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Manifest Destiny

I

After struggle and defeat: awakening and immobility. A buzzing sound like a swarm of bees; the nausea of zero gravity; the sensation of impalement.

Although he wants to drift back into blessed unconsciousness, Glazdon forces his eyes open. He is pinioned to an instrument pod; he can but slightly raise his head and move it from side to side. Tubes run into his nose, his mouth and, he assumes, other bodily orifices.

The chamber is cylindrical. Within it lies a double row of similar pods, all occupied by supine bodies. Fifteen all together, assumes Glazdon; all the major co-conspirators, including himself.

The woman next to him awakens and looks at him. Her expression? Traces of fear, of course, but also defeat, disappointment, discouragement.

The tubes prevent them from using their mouths to speak, but Glazdon realizes they are virtually linked.

"Lizzi," he says.

"Phil. We failed."

"For now."

"Always the optimist. Where are we?"

"I don't know. I would assume in a satellite circling New Home. That's what I would do. I wouldn't take the risk of us escaping and re-infiltrating the ship."

Glazdon notices a tear escape Lizzi's eye. "No," he says. "Don't despair. I forbid it."

"I can't wipe it away." After a pause: "What do we do now?"

"They are not as cruel as I am. If I were the sentencing officer, I would have immersed us in one location, a realm of torment. However, they have left us the ability to create our own environment."

Around them, other trapped individuals begin to stir.

"Quick, Lizzi, before they lose hope. Help me make a place where we can assemble."

They reach into the VR database and construct a rudimentary reality: a flat plain covered with green grass and rocky outcroppings; in the distance are vague shapes of foothills and mountains.

They then stand upon the place that they have built in bodies similar to their true corporeal shapes strapped into the pods: Theophilus Glazdon, former first officer aboard the starship Manifest Destiny, and Lizzabetta Daskalos, ship psychologist. 

Next to join them is Iris Monaha, an engineering officer, and Lyle Rusk, a general technician. Others awaken, form appearances, drift upward from their immobile bodies, and assume a semblance of solidity on the barren plain.

Eventually all fourteen of his accomplices gather before Glazdon, and he addresses them. "It cannot be anything but disconcerting to wake up as we did, trussed and seemingly helpless. But we are not helpless. This is a setback, nothing more. Our goal has not changed. We remain in a state of war. I expect the utmost in resolve from every one of you. I will not listen to your objections, and I don't need to be reminded of the formidable obstacles that lie before us. Despite our apparent defeat, have any of the reasons for which we first fought become less valid? No. Therefore there is only one course open to us: we continue our struggle, no matter the odds. Agreed?"

A unanimous psychic murmur of assent erupts.

"Very well then," continues Glazdon. "We have no choice but to work through our present circumstances. The first step is to turn the site of what they consider our humiliating imprisonment into an abode befitting our stature as liberators. Give me some ideas."

"A body of water nearby: a lake, a river, or an ocean."

"It should sit upon a rocky crag but be surrounded by lush greenery."

"Towers and battlements."

"Spacious private rooms for all."

"A common area with a huge stone fireplace and a roaring fire."

"A tech room where we can focus on innovation."

Glazdon says, "These are all fine ideas. To consolidate and implement them, we need the best cyber-architect in this arm of the galaxy."

Intense, diminutive, and dark, Hester Lumen takes a few steps forward. Her tangled black hair falls loosely almost to her waist over a vermilion cloak. Gleaming platinum baubles holding diamonds and other multicolored precious stones hang from her ears, circle her neck, and adorn her fingers and the toes of her bare feet.

"She will help bring your ideas to fruition," says Glazdon. "Accept her guidance."

The newly resurrected crowd around Hester in a ripple of enthusiasm.

Lizzi takes Glazdon aside. "What's the point of all this?"

"Your first impulse upon awakening was despair. Theirs will be too if I don't give them something to distract them. Our circumstances are dire, but we can't give up now. There's got to be a way out of this, and we're going to find it."

And so the landscape and edifice take shape. Under Hester's direction, the newly-arrived colonists sculpt the terrain to resemble hills covered with a temperate mixed forest of broadleaf and coniferous trees leading down to a ragged shore where ocean waves crash against high stone cliffs. Atop a lofty crag, they lay the foundations and then the walls and roofs of an enormous palace of black marble with traceries of crimson, turquoise, and amethyst purple. It sprouts towers and battlements and sculptures of mythical creatures. When sunlight stabs through moving clouds during the alternating weather program, the surfaces of the structure become iridescent.

The interior of the palace is vastly larger than the exterior implies. The common room with its high ceiling replete with elaborate chandeliers not only has a continually burning fireplace that is twice human height, but also a long rectangular mahogany table with Glazdon's place at its apex and seven armchairs on each side. Famous paintings and tapestries from Old Earth artists adorn the walls, and at the far end of the chamber, behind Glazdon's place at table, hangs an enormous viewscreen. As all of the inhabitants can float or fly, there are no staircases. Instead, the balconies and doors to their separate chambers are set high above the main hall like aeries.

After their new home has been completed and everyone has had a chance to add idiosyncratic touches to their private quarters, Glazdon summons them all to their first formal council.

II

The deliberations are long and vigorous.

"Let us take the initiative and attack immediately," says Iris Monaha. "They consider us crushed; they will not be expecting us to rally so quickly. We can do it. We have lost none of our heart. We are all ready to die today."

Lizzi, sitting at Glazdon's right hand, says, "Though your valor and sense of initiative are commendable, we have no physical means to launch an attack. Weren't you all aware of our status when you awakened? We are bound to the pods, fed intravenously; our physical systems are tied into the machines and function on artificial life support. This satellite contains no edible food, no drinkable water, and insufficient oxygen to sustain us if we were to tear ourselves free."

"Then we should do nothing," says Lyle Rusk. "We have no option but to wait for them to make the first move. We are comfortable enough here. It may even be, if we restrain ourselves and behave as model prisoners, they may decide to commute our sentences and allow us to return. We could resume our former positions and eventually foment a more effective rebellion, having learned from our mistakes."

"Sounds like compromise to me," says Iris.

"It's not compromise; it's just common sense," says Lyle.

"We don't have to accept things as they are," says Hester Lumen. "We can create an entire world here, with diverse environs, roads, cities, flora, fauna - why, we could even fashion the simulacra of men and women to populate this new world and serve us. The program is almost unlimited. Constructing the details would take decades, perhaps centuries, but it would be enthralling, invigorating, stimulating..."

"But it would all be an illusion," says Iris. "An elaborate cage is still a cage. No matter how much we beautify our present surroundings, they remain a veneer covering our defeat and humiliation."

For a time there is silence, and then Phil nods at Lizzi, and she speaks.

"Our options are limited," she says, "but we are not helpless. We cannot take on the Manifest Destiny and its crew without physical resources. We cannot directly confront our enemies. At the same time, we cannot abandon our struggle. There is no standing still. To do nothing is to accept defeat. Therefore, we must shift the battlefront. We must take the fight to New Home."

"And how would we get there?" says Lyle.

"We can't go there physically," says Lizzi. "At least not yet. But we may be able to infiltrate the bandwidth of ship to colony communications and travel there virtually. That's all we need, for now. If we can communicate with the colonists and convince enough of them, we may be able to recruit them to use their technology to help us escape. Once we're free, the battle truly begins."

"So when do we leave?" says Iris, with a mirthless smile.

"We don't all go," says Lizzie. "Our infiltration of the colonists must be subtle and completely unsuspected. One misstep and our only hope is gone."

"Then I volunteer," says Iris. "I've had training in espionage."

"No."

Everyone turns toward Glazdon, who has been silent until now.

"I will go," he says. "You will all remain here and begin training and preparations for war under Lizzi. When the time is right, you'll all have plenty to do."

"It's not fair," says Iris.

"This is not a democracy," says Glazdon. "Don't ever forget it."

Iris petulantly lowers her head.

"Take heart," says Glazdon. "There will be heroic deeds enough for all of us."

*     *     *
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"I have created an illusion of a gateway," says Hester Lumen, "but you'll have to fashion the rest as you go along. Most of it you won't have to do consciously; your subconscious will supply the imagery. Maintaining relatable context as you journey is imperative to your safe passage. Otherwise you may be swept away into chaos."

"I'll remain focused," says Glazdon.

Hester nods. "The Manifest Destiny and our prison are both in synchronous orbit above the colony. You should see your path clear. I don't know how long it will take you to reach your destination. There may be firewalls, passwords, and other security measures, and I don't know what form they will take. You'll have to improvise."

"I'm ready."

Above them, at a point near the horizon where clouds that simulate weather patterns drift out over the makeshift sky, is an enormous oblong opening rimmed with continuous bursts of energy that flicker like lightning. Within is darkness. Enormous gray shadow creatures with fangs and talons slowly circle the gateway.

"What are those?" says Glazdon.

"I didn't know what to do," says Hester. "I have to leave the entrance open or you may not be able to find your way back. The guardians are warnings to the others not to go through until they are summoned."

"I can hold them in check without such devices," says Lizzi.

"Doubtless you can," says Glazdon, "but reminders don't hurt. Well done, Hester. However, I don't plan to return by this route."

"It may be your only option," says Hester.

"We'll see. Maintain their resolve, Lizzi."

Glazdon raises his arms, and multi-faceted wings in iridescent rainbow colors splay outward. Hester has explained that he doesn't need them, but they help prevent vertigo during the illusion of virtual flight. He lifts off the ground and moves forward and upward. Closer and closer he glides to the enigmatic entrance and its shadowy patrol. When he is within a few hundred meters of the shimmering gate, the sentries veer away from their preset patterns and head towards him. Up close, Glazdon notes the quicksilver within their cavernous eyes, their hair that writhes like black snakes, and the razor-sharp broadswords they carry.

"I know you are here to guard the way," he says, "but not from me. You will let me pass."

The creatures hesitate, and then glide back to reassume their vigil.

Glazdon approaches the portal. Beyond is the star-flecked abyss. It appears that if he continues, he will plunge into darkness and emptiness. He reminds himself what Hester said, that he creates his reality as he goes. First, however, he must pass into the void and trust that as he does, rational patterns will displace chaos.

He hesitates only a moment and then flies through.

III

The captain sits alone at the head of the long polished table in the vast council chamber. She contemplates a wall-sized viewscreen depicting the planet that the Manifest Destiny is orbiting, the new world where crewmembers are attempting to initiate a first fledgling colony. Blue oceans, green-gray continents, wisps of clouds.

A door slides open, and a short, dark, lean young man enters. His shining black hair, tied behind his neck, flows down to the small of his back. His black beard is neatly trimmed. He wears light blue trousers that flare at the ankles and a long-sleeve dark blue shirt that flares at the wrists. Like most of the officers and crew, he walks barefoot on the soft carpets that cover the decks of the ship.

He sits a few seats away on her left and says
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