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 Prologue

The Cluster

 


It has been over thirty million years since I last
felt anything. I have no arms to lift, nor legs to run. I have no
mouth to take in nourishment, no tongue to savor it. I have no skin
or hair to feel a soft, cool breeze. While I have the urge to
replicate, I have no vagina to accept the loving gift of genetic
material from another of my kind, nor do I possess a uterus to
cultivate another living being. I am intelligence without
appendage, but not without body.

What body I have floats through the void. It
evolved somewhere near time's beginning and took the primordial
form of a cluster of spheres, mirroring the star cluster whose
plasma and gravity conspired to give me life. I was like an island
universe, all to myself, drifting from star to star. The
electromagnetic energies coursing their way through my body of
encased plasma assumed an order and I began to sense the wider
universe. I came to understand that no woman is an island and I
made a conscious effort to explore. I found purpose in trying to
understand stellar orbits around the cluster's core, understanding
the stellar cluster's place in the universe, and trying to
determine whether or not other sentient things existed.

I discovered I could replicate myself with
sufficient energy. My progeny share my memories. As a result, each
of us sees ourselves as the original of our kind. We all remember
our origin as though we had experienced it. None of us knows who is
the original. Likewise none is certain the original still exists.
Because the memory lives within us all, it doesn't matter to us who
was the original.

I discovered planets – rocky and gaseous
bodies that orbited stars. On some planets, I found entities who
moved about and replicated much as my sisters and I had. However,
some entities did not replicate by duplication. Rather they came
together in various combinations and shared components of
themselves to make new and different versions. With time, these
organisms evolved into new organisms.

We observed a difference between evolving
organisms and ourselves. Instead of simply recording the universe,
they reacted to it in ways we had not considered. While they had
much shorter lives than we did, they possessed qualities that
enhanced their purpose. On one particular carbon dioxide and
nitrogen shrouded planet, we observed living organisms for over a
hundred thousand years. They walked upright and hair covered their
bodies. Despite possessing larger teeth than many evolving
organisms we had observed, these organisms were not carnivores,
rather they consumed their world's methane ice. They retained these
characteristics even after they began to make tools that made their
fur coats and their teeth unnecessary. When they began to perceive
our existence, we communed with them.

During our communion, the organisms learned
more about the universe than they had ever known before. Their
minds could travel to every star system we had visited. Likewise,
while communing, we could feel their emotions. We shared the
organisms' delight in their expanded knowledge. We had the ability
to help the organisms order their existence and improve it.

When we broke communion with the organisms,
we found them diminished. They had better tools, better lives, but
not the experience to improve upon what we had given them. In the
same way, we remembered feelings, but could not experience new
emotion without the organisms.

Thus, we formed a symbiosis with these
sensual organisms that lasted for many centuries. The organisms
learned to build vessels with which to explore the universe on
their own. We gained imagination that enabled us to interpret all
we had observed in new and unique ways. While communing with these
organisms we felt as though we had appendages. Cool wind blew
through the fur of our faces. We shared intimate relations. We
experienced birth and holding a beautiful child – like us, but
different – in our arms. For the first time in our existence, we
could express ourselves. We knew what it was to leave a legacy.

Thirty million years ago, the stellar cluster
in which I make my home passed through a larger body of stars
shaped like a whirlpool. Our appendages broke their communion with
us in the alien galaxy. Without them, we Clusters wandered lost and
alone, with only our memories of emotion and sensuality.

Though there are others of my kind, we are so
alike that communion with one another is pointless. Without the
appendages, some of my kind lost their will to continue and threw
themselves into the hearts of stars. I do not know whether that
would kill my kind or not, as we were formed from stellar matter.
However, our outer shell would likely vaporize and our plasma cores
would merge with the star. I do not know whether that is the same
as what the appendages call death or not.

As time passed, our stellar cluster's orbit
allowed us to jump to the point where our appendages abandoned us.
However, a galaxy is a daunting and huge place – much larger than
our star cluster. We pondered the odds of finding our appendages
again. Despite the low odds, the benefits of having our appendages
back spurred us to look for them.

As my sisters and I searched, we encountered
many star vessels, which resembled the ones our appendages had
built. Examining the vessels, we found no evidence of the
appendages but we continued to explore anyway. As the search
continued, an emotional disturbance shook the void. Terrible
violence overwhelmed me. Only organisms as sensual as the
appendages could have caused emotions so great. I went to
investigate, but did not find the appendages. Instead, I found
strange beings that combined intelligence with an ability to order
their own lives using appendages. Sensuality governed their
intelligence. I wondered whether the old appendages had evolved,
but suspected these organisms were not related to them.

I reached out to two of the beings, I
discovered these organisms called the planet they occupied Sufiro
and they had just concluded a conflict among themselves. Conflict
perplexed me, because my appendages never fought among themselves
and I did not fight with my sisters. These new organisms proved
quite interesting. They bore watching. They called themselves
humans.

In short order, I learned these beings
traversed much of the galaxy. Later, I found one I had met at the
world called Sufiro aboard a spaceship at a strange new place where
two stars orbited one another. One star spewed its gaseous plasma
toward the other in an act of almost loving violence. These two
stars orbited one another, locked in a gravitational and magnetic
dance. It reminded me of the humans themselves.

I brought the human, who called himself John
Mark Ellis, to my bosom. His sensuality breathed new life into me.
These humans showed more promise than the old appendages. The
human's emotion stirred my long-suppressed imagination and I
decided to give up my quest for the old appendages. Upon communing
with this John Mark Ellis, I realized I wanted new appendages.

The gravity tides carried me away from the
whirlpool galaxy. However, tides ebb and flow. I knew I would be
back to learn more about these humans.

Upon my return home, I meditated. Ellis and
others of his kind demonstrated much variation – like my three
sisters and I experienced after our contact with the original
appendages. As I knew they would, the gravitational tides allowed
me to return to the whirlpool galaxy and somehow John Mark Ellis
and another human named Clyde McClintlock, who I had also communed
with, had located me. They followed me back to my home in the
globular cluster. The one called McClintlock had the audacity to
attempt to initiate communion. This McClintlock thought we had
created the universe. Correcting him destroyed his fragile mind. A
non-human named G'Liat, who accompanied Ellis and McClintlock, put
an end to McClintlock's suffering.

We appreciated McClintlock's audacity, but
Ellis surprised and delighted us when he initiated communion and
entered our minds. Most of my appendages had been female and it
felt good to have this man inside me. He was primitive and brutal,
but smart. We liked him better than the old appendages. When Ellis
and his ship returned to the whirlpool galaxy, we were once again
diminished.

We have decided to adopt these humans. They
will become one with us. We will benefit from them and they will
benefit from us. Together we will build a legacy.

The humans would call it a "win-win"
proposition.

 








 


 Part I: Silence of
the Old Earth

 


Thus with violence shall that great city of Babylon
be thrown down, and shall be found no more at all. And the voice of
harpers, and musicians, and of pipers, and trumpeters, shall be
heard no more at all in thee; and no craftsman, of whatsoever craft
he be, shall be found any more in thee; and the sound of a
millstone shall be heard no more at all in thee.

Revelation 18: 21-22

 








 


 Chapter
One

Craftsman

 


In a one-room apartment in Southern Arizona, two
flies buzzed and spiraled in the thick, torrid atmosphere. Dirty
plates filled the sink while uneaten remnants of food littered a
small table. Unwashed socks and underwear had been draped over the
room's two chairs. An alcove, containing a rust-stained toilet,
reeked of those odors generated in the human body's deep, dark
recesses. The flies were in paradise.

Attracted to the lone human inhabitant's
salty sweat, the two flies lit and cavorted near his nose until his
hand swept by and they flew away. The man lay on a small cot that
creaked each time he swung his arm. A clock on a nightstand counted
its way inexorably toward the time its alarm would sound.
Undaunted, the flies returned time and time again. If flies had
emotions, they might have found taking moisture from the man's nose
a fun challenge.

"Goddamn flies," grumbled the man as he
swatted at the insects again. This time he sat up on the small cot
and blinked at the zebra-stripe pattern on the floor made by
sunlight streaming through the window's half-closed blinds. The
man, Timothy Gibbs, reached out, grabbed the alarm clock, and
stared at it for several seconds while he worked to interpret the
numbers he read: five minutes before seven o'clock. Five minutes
before the alarm was to sound. "Goddamn it," grumbled Gibbs, as he
returned the clock to the nightstand. He rubbed his rough hand
across a stubble-covered chin, annoyed because he wanted to go back
to sleep but he didn't have enough time.

Gibbs padded over to the kitchen counter. The
computer unit recognized its owner and a finger-greased touch pad
came to life. Bleary-eyed, he examined the choices from the small
inventory of frozen meals-in-one. With a sigh, he chose the omelet,
then listened as outdated motors carried the meal from the freezer
to the internal cooking unit. For a moment, he thought he smelled
acrid, electrical smoke. With a frown, he thought perhaps he should
open the unit and take a look, but decided against it as he
realized the smell came from some left-over plastic still clinging
to the pre-fabricated meal.

With a stretch and a yawn, Gibbs padded to
the toilet alcove. He swatted at the swirling flies, which buzzed
around his hair while he relieved himself. Leaving the alcove, he
looked over at a hologram of his mother, which sat on the
nightstand. He hadn't seen his mother since she had lost her job at
the paper cup factory almost twenty years ago. Unable to pay her
taxes and with Gibbs barely able to pay his own, much less help
her, social workers took her to a housing complex. The government
didn't bother to tell Gibbs where they had taken her. Without an
income, his mother couldn't afford a teleholo call to her son.
Timothy Gibbs couldn't know whether his mother still lived, or had
already died.

A chime alerted Gibbs that his breakfast was
done. He opened the unit's door and retrieved the steaming food. He
sipped rancid coffee while picking blackened plastic out of the
eggs. He wondered about his father – a man he'd never known. Poking
at the over-cooked omelet, Gibbs wondered if he had fathered
anyone. Like most men in the thirtieth century, including his own
father, he sometimes left sperm at the local Depository. Women who
liked his genetic make-up and wanted children could go to the
Depository to be impregnated. This meant Gibbs didn't have to risk
the diseases and emotional upheaval that came from a sexual
relationship. At the same time, he didn't know whether he had
fathered a hundred children or none at all.

Not bothering to clean the plate and coffee
cup after breakfast, Gibbs removed his sweaty underclothes and
stepped into the sanitizer. Water remained a precious commodity in
Southern Arizona, even though ice was mined in the asteroid belt.
He closed his eyes and enjoyed the hypersonic waves tingling
against his skin, removing dirt and sweat, leaving the sanitizer's
floor slimy. Stepping out, and wiping his feet on the mat, Gibbs
dressed in his work uniform and went out the door pausing long
enough to hear the door lock automatically behind him.

Not able to afford a hover-car, Timothy Gibbs
walked the mile and a half to Tanque Verde Teleholo, where he
worked as a repair technician. He earned a small stipend and a
commission on each expensive teleholo he refurbished. In the
thirtieth century, most people considered teleholos indispensable.
People used them to communicate, transmit holograms, play games and
transact finances. A teleholo served as an essential portal to
entertainment and communication.

Despite his low pay, many earned less than
Timothy Gibbs. While walking to work, he stepped over an old man,
sleeping on the sidewalk. Even the old man – too poor to afford a
permanent place to sleep – clutched a portable teleholo to his
chest.

Stepping through the shop's door, Gibbs
forced himself to smile and wave at a fellow sales associate,
Louise Sinclair. Sinclair gestured for Gibbs to come see what she
watched on a teleholo.

"More news about the Cluster?" asked Gibbs
with a weary sigh. A large assembly of iridescent spheres hovered
over the teleholo dais. The Earth belonged to the Confederation of
Homeworlds, which fought a one-sided war with the Cluster. Whenever
the Cluster appeared, it destroyed the ship it encountered. No one
knew of a single Cluster ship lost to a Homeworlds' ship. "When
will they stop bugging us about the Cluster?" Gibbs grumbled. "It's
all so far away from Earth."

"This is different." Louise Sinclair had been
following the Cluster story since day one and insisted on conveying
what she learned to her co-workers. "A mapping ship followed the
Cluster home. They think they have some idea what it is."

"Whatever." Gibbs reached out as if to turn
off the teleholo unit, but she batted his hand away.

"Aren't you the least bit interested in the
Cluster?" She cocked her head and examined the technician. "They've
been destroying ships left and right. They even threatened a colony
for God's sake."

Gibbs shook his head. "Sufiro's on the other
side of the galaxy. I can't waste my time worrying about stuff in
space. I've got enough problems right here on Earth." He shrugged
mock apology then strode to the employee lounge.

Sinclair followed right behind him. "I can't
believe what I'm hearing," she said, incredulous. "In the thousand
years humans have been in space, the Cluster is the first
intelligent life we've ever discovered that seems bent on
destroying us. How can you ignore that?"

"It's not just us humans." He poured coffee
into a paper cup. "We're not in this alone. The Titans will figure
out something. They always have before."

"They haven't yet," she retorted. "The only
thing the Cluster hasn't destroyed is that colony – Sufiro. They
survived their encounter with the Cluster."

"Okay, so, now someone's figured out where
the Cluster's from, is that it?" he asked, resigned. She wouldn't
leave him alone until after she'd given him her update.

"They think it's from outside our galaxy.
It's from a globular cluster." She flashed a proud smile.

"Seems a bit redundant, doesn't it?"

"What's redundant?"

"That the Cluster's from a cluster." Gibbs
smirked, impressed by his own clever remark. "What is a globular
cluster, anyway?"

"They're balls of stars in orbit around the
Milky Way Galaxy," she explained. "They're like little
mini-galaxies, except the stars are older."

Gibbs nodded, then sipped his coffee. He held
the cup out at arm's length and realized it had been manufactured
at the factory where his mother had worked. He sighed and took
another sip, then poured out the leftover coffee and crushed the
cup. He looked up into Louise Sinclair's soft brown eyes. For just
a moment, he imagined himself asking her out to dinner, but soon
threw the notion aside, knowing he didn't have the money for such
an extravagance. "So, tell me." His tone softened. "Who made this
discovery?"

It warmed him when she smiled. "A mapping
ship called the Nicholas Sanson." She reached over and
issued a few commands on the teleholo's console. A moment later, a
statuesque woman sat across a bare metal desk from a clean-shaven,
auburn-haired man. Captions identified the woman as a reporter
named Deana Dean and the man as Captain John Mark Ellis.

Ellis leaned forward, brow creased as he
recounted a tale. "An associate of mine from Rd'dyggia named G'Liat
had an interest in deep space nodes. He also had been corresponding
with the Transgalactic Mapping Corporation and exchanging theories.
Through him, we obtained our posting on the Sanson. As the
ship conducted its routine mapping mission, we gathered data on the
nodes. We soon came to an especially strong node on our voyage to
Alpha Coma Berenices."

"And when you arrived in our system you
encountered the Cluster," pressed Dean.

Ellis nodded. "We did and it soon moved away.
At that point, we faced a hard choice. We could either stay put or
attempt to escape. Just then, I realized no one had ever attempted
a third option. We could attempt to follow. I suspected it might
have been heading back to the strong deep space node we'd detected.
The Cluster soon jumped. We followed."

Dean leaned forward. "And that's how you
ended up in a globular cluster outside our galaxy?"

Ellis took a deep breath and blew it out.
"That's right."

The reporter's eyes widened. "How in the
world did you make it back to our galaxy?"

"We're a mapping vessel. Once we came through
the jump point, we could follow its motion. We sustained damage
though, and had to conduct repairs to our jump engines. We couldn't
jump back until those repairs had been executed."

"It's amazing you made it back to the galaxy
in one piece!" Dean flashed a smile at the camera.

"I had every confidence in our crew," said
Ellis.

With that, Sinclair turned off the teleholo.
"Have you ever seen such a space opera?"

Gibbs opened his mouth to answer, but a voice
from the break room door interrupted him. "Hey Gibbs, we've got
thirteen teleholos lined up in the back." Gibbs' supervisor, Jerry
Lawrence, stood in the doorway wearing a rumpled uniform shirt. He
looked at his watch. "We need to get them out by five."

"Sorry, Mr. Lawrence, I'll be right there,"
he said. Lawrence turned on his heel and left. Gibbs looked up at
Sinclair and flashed a sheepish grin. "I guess I need to get to
work."

"Me too." She shrugged. "Sorry I kept you. I
didn't mean to get you into trouble."

He resisted the urge to reach out and touch
her shoulder. "No problem."

"I need to get back on the floor. Customers,
you know." With that, they left the break room. She resumed her
narrative, though the enthusiasm had left her voice. "Did you know
that McClintlock guy who started the wacky Cluster religion up in
the New England Sector ran the Sanson's galley?"

They stopped at the workshop door. He tried
to think of something witty or charming to say. Instead, he noticed
two people browsing the displays. "I think you've got some
customers." He shuffled his feet. "I need to get to work."

"I know." She turned away.

Pursing his lips, Gibbs entered the workshop,
glad to spend the day with computer chips and electronic components
that only spoke when he hit the on switch and if he didn't like
what they said, he could always change the channel.

After a long day, Timothy Gibbs trudged home.
As he pondered what he would have for dinner, he looked to the sky.
The sight made him pause. On most nights, the pollution reflected
the city lights and the night sky was a deep rusty orange. On this
night, Gibbs noticed a few of the brighter stars overhead. He
traced out the Big Dipper then the stars Vega, Altair, and Deneb
which formed the Summer Triangle. Four lights, brighter than those
stars, leisurely moved across the sky. His forehead creased. They
didn't blink like aircraft and they seemed too bright for
Confederation spacecraft, which were constructed of black erdonium.
However, the four lights resembled spacecraft moving in a diamond
formation.

Gibbs shrugged, then shook his head, as he
stepped up his pace through the unsafe city streets. He soon
entered his apartment building and frowned at the new graffiti on
the walls. The local gang once again had marked their territory.
Timothy Gibbs sighed relief after he used his palm imprint reader
to enter the apartment and the door locked behind him.

Gibbs removed his uniform shirt, then turned
on the teleholo with the volume down low providing a simple
background noise. The hologram showed four Clusters. A red light
flashed under the three-dimensional image indicating a news alert.
Gibbs was too hungry to pay much attention. Newsflashes had become
a routine occurrence during the Cluster War. As Gibbs had mentioned
to Sinclair, the events all happened so far away they didn't matter
to him.

After selecting a meal of roast beef and
potatoes, he stepped over to the dresser and frowned when he could
find no underwear. While dinner cooked, he made his weekly round of
the apartment, picked up the dirty clothes and tossed them into the
washer-dryer unit. The dinner-ready chime sounded. Gibbs retrieved
his meal from the preparation unit and shoved plates aside on the
table, upsetting the flies. He sat down and reached for a Dairtox
bottle. The drug kept the pollutants in Earth's atmosphere from
building up to toxic levels in people's lungs.

The teleholo flickered and the image blurred
as Gibbs began to eat. He slumped, a forkful of beef smothered in
gravy halfway to his mouth. It seemed he would need to take his own
unit into the shop the next day so he could fix it. The Clusters
morphed into an indistinct shape and a single syllable began
repeating from the speakers: "da … da … da…"

Annoyed, Gibbs put his fork on the plate,
stepped over to the table, and slammed his fist down next to the
teleholo. The image solidified into a young man with haunted eyes.
Gibbs appraised the image wondering if a call had interrupted the
broadcast. That seemed to be it – the teleholo's interrupt function
had failed. It should have chimed and placed the news broadcast
into its own corner of the teleholo dais. Instead, it tried to play
over the broadcast, causing interference. Irritated, Gibbs fingered
the volume stud. He assumed it must be a sales call. It would be
quickest to answer and be done with it. "Hello, this is Tim
Gibbs."

"Dad?" said the figure on the teleholo.

Gibbs fell into the chair facing the unit.
"Uh, I think you have the wrong number."

"Are you Timothy Allen Gibbs?" asked the
figure as Gibbs reached out to disconnect the call.

Gibbs blinked a few times, then looked at the
young man's eyes again. He glanced over to the hologram of his
mother – they were identical. No wonder the eyes haunted him.

"Are you Timothy Gibbs?" asked the young man
again.

"I am," Gibbs responded. "Who are you?"

"I'm Jeremy Williams," said the young man.
"I'm pretty sure I'm your son."

"Pretty sure?" Gibbs leaned forward and
examined the young man. "How did you find out? How could you
find out?" Fatherhood anonymity laws prevented Gibbs from reporting
his name at the Depository. The only information they had came from
the DNA he'd left behind. Sure, someone could use that to trace his
identity, but it would be a difficult chore.

"I didn't find out." Williams' brow creased.
"I was just thinking about my father and the name Timothy Gibbs
came to my mind. A moment later, I found myself dialing your
teleholo. I live in the Los Angeles sector." Williams looked down,
as though seeing the number he'd input for the first time. "You're
in Southern Arizona, aren't you? I don't know anyone in Southern
Arizona."

"I don't know if you're my son." Gibbs shook
his head. "How could I know?"

Williams held out his arms, imploring. "You
must be. I feel it. I've never felt anything so strongly in my
life! Don't you feel it?"

Gibbs shook his head, desperate to believe
and know a child he had never been allowed to know, but finding the
possibility just too much to process. Perhaps he had more unknown
children. "I don't know…" Gibbs hugged himself, guarding against
the holographic arms reaching toward him even though the hologram
was just empty air – an illusion.

Williams' arms dropped to his side and he
looked toward the ground. The young man gathered resolve, then
looked up again. He typed on his console. "I'm a computer
programmer in the L.A. Sector. I'm transmitting my number. You can
call me anytime." He paused. "Do you want me to give you a location
where you can check my DNA? You could find out if I really am your
son?"

Again, Gibbs shook his head. "No, that won't
be necessary. Give me some time. I'll try to call in a few days,
once I've sorted out my feelings."

Williams nodded, accepting the verdict –
saddened, but understanding. "I know you're my dad," he said. "I
don't know how, but I know. My emotions have never been so strong
about anything before." Williams sighed, then terminated the
call.

The Clusters reappeared over the dais and
Gibbs focused on the announcer's words. "Four Cluster ships entered
Earth space today. There has been no evidence of personnel from the
ships trying to land. Based on the Cluster's appearance at the
planet Sufiro, we believe they are just here to observe. There is
no cause for panic or alarm. We will keep you updated. In the
meantime, we advise Earth's citizens to go about their
business."

Timothy Gibbs hugged himself as he continued
watching the teleholo. First, a son he never knew called. Now the
distant, mysterious Cluster had appeared around Earth. Military
ships had gone to full alert. As he watched Clusters on the
teleholo, Timothy Gibbs – a man who had never loved, never been
loved, a man who didn't have strong feelings about much of anything
aside from his own survival – began to feel regret for the lost
opportunities in his life. A tear eased its way down Gibbs' cheek
followed by another. His emotions turned from regret to anger as he
scrubbed the tears from his face.

"What do I have to feel bad about?" growled
Gibbs to the empty room. "I'm no different than most people on this
miserable planet. Just a guy trying to make ends meet." He stood
and returned to his tepid meal.

After he finished dinner, Gibbs gathered the
old plates from the table and placed them in the recycler. He
puttered around the apartment, cleaning. He couldn't say why he'd
been spurred into activity. He just wanted to put his life in some
order.

A while later, Gibbs dropped onto his cot,
exhausted. The teleholo continued to play news updates about the
Cluster. In the meantime, he dreamed he had married Louise
Sinclair. Their grown son, Jeremy Williams – no Jeremy
Sinclair-Gibbs – had come home for a visit. They sat down to a
dinner that resembled one from the twentieth century more than the
thirtieth. Bowls filled with potatoes, green beans and cranberry
sauce surrounded a turkey, which steamed in the middle of the
table. Gibbs's subconscious had pulled the meal's image from
stories of the first Thanksgiving when colonists had come from
England to the United States. Certainly, Gibbs had never
experienced food set out as it appeared in the dream.

Someone banged at the door. Gibbs excused
himself from the table and answered. His jaw dropped open when he
answered. His mother pointed an accusatory finger at her son.
Charlotte Gibbs' skin began to dry and decay on her skeleton. Her
jaw, no longer attached by muscle, fell open in a silent
scream.

"Mom," called Gibbs. "You're still
alive?"

A voice croaked from the open mouth. "No. I
died ten years ago." The mummified vision of Timothy Gibbs' mother
moved past her son and turned. "I've come to ask why you never
tried to contact me. Why didn't you try to find me? Didn't you love
your mother?"

Gibbs gasped for air. "Of course I loved you,
Mom. The government took you to a retirement home. They didn't tell
me where."

"Why didn't you ask?"

"It wouldn't have done any good. You owed too
many taxes. I couldn't help. I wanted to, but there was nothing I
could do." Gibbs hugged himself, trying to rein in his emotions and
keep from being overwhelmed.

"You could have fought the government," said
Gibbs' mother. As she spoke, Charlotte Gibbs desiccated further,
becoming little more than a skeleton.

"No one can fight the government. I would
have been destroyed!" Gibbs chewed on his finger.

"Your body might have been destroyed, but you
would have proven you had a soul. You would have proven your worth
as a human being. You would have proven you cared about something
besides yourself."

Timothy Gibbs awoke in a cold sweat,
clutching his sheet to himself. He stood and rushed over to the
table with his mother's hologram, picked it up and hurled it to the
floor, smashing its micro-circuitry. His mother's image vanished
forever. "Leave me alone!" he shouted to the smashed holographic
display. "I'm just a guy doing his best to make it in this world!
Leave me alone!"

 




 


 Chapter
Two

Doomsday

 


In his quarters, the warrior G'Liat watched on a
monitor as space ships from Alpha Coma Berenices met the
Nicholas Sanson and began to deploy repair crews. The
eight-foot-tall, orange warrior sat in a chair that seemed too
small for his large frame. John Mark Ellis had come to him on his
home planet, Rd'dyggia, seeking to understand the alien known as
the Cluster. He had been on a similar quest. He had communicated
with many beings around the galaxy and prided himself on
understanding them. The Cluster had proven to be an enigma and he
did not like enigmas.

G'Liat listened to the chatter from the
repair crews. When John Mark Ellis followed the Cluster through a
jump point to a globular cluster, which orbited the Milky Way
Galaxy, it had damaged the Sanson's sensitive jump engines.
After consulting with Chief Engineer Mahuk, Ellis had rerouted
conduits on the ship's hull to give it power to jump back to the
galaxy. The repair crews hurled jibes to each other about the
amateurish repair job. Yet, G'Liat detected a certain admiration
behind their words.

The workers also shared estimates with one
another about repair times. Based on their numbers, G'Liat
estimated it would take nearly two weeks to return the
Sanson to operation. It pleased G'Liat to know Sanson
had not been damaged beyond repair. Even he found it an elegant and
beautiful ship. Most human-built star ships in the thirtieth
century were simple and functional black cylinders with engines at
the stern, which glowed blue when active. Like arrows in the night,
those ships shot through the fourth dimension. The Sanson,
on the other hand, had been designed to map the fourth dimension,
feeling its way along, charting gravity's subtle and ever-changing
pathways, which allowed all other ships to thrust their way through
the void faster than light speed.

Like the other ships, her hull was erdonium:
the sole material known that could withstand the fourth dimension's
ravages. She was also cylindrical overall, but she bulged in places
Navy ships did not. Attached to the hull were eight fan-like sensor
arrays, which swept back toward the vessel's stern and resembled
sails. They pivoted, sensing the gravitational interactions of many
stars. Each array controlled an engine, petite compared to one on a
freighter or a warship. The glow from each engine surrounded the
ship like a halo.

After returning to the Milky Way from the
globular cluster, Captain John Mark Ellis had visited G'Liat in his
quarters. The warrior had displeased his human companions. Ellis
and G'Liat had been accompanied by Clyde McClintlock, an evangelist
who had come to believe the Cluster was God made manifest. When the
Cluster shattered McClintlock's illusion, the evangelist's mind
snapped and he planned to kill Ellis. G'Liat had killed the
evangelist to stop him. He hadn't wanted to, but it seemed a
bitter, necessary act, like a human killing a rabid animal. When
Ellis had visited G'Liat, he had informed the warrior that the
ship's manager, Kirsten Smart, had told him to leave the ship to
avoid facing charges. G'Liat agreed to the terms.

After Ellis had left the warrior's cabin,
G'Liat activated the computer interface and searched for companies
that chartered spacecraft. While he could take a commercial flight
back to Rd'dyggia, he wanted solitude and quiet so he could decide
his next move. He limited his search to those companies with
Rd'dyggian names. The warrior had grown weary of acting like a
human. He wanted to be among his own kind for a time.

He had called the first company on the list
and had been pleased when a Rd'dyggian answered. "Money I have,"
G'Liat had spoken the words in his native language. "Ships you
have. I will return to Rd'dyggia. I require retrieval from a human
ship in orbit, the Nicholas Sanson."

The Rd'dyggian on the other end had bowed.
"Understood, my Lord G'Liat. A ship will be dispatched from our
docks when we start business tomorrow morning. Be ready." The
Rd'dyggian had terminated the call and included the time he should
expect the transport to arrive.

G'Liat looked at the time, then stood and
knocked the end from some incense he burned. He packed his few
belongings in a small, metal case, and then sat down to await the
transport's arrival. The warrior continued to reflect on John Mark
Ellis and what he relayed about the Cluster's communications.

G'Liat wished to understand the Cluster so he
could destroy it. Even so, he began to wonder if the Cluster could
be used to eliminate other barriers to Rd'dyggian dominance of the
galaxy. If so, perhaps the Cluster's elimination could be
delayed.

* * *

On Earth, Timothy Gibbs awoke in his apartment with
red-rimmed eyes. Not bothering with breakfast, he approached the
holographic display he'd smashed the night before, swept up the
unit's remains, and put them in the garbage incinerator. He
dressed, grabbed his own malfunctioning teleholo unit, and then
went into work.

He stifled a squawk when he encountered
Louise Sinclair. Her normally impeccable store uniform was rumpled
as though she had slept in it. Her eyes were bloodshot and she wore
no makeup. She flashed a brave smile at him. "I see you didn't get
much sleep either."

"Bad dreams." He moved past her to the
employee's lounge and grabbed the coffee pot. A few minutes later,
he blinked as she took his hand and helped him put the pot back on
the warmer. The cup had overflowed and coffee dripped from the
counter.

Gibbs looked into Sinclair's eyes and sighed.
"If I asked, would you go out to dinner with me?"

Sinclair staggered back, away from him.
Conflicted emotions played across her face before she straightened
her jacket and forced a certain resolve. "Mr. Gibbs, you realize I
could report you for making such a suggestion at work."

Timothy Gibbs looked down at his feet. "I
know," he whispered. He picked up the over-full coffee cup and took
a sip. Some coffee splashed onto his uniform. Louise Sinclair made
as if to reach for a towel – as if to help clean it up. Instead,
years of training had kicked in and overrode human instinct. She
strode from the break room, indignant shock on her features.

Gibbs dropped into a chair and sipped the
coffee. Twenty minutes later, it dawned on him that Jerry Lawrence
hadn't appeared to shuffle him off to the repair shop. He crumpled
the paper cup and threw it into the trash, picked up his teleholo
dais, then left the break room. Louise Sinclair stared at the
street through the shop's large window. He couldn't quite tell from
where he stood, but it looked as though tears glistened on her
cheeks. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the workshop's door
and entered.

Jerry Lawrence sat silent and examined a
teleholo's control chip. He held a test probe listlessly in his
hand.

Gibbs cleared his throat, but Lawrence didn't
respond. "Mr. Lawrence?" he ventured.

At last, Lawrence looked up. "Sorry, Gibbs …
I guess I was lost in thought. What do you need?"

"What did you want me to work on today?"

Lawrence set the test probe down and looked
up into Gibbs' eyes. "It almost seems pointless, doesn't it? I'll
be surprised if we have a single customer come in today, even to
pick up things they expect to be ready."

Gibbs stepped over to the workbench and sat
his malfunctioning teleholo unit down. "Sir, do you have any
kids?"

"I don't know." Lawrence flashed a wan smile,
"but I had a dream about a daughter last night."

Gibbs snorted. "I had a … a dream, too … at
least I guess it was a dream … about my son. Then I dreamed about
my mother."

Lawrence nodded. "My daughter was a
prostitute in Central Texas. She looked at me with drug-clouded
eyes and accused me of being a bad father; of leaving her to an
abusive mother instead of raising her myself." Lawrence looked down
at his hands. "I didn't even know I had a daughter. I have no idea
who her mother is." He took a deep breath then blew it out before
he looked up at Gibbs. "I hope you had a better dream than
mine."

Gibbs stood and moved over to the storage
shelf and stared at it. After a moment, he grabbed a teleholo dais
at random. He took it back to the workbench. "I think I need to
work, whether or not we have any customers today," he said. "It'll
help take my mind off bad dreams."

Lawrence nodded. "You're right." He looked at
the teleholo dais Gibbs had taken from the shelf. "That one's got a
tricky problem. I had planned to assign it to you. Judging from the
symptoms, I'd say the central processor malfunctioned. However, I
replaced the processor and the problem didn't go away."

"Sounds like fun," said Gibbs with a genuine
smile. He set the teleholo
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