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CHAPTER 1

Theta Scorpii System, Barren Void, Planet
Nasir – Tuesday, June 20, 3628

 


Henrietta Maria Moreira de los
Santos-Campbell stumbled over a vacproof storage container blocking
the middle of a narrow passageway down the spine of the SSR
Wrath. “Who put this here?”
Henrietta barked.

A young ensign, dressed in the
characteristically flamboyant uniform of the Sargassian Space
Realm, appeared from within the frantic flow of bustling crew and
rushed to the scene. “Sorry, Ma’am. Ver’actual, I was on my way to
pick it up. I didn’t think I could maneuver two boxes into cold
storage at once,” he added.

Henrietta pursed her lips at the sight of the
dejected young officer, immediately regretting her thoughtless
outburst. She had been, after all, walking nose-deep in the view
screen of her PAD. “That’s alright,” she relented. “Just push it
toward the wall next time.”

“I will, Ma’am. Thank you.”

“Please, stop calling me ‘Ma’am.’ I’m
not that old.”

Henrietta reflected back to a time when
she was only fourteen, along with her four schoolmates, trapped on
the prototype sentient starship UCSA Sampson K. Perry.

That was over
twelve–hundred years ago, she reflected.
And after spending a hundred and five anchored
years here in the Sargassian Clouds chasing down stray Wasatti
holdouts … oh, goodness … I’m just a couple months shy of
forty!

“Crap. I’m old!”

“What was that, Ma’am … um, Ms.
Campbell?”

“Nothing,” Henrietta replied. “Go on, get
back to work.” Instead, he just stood there with a look of concern
spreading across his young face, as if she needed immediate
medical—or mental—attention. “Scoot!” she scolded, causing him to
break his concentration and imperceptibly flinch. Henrietta added a
small, motherly smile to her command.

The ensign nodded silently, not knowing how
best to address one of the most famous people in the universe. He
lifted the heavy storage box and melted back into the whirling
dance of busy crew in a crowded corridor. Henrietta pressed on,
down the packed corridor, watching the Sargassian Navy personnel
politely stepping out of her way as though they were opposing
magnets.

Henrietta was tired of being treated
like a goddess. Is it fear or awe they
feel? I wish one of them would just pull me over and tell me to
watch it! But she did
save the universe when she defeated the Wasatti King in
hand-to-hand combat.

Took him by surprise when
he wasn’t looking, more like it, she admitted. But no
one would acknowledge such nonsense.

Henrietta spotted Francesca Lodico in the
distance. And she was alone. She quickened her pace to reach her
dearest friend before she disappeared down a side corridor.

“Where’s my son?” she demanded

Startled at a voice appearing out of the
chaos, Francesca spun around and faced Henrietta. “Oh, hi, Arietta.
Stephen… He’s up on the bridge, studying the navigation consoles.
Takes after you.”

Henrietta had been the Chief Medical
Doctor, Loadmaster, and Navigator on the old UCSA
Sampson K. Perry
when it was crewed by only five young children.
Those were the days.

She almost wished they were back in
those simpler times. Never would have
thought it back then when we were fighting for our
lives…

“As long as he stays out of trouble up
there,” Henrietta murmured, trying to smooth down yet another tense
situation she had created. She wondered why she was on such an edge
lately.

Henrietta had given birth to Stephen as she
was being rescued from the cruel clutches of a Sargassian Pirate
leader. By now, Stephen Jimmy Star of Sargas Campbell was
physiologically ten years old, after spending the past one hundred
years in and out of hyperspace jumps throughout the Sargassian Oort
Clouds. He was just about as old as the original crew had been when
they first entered into this bizarre series of events that had
taken over their lives.

Francesca smiled. “Oh, the Captain said he’d
look after him. I think the crusty old coot’s fond of your
son.”

Francesca was Stephen’s trusted nanny and
godmother. They picked her up on a space station in the Human
Colonies before heading out to the Sargassian Space Realm and she
quickly became an essential part of the family.

My son spends more time
with her, than with me, Henrietta realized. There
were always demands on her
time. That’s what she hated the most; not being able to give her
husband, Peter—or her son, Stephen—the attention they deserved.
Being ten already, Stephen was no longer in need of a nanny, but
just as Henrietta realized, ’Cesca was family now, and phasing her
out of their lives simply because Stephen was getting older would
be like losing an arm. Still, there
are a lot of places on this warship
he could get into trouble, Henrietta thought. She
recalled the old days when they thought they were invincible
too.

“Allie’s up there too,” Francesca reminded
Henrietta. “She’d do anything for you guys. Between her and Tang,
Stephen will be fine.”

Henrietta nodded. Everyone on the ship would
lay down their lives for Peter’s family; she was sure of that.

Francesca gently pressed Henrietta’s hand.
“Gotta go. James is connecting with his parents one more time
through the DEC before we enter K-T-space. He wanted me down there
with him.”

There was immediate chemistry between
Francesca Lodico and James Essen when they first met. They had
since become inseparable from one another. James’ father was Stiles
Essen, the oldest of the original adolescent crew of the
Perry. Stiles came from a long line
of politicians and followed in the footsteps of his ancestors to
become the current President of the Ten Human Colonial
Worlds. Make that Twelve,
Henrietta remembered. Two more colonies had been added to the
human stable of planets since they had been on their mission in the
Sargassian Space Realm. Henrietta was fairly certain she knew where
the two new Colonial Planets were, but truth be told, she was not
completely sure. She chuckled to herself. That wouldn’t be good for a starship navigator.
Henrietta sighed. When will we ever
get back home, and away from the universe’s problems? They follow
us wherever we go. She silently chuckled again.
Then again, perhaps we’re the problem…

It took a few minutes for Henrietta to
remember where she was going before she had stopped to talk to
’Cesca. She had to wait ten seconds before she found a space in the
moving line of Sargassians. She entered it, as the gap mysteriously
widened to accept her, and moved on to her destination.

 


* * *

 


Ali Hamadi concentrated on the readouts
flashing across the pre-jump monitors in the engine room of the
Sargassian cruiser, SSR Wrath. The Wrath
was floating in Sargassian space along with the
Rogue and several other squadron
starships. “So, you’re sure we can cut that much time off the trip
to Acrab?”

Flon d’Char twisted his fingers through a
virtual input net above the engine console, switching the main
channel to ‘Drive Efficiency.’ Flon, the ship’s Chief Engineer,
bristled at the unexpected comment. Pride was evident in the
sparkling eyes of the tall Sargassian officer.

“True-born, we ran sims all night. Never once
did we drift into yellow. Plus, we shaved down the calcs to twenty
decimal places to meet up with your friends as close to their
in-jump as we can possibly make it.”

“You’re running jumpnav for seven ships in
formation, remember,” Ali reminded Flon. “That’s a heck of a lot of
parameters. The possible sources of errors are …”

The Engineer appeared to be offended by the
comment. “We’ve done this before.”

Perry, the mute Hive entity who had been
cloned back from the living Hive protoplasm of Ali’s old
starship—after his species had been exterminated by the
Wasatti—furiously input a response on his PAD. Perry could
communicate telepathically with those having psi ability,
especially with the receptive minds of Peter and Henrietta
Campbell, plus their son, Stephen. But for anyone else, Perry
needed an electronic PAD to clearly convey his thoughts.

“Ali, the Sargassian jump engines are
significantly better than those used by humans.”

After reading the PAD screen
reproducing Perry’s comments, Ali wrote back, “Yeah, I know that.” Perry could have read Ali’s
thoughts as they were spoken, he realized, but habits were hard to
break. Plus, it would be rude to Flon if he was not included in the
conversation, knowing what it was like when Perry and Henrietta
shared thoughts next to him.

“But we are pushing the envelope, no matter
what Flon says,” Ali insisted. He glanced up at the Engineer, “No
offense.”

Flon smiled. “None taken. But we got this,
ver’actual.”

Ali was still unconvinced. He knew the
intricacies of hyperspace travel as well as anyone else. “The
distance between Sargas and Acrab is 324.885 light-years. We’ll
consume over 180 anchored years—”

“Yes, and we will all age 1.6 years getting
there,” Flon added. “Ali, you aren’t the only one who does this
stuff for a living.”

“I know—”

“And you’ve seen the numbers.”

Ali sighed. “Yes, I have,” he admitted.

“So, your recommendation to Secretary
Campbell will be?” Flon asked hopefully.

Ali glanced at Perry, his constant
companion since the old days when Perry was the consciousness of
the sentient starship—the one Ali had helped design with his
father. Although the Hive alien could show no emotions through his
expressionless large onyx eyes set in a green, featureless, and
gelatinous face, Ali detected confidence in Perry’s assessment.
Perry quickly scribbled out, “This entity
recommends proceeding, Ali.”

The singular “I” was a hard concept for a
Hive entity to comprehend. For them, living was a communal
existence, where reproduction and the exchange of prior memories
happened through touch, or merging, as the collective called it.
But Perry did enjoy having a name, as the humans insisted on.

A lot was at stake, not only for the future
of the D’war’en people, but for the safety of the fleet setting out
to save them. “My recommendation to Peter will be to proceed,” Ali
decided. “You guys have this figured out as best you can. I imagine
we’ll likely jump right on top of Alf and Cece as they jump in from
the Human Colonies.”

“Well, that would be statistically
impossible,” Flon corrected. “They’re jumping 559 lights along an
entirely different vector. But as Secretary Campbell requested, he
doesn’t want his associate, Alffinnr, to wait long for us to arrive
at the D’war’en world. Our best estimate is that we will arrive
within 15 hours of Alffinnr’s arrival, providing us a 30-hour
window of uncertainty. It is entirely possible we may arrive there
first. It will be quite a race, actually, considering that they
have a 250-year head start on us.”

Ali did the math one final time in his
head, trying to keep relativistic jump parameters and relative
physiologic aging straight from two different starting points in
the galactic spur. Ali studied the readouts one final time.
A race to save a world.

 


* * *

 


Secretary of War Peter Rising Sun Campbell
activated the controls of the Dark Energy Chamber until the
darkness came into sharp focus. The outer edges of the Chamber
glowed with an electric-blue aura as the entrapped dark energy
connected two worlds that were hundreds of light years apart. It
was the most precious gift the Al’Va race had given the humans.
Previously, one-way communication between stellar systems would
consume years to decades of time, relying on FTL courier ships to
dispatch message packages like Wells Fargo stagecoaches of times
long-past. Now, with the use of the mysterious DEC, the virtual
space between worlds compressed to the breadth of a hand.

Living organisms could not traverse the
space between DECs, but sound and light could. Colonial President
Stiles Essen and First Lady Simi da’Cor appeared in the
Wrath’s briefing room from the head
of the presidential conference table, as if they had truly entered
the ship. But Peter’s visitors were sitting in front of a roaring
fireplace in the VIP Antechamber of the presidential residence on
far away New Capital. Peter could almost feel the heat from the
fire, although that was impossible, he realized.

Seated in the ship’s briefing room
surrounding Peter were twenty fleet officials representing the six
accompanying Sargassian ships that would make the long voyage with
the Wrath to the D’war’en
world. Most of the ships were unarmed freighters carrying precious
supplies for the D’war’en people. They could also be converted into
heavy personnel transports on short notice if the conditions on the
planet were especially dire. The Sargassians were old hands at
mobilizing supplies and rapid relocation of population centers ever
since they had scattered and hidden within their system’s Oort
Cloud from the invading Wasatti. That event had turned most of the
Sargassians into pirates as their only means of survival, that is
until Peter came along and defeated their old enemies and set the
Sargassians free.

Closest to the DEC were Peter Campbell, his
lovely wife, Henrietta, their young son, Stephen, and President
Essen’s older son, James. Raven-haired Peter, the favored son of
the Northern Cheyenne Nation from planet Stagecoach, had achieved
unwanted notoriety as the leader of a small band that had saved the
galaxy from the destructive Wasatti race. And, as much as he had
desperately tried to avoid the annoying fame, Peter kept finding
himself in the middle of one crisis after another. Most recently,
he had stopped an interstellar war before it began between the
powerful Al’Va and a splinter group of Sargassian Pirates who did
not want to relinquish their criminal authority. But trouble found
Peter wherever he went, and it was simply in his nature that he
could never ignore it.

Peter glanced at his old friend, Simi. He saw
that distinctive, irresistible smile erupting on Simi’s face that
he remembered so well as the connection took hold. Her expressive,
warm emotions came through, rivaling the intensity of the fire
behind the lovely Sargassian woman.

“Ver’actual, you guys always look the same,”
Simi observed. “That’s not fair.”

While Peter and his friends had aged
ten years here in the Sargassian worlds, stealing snippets of time
from the universe while intermittently traveling in
faster-than-light starships, Stiles and Simi had aged an additional
fifteen years back in the Colonies while they more often remained
anchored to the physical universe. Peter realized they had become
even further out of synch with their old schoolmate.
Stiles must be in his mid-seventies by now. And
the weight of the Colonies is showing on his face. His
old friend was still tall and dynamic, with a razor-sharp bearing,
but by his age he could have easily been mistaken for Peter’s
deceased father. His hair was thinning and was noticeably gray now
instead of his natural strawberry blond.

Simi da’Cor was still breathtaking in her
alluring Sargassian way, but instead of a rainbow of multicolored
hair, she now sported a conservative style in muted shades of
auburn. The short cut looked very nice floating above her long
alien neck.

“Oh, enough of that; we all look the same,”
Peter replied.

“When did you become the politician?” Stiles
asked.

“Excuse me?” Peter asked.

“You’ve learned to lie and hide it so well,”
Stiles teased.

Peter laughed. “Well, there’s no need
insulting me.”

Stiles crossed his arms and leaned on the
table. “Wouldn’t think of it. No, you don’t have the stones to be a
politician, and I’m glad you don’t. Makes you who you are.”

“Ver’actual,” Simi agreed. “And, hello James,
my beautiful son. You’re looking quite well. It must be Francesca’s
influence.”

James seemed to have inherited the best from
his father’s human and his mother’s Sargassian genes. “Hello,
Mother. It’s been quite an experience here in Sargassia. We’ve
accomplished a lot.”

“And more to accomplish still, as I
understand it,” Stiles replied. “I know you’re busy out there, so
on to business. I have some new aides here with me and they need a
briefing directly from the source on what you’re planning … as do
I, I admit. Peter, please give them the details, and how we got to
where we are.”

The view from New Cap panned out and
revealed a small platoon of assistants surrounding Stiles and Simi
around their conference table. Peter seriously wondered if any of
them were old enough to have finished their studies. Peter nodded
and took a deep breath. It was so long
ago. Before the great, great grandparents of most of those aides
had even been born.

“Okay then. I guess we’re talking ancient
history… When we escaped the first Wasatti attack, we blind-jumped
and got sucked into the gravity well of Antares, a huge supergiant
star. That was back, oh, eleven-hundred years ago.”

“No, 1,263 years ago,” Henrietta
interjected.

“Right; my wife always admits she has an
obsessive problem with dates and details, but that problem is with
me, apparently.”

Henrietta playfully elbowed Peter in the
ribs. “When you’re a navigator, precision is essential,” she said.
“It becomes habit.”

“That was during the First Human War, right,
Mr. Secretary?” one of the younger aides suggested.

Stiles, once he had been made president of
the Human Colonies, made Peter the Secretary of War during the
Second Human War so he could countermand Peter’s mother—the admiral
of the ragtag human fleet—who had grown too conservative in hopes
of ensuring the survival of the fleet over that of the
colonies.

“Correct,” Peter confirmed. “We were running
out of food; had no idea where we were, how far we were from the
Colonies, or even which direction to go. We should have died out
there. Uncharted space, running out of food, no way to find home…”
He glanced at Henrietta and smiled at the memories of their shared
lives together.

“By sheer luck, we stumbled upon a world
teeming with life that had no right being there. The parent star
system, Acrab, made it almost impossible for life to be on this
planet, but there it was. It was a world filled with water, every
kind of plant life you can think of … all kinds of animals—”

“And the D’war’en race,” Stiles
interrupted.

Peter nodded. “And the D’war’en. Alffinnr’s
people.”

The younger aide spoke up again. “He was some
sort of prince, wasn’t he?”

“The Heir, or Erfingi, as they called it,” Henrietta
replied.

“True, but his younger step-brother was
lining up to usurp him.”

“Because of his stepmother,” Henrietta
clarified.

“Yeah, what was her name?” Peter asked.

“Dróttining
Einrun,” Stiles replied. “The Queen. Jimmy figured out their
language very quickly.”

Jimmy Dallas, the youngest of the five
original classmates from the Vega Construction Base, had died
during their visit to the Al’Va homeworld in the Jabbah star
system, shot by a group of Sargassian pirates intent on finding an
ancient ‘orb’ of power. Peter and his crew were also trying to
locate the ancient D’war’en device for Alffinnar and had made more
progress in the few short days they’d been at the Al’Va planet than
the Sargassians had made in years of trying. For the Sargassians,
the famed and powerful Orb of Jabbah was just what they needed to
break the shackles of the Wasatti, and the hopes of their entire
race had depended on their mission to break the blockade the Al’Va
had set up around it. Simi’s ship had been given the mission to
steal it.

Stiles constantly bullied the younger,
precocious, linguist during his adolescent years when he had not
known better. But Jimmy’s death showed the young crew the true
seriousness of their situation. Long after the event, Stiles’ first
son was named after their old, dear friend. “He was certainly a wiz
with linguistics,” Stiles reminisced.

“True, he was,” Henrietta affirmed, “but he
cheated with the D’war’en. Their language had roots in our Old
Norse language. Turns out humanity actually acquired the roots of
their language when the D’war’en first visited prehistoric
Earth.”

“Which is another story in itself,” Stiles
prompted.

“True,” Peter acknowledged. “The D’war’en
were originally from another planet, but their star went nova and
they had to relocate. The Al’Va, a neighboring race to the
D’war’en, transplanted as many of them as they could to this new
world in the short amount of time that was available. But the world
they settled was barely habitable. Acrab is a seven-star cluster,
and planetary orbits there are really screwy. As I said before, the
planet should not have been habitable, but a faction of the Al’Va
ignored their main cultural beliefs not to intercede in the fate of
other people and set up terraforming stations on the opposite side
of the world where they had first landed. That was probably some
50,000 years ago.”

“The thing is,” Henrietta continued, “their
new planet experiences tremendous climatic shifts on an epic scale
because of their complex orbit, with thousands of years of
continuous glaciation followed by extreme periods of searing-hot
famine, lasting almost five thousand years.”

Henrietta transmitted a schematic of the
Acrab system for the aides to see, showing how complex the orbit of
the D’war’en home planet was. Throughout its cycle, various stars
in their system would take control of the planet’s climate,
sometimes glacially cold and other times searingly hot. “When we
arrived there by chance, hoping to find food to continue our voyage
to get back home, they only had a few hundred years of freezing
glaciation remaining in their planetary weather cycle. They’ve been
on their new planet for tens of thousands of years, but whenever
they advanced as a culture and began to gain modern technology in
the good times, along came the glacial periods that swept away
anything they’d built on the planet’s surface, followed by
generations and generations of famine when they could barely stay
alive as a species. They’re forced to dedicate every scrap of
energy they have in finding ways simply to survive … find and store
barely enough food to live through the lean times for generations …
but any advances they make in technology is lost and the slate is
swiped clean—over and over again—in their cyclic struggle to
survive.

“As far as we know,” Henrietta continued,
“they’ve never been able to advance into a space-faring race since
landing on their new planet, at least since they’ve been relocated
by the Al’Va to their new planet. And massive continental glaciers,
miles thick, are a great way to sweep away any surface
manifestations of ancient technology. At best, they have time to
make it through what we’d call the Middle Ages—at least in terms of
technology and civilization. That was the level they’d achieved
when we found them. They’re left with unbelievable fables—more like
fairy tales—of once-great times when they had modern technology
during the moderate climatic periods. But they lose it all when it
comes to pure survival. They’ve never been able to explore their
entire world, let alone make it off planet before the cycle begins
again. So sad, really.”

“Yeah, Alffinnr was devastated when he heard
about the continual plight of his people,” Peter stated. “In some
respects, ignorance was bliss before then. That’s why he pleaded
with us to take him away when we needed to leave to try to get back
to Earth.”

“Not to mention that he disobeyed his father,
the ruler of all the D’war’en people, and helped us escape,”
Henrietta added.

The D’war’en had caught glimpses of human
technology, or ‘carts that moved in the sky’ which resulted in a
mobilization of the D’war’en army to seek out and capture the
strange new human visitors and learn from them. “The D’war’en can
be a brutal people,” Henrietta continued, “which likely was
developed from their need to survive. Having a very strong psi
ability, they learned to develop the transmission of thoughts into
a powerful weapon which fries the synapses of a receptive mind.
Back when we were there, that was their weapon of choice—armies
filled with rank after rank of mental warriors who could combine
mental attacks into one powerful wave. They nearly killed Alffinnr
during the final battle, so we had no choice but to bring Alf up to
the starship to receive medical attention, which—once he saw all
the marvels of modern technology—revealed to Alffinnr all the
secrets that had been hidden from them.”

“Well, that too, Arietta,” Peter agreed.
“They would have killed him if we left him behind. But he was not
the only one who helped us.”

“Domar,” Stiles explained. “A smuggler and a
rogue if ever I knew one.”

Peter smiled again. “He was a character. He
didn’t want to help us until we explained how the climate of his
world affected his people in a never-ending cycle. Here they were,
seemingly heading out of a freezing world and into a hopefully lush
climate when times would be better. And only when we told him how
his people would suffer so badly in future years of hot famine,
even worse than their current glacial times—that they thought were
bad—did he change his mind. He only helped us after we promised
we’d come back someday in future generations to help.”

“Hundreds of years after he’d be long gone,”
Henrietta added.

“Yeah,” Peter replied. “We let him know his
lifespan would occur in some of the better times his planet
offered, but he was still not satisfied. He wanted to do something
for his people. So, after we promised we’d come back, he showed us
how to avoid the soldiers advancing around us on those glacier
fields.”

“How did he do that, Mr. Secretary?” one of
the aides asked.

“He had mapped a system of natural tunnels
under the glacier where warmer melt water flowed,” Peter explained.
“It helped him with his smuggling activities to avoid the
authorities. We used them to maneuver around several groups of
soldiers searching for us until we could find a spot large enough
for Stiles to land our shuttle and pick up me, Henrietta, and
Alf.”

“And the day for payback is almost here,”
Henrietta concluded. “Back then, we got the resources and food we
needed from the D’war’en to find our way home, thanks to Alf and
Domar. Now we honor our promise to a man who died long ago.”

Stiles tapped the table in deep thought. “The
Sargassian Relief Mission. So, you’re going back because of a
promise we made to a smuggler who probably died over 800 years
ago.”

Peter sensed Henrietta’s hair-trigger
emotions beginning to boil over. “A promise is still a promise,”
she insisted.

“I know, I know,” Stiles admitted. “Chill it.
It’s the right thing to do.”

“Good! I thought you’d forgotten that for a
minute.”

Don’t make her mad,
Peter realized. Don’t ever do
that.

“Maybe the old Stiles would have,” Simi
clarified. “But he’s mellowed over time. When do you hope to get
there, Peter?”

Peter had been briefed by Ali earlier in the
day about the jump parameters he and the Sargassian engineer had
drawn up. Their calculations seemed way too good to be true. Peter
had never thought they could match Alffinnr’s arrival; he figured
Alf would have been there without their assistance for months—or
even years—before he and the Sargassians could arrive, but he came
to realize over a lifetime of experience that it was almost
impossible not to trust Ali’s recommendations about running a
starship.

“If all goes according to plan, we should
arrive at the D’war’en planet by October 31, 3815.”

“Peter, that’s insane,” Stiles objected. “I
can’t see how you can pull that off from where you are.”

“Ali assures me it will work,” Peter replied.
“The Sargassians are putting a 15-hour tolerance window on either
side of that entry date.”

“With a squadron of seven ships in tight
formation?” Stiles asked.

“Flon insists on it.”

Stiles stared daggers at his Sargassian wife.
“You and I need to talk about what you’ve never told me about
Sargassian jump capabilities.”

Simi shrugged playfully. “True born, when
you’re good, you’re the best.”

Stiles shook his head in silence. “Remind me
why I married a Sargassian.”

Henrietta laughed, “Because you’re smarter
than anyone thought.”

That brought a smile back to Stiles’ face.
“Alright, so the Relief Mission should meet up with Alf pretty much
right on his schedule.”

“Should come as a nice surprise to your
D’war’en friend,” Simi observed.

Alffinnr was insistent on helping his people,
which was fully understandable, which he had continually pushed to
get it done. Their last ice age had ended sometime around the end
of year 3100 in anchored real-time, and their five-thousand-year
hot summer of famine would begin around 1,500 years after the
Relief Mission arrived. That sounded like plenty of time to work
with, but when Alffinnr had left his planet, the cultural
advancement of his people was only at the early medieval level, at
best. They had still believed they lived on a flat plate of land
and that the newly found humans were forest pixies. It was
difficult to tell how far they’d advanced since then, but the harsh
cycle of climatic changes was destined to drag them back to the
stone-age level of knowledge once starvation became their single
concern in life. That had become their cyclic destiny, and even
1,500 years was not enough to create a space-faring civilization
from scratch.

Stiles was lost in thought for a few minutes
as he considered the latest news. “Yeah,” he decided. “I think
you’ve got this covered. The Human Colonial Worlds will support
your efforts. We’ll mobilize a mission ourselves and lend our
support. But it’s going to take some time to bring resources
together. We’ll get there as fast as we can, but you’ll likely be
long gone by the time our ships arrive with their supplies. In the
meantime, we’ll communicate through the DEC to monitor your
progress. But if more assistance is needed by then, we should be
able to help. Good luck, Peter. And take care of our son.”

“We will,” Peter agreed. “Once we complete
our jump to Acrab, we’ll let you know what we find. Hopefully, they
haven’t killed each other by then.”

“With the D’war’en, you never know,” Stiles
added. “By now, their whole planet might be wiped clean, with the
one left with the strongest mind looking around wondering what the
heck happened.”

 


* * *

 


Peter, Henrietta, Stephen, James, and
Ali were offered jump chairs in the ‘Visitor’s Section’ of
the Wrath’s bridge, which
made them all feel like fifth wheels, which—in fact—they were. The
young ship’s Steward double-checked that they were all properly
jacked-in to the jump life support system, checking all their
connections twice. Peter had to bite his tongue to stop from saying
they were not noobs, but reluctantly realized that this was their
job and that they would get chewed out by everyone above them in
their chain of command if they neglected that critical
duty.

“It will be over before you know it, Sir,”
the Steward offered politely.

“We’ve been through this procedure many times
before, ensign,” Peter snapped. There was only so much he could
take.

“Of course, Sir,” the Steward replied. They
bowed their head deferentially and backed away from the VIPs.

“Thanks for your assistance,” Henrietta added
before they got too far. The Steward smiled in reply as they left
the bridge.

Captain Tang d’Dre reviewed the jump
parameters on his screens one final time. “Notify me when the other
captains are ready, Lieutenant da’Sif.”

Allie da’Sif, the Wrath’s Communications Officer, hit the ‘Update’
command on her screens. “Three captains have reported in as ready;
three are in pending status.”

“Commence spooling, Flon,” Captain Tang
ordered.

“Jump engines spooling now, Captain,” Flon
replied. “Go/no-go in 98 seconds.”

“Two more squadron ships are reported ready,”
Allie confirmed. “One is still in pending.”

No matter how many times a person enters
K-T-space, they never really get used to the experience. Peter
tightened his grip on the armrests of his jump chair. Soon, the
real universe would dissolve as his ship slipped into hyperspace.
In a matter of seconds, they would go from a relative stand-still
to faster-than-light travel. There, within the midst of non-space,
they would cheat the real world and skip between folds of space,
passing through layer after layer of the universe, folded by
superbraydons shooting out in front of seven speeding ships acting
as one to form the critical folds. Just as critically, the engines
of the fleet must precisely calculate when the folds would flatten
out at the end of their voyage to allow them to return to normal
space as they traveled through 324.885 light-years. From start to
finish, the squadron would consume 180 anchored years from the
perspective of an observer left behind, effectively aging the crew
1.6 relativistic years getting to their destination. In those 1.6
years of ship-time, the crew would be in a state somewhere between
semi-consciousness and suspended animation. Brief sparks of
cognition would randomly occur, Peter realized, as though being
awakened temporarily by unsettling dreams. Yet, the body would not
move and would only be kept alive by nutrients supplied from the
ship and gentle massages to keep their muscles in tone. And the
worst of it would come as the ship broke free and reentered real
space, slamming them home in instant deceleration like an
infinitely long thread passing through the eye of a needle.

“All ships reporting in, Captain,” Allie
confirmed. “All ships are spooling; all ships are ready.”

“Flon, how do your screens look?”

“Optimal, Captain. All parameters are as
expected. Fifteen seconds to abort.”

“Synch all squadron ships.”

“I have squadron control,” Flon announced.
“Bubble forming … it looks good.”

Tang gritted his teeth, preparing to send his
squadron into the void of hyperspace. “Very well. Jump.”

Peter glanced quickly at Henrietta one last
time as she winked back with a smile starting to form on her face.
He closed his eyes as his world dissolved away to gray.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
2

Acrab Star System, Null-Space – Fleet
Chronometer Offline

 


Francesca was far from an expert in space
travel and all she knew since she had jacked in was that she had
been dreading the violent slam from K-T-space back to normal space.
This time, however, the intense ending to her voyage did not occur.
Instead, the jump ended with a whimper. She stirred—as usual—to
work out the kinks, expecting her chair to be pressing against her
lower back. She slowly regained consciousness as she had done
before when exiting hyperspace.

Well, this time it was not
so bad. Maybe I’m getting used to this, she hoped. She
forced her dry tongue from the roof of her mouth, pried her eyes
open and realized it was dark … no, not dark; nothing.
I’m not breathing. Francesca reached
down to touch the deck. “I can’t feel the floor! Nothing is real!”
She grabbed for her throat, but her fingers were numb and there was
no tactile sensation there as well. She started to panic. Muted
gray broke the darkness as her senses began to accept her new
world. As her eyes slowly adapted, she was confronted by continuous
walls of murky gray.

When they had jumped, she had been in her
cabin, next to her husband, James. They had been holding hands in
adjacent CT-chairs. Now, she was somewhere strange—not even sitting
in her life-saving chair, but on her feet! She looked around as her
panic grew. James was nowhere to be seen. For that matter, she was
not even in her cabin. She was in the middle of … of what? She
couldn’t describe what she was seeing. She was lost in a foggy,
enclosing world.

“James? James, where are you?” Her
voice sounded strange to her. It was the voice of a stranger she
had never heard before. “James!”

She saw a flicker of movement from the corner
of her eye, but when she looked in that direction, nothing was
there. “James?” she timidly whispered. The room closed in around
her as she started to shiver in fright.

Francesca kept moving, not knowing why
other than simply trying to find anyone who could rescue her from
her terrorizing isolation. Another faint disturbance in the
darkness appeared far off in the distance, nearly beyond her field
of vision. Not knowing what else to do, she followed the apparition
in vain for several minutes more. She found nothing but silence and
more of the same ceaseless gray. Strange shadows passed on her
left. Others moved along her right, sometimes rapidly, other times
at a glacial crawl. “Who are you! What do you want?” She was being
hunted. But by what?

And then the muffled screaming began to
encroach upon her from all around as the ground started to
tremble.

 


* * *

 


Henrietta awoke to a nosebleed and a
throbbing headache, which was normal for her in K-T-space… like
some war had been fought and she had been caught in the middle of
the conflict. With no medical supplies at hand, she ran the sleeve
of her CT-suit across her bleeding nose to wipe away the trickle of
blood, but her face was numb, feeling nothing. She threw her head
back to pinch the bridge of her nose, but she felt no pressure
where her fingers should have been. Why is
my body numb, have I lost all sensations? Have I been
drugged?

Did we come out of
K-T? she wondered. She realized she was not in her
chair anymore. Without realizing it, she had disconnected her
CT-suit and had wandered off. Oh God!
That’s instant death if I unjacked before exiting! She
looked around for the large inner sphere of the Sargassian bridge,
searching for the command center and Captain Tang, but he was not
there. Neither were Peter or Ali, who should have been sitting
right beside her, and she was not in the multileveled spherical
bridge. Where am I? What’s happened to the
ship? She was alone in an endless sea of
gray.

Utter confusion overwhelmed her.
What’s happening? She looked for a
communications circuit to open a ship-wide broadcast, but nothing
adorned the featureless gray walls surrounding her. Henrietta
steeled her nerves, determined that this puzzle had to be solved.
She wondered if she were still on the Wrath. Had they been boarded while they were
still recovering from K-T-space and taken somewhere else?
Were there still Sargassian Pirate warlords following their
path to the D’war’en world? Maybe we
didn’t neutralize all their hideouts after all.
…Wasatti?

Did they stop the jump before we left?
That’s the only thing that could make any sense. Gassed the ship
somehow before go/no-go? Was there a spy onboard?

But whatever solution she came up with,
she realized, was just a stab in the dark. Or maybe this is just a hyperspace dream? But it
felt so real.

She advanced down dark paths but made no
progress … endless walking to find someone—anyone—but no one was
there. She found herself alone in the gray mists of a drifting
ship.

She walked what seemed to be hours,
days, (years?) seeing nothing but gray and experiencing no fatigue
at all. She tried to take her pulse with her fingertips but had
trouble finding the carotid. Strange, she realized. But I guess with numb fingers, it’s kind of hard to take a
pulse. Eventually, she perceived a change in the
lighting far in the distance. She hurried her pace toward the
source. Ahead, Henrietta thought she saw a break in the gray wall
and rushed to reach it.

It seemed to Henrietta that she was now
rushing downstairs, but there were no steps to her floor. The best
she could envision was that her corridor had somehow mutated into a
downward spiral, intermittently causing the pit of her stomach to
drop as her feet encountered unseen voids. At first, the voids were
deep and especially jarring, nearly causing her to lose her
balance. Eventually, the spacings of the voids and the depths of
the fall began to diminish. In her analytic mind, she envisioned a
sinewave starting from peak amplitude intensity and slowly
decreasing in period—or the spacings of the peaks—as she approached
the terminus of the disturbance. Somehow, this model gave her hope
that she was reaching the end of her mystery and that all would
return to normal once the sinewave ended. She rushed faster down
the spiral, hopeful to reach its end and find … someone.

Along the way, cold sensations passed
through Henrietta’s body. She had once read fantasy stories about
walking over your own grave as you felt the chill of your own
afterlife. Well, that’s a morbid thought.
Let’s get that out of my head, muito obrigado! (thank you very
much!) She continued onward toward her
destination.

The silence was broken by a soft murmuring
coming out of nowhere, occasionally swelling to harsh moans and
soulless howls.

As she descended, the chilled
sensations intensified and passed through her body at a faster
pace. Henrietta had to figure out what was happening to her in this
new world of hers. Never once in her life would she even consider
surrendering. Envisioning the diminishing sinewave in her head, she
concluded that her rate of fall and pace along the pathway had to
be compressing, so whatever fleeting feelings she was encountering
must be lasting longer. I guess the chills
must be spaced closer as I hit the wave’s more closely spaced
troughs. At least let’s make that a working theory,
she hypothesized. Solving the problem, or at least a model of
it, increased her confidence, so she quickened her pace even more.
By now, she had to be running, although her body did not know it.
The background wailing started to become more intense as they
became synched to the chills passing through her body.

A darker shape within the gray
materialized to her front. It was humanoid, yet ethereal, as if
made of dust. She recognized it as dark matter but had no idea why
she was so certain. But her mind kept telling her that is what it
was. You can’t see dark matter, silly… How
could you possibly know that? People have been searching for dark
matter for thousands of years. And now I discover it?
In spite of herself, she had to laugh.

The shape moved toward her. She tried to step
aside to avoid it. She was face-to-face with it as it overtook and
advanced through her body.

“Out of my way,”
the walls whispered softly. The cold in her body became an
intense chill.

Henrietta turned around to follow its
retreat, but nothing was there. Another body appeared to her front,
again inexorably heading toward a collision. But the corridor was
too narrow, she could not get out of the way as it passed through
her yet again. The corridor began to close in.

“Move away,”
the walls insisted in barely perceptible hisses.

More and more bodies intercepted Henrietta as
the chills in her body and the chorus of voices warding her away
became a constant companion, over-shouting one another with
insistent warning. They came at her faster and faster like closely
spaced posts along the line of a speeding train. Whoosh-woosh-woosh
…

“Get out while you
can,” the final one moaned.

The sinewaves are almost
touching now, Henrietta realized. If I can only make it to the end. The corridor
became too crowded for her to continue onward, and she reluctantly
stopped as the rushing figures impeded her way. The current became
too strong, and Henrietta started to drift backward along it like a
helpless stick floating down a flowing, relentless stream. She once
had been fighting the current successfully, but now, she could only
drift backward to where it would take her at its whim.

Henrietta was swept away into the darkness,
like dust carried and dispersed along the currents of a gentle
breeze that flowed to a location yet to be discovered.

 


* * *

 


Peter had been fruitlessly walking
around in the fog for hours. The last thing he remembered was
entering K-T-space after hearing Tang’s order to jump. Now, he was
in a place he could not explain. The same thoughts kept running
through his mind, “Where are we and how do
we get out?” He kept asking himself those questions
but had no answers. And Peter never liked not knowing the answers. Plus, the constant
moaning and spurts of screaming he had been recently hearing did
not make him feel any more confident about his surroundings.
Is that
háa'hávėháne, the wind spirit I hear
outside? he wondered. Or are
we inside a vast prison?

For hours, Peter had felt the presence of
someone following his footsteps along his left shoulder.
Occasionally, it was near, almost touching him, but most other
times it felt simply like it was the premonition of a companion off
in the distance. He searched for the presence of his grandfather’s
spirit, but it was not there. A shadow from within the gray caught
his eye again and he turned sharply, but once his attention was
centered on the intruder, it was gone.

Peter had used telescopes many times
from his spaceship to chart out nearby astronomical bodies, and he
had learned to trust averted vision to discover the finer details
of his research objects. Arietta once explained to him that a
person’s retina contained two main types of photoreceptor cells.
Cone cells were at the center of the retina and were used mostly
for normal conditions. But away from the center were the more
sensitive rod cells that worked better for black and white vision
and at low light levels. Looking directly at faint planets and
nebula often produced a “burned out” image like he had been
previously staring at a bright light. But when he concentrated on
the edges of the field of view, he could make out finer details of
the central object. It worked with his telescope, so why not here?
So, he continued walking forward, but concentrated on what was
happening along his periphery. There’s
another one!

Peter refused to look directly at it,
or the image would vanish. A form started to emerge from the
jumbled chaos as details started to accumulate in his mind’s eye.
There appeared to be a head floating above a body … the head was
bent over a hunched shoulder. Two forms that could have been
swinging arms were visible below, and nearer to the floor might
have been striding legs lost in the fog. Or … it’s my imagination …

It seemed to be approaching, growing in size.
As it came nearer, the arms flew up in an aggressive stance. Peter
could stand it no longer and turned toward it. The ground trembled
and a chill passed through his stomach. But as it struck, the
prowler disappeared. He sensed another coming toward him from a
different direction, but he could not locate it.

Peter turned a blind corner and bumped into
something that impeded his way, bringing his edgy nerves to high
alert. “Get back!” he yelled, readying himself for a fight.

“Chief, is that you?”

It was Ali standing before him. Peter reached
out and his numbed hands stopped at the image before him. “Ali?
Thank God. Where the devil are we?”

“Beats me, Chief” Ali replied. “I’m not sure
how long I’ve been exploring, but this place is spooky. I mean,
just weird, man.”

Just then, a loud shriek pierced the
darkness. “I mean, like that,” Ali complained. Peter saw Ali shiver
from the experience.

Peter looked around, like all the other times
they had occurred, but could find no source for the abrupt vocal
intrusion.

“Have you been seeing shapes in the distance,
like someone’s following us?” Peter asked.

“Nope, just this murky fog. But thanks for
that. Now I’ve got something else to worry about.”

“How about the floor shaking? Anything like
that?”

“Peter, my legs have been shaking since I
woke up. Ask me when it stops shaking.”

“So, you’ve seen no one else from the crew,”
Peter inquired.

“Nah ah, just you. And, man, I’m so glad I
found you. Was about to go stir crazy. Where are we?”

Peter shook his head. “I’ve no idea. This
place is surreal. Ali, I’m not even positive we’re awake.”

“Well, let’s hope it’s a dream, ’cause
if it’s real …” Ali’s attention was drawn down the long corridor.
“Hey, wait a minute. There’s one of your ghosts. Hey, does that
mean we’re ghosts
too?”

Peter stared down the long path. “That looks
different; not like the others.” The image continued to
approach.

Ali smiled and waved his arms. “Hey, Tang, is
that you?”

Peter studied the image more carefully. It
was the Sargassian Captain, Tang d’Dre. He looked like he was mad
enough to chew steel, all hunched over with his large fists
clenched tightly. He quickened his pace to meet up with Peter and
Ali.

“Have you been seeing … things?” Tang
asked.

“Like dark shadows?” Peter clarified.
“Yeah, we were just discussing it. But Ali
hasn’t—”

“Don’t count on me, man,” Ali interrupted.
“I’m not good in situations like this.”

“Like what?” Tang asked.

“When I’m concentrating on staying
alive.”

Peter knew that was not true. Ali was not the
strongest person he’d ever met, but Ali was a great companion to
have around in a pinch. True, he might not help much in a fight,
but he’d go down protecting a friend. And his analytic mind had
gotten them out of more situations than Peter cared to
remember.

“What happened to my ship?” Tang barked.

“We don’t know,” Peter replied. “But I don’t
think we’re on it anymore.”

“Then where is it?”

“Tang,” Ali replied, “the question is,
where are we?”

“I don’t care! All I want is my ship
back.”

“Well, we can’t find anything until we
know where we are,” Ali
explained. “Maybe the D’war’en are messing with us?”

“True-born, whoever did this to my ship will
regret it,” Tang promised.

“But first,” Peter explained, “we need to
assess our safety. Are we in danger here? Do we have access to food
and supplies?”

“Can we find a way to get out?” Ali
added.

“Ver-actual, heads are going to roll,” Tang
insisted.

“Agreed,” Peter said. “But our first
priority is to determine the condition of the Wrath’s crew, then the condition of the
squadron’s other ships. Only then do we determine where we are and
who did this to us. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Tang reluctantly acknowledged. “So,
how do we do that?”

“Keep exploring, find clues, then find
solutions,” Peter offered. “Nothing else we can do.”

 


* * *

 


They kept exploring and exploring. They were
unsure how long it had taken, but by now they had located all but
four of the Sargassian crew. Henrietta had also turned up missing,
which worried Peter a great deal. So, five people were still
unaccounted for and no contact had yet been made with any of the
other ships of the squadron.

Of the crew members located, they were found
wandering around various parts of their new, strange world in
small, isolated groups, but everyone found seemed to be okay other
than being disoriented or scared out of their minds. None of them
had been injured. They all had gone through similar experiences,
reporting in about their aimless walking through a foggy world
filled with fleeting images defying description. They were still
searching for the final five missing persons but were hopeful they
were in an isolated group that was simply separated from the main
body and would show up at any minute. That was how all the other
groups of people had met and formed up. It should only be a matter
of time before they ran into the remaining missing group. This was
probably a very large place. And it took time to explore it
all.

Ali, along with his wife, Joy Mitchell—who
had been a captive on a Wasatti destroyer for most of her childhood
and had bonded with Ali since being rescued—developed a ‘map’ of
sorts of the corridors that seemed to be connected in odd ways that
went against the basic rules of physics. Some corridors seemed to
go upward, while others went downward, yet they could tell no
difference while walking through them, as if they were walking on a
flat plain. It was as if gravity meant nothing in this place.
Francesca mentioned an ancient drawing of a building consisting of
a series of steps facing up, down, and sideways at the same time
which had helped them design the map. She said it was called
Relativity, which seemed appropriate to their situation, but she
could not recall the name of the artist.

The map of the corridors they had generated
so far resembled a random pattern of interconnected branches
radiating out in all directions. The theory Ali had come up with
was that their location was in an outer sector of a large imaginary
sphere of interweaving branches radiating outward from a central
spot, but that they were far from the central core. Ali complained
that only the Al’Va could dream up a branching world like this
because of their love of trees. Even their spaceships resembled the
structure of trees. Peter could not argue with the comparison.

After developing their map, Tang then
assigned various groups of crew members to key locations in larger
intersecting nodes that they knew they could find again and
instructed everyone to keep track of their own individual group
members. If needed, representatives from each group could
congregate to a common location to obtain updates—if they could
learn any. They were also told to keep looking until they found
their missing crewmates.

Peter, Ali, Perry, Tang, Joy, and a few
others—including Stephen, James, and Francesca—were in the ‘Command
Node’ trying to piece together the sparse notes they had
obtained.

“One thing that puzzles me,” Joy offered, “is
that I haven’t been hungry since waking up, nor have I been tired,
yet I have no idea how long we’ve been here.”

“Me either,” Ali added. “And I haven’t needed
to pee since we woke up.” Ali blushed after hearing what he had
just said. “For what that’s worth.”

“True,” Peter acknowledged. “I don’t think
that’s good. Are our bodies still functioning? Are we jacked into
our CT-chairs and only think we’re walking around?”

The conversation was interrupted by a brief
interlude of wailing from the walls. “Oh, I hate that,” Francesca
remarked. She looked around for the source but saw nothing to
assuage her fears. After it stopped, she continued. “But how could
that be? We all can’t be sharing the same dream…. Can we? And if we
can’t, then who’s the one dreaming this?”

“That’s highly doubtful,” Stephen remarked.
Even though he was only ten, he was as precocious as they came;
sometimes annoyingly so. Peter often said his son reminded him of
Jimmy Dallas, who had often been annoying in that know-it-all,
I-am-always-right-way. “Hyperspace sleep just does not work that
way.”

Ali shrugged. “Unless someone’s controlling
our minds. …And we all know the name of that gray elephant standing
in this gray room … called the D’war’en, right?” Ali made a point
of looking around the room to find the invisible elephant. “I mean,
a dream…? Is that any more odd than this place could ever be? I
think I feel better thinking it is a dream. Then I know I’ll wake
up.”

“So, are you saying we just wait around to
wake up?” Francesca asked.

“He’s saying we have no data on which to base
any conclusions,” Stephen clarified.

“I did?” Ali asked.

Tang checked the command watch on his wrist
before speaking, just to make sure it was still not functioning.
“We’ve checked around, and everyone’s chronometer is blank, as if
time has stopped. Do electronics not work here, or what? Is there
some sort of dampening field? We need to know how long we’ve been
here, but currently that’s impossible.” Tang
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