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Part I: The Search on Earth

 


Like the striving of the people of Firon, and those
before them; they rejected Our communications, so Allah destroyed
them on account of their faults; and Allah is severe in requiting
evil.

—The Koran

 


 




Chapter One

THE FREEDOM TO SEARCH

 


Some stories begin with a battle. Even more end with
one. Still, there are other stories where the battle occurs before
the tale begins. We can only imagine the terrible fight in which
Ahab lost his leg to the white whale. We know it had been a
transformative experience – almost a spiritual conversion. What
else could cause a man to lose himself to a quest?

The war-weary planet Sufiro moved through
its orbit, healing in the black stillness of space – a blue-green
marble spotted with brown continents and white clouds. On the
planet, Clyde McClintlock sat bored in a pristine white room with
smooth walls and rounded corners furnished with a bed, chair,
table, and toilet as white and featureless as the walls themselves.
A transparent force field revealed a pristine, white hallway
beyond. Clyde picked up a new, crisp book. Every time he tried to
read the mystery novel, images of nearly translucent silver spheres
reflecting the planet Sufiro's blue-green oceans would enter his
thoughts. People called those spheres the Cluster. It was a benign
name for a potent force.

He returned the book to the table's center,
adjusting it precisely. Standing, he aligned his feet with the back
wall, then paced the distance from the wall to the force field –
ten paces, as always. Again, McClintlock picked up the book, opened
it to the first page, but threw it down right away. The book hit a
button on the table's edge.

A hologram of a woman in a business suit
materialized against a wall. Clyde had activated a news holo from
Earth. The woman's voice remained steady, but held a hopeless note.
"Humans have now lost over one-hundred star vessels to the
mysterious Cluster. All Confederation worlds claim losses on the
same scale, including the Titans. So far, no Cluster appears to
have attacked any planets, though sightings have been reported over
various frontier worlds such as Earth's key mining colony,
Sufiro."

Clyde McClintlock slammed the button and
shut off the hologram. "Don't tell me about the Cluster. I already
know more than I want to," he grumbled to no one.

At one time, Clyde McClintlock had been a
colonel, leading the National Guard of the continent called Tejo on
Sufiro. Tejo had supplied the mineral, erdonium, to Earth to help
combat the Cluster wherever it appeared. As the Cluster appeared
more often and destroyed ships, demand for the rare material
increased. To supply the ever-rising need, the Tejans conscripted
labor from the planet's other major continent, New Granada,
invoking an emergency wartime act. Tejans only gave the kidnapped
laborers enough food to survive, a place to sleep, and little more
than rags for clothes. The Tejans may have justified the
kidnappings as wartime conscription, but Clyde had come to realize
the people were, in fact, slaves.

The demand for erdonium continued to grow.
Clyde had been ordered to invade New Granada and annex the
territory. During the invasion, a Confederation Commander, John
Mark Ellis, destroyed the colonel's supply airships. Soon
afterward, the Cluster had appeared over Sufiro. While the Cluster
orbited the planet, he had the vision.

In one instant, he had seen, and more
importantly, understood, all the pain and suffering Tejo had
caused. More to the point though, he realized how to end it. In one
stroke, Clyde McClintlock led a military coup and seized control of
Tejo. He negotiated peace with the New Granadans and sent the
conscripted laborers home. McClintlock had no ambition to run a
country. He had even less desire to go down in history as another
tyrannical militant who ended one type of suffering by imposing
another. McClintlock turned control of Tejo's government over to
the people. The people promptly arrested him.

Beyond arresting him, though, the people
weren't quite sure what to do. Clyde McClintlock had violated a
military officer's most sacred law. He had attacked his
commander-in-chief Rocky Hill and took control of the government
for himself. No one questioned the need to take such extreme
measures to save Tejo from the self-destructive path it had been
on, but such measures could not be condoned. A trial would need to
be held, but it would need to be a carefully orchestrated one.

Caroline Chung of the Mao Corporation had
been elected president after he resigned. She would organize the
trial, but she also had to get new laborers to replace those who
had been conscripted from New Granada. She had to step up erdonium
production to meet the Confederation's demands. Dealing with Clyde
McClintlock was not her top priority.

The trial's ultimate outcome didn't concern
McClintlock. They could exonerate him or execute him. Rocky Hill
had been more than his commander-in-chief, he'd been Clyde's
closest friend. Death would not be too high a price for his
betrayal. Instead, the clarity of the vision he'd received from the
Cluster was what nagged at Clyde. He wondered whether it was, in
fact, the evil many people claimed, or if it held answers to the
deepest mysteries.

Clyde retrieved some paper from the table's
drawer and began to write...

* * *

Frail wisps of gray smoke drifted past shimmering,
iridescent, silver spheres which hovered over a tiny foldout desk.
The spheres seemed to cling together with no visible connection
points. The image transfixed Commander John Mark Ellis of the
destroyer Firebrandt and he asked himself questions. The
commander leaned back in a frail metal chair and lifted the
smoldering, brown cigar to his chapped lips. As he sucked in the
warm, fragrant smoke, he considered the terrible damage this
ethereal cluster of spheres had caused.

Ellis exhaled smoke and he frowned. With a
rumble deep down in his throat, he sat forward, touched a button on
the teleholo's base and replaced the hologram of the Cluster with
the image of a man who resembled him. Ellis was over six-feet tall
and somewhat stocky, just as the man in the hologram had been.
Unlike the commander, though, the man in the holographic image had
no beard. In the hologram, Jerome Mycroft Ellis, the commander's
father, stood in a sleek hover boat's bow as it traversed Earth's
Atlantic Ocean, his hands on his hips and hair blown back in the
wind. Ellis's eyes grew moist as he thought about his father,
killed by the Cluster. Ellis's father had not done anything to
provoke an attack – he had not even tried to communicate – yet the
Cluster sliced his ship open as easily as a human would a soup
can.

Ellis turned as someone knocked on the
bulkhead next to his alcove. He placed the pungent cigar in a
small, black ashtray and turned to look through the force field
that kept the smoke constrained to the small room. "Yes."

Outside the force field stood the
Firebrandt's executive officer, Commissioned Officer B-Grade
Frank Rubin. "We're almost at the final jump point for Titan, sir."
The B-Com spoke in a booming baritone.

"I'll be on the bridge in a moment." Ellis
cleared his throat, reached behind him to the tiny bunk, and
grabbed his blue uniform coat. He gazed at his father's image as he
donned the coat. The commander sighed, then turned off the holo
projector at its base. In one fluid motion, he grabbed the cigar,
took a puff and dumped it down the incinerator chute while folding
the tiny metal desk back into the wall. He tossed on the coat
without bothering to button it. He deactivated the force field and
took five steps to reach the tiny vessel's bridge.

Ellis stood behind the black, leather
command chair and lay his hands on the headrest. For a long moment,
he stared at the holographic viewer, then down to his right at the
communicator – a thin, pale fellow named Weiss – working at his
station. Ellis scanned left where Frank Rubin had just settled in
at the pilot's console. Allowing his gaze to wander farther left,
he smiled at the gunner, a blond-haired woman named Adkins. It
pleased him when she returned his smile.

The commander directed his gaze to the
holographic viewer. On it, a course projection stretched out
through the stars to a flashing purple sphere which indicated the
point where the ship would inject itself into fourth dimensional
reality and return to its home base at Saturn's largest moon,
Titan. Ellis inhaled the scents of new plastic, dust and sweat
mingling with old, stale cigar smoke from his own uniform. As he
examined the readouts embedded in the bridge's light gray metal and
plastic consoles, he eased around the black command chair, letting
his hand trail on the armrest, then settled into the chair.

"Are you looking forward to going home,
sir?" asked Adkins.

Ellis took a shuddering breath and a slight
lump formed in his throat. "I'm going to miss this ship. My first
command." He sighed to himself.

Rubin turned and met the commander's gaze.
"After our mission at Sufiro, they're sure to confirm your
promotion. We have to communicate with the Cluster in order to keep
them from destroying our ships." The B-Com flashed a confident
smile. "At Sufiro, you showed that might be possible."

The commander scowled. "As far as I know, my
'communication' with the Cluster might have been nothing more than
a bad dream." Ellis's scowl melted into a whimsical grin. "It may
have been nothing more than an undigested bit of meat. There might
have been more of gravy than grave to my so-called vision."

"Or a nicotine hallucination," chided
Adkins, ignoring the allusion to Dickens.

The commander scowled at the gunner.

Adkins cleared her throat. "Or a nicotine
hallucination, sir."

Ellis allowed himself a mischievous grin.
"All I saw were scenes from the conflict at Sufiro. I didn't have
to witness the conflict firsthand to imagine it." The commander
shook his head. "I had a few vague impressions."

Rubin took a deep breath. "Quite frankly,
sir, it sounds like you want to talk yourself out of believing the
communication even happened."

Ellis shrugged.

"Sorry to interrupt." The communicator
turned, holding a hand to the scar on his forehead where a
communication's chip had been implanted. "I'm receiving an EQ
distress call."

"On speakers," barked Ellis.

Sound from the speakers reverberated from
the walls of the tiny ship's bridge. "...stumbled across a Cluster
ship orbiting star 1E1919+0427. We have attempted neither
communication nor scans. We request assistance from a Confederation
vessel. Repeat – this is the Mao Freighter Martha's Vineyard
calling for immediate assistance. We have stumbled across..." Ellis
reached to his own control pad and cut the speakers. His brow
furrowed. The Martha's Vineyard had been a sister ship to
his father's freighter, the Nantucket.

"Analysis," called Ellis.

Rubin looked up from his station where he
had been performing calculations. "We can reach 1E1919+0427 using a
jump point near the one for Titan. It almost sits in a straight
line between here and our own solar system."

Weiss, brow furrowed, still looked at Ellis.
"Titan control confirms we are the best-positioned ship to make an
immediate response. They also say more heavily armed ships could be
there within the hour. Titan control says it's your decision."

The commander tapped his fingers on his
chair's armrest. After a couple seconds he looked at Rubin.
"Proceed to the jump point for 1E19..." Ellis shook his head, not
remembering the string of numbers.

"1E1919+0427." Rubin's deep voice implied
confidence. "Aye, sir."

"Full speed." Ellis faced Weiss again.
"Inform Titan control we're going in." As Weiss returned his hand
to his forehead, Ellis turned to Adkins. "Activate weapons, though
I hope to God we don't have to use them."

Adkins gave a curt nod while Ellis returned
his eyes to the holo viewer. The course projection shifted over and
a new purple sphere appeared a little closer than the previous one.
After Rubin made the course adjustment, he reached over to the
intercom switch. "This is the Executive Officer. We have changed
course and are engaged in a rescue mission. All hands to battle
stations. Repeat. This is the XO. All hands to battle stations.
Prepare for jump in two minutes." Rubin looked at the holographic
chronometer readout floating in his workstation window. "Jump in
two minutes … mark." As Rubin spoke, an alarm bell sounded and the
computer swapped from white to red lights.

Ellis checked readouts on his own console.
He tried, in vain, to remember if he had secured the volume of
Emily Dickinson that he had been reading before he had become
absorbed in the Cluster hologram. He shook his head, knowing he
didn't have time to worry about it even if he had forgotten.

Rubin looked around at Ellis. "We are at the
jump point."

Ellis took a deep breath and his knuckles
turned white as his grip on the armrest tightened. "Jump!"

Reality exploded as the Firebrandt
leapt from three-dimensional existence, riding a gravity wave
through the dimension of time. Light swirled in twisting silver
intensities and became loud voices that called Ellis's name. The
commander looked around, his mouth agape, to see himself surrounded
by Clusters, which melted into the stars within the holo viewer.
Ellis was wrenched hard into his seat as reality reasserted itself.
He clamped his mouth and eyes shut in an attempt to control the
nausea which tended to follow jumps.

Ellis eased his aching eyes open and studied
the hologram as the remaining bridge crew also recovered from the
jump. The ship spun on two axes revealing two yellow stars looming
nearby. A vast group of dark spots covered an eighth of the larger
star's surface. The screen had damped itself making it difficult to
see anything other than the stars.

The commander pursed his lips and looked to
Weiss. "Where's the Vineyard? Are they still okay?"

"Communication established," reported Weiss.
"Transferring coordinates to Mr. Rubin's station. The Cluster is
still there, still quiet."

Ellis nodded to the pilot. "Approach," he
ordered, in hushed tones, as though the Cluster might overhear. He
took a deep breath and wished for a cigar.

The ship pivoted away from the double star
and the Cluster's silver orbs came into view one by one. At the
current scale, it would be almost impossible to detect the
freighter's black, erdonium hull visually. "Mark the freighter's
position relative to the Cluster," ordered Ellis.

Weiss nodded and a bright red dot appeared
near the Cluster. As the cluster of spheres grew on the ship's holo
viewer, Ellis couldn't help but think about his father, who had,
like the captain of the Martha's Vineyard, commanded a Mao
Corporation freighter. Ellis wanted to save this crew. In some
small way, he hoped it would quiet the irrational guilt that
plagued him since his father's death.

Ellis considered the events at Sufiro. The
Cluster's arrival ended the fierce war fought between the two major
continents. Tejo and New Granada joined forces to defend themselves
against the Cluster. It had projected images of the war to Ellis
along with a feeling of almost loving warmth. The commander tried
to reconcile the image of the Cluster as caring peacemaker with the
image of the Cluster as a cold, unfeeling murderer.

"Mr. Weiss," said the commander, "tell the
Vineyard to back away from the Cluster." He turned to the
pilot. "Mr. Rubin, maneuver ourselves between the Cluster and the
freighter. Let's see if we can get the Vineyard safely to a
jump point."

Weiss and Rubin nodded in unison. "Aye,
sir."

"Shall I train ship's guns on the Cluster,
sir?" Adkins ran her hand through her short hair.

The commander's eyes remained fixed on the
viewer. "Not just yet. But be ready. We'll use them if we
must."

Adkins nodded acknowledgment.

Still transfixed by the Cluster's image in
the holo viewer, a thought came to Ellis. He almost dismissed it,
it seemed so ridiculous. If the Cluster could send emotional
signals, maybe he could use his emotions to signal the Cluster.

The bridge crew watched as the Martha's
Vineyard and the Barbara Firebrandt performed an
excruciating slow ballet in space. The freighter grew visible on
the viewer. A message appeared in the field, indicating that Rubin
had touched thrusters to bring the destroyer between the Cluster
and the civilian ship.

As they crept toward the freighter, Ellis
thought back to the encounter with the Cluster at Sufiro. He had
planned to leave the ship and spacewalk to it, to convince it that
small organisms occupied the ships the Cluster attacked. On his
way, he received strong impressions not to approach. While he
sorted those out, the Cluster had jumped. The hesitation likely
saved Ellis's life. The commander filled his mind with sensations
of warmth, peace, and gratitude. He directed those emotions toward
the Cluster.

Intense green light flashed on the screen
followed by a blinding white light. "Report." Ellis stood, then
collapsed to the deck, his head smacking the metal grating with a
sickening thud.

* * *

Mark Ellis awoke in a room, not unlike one in the
house in which he grew up. Ancient and antique things cluttered the
room. Egyptian alabaster urns sat next to a brass sextant on one
shelf. On the floor, a Roman shield leaned against a nineteenth
century wooden icebox. Ellis turned as a presence entered the
room.

A woman with black hair and piercing green
eyes sat on a bright red French country sofa. She seemed nude, but
for some reason, Ellis couldn't get an unobstructed view. Straight
black hair covered her breasts and antiques obscured the rest. Only
her unnatural, bright green eyes stood out clearly.

The commander turned at the sound of
footsteps. "Dad!" he whispered before seeing the new person. He had
to steady himself on a treadle sewing machine as he turned. His
father stood, just like Ellis last remembered him, a stocky man,
hair cut short, wearing a trim Mao Corporation captain's
uniform.

The woman stood and slunk, cat-like, to
Jerome Ellis. She grabbed his arms and ran her hands down their
length, as though evaluating their strength. With a nod, she pecked
him on the cheek. Mark Ellis sucked in air as his father dissolved
into ashes.

"No!" he cried. He tried to move toward the
woman, but found his feet fixed in place. Instead, the woman turned
toward him. She brushed heavy antique furniture from her path as
though it weighed nothing. The commander sobbed, feeling helpless
as she approached. As she came closer, Ellis realized she radiated
warmth and tenderness, much like the feeling he had at Sufiro.
Ellis calmed and the woman vanished, but Ellis turned to find her
standing right behind him. Lithe arms reached out and embraced the
commander. Terrified, he found his hands moving to the small of her
back, as though under their own power. Continuing downward, his
hands grasped cold stone-like buttocks.

By all appearances, her body should be
supple and soft as she pressed against him. Instead, it was hard
like marble and just as unyielding. A cold chill moved up the
commander's spine. Her lips approached his, almost in slow motion.
As she pulled his head closer, he sensed raw power and
intelligence. Desire to help her washed over him. Fear crept
through the desire and he tried in vain to pull back. She planted a
cold, firm kiss on his mouth.

* * *

Commander John Mark Ellis found himself flat on his
back, blinking at a gray ceiling. He recognized the familiar
pattern of lines. He lay in his own sleeping alcove. "Careful,"
came a familiar, feminine voice from the side. "You got a minor
concussion when you hit the floor."

The commander moaned as he turned his head.
Pain shot through his neck muscles and the back of his head
throbbed. The ship's medic, Geraldine Brown, sat next to the bunk.
"I've given you some medication for the pain. You should feel
better in a few seconds." She closed what looked like a black
toolbox.

Ellis gritted his teeth as he remembered the
green beam and the bright flash. "How long have I been out?"

"Just two or three minutes, sir." She ran
short fingers through close-cropped black hair. "Do you want me to
stand by at the launch, sir?"

The medication began to take effect. The
pain in Ellis's head and neck eased. With a slight push, he sat up
on the bunk. He remembered the bright flash right before he
collapsed, and from the medic's comment realized there may be
trouble aboard the Martha's Vineyard. "Yes." His own voice
caused his head to throb anew. "You better be ready." As she stood
and stepped into the corridor, Ellis noticed Rubin waiting beside
the door. The commander stood, discovering new aches in his back
and hips, then joined the B-Com in the corridor.

"Report, Mr. Rubin." Ellis rubbed the back
of his head.

"Sir, the Cluster is gone," he said in a
defeated tone. "We almost overtook the Vineyard when the
Cluster fired its ray."

Ellis stepped onto the bridge and looked
around. Adkins trembled and wouldn't meet the commander's gaze.
Weiss glanced from Ellis to Rubin as though uncertain who he should
report to. "We have lost all contact with the Vineyard.
She's been hulled, but some interior sections were sealed off. I'm
not getting any clear bio readings, but some may have
survived."

"Prepare the launch." Ellis fought to keep
his voice from shaking. "Can you download their computer
records?"

Weiss shook his head. "They've been damaged
beyond repair. It's hard to say whether or not their black box
survived."

"I'll go over with the medic and see." Ellis
half-turned.

Rubin grabbed him by the arm. "That was a
nasty concussion, sir. I think maybe you should stay here."

Ellis glared at his first officer. Rubin let
go and Ellis stormed to the launch bay at the ship's stern.

Brushing past the launch crew, he entered
the ship and sat down in the pilot's seat next to the medic, Ms.
Brown. After running through the preflight checklist, he received
the all-clear signal from the bridge to launch.

Ellis piloted the launch to the black,
cylindrical form of the Martha's Vineyard. He scanned the
ship and found an airlock connected to the sealed sections. He
fought to keep from dwelling on the officers' horrified
expressions. He couldn't blame them for their reactions. The
Cluster had attacked a ship he had been charged with protecting and
he had fainted. The commander could hardly believe it himself.

He maneuvered the launch to connect with the
Vineyard's airlock. A gentle thud resonated through the
vessel as the ships met followed by the docking clamp's clang.
Ellis gritted his teeth as he opened the airlock door. Before he
stood, the commander retrieved a handcomp from the launch's
console. On it, he displayed a schematic of the Vineyard's
sections they could enter. Ellis went to straighten his uniform
coat, but realized the medic must have removed it. He blushed,
feeling underdressed wearing only his tight-fitting gray body suit.
Scowling, he led the way out into the damaged freighter.

The large metal corridor was empty and
silent. Ellis and Brown reached a cargo bay. Opening the door, they
discovered a large murky water tank. Ellis thought he could discern
some small motion in the tank. Brown opened her black tool-kit and
retrieved the bio scanner. She waved a wand in front of the cloudy
reservoir. "Here are your bio readings," she said. "This tank is
filled with plankton-like animals. I suspect they inhabit an
asteroid or planet in this system and are being used as food on
some colony worlds."

Ellis nodded. He examined his handcomp and
followed the map's directions to another section. He opened the
door. Nausea welled up in his throat at the sight before him. A
lone person's remains lay next to a sealed emergency door. Blood
congealed around a severed torso. The man's legs had vanished
behind the door. Brown came up behind Ellis and gasped. "Oh, my
God," she whispered at last.

Ellis stepped in, half-afraid of what else
he might see. There were no other people, dead or alive. Looking
around at the appliances mounted to the wall, Ellis realized he
stood in the galley. The man who died had been the cook. Fruits and
vegetables were splattered across the emergency door's once-shiny
surface. When the section ahead had been exposed to vacuum, all
loose items had flown toward the hatchway. The door had come down,
but many objects still would have had momentum, slamming them into
the door. Brown stepped up and scanned the remains. "This man
didn't suffocate," she said. "I detect minimal exposure to
vacuum."

The commander kneeled down, next to Brown.
"He was being blown out into space when the automatic door came
down..." The commander's voice cracked.

Brown nodded, agreeing with the
assessment.

Ellis checked his handcomp. "Everything
forward of this is exposed to space. So is everything aft of the
cargo bay. I don't think there's anyone here we can help." The
commander looked into the terrified expression frozen by death onto
the cook's face. A tear escaped Ellis's eye and fell, mingling with
the pool of blood.

Ellis swallowed hard and concentrated on the
handcomp, comparing sections they had passed through against the
ship's schematics. "The black box is unreachable on foot. We'll
have to see if we can get it with the launch's grappler arms."
Ellis stood. "Let's get out of here."

* * *

Saturn, crowned by lustrous rings, seemed an ideal
home for the galaxy's government. Silver hemispheres had, for
millennia, dotted its largest moon's surface. Each dome on the moon
Titan housed ambassadors, military personnel, and government
officials from every planet in the Confederation of Homeworlds.

People from Earth, Titan's closest neighbor,
often wondered how such an expansive civilization could have eluded
their sensors and telescopes as long as it had. In short, the
moon's inhabitants, being the galaxy's oldest known intelligent
race, used advanced cloaking technology to remain hidden until
humans came to the moon in person. It also helped that Titans had
minimal interest in commerce, which limited the traffic in Saturn's
orbit.

The Titans themselves were large creatures,
covered with soft pelts. Their arms and legs seemed too short for
their bulbous torsos. Their ursine heads with large eyes adapted to
low light reminded humans of Teddy Bears. Those humans in love with
conspiracy theories suggested the Teddy Bear had been placed in the
minds of President Theodore Roosevelt's friends to pave the way for
humanity to accept the ancient race. Even those humans who did not
succumb to conspiracy theories thought Titan technology bore an
uncanny resemblance to magic.

The Titan matron, a large being with a
silver-gray pelt named Teklar watched a hologram from one of her
people's ships. The roly-poly, furred beings performed the
ceremonial dances and sang the ritual chants that made their vessel
traverse space. Other Titans danced a detection algorithm. An image
of silvery, translucent orbs appeared – a large one in the center
with smaller ones on the outside. "It is the intelligence," a Titan
officer reported to the ship's captain.

"Have they detected us?" asked the
captain.

"Unknown. The intelligence is diminished
without appendages, but its power is still great," said the
officer.

The captain called to those controlling the
ship's engines, "Take steps to assure we are not detected and
report our discovery to the homeworld."

Teklar waved her arms in the ritual pattern
required to shut off the hologram, then frowned. The intelligence
seemed to be closing in.

Her lieutenant appeared and bowed low. She
delivered a datacube. Teklar inserted it into the reader and
watched John Mark Ellis's report detailing the Cluster encounter
that resulted in the Martha Vineyard's destruction. "The
intelligence continues to probe, to test, to seek. Another Earth
ship has been examined. The human, Ellis, is close to
understanding. We must be cautious."

* * *

"You fainted?" Admiral Marlou Strauss looked up from
the hologram in her office on Titan. She shook her head, pursing
thin lips. "The Cluster fired on a civilian freighter and you
fainted?"

Ellis shrunk back from the strength of her
gaze. "I believe I can explain, ma'am."

"Very well, Mr. Ellis." The admiral put her
hands on the desktop.

"I think the Cluster communicates through
emotions. While in orbit around Sufiro, I sensed something. I
sensed that they knew what had happened on the planet – that they
knew about the conflict. I sensed they saw the pain and suffering,
but knew their interference had helped to end the conflict." Ellis
looked into the admiral's eyes, but did not see any reaction. He
swallowed and plunged forward. "You see, the two continents were
engaged in war. When the Cluster arrived, they put their
disagreements behind them and started helping each other."

"I've read the report," stated the
admiral.

"But, it's not just that I sensed these
things. I also sensed warmth from the Cluster, a sense that things
would be okay on the planet." Ellis leaned forward. "I even took
the extra step of suiting up to meet the Cluster, to show it that
people inhabited the ships. On my way to the Cluster, I received a
sense of warning right before it jumped."

"Again, I read that in your report." Strauss
leaned back. "I applaud your initiative at trying something no
other commander has tried. It was a strong mark toward making your
promotion to captain permanent. However, this talk of feelings and
sensations." Strauss shook her head. "Mr. Ellis, frankly you're
beginning to sound like a communicator who's gone around the bend
and thinks they're psychic."

"I fear the language isn't adequate. I'm not
talking about psychic communication," said Ellis. "I'm talking
about emotional sensitivity."

"I'm not sure I understand the difference."
Strauss narrowed her gaze.

When Ellis had received his appointment as
the Firebrandt's commander, Strauss had admitted the Titans
had requested the appointment. She hadn't liked that. He needed to
persuade her that he had made progress toward being able to
communicate with the Cluster.

"My eyes and ears, perhaps even my sense of
touch, tell me you're angry. I don't need any special power to know
you are thinking I should be returned to a lieutenant's posting
under a strong captain's watchful eye."

"I see you grasp the situation, Mister,"
said Strauss.

"Perhaps this gives us insight to how the
Cluster works. Perhaps emotions are the way they communicate.
Couple that with an elaborate holographic technology – not unlike
the Rd'dyggians or the Titans have – and you have something that
resembles visions," Ellis explained. "If the Cluster could sense
emotions, I reasoned they could tell the difference between random
signals, and those emotions directed at them. As we approached the
Martha's Vineyard, I attempted to project my emotions at the
Cluster."

Strauss frowned and her nostrils flared.
"Now I know you've gone around the bend." She stood and paced
behind the desk for several minutes. "Let me get this straight,
you're saying you tried unauthorized communication with the Cluster
and it destroyed the Vineyard in response?"

Ellis looked to the ground. "I suppose I am,
ma'am."

She sat down, leaning across the desk.
"Well, get this straight and get it straight right now. You are
damned lucky I don't believe you. If I did, you would be facing a
court martial board for endangering civilians. Do you
understand?"

"Yes, ma'am," Ellis croaked.

She sat back, folding her arms across her
stomach. "Look, Mark–" her voice softened "–as far as many admirals
here are concerned, the only reason you succeeded at Sufiro was
because one of the warring continent's leaders was your
grandfather, Ellison Firebrandt. They believe nepotism helped you
to reach a favorable end. They are worried you might not be able to
solve a crisis where you don't have such an edge."

Ellis wrung his hands. He had wondered the
same thing several times during the return journey.

"As I say, your efforts to demonstrate who
and what we are to the Cluster impressed me. I think there may be
promise in that approach. I stuck my neck out for you, Mister. I
convinced the admirals you had done a hell of a job." Again, she
shook her head. "Then you had to attempt to rescue the Martha's
Vineyard. All you had to do was get the ship to safety. In
fact, no one would have faulted you for turning down the mission.
We had other ships preparing to help. But, fainting during an
attack is not acceptable, Mister. What happens when you get into a
true battle situation? Will you faint again and let your XO take
command?"

"Ma'am," said Ellis, struggling to keep his
voice steady. "I still think there's a reasonable chance we can
communicate with the Cluster using emotions."

"Stop pursuing this 'emotional
communication' nonsense." Strauss narrowed her gaze. "You are in
danger of a court-martial." Her voice became a dangerous whisper.
"If you shut up now, I'm prepared to reinstate you as first
lieutenant on a star cruiser. You have a good record. It's possible
I might be able to give you another crack at a commander's
appointment again in a couple of years."

"A demotion," muttered Ellis. "I'm not sure
I can accept that."

Strauss closed her eyes, her patience taxed
to the limit. "Then you had better be prepared to resign your
commission."

Ellis looked up at her, his brown eyes wide,
jaw hanging open. He considered arguing further. The look in her
eyes warned him off that path. He sighed, though, knowing he must
find the Cluster and talk to it. Somehow, he knew it was the only
correct answer. John Mark Ellis took a deep breath and without
thinking about it too much longer, lest he stop himself, he let the
words fall out. "Admiral Strauss, I hereby resign my commission as
an officer of the Confederation Space Fleet."

The admiral closed her eyes for a second,
then turned back to her terminal. "I expect your belongings off the
Firebrandt in 24 hours."

 


 




Chapter Two

WHERE NO ONE KNOWS YOUR NAME

 


John Mark Ellis stood in a silent hallway outside
admiralty headquarters in the human pressure dome on Titan and
thrust his hands deep into his jacket's pockets. The silence should
have given him time to consider how to contact the Cluster.
Instead, he just wanted to escape and forget all about the service
and the strange alien menace. He spat a mild curse as he searched
around the pocket and realized he had crushed a cigar. He removed
the damaged cigar and examined it. Scowling, he thrust it in his
mouth and lit it anyway. Smoke issued from a myriad of cracks in
the surface.

Ellis looked up just in time to see Frank
Rubin approaching. He waved a computer wafer. "Sir!" Rubin's deep
voice echoed off the walls in the quiet corridor. "I've just been
promoted!"

"Congratulations." Ellis bit down hard on
the cigar, almost chomping through.

"Is something the matter, sir?" Concern
showed in Rubin's wide blue eyes.

"Calling me 'sir' isn't appropriate anymore,
Mr. Rubin." Ellis looked down at his wrist chronometer and nodded.
"I should get to the space port and see if there's still a flight
to Earth tonight. Would you be so kind as to send my gear down to
my home on Nantucket?"

"Of course, but..." Rubin's mouth hung open
as Ellis stormed off through the gray corridor. A moment later,
Ellis noticed the new A-Com beside him again. Ellis didn't want to
talk, so he ducked into the busy spaceport area, hoping to lose
Rubin. He plowed ahead toward the ticket counter, smoke issuing
hurly-burly from the crushed cigar. The ticket clerk scowled at
him.

"Do you have any seats on flights to Earth
tonight?" asked Ellis.

The clerk checked his computer. "We have two
seats left on the Behemoth. It boards in about an hour and a
half. The shuttle will depart from Gate A-2." He pointed to a few
seats surrounding a nearby airlock.

"Converted freighter?" asked Ellis.

"That's what we have unless you want to wait
until tomorrow."

Ellis didn't want to wait. He handed over a
credit chit. The clerk processed the payment.

"Any bags to check?" asked the clerk.

Ellis hadn't brought anything with him. All
his belongings were still aboard the Firebrandt or at home
on Earth. He shook his head. The clerk handed him the ticket. Ellis
turned and found himself facing Frank Rubin.

"Can you believe that," grumbled Ellis
around the forlorn cigar, waving the ticket at Rubin. "The only
flight to Earth tonight is on a converted tramp freighter. I bet
they don't even have graviton generators."

"What's going on?" Rubin narrowed his
gaze.

Ellis looked down at the ticket. "They don't
even serve a goddamn meal!"

"Sounds relaxing." Rubin's voice dripped
sarcasm. At last, Ellis looked into his former first mate's eyes.
"Sir, what's the matter? What happened in there with Admiral
Strauss?"

Ellis removed the cigar and his expression
softened. He looked at the ticket, then checked his wrist
chronometer. "I've got some time. Let me buy you a drink and I'll
tell you about it."

Ellis led the way to a gleaming silver bar
between the ticket counter and the airlock where he would board the
shuttle. Ellis ordered scotch. Rubin declined a drink.

"From what you tell me, you established
direct communication with the Cluster while we attempted to rescue
the Martha's Vineyard. That's better progress than anyone
has ever made. Why won't the Confederation follow up on what you
accomplished?"

"The difference, Mr. A-Com Rubin, is that
you believe my interpretation of the events. Admiral Strauss did
not. Her only concern is that I passed out on the bridge. She says
if she believed I had in fact endangered civilians by attempting to
communicate with the Cluster, she would be forced to press ahead
with a court martial."

Rubin frowned. "For argument's sake, let's
say you did screw up while attempting to rescue the Vineyard
– and for the record, I don't think you did – you still
accomplished your mission at Sufiro and you did try to rescue the
freighter. I'd think they would still confirm your promotion to the
captaincy."

The drink arrived and Ellis downed it in one
shot and ordered another. "They say I couldn't have succeeded at
Sufiro without my grandfather's help." Ellis stared at the empty
glass.

"What?" Rubin looked toward the bartender
and waved him over. He ordered a beer. "What about getting the
Cluster to leave Sufiro without it taking any lives there? No one
else has managed that."

"The admiral almost gave me the benefit of
the doubt on that particular point, but deep down, I think she
believes the Cluster coming and going was just coincidence." Ellis
shook his head. "The bottom line is they canned me because I
fainted on my own goddamned bridge."

"But you didn't faint," stammered Rubin. His
brow furrowed and it seemed like he struggled to find words. Ellis
knew the A-Com wanted to believe him, but the young officer had no
power to change the admiralty's view of the situation.

The second glass of scotch arrived at the
same time as Rubin's beer. Ellis picked up the glass and stared
into the golden liquid. He returned the cigar to his mouth and took
one long draw, then set it down to let it burn out on its own.
"Besides, they didn't exactly cashier me." He spoke the words in a
harsh whisper. "I could have returned to active duty as first
lieutenant aboard a star cruiser."

Rubin took a long swallow of beer. "You mean
you quit?" The A-Com looked away for a moment, as though searching
for words. At last, he turned to Ellis again. "Why?"

"I've got to find the Cluster." Ellis
swallowed the second scotch in one gulp. "I can't do that as a star
cruiser's first officer." Ellis leaned back against the bar.
"Besides, what do you suppose the odds would be of my being
promoted again?"

"Pretty damn high
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