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Cobalt

Jospar seldom nodded, although this time he
did. He must have, he realized, to go beyond the pre-determined
quadrant he was sent to explore. He knew in space flight, a nodding
off, a missed moment, a distraction on his instrument panel or a
long-held gaze out his starcruiser’s window could be not merely
inconvenient, but fatal.

No matter, in the few seconds he missed—and
he would not even admit to himself he’d missed those seconds—he was
off course, perhaps even out-of-quadrant, and now he needed to find
out where he was. He didn’t panic. He kept his starcruiser surging
forward, cutting through the blackness of space that was so often
home to him. He had often been out-of-quadrant, beyond quadrant, as
he was not only a starflyer, not only an explorer, but the premier
starflyer, the premier explorer, so his judgment to leave a
quadrant and go beyond was actually often part of his charge. He
had just never nodded off before.

There were often flecks of light in the deep
blackness of space, often the brilliant lighting of stars,
reflected light from planets, and the spectacles of suns and novas,
his companions. This time, there were few such companions. He knew
his starcruiser’s instruments would track his path, so there was no
sense veering off or merely retracing his course, he felt, until he
got his bearings. Knowing where you were in the limitlessness of
space was something Jospar had always had a great sense for. He
could navigate and retrace, often without even referring to
instruments. His fellow starflyers simply called it “Jospar’s
sense,” in tones often filled with respect.

His cruiser sped on. The mission had been a
dull one, he had to admit, duller than he had even anticipated.
Usually the lure of flying, of simply cutting through space, was
enough for Jospar. If there were any worlds, or even constellations
or galaxies, that was simply extra. If the worlds or galaxies or
constellations were of interest, that was even better.

This mission, he had taken a squadron of less
experienced starflyers, flyers who were sufficiently in awe of him
to make the trip less companionable and more of a teaching
assignment than he would have liked. And their smaller, less
powerful starcruisers were only constructed to go be able to go
partway, while Jospar, as the lead explorer, flew a starcruiser
that could easily go much farther, much deeper into space. The
other flyers had departed, set on their pre-determined return
course, some time before, as was the plan.

So now he was alone. Jospar checked his data,
and it told him that just before he had noticed he was off course,
he had simply missed or failed to perform a small maneuver that
would eventually curve him back on a course toward his home planet.
Jospar knew he had pushed the distance in this mission, but only
because they hadn’t found anything worth exploring in the
pre-determined quadrant. He thought that wasteful.

He was not lost, he told himself, he only did
not know where he was. Jospar stubbornly held to that difference.
Soon there would be enough data, or enough flickering lights, or
brilliant lights, and he would find something: nebulae, novas, a
worthwhile planet, perhaps. Something was always better than
nothing to an explorer. And to Jospar, something was always
necessary. He kept flying; now he didn’t even glance at his
recorded data. His starcruiser had ingested enough information so
he could go almost automatically back to his own world, but why go
back when you still haven’t found anything? he thought.

Jospar, in his time as a starflyer, had flown
the skies, beyond the skies, had shot himself through the depths of
space, and had found his share of worlds and suns, stars and
phenomena that no one in his world had ever found before. That is
why those on his world always wanted him to do more, fly more, find
more. What worlds Jospar had seen!

Jospar recalled a planet he’d been to which
glowed a pulsing emerald green from space, yet when he landed,
there was no color at all to it. The planet was a rocky gray and
dusty brown. Everything on it was like that. The inhabitants had
colored what they thought was a shield, which filled their sky, to
keep others away, as they themselves had no interest in color. This
of course only further attracted the curious, the daring—those such
as Jospar, whose life was made of finding such places. This world
Emeralda became a world of friendship to Jospar’s world, as they
welcomed him and later his those of his race. Between the two
planets, there was a standing joke about color and its lack.

Jospar flew on. He was determined to find
something now. He was well beyond quadrant, pre-determined area—any
of that. The only area was the limitless area out there, to Jospar.
He pushed his starcruiser even faster, the barely perceptible hum
of its power clicked, whirred, and hummed a little harder, as the
increased speed registered in Jospar’s ear.

While the world called Emeralda, which Jospar
had found—one of many worlds he’d found—had no interest in color,
Jospar was attracted to color perhaps above all else. The
shimmering brilliance of stars bursting into view, the flaming reds
and the white hot whites, the palette of skies and worlds, the
pulsating glow of life on a new world, the rich, pure light of a
distant galaxy, comforting him, guiding him, was what pulled him
deeper and deeper into space. When he was honored on his world for
his exploring prowess, he once answered an eager question as to
what his secret was for being a great explorer by saying, “Color. I
simply go by color.” Everyone thought he wasn’t being serious.

Jospar, against this view, was the most
serious of starflyers, the most serious explorer, and often
radiated this, whether on his world or while in space. Yet he
recalled, when teaching a group of young starflyers, how a young
cadet starflyer named Nichl, so eager to sit at the feet of Jospar
and soak in his exploring wisdom, in a room full of student
starflyers, kept asking Jospar how he’d reorient himself after just
such a supposed mishap, like missing his coordinates, while zooming
through space. Jospar had given the young cadet many technical
answers, theories, alternatives, some more highly refined than
others, though no answer seemed to satisfy, so finally he told the
young flyer, “Just turn left. Keep going left. That will turn you
around.” The other flyers around heard this, there was a steep,
serious pause, then the laughter became the space in the room.
Nichl was now one of the young starflyers in his squadron who had
turned back.

Jospar continued on. The hum from increasing
the speed had receded, and Jospar felt he would give his trip a
little more time. Up ahead, he finally began to view faint light in
the distance, then as such things went, it appeared to approach
him, though he was speeding up to it. If you are ever lost, he
remembered from the days when he trained as a starflyer, always
head toward the lights. It was a great swirling light, as though
parts were spiraled out into space and others were streaked white
and yellow, some with greater and lesser concentrations of light. A
galaxy, Jospar thought.

As he raced his starcruiser along, he felt an
unmistakable surge of the feeling of discovery. Just to make sure,
he searched for data on his computer screens, but he knew he’d find
nothing on the lights. It was unexplored. He glanced at a screen
again for cosmic maps, solar charts, as perhaps there was data from
distant viewings or sensor readouts which would at least locate
where the lights were in relation to the known parts of the cosmos,
at least known to those on Jospar’s world. But after a glance, his
gaze returned to the lights. He would find out about the lights
himself.

A series of small lights flicked past the
starcrusier. Jospar knew he was into the edge of the lights, that
this was debris. He pulled his ship through the first batch of
space matter—chunks of material used in the formation of stars,
perhaps, Jospar thought, as he sped on toward the heart of the
lights.

Soon, he could see the streaks and swirls
which had appeared so much a part of a larger brushstroke on the
cosmic canvass of space, were actually as expected, resolving
themselves as more differentiated matter. He began to pick out star
clusters, some stars, pulsing lights—a magnificent show, he
thought.

He pulled his starcruiser around and aimed
more for a dense swatch of light, which now streaked in front of
his window. His squadron thought of him as a commanding presence,
as that is what Jospar did with them, command them. But Jospar
knew, as he entered the lights, that you did not command space, you
went where it showed you—commanded you—to go.

He cut his speed slightly, as he wanted to be
prepared to evade any larger debris which might come his way,
though mostly he wanted to observe, to gaze, at the light show
around him. Though he knew stars were molten, super-heated bodies,
and planets were cooler, solid, the light show around him appeared
liquid, plastic, flowing. He let it flow over him, through him as
he flew.

Jospar knew what those who did not fly didn’t
know: that space, the black expanse of seeming nothingness, was not
nothing at all, that it was filled with things; stars, galaxies,
dynamic pulsing masses of matter, teeming matter which spiraled and
glowed and swung to and fro, filling this seeming emptiness with
something, everything. And there was the residue of that
everything, that something, which was debris. Jospar nudged his
starcruiser through a field of just such something, chunks and
flecks of light, cast aside star matter, dead planetary
construction material perhaps, and small meteorites which, when
Jospar flew past and through them, seemed to glaze the outside of
his ship.

Suddenly, Jospar’s starcruiser lurched and
shook, as it bolted in ahead deeper into the expanse of whirling
white-yellow mass. He had gone through what he felt was the wake of
a debris shower, then flew into what he always felt was a voided
stream of space which kicked his speed up a notch. The scientists
back on his world insisted that Jospar was wrong about this, though
even they told him this deferentially, that there was a uniform
consistency to the space between the matter, and that his
perception of involuntary speed increases was incorrect, physically
impossible. Jospar simply told them that was what it felt like and
that was how he flew.

He pulsed down the power of his starcruiser
so he could maneuver more readily through the thickening matter. He
was in a star system, he could tell, a galaxy that had looked from
afar as if it was a whirling spiral, dashed onto the top of a
blackened canvass. He had approached the galaxy from underneath, in
starflyer terminology, though again his scientists always reminded
him that there was no up, down, or sideways in space, that this was
an arbitrary perception of the viewer. No matter, Jospar told them;
arbitrary it may have been, but it was a necessary spatial
orientation to fly from place to place in the universe. Images,
optics, vectors and calculations were useful, Jospar thought, but
he knew the stuff inside his head was always the best navigation
material.

As Jospar pulsed the starcruiser at a more
controlled speed, the galaxy began to reveal itself in profound
differentiation. What had been a milky whitish yellow was actually
a composite, a spiral of
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