielding necessary.


  Up ahead and to the right, the Code Center, where cadets trained in the mysteries of code creation and decoding. Over the centuries, this facility had produced some of the most renowned code specialists. Coming up now on his left were the Greenhouse and Terran Rooms; the Exercise and Wellness Rooms; the Military History, Strategy, and Tactics Center, where classes were almost always in session; and the Martial Arts and Combat Center, where cadets and prospective Inspectors sometimes accidentally wounded, maimed, or killed each other.


  Halting, Walker revolved slowly, just as the wheel revolved in space. Wherever he looked, the Academy was alive with activity. Gazing off at the heart of the station, he saw the eternal flames, which symbolized the war dead and the resolve to honor their memory. Above all, they represented the promise never to give up and never to let the flames go out.


  Red-yellow, the bright flames licked the air, as they had every second for over four thousand, five hundred years. If one of them died even for an instant, an old legend said, the Empire would cease to exist.


  Walker moved forward and watched this year’s crop of cadets dance about and grapple under the trained eye of instructors and an ancient master called Teacher. Over half the cadets were now cyborgs, enhanced by gengineering and state-of-the-craft implants. Their speed, strength, accuracy, recovery time, and resistance to injury were several times those of normals. Still, in the past ten years, ever since the first reports had reached them that he had visited Cross Imperial Station and escaped from the treacherous, murderous clutches of Galan XLII and his loathsome court, a backlash had occurred. Since he was unenhanced and changed not one whit from the way God his Father had made him, and since in addition, he was twenty times over the greatest Inspector who had ever lived, why should anyone try to improve upon perfection by attaching or growing synthetic limbs or inserting implants into their brain cells?


  Now it was the Cys against a growing number of Norms, with the predictable result that the Cys usually won because of their overwhelming superiority. Yet as Walker saw a tall, muscular Norm sail through the air and collapse in a heap before a Cy’s assault, he wondered what any of it meant, including this station and its nearly five-thousand-year history. Of what consequence were the armies and navies and their leaders; their emperors, their admirals, and their military strategists? Of what consequence were their code specialists and breakers and their vaunted traditions and even their Inspectors? Ah, the Inspectors. So what if an Inspector could break an opponent’s back or bones? How would brute ability help him or her to win an interstellar battle or steal the enemy’s secrets, or more important, ultimately win the war? Watching a new contest commence between combatants, it seemed to Christopher Columbus Walker that the Cross’s entire philosophy was fatally flawed, especially as it applied to Inspectors. If Inspectors were needed at all, the constellations of skills such agents required were so unique and rare, so unlikely to occur in any one human, they must be almost impossible to measure or identify or predict. Indeed, the likelihood of them occurring at all in any one person even in five thousand years must be so small as to be infinitesimal.


  Whether the cadets were Cys or Norms, Walker saw them occasionally glance as if for approval at the tall lean man who stood behind him. That man was always there in multicolored marble, strictly life-sized, and as close to the man’s current appearance as intel and the station’s sculptor could make him. The man gazed out over the cadets’ heads at the stars as if urging the next generation of Inspectors to follow in his winged footsteps. Ad astra. To the stars. Every time Walker passed the man, he reflected that the Inspector the stone embodied had sailed to more new worlds than anyone in history.


  Only he was more than a mere Inspector. To many in the Empire and to most of the cadets, the man had become almost a god. A cult—in many ways, a religion—had sprung up about him. There were some of course, especially among Walker’s officers, who felt differently and who did not believe the prevailing if somewhat clouded account of what had transpired at Cross Imperial Station about forty years before. They agreed the man had been the best agent ever; nevertheless, he had gone rogue, and the Emperor had rightly issued a death decree for him and his obscene Cen whore. The madman had responded by mounting an attack and briefly taking His Majesty hostage. Aided by his despicable alien accomplice and several station personnel he had managed to corrupt, he had succeeded in escaping the station. Fortunately, his ship had been destroyed and everyone on board killed.


  Walker smiled. Many refused to believe the report. The cadets especially felt if the man had been killed, he would rise again, and return to save them all.


  Walker turned around and looked up. The Inspector was brown, lean, and tall, and he stood there in his tan cloak and bright purple tunic with the badge of his office resting above his heart. The star-studded emblem bore the image of the current emperor, though Walker knew during his long service the man had worn the image of almost every Cross emperor who had ever lived.


  He studied the man’s face. The Inspector was not quite handsome, but he possessed the most striking, powerful face he had ever seen. It was a face you could never forget, a face which moved inside you. The sculptor had captured the eyes and high cheekbones well, along with the wide, generous mouth. The face projected the man’s force even though it was cold stone, and from talking and listening to others, Walker knew they felt the same way. It was as if the statue lived.


  Yet from his extensive study of this man, Walker knew he detested statues and all forms of praise and lionization, pomp and pageantry, speeches and sixty-one-gun salutes. If he had managed to escape Cross Imperial Station and come here, he would take one look at this heap of stone and turn his back on it in contempt. Contempt, and perhaps embarrassment. According to various accounts, a deep vein of humility ran through the man, who did not believe himself worthy of such adulation.


  Whether he deserved adulation or not, they needed him. Now more than ever. Walker felt it in his soul. Since the casual destruction of this station’s home planet by the Cen, the Cross had finally approached a precipice and was about to plunge over it into oblivion.


  Unless…


  Christopher Columbus Walker raised his head and gazed out at the stars. “Turtan,” he shouted silently, “where the hell are you?”


  Chapter Three


  Lost in Space


  “Where the hell are we?” Turtan shouted.


  As far as he could see, there was only unfamiliar space.


  “I don’t know where we are,” Dr. Glitch replied as he hurriedly dressed. “That’s why I woke you as soon as we came out of the singularity.”


  She floated to him in her newest projection and stood beside him. This time, befitting the occasion, she was a grave, elderly counselor dressed in a full-length robe. “I ran the numbers nine hundred times before I even woke you. This is most definitely not what we should have found when we emerged from Atlas, which by the way, happens to be gone.”


  Gone. He chewed on the word, trying to digest it. Atlas, a raging monster of a black hole totaling eight hundred million solar masses, had simply vanished. The sheer magnitude of such a cosmic magician’s trick staggered the imagination.


  “Could you have misplaced it?” he asked. “Are you sure you’ve looked in all your pockets?”


  Though her pockets were light as air, she turned them out for his benefit. “See for yourself, Tan. And if you check to stern and all around, you’ll see Atlas the Terrible is not hiding anywhere.”


  Turtan felt over ten billion Radiants (their number had increased) seethe through his brain cells in anxiety. He glanced toward the stern where Kit/Yani and Sky still slept in the suspension chamber. “Run the numbers some more.”


  Doc spread slightly wrinkled hands. “Tan, it doesn’t matter how many times or how many ways I do it, we shouldn’t be here. The Synthesizer should have taken us directly to the coordinates I described. None of the planets or stars out there are familiar.”


  Since Turtan had created Dr. Glitch a thousand years ago and programmed her from scratch, it was the first time he’d ever seen her upset in this way, as if her intellectual competence had been called into question. At the moment she seemed both human and vulnerable. He had to remind himself he was gazing at a projection.


  He took a turn about the bridge, seeking an answer in the command chair, chart tables, and ion-drive console. There must be an explanation for this insanity. What mad universe would permit such a development?


  “So what are you saying?” he asked. “Are we in a different galaxy, a distant part of space?”


  “No.”


  He turned. “No, what do you mean, no? You have every millimeter of known space crammed into that metal cranium of yours. Are you saying we shot through into an uncharted part of the universe…or into another universe altogether?”


  “Perhaps.”


  Oh great, now Doc gets cryptic and closed-mouthed, gives me one-word answers. Turtan felt as anxious as the Radiants.


  “Could the Synthesizer have malfunctioned?” a Radiant spokesman asked.


  “Good point. Thanks.” He moved toward Doc. “Maybe the fault lies in the Synthesizer? Is it possible?”


  “It appears to have functioned perfectly throughout our stressful passage, operating without even a…glitch. I’ve rechecked the data a thousand times. Also, it switched off automatically when we emerged from the singularity, and all indications are it would switch on automatically if we approached another one. The Synthesizer tests out fine.”


  Despite what Doc said and the confident claims of the Jax, he was remembering disturbing things. Before he competed with Turois for possession of the Synthesizer, the Cen had warned the Zontenians of the dangers involved in going down a singularity to decide a contest. What had Turois said?


  “Either way, an attempt to harness a black hole is a suicide trip to nowhere, for no point of emergence has ever been charted.”


  Yes, at that time no one had ever returned from going down one—just as no one would probably return this time.


  Turtan also remembered his more recent fear that the Cen would either destroy or vaporize the Academy before he and the Radiants could visit it. This was just as bad, for there was no Academy even available within a billion light-years.


  He stared out at the stars. “So what you’re describing is an apparently unsolvable mystery. All your awesome brain power, problem solving, and calculating ability has hit one hell of a snag and comes to naught.”


  Dr. Glitch at least had the grace to look embarrassed. “It’s one of the reasons this situation doesn’t make sense. I’ve checked the ship’s cams thoroughly, and Atlas was the only anomaly we encountered.”


  The Radiants were a-brewing and a-bubbling inside him. “Tan, could this all be a dream or hallucination? We’ve heard singularities play strange tricks with the mind when you pass through them.”


  A dream or hallucination. Turtan pinched himself hard but felt only pain. “For one thing, we were unconscious, clinically dead. And for another, look out the viewport. Is it likely all ten billion of you would dream or hallucinate the exact same thing?”


  “Ah. Dear Father, you have a point.”


  He turned to Dr. Glitch, who seemed to be fading away, becoming more transparent. “Don’t leave me now, Doc.”


  “Sorry, I’m reviewing twelve thousand years of astrophysical science, cosmology, and metaphysics, everything from the ancient Greeks to…”


  Sensing a historical-philosophical discourse, Turtan turned his back and faced the security door before the companionway leading to the stern.


  “Turtan. In the name of the Emperor: open.”


  Code and voiceprint: the computer—Dr. Glitch—read them and obeyed. The door slid open.


  He moved through, passing the Changing Room and solitary shower stall until he reached a sealed door. He turned its wheels, opened it, and passed through. Closing it, he dogged the door shut, sealing Dr. Glitch firmly on the other side, only to see her glide through the door like an aerial spirit. Despite their dire situation, her mastery gave him a little shock. For a thousand years, things had been so much simpler and more predictable when she had confined herself to her metal casing on the bridge rather than floating freely about the ship in various incarnations.


  He proceeded to the suspension chamber where the other occupants of the Argo lay like frozen statues. Were they alive or dead? The question had often troubled him, as it had troubled him about himself. With all life processes halted down to the sub-molecular level and beyond, how did these people he loved so much differ from those who had been buried for thousands of years and who were no more than crumbled or scattered skeletons? Like them, Kit, Yani, and Sky did not think or dream or have any inkling they existed, just as he had lacked any awareness whatsoever during his frozen journeys among the stars. A drained, lifeless slab of meat was all he’d been. I think therefore I am. But he’d thought nothing. And in that sleep of death, no dreams had come.


  Such thoughts were useless, he reminded himself. He’d had them many times, and they led nowhere. The difference was, these people in the suspension chamber could be brought back to life; therefore they lived now.


  A phantom touch on the shoulder. Dr. Glitch leaned close. “Do you want to wake them?”


  Kit looked so peaceful lying there. For a lifelong warrior, she’d been so frightened of the life suspension process and of the unknown it represented. Yani’s presence inside her comforted her, though. As for Sky…


  Turning to her, he felt his heart crash. His eyes stung gazing at her.


  “Tan?” Doc prompted.


  “Doc, do you have an estimate as to how long it would take to reach the first habitable world in this…” He started to say “universe,” but settled for “wherever we are.”


  “There’s a Terran-like planet sixteen hundred years away. With no singularities close enough to provide transit, it is our best candidate, if spectroscopic and other indicators prove valid.”


  Sixteen hundred years. “Any chance at all we can make it, Doc?” he asked.


  Dr. Glitch seemed older now, her face wrinkled with worry and her voice whispery. “You know the answer as well as I. We needed a complete overhaul at Cross Imperial Station but were forced to run for it. Just for openers, the scoop-cone, fusion-drive, ram-jet engine propelling this crate is a lumbering, obsolete dinosaur. It needs to be replaced and could break down soon. I give it eight hundred years at best. Even if the world is perfect for us, we’ll find ourselves out of gas halfway.”


  The Radiants’ despair echoed Turtan’s own. “Charming, the prospect you paint leaves us with only two choices. We can go into deep sleep until the ship’s systems fail and we die, or we can all wake up to…what?”


  Doc’s image shrugged. “A year or two of ship life before you starve.”


  Turtan felt more misery rise from the Radiants. Now they drowned in it.


  “Still glad you left your beautiful water world to hitch a ride with me?” Turtan asked.


  “Of course,” they responded. “Now you are our world.”


  “No regrets at all? I feel such pain from you.”


  “You misunderstand us, Tan. We feel only for the pain it causes you in your quest to save your people. Tan, because of you we have gained so much we did not have before. We have gained not just you but Doc, Yani, Kit, and Sky.” Turtan felt over ten billion souls imagine the infinite reaches of the universe. Stars. Comets. Nebulae. The salty rain on a planet he had once visited. “And all this space, Tan, all these worlds we have gained. All this wonder.”


  Turtan felt stunned. Up to now, he hadn’t realized how much and how quickly the Radiants had grown, for he’d only heard their words and sensed their emotions. Now, for the first time, he saw, heard, touched, smelled, and tasted the intensity of their response to the universe about them. He was their conduit, their connection, and in many ways, they responded to it more fully than he.


  “How long have you been able to communicate with me this deeply?” Turtan asked.


  “Ever since we left the mine on Lauren. We did not want to…alarm you.”


  Alarm? Turtan remembered how Doc and Yaneta had feared the Radiants were parasites that would take him over body and soul. Now, though, he felt overloaded with their love and countless other emotions, some rich, others exquisitely subtle. And his senses… He closed his eyes, swaying on his feet. “Dial it down a little, ‘kay?” he thought. “Don’t gang up on me all at once. You outnumber me a little, remember?”


  “Whoops, sorry, Tan. We got carried away.”


  He forced himself to banter. “Forget it. I know how you critters from Regis 7 can get.”


  “You mean Turtan 8, don’t you?”


  “If you insist. Either way, you would have been better off to stay there.”


  “We unanimously disagree. Tan, we’re going to get out of here. We have faith.”


  Though faced with doom, his interest stirred. “Yeah? In what? God?”


  “No.”


  “Doc?”


  “No.”


  “Then what?”


  “You get one more guess.”


  Exasperation! “I can’t guess. I’m freakin’ tapped out!”


  “We have faith in you, Tan. You’re going to get us all out of this freakin’ mess.”


  Doc’s image was gazing at him patiently, no doubt aware he was conversing with his Radiants. He feared she was growing envious of their claim on his affections and attention, all ten billion plus of them. Yaneta, Kit, and Sky were merely bipedal oxygen breathers like himself, but how could she compete with submicroscopic polymers that existed in his own brain?


  “I don’t understand your faith,” he told the Radiants. “Doc’s the one with the super brain power, and I don’t have a clue what to do. The hard truth is, some problems don’t have solutions. You can chew on that all
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