
  [image: Cover]


  BEYOND THOSE DISTANT STARS


  By John B. Rosenman


  
    
      [image: C:\Users\ddodd\Google Drive\Art - Images\CP_ART\(jutoh) MPlogo-Final (large).jpg]
    

  


  A Mystique Press Production


  Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Crossroad Press Digital Edition 2019


  Original publication by Mundania Press LLC – 2003


   


   


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: download]
    

  


  John, a retired English professor from Norfolk State University, has published over 300 stories in The Speed of Dark, Weird Tales, Whitley Strieber’s Aliens, Galaxy, The Age of Wonders, and elsewhere. He’s also published twenty books, including SF novels such as Speaker of the Shakk and Beyond Those Distant Stars, winner of AllBooks Review Editor’s Choice Award (Mundania Press), and Alien Dreams, A Senseless Act of Beauty, and The Merry-Go-Round Man (Crossroad Press). MuseItUp Publishing has published seven SF novels. They are Dark Wizard, Dax Rigby, War Correspondent, and five in the Inspector of the Cross series: Inspector of the Cross, Kingdom of the Jax, Defender of the Flame, Conqueror of the Stars, and Skyburst. MuseItUp also published The Blue of Her Hair, the Gold of Her Eyes (winner of Preditor’s and Editor’s 2011 Annual Readers Poll), More Stately Mansions, and the dark erotic thrillers Steam Heat and Wet Dreams. His time-travel tale Killers was an Editor’s Top Pick at Musa Publishing. Some of John’s books are available as audio books from Audible.com. Two of John’s major themes are the endless, mind-stretching wonders of the universe and the limitless possibilities of transformation—sexual, cosmic, and otherwise. He is the former Chairman of the Board of the Horror Writers Association and the previous editor of Horror Magazine.


  John welcomes comments from readers at jroseman@cox.net and invites them to visit his web site at www.johnrosenman.com and blog at www.johnrosenman.blogspot.com. His Facebook author page is https://www.facebook.com/JohnBRosenman/


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  No novel just writes itself.


  My hearty thanks and appreciation go to the Oceanfront Writers’ Group,


  especially to my friends Richard Rowand, Jacqueline Falkenhan, Jean Klein,


  and Alan Bryden, who read and commented on the novel.


  Above all, I want to thank my editor, Jody Wallace,


  for her tireless help and brilliant suggestions.


  At one point she stayed up to three a.m. for three straight nights,


  working on yet another of my revisions.


  I consider myself extremely lucky to have had her for an editor.


  Table of Contents


  


  PROLOGUE


  CHAPTER ONE


  CHAPTER TWO


  CHAPTER THREE


  CHAPTER FOUR


  CHAPTER FIVE


  CHAPTER SIX


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  CHAPTER NINE


  CHAPTER TEN


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  EPILOGUE


  PROLOGUE


  Emergency!


  “Why do they call me?” Supervisor Stella McMasters muttered as she ran down the circular metal stairs of the turbine building on the planet Warren. “The crew knows more about reactor plants than I do!” She raced past each landing’s flashing red lights that warned of out-of-control readouts in the pit below.


  Radiation Protection Supervisor…Hah! I’m a nav-comm officer, not a bloody tank sniffer. I belong on a ship fighting the aliens. Dammit, I always hoped to command my own ship. Now look at me-given a soft job as a reward for loyal service.


  Reaching the bottom, Stella headed for where Jack Faust bent over one of the filter tanks, the headset he was required to wear dangling from a back pocket. He was studying the panel on number 4, apparently still trying to dislodge the resin he’d mentioned earlier.


  “Still constipated?” she called, thinking that she’d have to put him on report again for not wearing his headphones.


  “Tighter than a Scaley’s asshole,” he half-shouted over the hum of massive pipes welded to the wall. “I’ve used air, steam, gas, solvent, but the bitch hasn’t budged. I tell ya, Sup, I’m worried.”


  She nodded at the readout. “It’s only 200. That’s within accepted limits.”


  Faust straightened and rubbed a slender, lined face. “Doesn’t feel right, somehow. And I’ve been doing this a long time, even worked in the asteroid belt and at Solax out near the galactic rim.”


  “Have you checked the sight port?”


  “Yeah, just five minutes ago.” He shrugged. “Maybe I oughta take another look.”


  She watched him climb the ladder fixed to the tank and squint at the sight port.


  “Hey, it’s steamed up now. I can’t see a thing.”


  Steamed. Her face froze at the word. She removed her cap and ran a hand through her blonde hair. What had she read recently about a blocked filter tank whose temperature registered normal?


  A dull cough echoed through the pipe overhead. She raised her hand.


  “Jack, get down!”


  He turned on the ladder and looked down at her. “What?”


  More sounds thrummed through the conduit. This time he heard it. She saw his mouth open.


  “Get down!” she shouted. “It’s-”


  Like a giant snake, the pipe exploded from its mounts. Struts and valve controls rained like hail. But worst of all was the steaming water that covered Faust as he fell to the floor.


  Suddenly every alarm light on tank four started flashing. She stood, gazing down at the still body. In just seconds it had been transformed into something she didn’t recognize.


  Searing water sprinkled her side, licking her boot heels.


  Somewhere a klaxon shrieked.


  Arms pulled her back from behind. Doug Shane, a man on her crew, spoke into the comlink on his headset.


  “Turbine trip. Tank 4, level 1.” He grabbed her elbow. “C’mon,” he shouted, “let’s get out before the reactor blows.”


  She nodded, knowing it would take at least an hour for a meltdown to develop over in the reactor building. What she had to do now was evacuate her crew from the upper levels, then report to command, who would be trying to stop it.


  “All right,” she ordered, “let’s clear the place; make sure everyone’s got the word.”


  She watched Doug head toward the ladder she had just descended, and then followed. Of course, all her crew must know there was a problem, but it was her job to make sure even though a high-pitched oscillating warble now filled the building. Why didn’t Jack move? If he’d just got off when I told him, he’d be alive now. Why hadn’t the fool listened?


  Forcing the image of Jack’s frozen figure on the ladder from her mind, she picked up her pace to catch Doug. Mustn’t think of that. What I’ve got to do now-


  Ahead of Doug, a salmon-colored pipe overhead abruptly shook. And Doug was…


  There was no time to shout, as she’d had with Jack. Dashing forward, she slammed him hard to the side, sending his body flying. Above her, the pipe punctured, spewing a flood of steaming liquid. Trying to duck, she barely had time to turn her head before a cloud of radioactive iodine settled over her like an invisible cloak. One breath shriveled her lungs and drove her to her knees, where she teetered briefly before collapsing to the floor. Desperately, she tried to rise, to escape the death that even now descended upon her, but her body seemed distant, as unreachable as the stars.


  The last thing Stella remembered before she lost consciousness was a voice calling her name.


  CHAPTER ONE


  A year later, Stella McMasters’ duroplast heart beat faster as she gazed up at the sleek tower of the Spaceranger-her first command. Over a hundred meters tall, it contained twenty-six levels, 1100 crew, and pointed toward the stars like a silver spear. To her, it was more beautiful by far than any lover she had ever known, any creed or dream.


  Well, it’s about time, she thought. After all, I’m only thirty-seven.


  “Ready to board, Commander?”


  She turned to her first officer, a bald, smiling man. “Patch us aboard, Sloan,” she said.


  Sloan nodded and pressed the comlink on his collar. “Williams here. Commander McMasters is ready to board.”


  “Aye, aye, ser,” a voice answered.


  She watched a ramp descend and started toward it across the bleak plain of New Mars, followed closely by Sloan. As she climbed, she felt her insides squirm as if she were in null-gee but ignored the sensation. It was an illusion, like the itch in amputated limbs. After the meltdown on Warren, rad contamination had necessitated the removal of her viscera, not to mention her heart, lungs, arms, face and eyes. She couldn’t feel such sickness anymore. The unit that pumped and circulated her synblood would be good for 300 years yet, assuming it didn’t short out.


  Her mouth twisted at the mordant humor, and-thanks to synthetic tear ducts-she blinked back some moisture.


  Once through the airlock, she and Sloan rode a tube up toward the bow, and then entered the bridge where her systems officers waited. Besides Sloan, who was in charge of navigation and communications, there was George Darron, the ship’s immense, bearded psyche-physician; Carol Wayne, the engineer and weapons control officer, a small woman with alert eyes; and Myles Uxman, the expressionless director of internal security. Jason, the pilot, whose detached brain was interfaced directly with the ship, was not visible, but his clear computer-synthesized voice greeted her promptly when Sloan introduced them.


  When the amenities were over, she smiled. “Please sit.”


  After they did, she squared her shoulders, self-conscious and determined to look like a commander. General Chen had been quite blunt after her promotion. Though she was not the first cyborg, she was the first physically enhanced cyborg commander, the experiment of a medical unit that faced considerable opposition for its director’s radical theories. One of these theories was that cyborg humans would make superior soldiers who would play a crucial role in the war effort. Stella had been chosen as the prototype because of her stable military record and official regret concerning her accident. Because she was experimental, she should expect considerable skepticism and prejudice, even outright hatred. He had warned that she would need a damned tough skin.


  Stella, whose skin was a fibrous polymer resistant to temperatures up to 500 degrees, stretched her lips in a smile that she had practiced endlessly before a mirror. With most of her facial nerves gone, she’d had to painfully reacquire expressions she had once made without thinking.


  “People, we’ve been given our orders. We are to rendezvous with General Loran’s forces a light-day away from Cygnus X-1 in preparation for doing battle with the enemy.”


  “X-1?” the engineer/weapons control officer said. “That’s halfway across the galaxy.”


  “Technically it’s only 8,000 light-years. Just three jumps, I’d say.”


  “I believe I can do it in two, ser,” the pilot said.


  Stella frowned. The disembodied voice made it difficult to know where to look. She settled for straight ahead.


  “Two jumps,” she finally said. “Explain.”


  “Commander, Central reports a new wormie they call Charbydis near Loran Base where we have to report. Indications are it has a narrow horizon, but I should have no trouble accessing it.”


  “Excellent.” She found herself drawn by the deep soft voice, though she knew it was only a computer translation of the pilot’s brain waves.


  “Tell me…Commander,” the psyche-physician said. “We’re to play second fiddle to the good general, aren’t we? Essentially our purpose is to mop up behind him after he’s had his glorious victory and saved us all from extinction.”


  Second fiddle. Mop up. Gazing at the huge, bearded man, Stella recalled hearing that besides psychiatry and space medicine, Darron specialized in ancient Terran languages and idioms.


  “Dr. Darron, if you mean by those terms that our mission will be ‘back up,’ then your guess is as good as mine.”


  He smiled, folding brawny arms. “With all due respect…Commander, none of this is exactly top secret.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Simply that speculation about just such an offensive against the invaders has been rampant for weeks. Good old X-1 has often been mentioned as an ideal place for Loran and his fawning support team to reverse the losses of the past five years and rescue humanity.”


  Uxman, the internal security officer, stiffened in his chair. Darron was edging toward treason. Within the rigid hierarchy of the Empire, such insubordination to a superior, especially during this war, could lead to a death sentence. Equally alarming to Stella, though, was the subtle pause before ‘Commander.’


  “Our job is not to question, but to carry out orders.”


  “Yes, but we can discuss-”


  “I prefer not to.” She raised her eyes to the bridge’s central command chair, and then glanced out the plexiport at the great dark. “But I will say this: in my opinion, General Loran is over criticized. He’s far too astute a leader to think he can defeat the Scaleys solely by a core attack force. I hardly think we’ve been sent on this mission just for show.”


  “Then how do you explain yourself?” Darron spread his huge hands. “Ser, I don’t mean to be rude, but isn’t your presence here somewhat unorthodox?”


  “Unorthodox?”


  “Yes. Or to use your own words, mainly ‘for show’?”


  “I don’t follow, Dr. Darron.”


  He frowned. “Ser, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t Academy training usually required in order to achieve Commander status? Yet I don’t believe you ever attended.”


  It was very quiet on the bridge. Stella felt a hard knot of anger. The condescending bastard had insulted her and challenged her qualifications. Short of a harsh reprimand or requesting a court-martial, what could she do? She couldn’t let it pass, yet knew of only one other way to establish her authority.


  “Dr. Darron,” she said, “would you please stand?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  She smiled. “That’s an order, Doctor.”


  Darron looked at the others, and then slowly rose.


  “Please come to me.”


  He hesitated, and then moved toward her, stopping half a meter away.


  “Closer.”


  Nervously, he complied. Almost touching his body, she stood staring up at him. Despite her height, Darron was a head taller and weighed twice as much. His massive body loomed over her, seemingly invincible.


  Stella raised her hands overhead. “Slip your fingers through mine.”


  His hairy paws engulfed her slender, synthetic ones.


  “Now press,” she ordered. “Use all your strength. Drive me to the floor.”


  “Commander,” Sloan said, “perhaps-”


  “I’m waiting, Dr. Darron.”


  He shook his head like a confused bear. “What’s the point of this? Prosthetic surgery isn’t my specialty, but even with new advances, I’ll still crush you.”


  “Do it!”


  His heavy chest swelled. Then she felt his hands press against hers, their force increasing as they met resistance. He grunted in surprise, and then pressed harder.


  “When are you going to start?” she said. “I’m tired of waiting.”


  He stiffened, and then bore down with all his might.


  Gasps. Sounds of disbelief. Stella smiled.


  “Dr. Darron, is that the best you can do? Then it’s my turn.”


  She monitored the pressure carefully, but still drove him down to his knees so hard that the deck shook. He moaned.


  “Do you still think I’m here only ‘for show’?” she asked. “And if so, would you like to see what I can really do?”


  His face twisted in pain. “No!”


  “Very well.” Releasing her pressure, she helped him up.


  “Perhaps, Commander,” Sloan said smoothly, “We should defer this matter and entertain a report on the Spaceranger’s status.”


  Stella nodded, grateful for the ploy as Darron resumed his seat. “Well taken, Sloan.” She smiled at the engineer. “I’m especially interested in our capacity, Carol. Just how many mega joules can this crate pump out?”


  As Carol answered, Stella glanced at Darron. The huge man, she saw, was glaring at her with rage.


  Later, alone with Sloan on the bridge, she decided to risk a little candor. “I was pretty bad, wasn’t I?”


  Sloan rubbed his bald head. “Why do you say that, Commander?”


  “Look at me, Sloan, and drop the commander shit, all right? You’re second-in-command and we have to work together.”


  Sloan straightened the green shirt of his uniform. “You want me to go into it here?”


  “Please.”


  “All right,” he said. “To begin with, you let Darron run on too long, draw you in. The moment he questioned our orders, you should have slammed the hatch shut.”


  “What else?”


  He shrugged. “You defended General Loran against Darron’s charges. I know morale’s suffered in the fleet because of continued setbacks, and there’s chatternet about corruption and depravity at the top, including the Emperor’s court, but you shouldn’t do that, Stella. In the service, people have been routinely executed for insubordination and dereliction of duty. Our physician is your subordinate. He answers to you, not the other way around.”


  She nodded as Sloan went to the wall. “What’s your pleasure, ser?”


  “Coffee, please. Black.”


  He keyed a panel and a moment later handed her a squeeze bulb.


  Sloan selected a drink for himself and returned. “Mine’s hot cocoa,” he grinned. “Been crazy for it ever since-”


  Suddenly he slipped on something and dropped it. Stella’s hand shot out and caught the container before it fell ten centimeters.


  “Bloody damned Scaley!” He blinked at her hand, and then stooped to pick up the offending object-a silver pen.


  “Must have dropped it earlier,” he said, accepting the bulb from her. “My God, it’s not just strength, is it? I never saw anyone move so fast.”


  She thumbed off the lid on her straw. “The servos respond instantly to the brain’s signal. I’ve been told it’s nine times quicker than normal.”


  “I believe it.” He took a sip, and then rubbed his large nose. “We haven’t talked about your, uh, condition.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “I’ve never met anyone as…synthetic as you. About sixty percent?”


  “Nearly seventy. They couldn’t clone me-something wrong with my DNA. And while they did manage to save half my bones, I’m basically high tech. Strictly state of the art, you might say.”


  “Well, you sure surprised George and the rest of us. Prosthetic surgery must have come a long way lately. You’re obviously faster, stronger, and more efficient than any of us.”


  She swallowed some coffee. Faster and stronger, yes. Certainly more efficient. Unlike her facial expressions, she had mastered her new body’s fine and gross motor skills within a month. But she could barely taste the coffee and only faintly feel the sun on her ‘skin’ or the wind on her back. If she was careless with a laser knife, she could cut off a hand without even knowing it.


  And I haven’t felt anything sexual since even before the surgery, she thought. Even if a man wanted me, I’d be like stone.


  “What about you, Sloan?” Her mouth curved in a good imitation of a smile. “How long have you been getting a space tan at the Emperor’s expense?”


  He grinned at the old joke of enlisted personnel. “Thirty-two years, man and boy. Came up the hard way. I’ve been a loader, a ship’s steward, a shuttle station maintenance Johnny, you name it. Finally earned a run at one of the systems guilds in nav and com.”


  Stella found herself liking this homely man. “According to records, you’ve been a first officer for nine years but never applied to the Academy to command your own ship. I was a first officer too, and did apply, though they kept turning me down.” She paused. “If you don’t mind my asking, was it money or connections that kept you from applying? I know they’re important.”


  Sloan dropped the container in a wall disposal unit. “Important? Stella, without them, there’s no chance at all they’ll let an enlisted grunt like me enter the Academy and command his own ship. That’s the way it is in this caste-ridden empire, no matter how good you are. Everybody has their station, and there’s no rising above it.” He shook his head. “But the truth is, a man’s got to know what he’s cut out for. Being the one at the top who makes all the decisions and bears all the responsibilities-I’m just not suited for that. But you are.”


  “Even after my recent performance?”


  “Shaky performances are common for new commanders. I’ve served under several, and believe me, you’re already far from the worst. Besides, the meeting wasn’t that bad, especially the way you tamed George.”


  “Thanks, Sloan.”


  “Sure.” He stifled a yawn. “I’m zacked, think I’ll turn in.” He headed toward the door, and then stopped. “Just out of curiosity, do you still sleep?”


  She nodded. “About three hours a night. It used to be six.”


  “Commander, I need only one,” a voice said.


  “Jason?” She stiffened, remembering.


  “I tried to warn you,” Sloan said gently. “Remember? I asked if you wanted to speak here on the bridge, but you wouldn’t listen.”


  She watched him leave, and then turned to the wall above the holovid screens.


  “I would have patched out, Commander,” Jason’s rich voice said from everywhere, “but except for the officers’ personal quarters, I’m programmed to have continual and full access to the ship and its instruments.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “Forgive me for asking, but weren’t you supplied with op specs for this craft? My schematics should be among them.”


  She turned away, and then realized his ‘eyes’ were everywhere. Embarrassed, she touched the padded command chair located in the center of the bridge. “The files I was given were vast. I didn’t have time.” She knew that was no excuse, for she was the one in command. At the moment it seemed she couldn’t stop making mistakes.


  Jason was silent. Stella turned back to the wall above the holovid screens. “You seem different from the implant pilots we had on other ships. They were limited, interfaced only with the drive systems. And they…”


  “Had bodies?” Jason’s voice permeated the room from all directions. “With all due respect, I am a much improved model. You see, Commander, I am the ship.”


  You ARE the ship? My God, Stella suddenly realized, he’s even more artificial than me. Except for his brain, he’s all metal.


  “Tell me about it, Jason,” she said. “What’s it like being an implant pilot?”


  “What’s it like? Ser, I’m not only much more efficient than earlier models. I feel different.”


  “Feel different? How?”


  “Commander, I’m afraid it will sound strange.”


  “Tell me anyway. How do you feel different?”


  “How?” Jason hesitated, and then grew enthusiastic. “When I’m in space, I can feel the solar wind on my skin; feel the power surge through my engines. I…I’m no longer just a little man with a limited body who’s trapped in a dull routine. I’m far more than that. You see, I am the ship, and all of you are like living cells within me.”


  Bloody Scale-face, Stella thought. He not only sounds strange, he sounds half-mad.


  “Commander, do you see the stars?”


  She gazed out the plexiport at the glittering vastness of space.


  “Aren’t those lights beautiful?” he almost sang. “When I’m thrusting at full power, I hunger for them, and all I want is to race beyond those distant stars. I want to devour the void, consume it forever.”


  For once, Stella was glad her face did not easily reflect emotion. Troubled, she studied the stars, feeling as if they formed some mystic pattern she must solve.


  “Commander,” Jason said, “may I make an observation about one of your main systems officers?”


  “Proceed,” she said. Jason now sounded subdued, no longer filled with pride and manic joy. At the same time, the resonant tones stirred something inside her.


  “After our meeting, I’m more concerned than ever about psyche-physician Darron,” Jason said. “To be honest, I’m worried.”


  “Please get on with it,” she ordered, slipping fully into the role of command. “If you have any information at all, you must share it.”


  “Yes, Commander. Dr. Darron on two occasions has told crewmen that this mission is stupid and reckless.”


  “As he did at our meeting.”


  “Yes, but he went further, and both incidents involved engine techs. I don’t have to tell you how improper that is.”


  “No, you don’t. What else did he say?”


  There was a pause. “That we’re a decadent, corrupt empire past our prime and the Scaleys have not only crushed us in every single battle, but will ultimately destroy us completely. That General Loran is old and no longer capable of leading.”


  “I see,” she said.


  “And ser, at your meeting, Dr. Darron challenged you. If you’ll pardon my saying, ser, your officers should support you in your difficult task, not try to tear you down.”


  “Thank you, Jason.”


  “Ser, I just want you to know that I will always be here for you, even when others aren’t. You can count on me.”


  She felt moved by Jason’s warm support and pledge of loyalty. Then she recalled she was talking to a disembodied voice. What was happening to her, and why was it happening on her very first command? She had been ordered to launch in twelve hours. Should she delay on such hearsay? For God’s sake, grumbling and complaints were common on every ship she had served on.


  But what if Darron was sowing sedition among those who maintained the engines?


  Still, what kind of observer was Jason? Could she really believe someone who had sounded so emotional? What did anyone really know about the effects of being an implant pilot? The procedure was so new.


  “Commander,” Jason said, “is everything all right?”


  This time, despite her concerns, his voice stirred her, reminding her of desire she had forgotten. But she couldn’t feel desire; all her organs and hormones were artificial.


  “Commander?”


  “Thank you for informing me,” she said with an effort. “Please continue to do so if you observe anything suspicious.”


  “Aye, aye, ser.”


  She nodded. “Good night, Jason.” Even as she left the bridge, she heard his soft parting words.


  “Good night, Commander. Rest well.”


  Oh God, she thought, what a voice! I wonder what he looks like.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Pain.


  She writhed in agony, trying not to scream. Something pressed against her arm. She heard clicking.


  “Shit. She’s over a thousand rem. We’ll have to isolate her.”


  “Right. Let’s go.”


  Sounds, footsteps. Something touched her. “Okay, Tom…ready? One, two, three…LIFT.”


  She seemed to soar, weightless in a bubble of her own torment. A disembodied voice wafted through her dream.


  “Shane okay?”


  “Yeah. Says she saved him. Knocked him on his ass to the side and took it full blast herself.”


  “Shit, look at her skin. All the scrubbing in the world ain’t gonna help. The stuff’s in her bones by now.”


  “Well, we can try parts.”


  “Or clone.”


  “Have to see a gene scan first.”


  Suddenly a rift opened and she was more aware. She heard the wheels of a gurney turning beneath her. Above, a ceiling with bright lighting raced by. She could just make out two men moving quickly at the foot of the gurney. They were dressed in green rad suits and the light gleamed on their transparent face guards so she couldn’t see their features.


  “Any word yet?”


  “Hear it went solid. They couldn’t get any coolant into the reactor loop.”


  “So it’s blown?”


  “Any time now.”


  Something slammed behind her head, and double doors burst open and then closed behind the figures. She couldn’t see them, and they were unaware of her. Angry, awash in pain and struggling to breathe, she tried to sit up, but hands lifted and glided her into an enclosure. Bleary, sinking into semi-consciousness again, she peered about.


  “There, there, dear,” a woman said from behind a protective window. She looked a million kilometers away.


  A steel arm extended a hypo held in metallic fingers. Another arm swabbed her arm with disinfectant, as if procedures must be followed at all costs.


  “Don’t!” she cried, but so weakly she barely heard it. Oh God, why couldn’t she breathe? Why did her chest hurt? “Don’t cut! Please don’t cut anything off!”


  The needle slid into her arm, withdrew.


  “No pros…prosthe…” She tried to remember a word but felt herself fade. Soon all that remained were faces watching her from behind windows. That, and the pain.


  Soon, no pain. No faces.


  Only her pounding, pounding heart.


  She came awake in the middle of her cabin. The heart she had felt racing in her dream beat calmly in her chest as always, sixty-two times a minute. All the terrors or physical strain in the world wouldn’t increase its pace by one beat.


  Yes, she was efficient.


  Removing her sleeping gown, she stepped naked to the full-length mirror, seeing a tall, slender blonde woman with a stiff face. She forced her lips to smile. How easily and naturally she had smiled once. Now, unless she was careful, her face resembled a frozen, expressionless mask.


  Her hand rose, cupped a small, synthetic breast, which she could barely feel.


  I should have told them to go all the way, make me like Jason. Only a brain with no frail legacy of flesh to confuse me.


  She sighed. Even if she had renounced her flesh, would she have been any happier? Perhaps she’d be even more miserable.


  Going to her desk comconsole she made two calls, ordering the officers to be in her cabin in ten minutes. Then she started to dress. Halfway through, though, she made another call. The person who answered seemed surprised but said she’d be glad to show Commander McMasters around her department in half an hour. No trouble at all.


  Now why did I call her? Stella thought afterward. What possible purpose would my visit there serve?


  But the appointment was made, and she used the time before her officers’ arrival to call up Jason’s schematics. A blue holo outline of the ship appeared, overlaid by red lines emanating from the bow where Jason’s brain was located. The lines seemed to go everywhere except for a few private quarters.


  After she finished reading the specs, Myles Uxman arrived, followed shortly by Sloan.


  “The first thing I want to ask,” she said closing the door, “is whether Jason has access to this particular cabin? Myles, that should fall under Internal Security. I’ve studied Jason’s schems and he does seem to be excluded from a few places.”


  Myles and Sloan shared a look of surprise. “That’s correct, ser. While he has virtually complete access to this ship, he is excluded from the cabins of main systems officers.”


  “You’re sure?”


  Myles’ round, plump face frowned. “I’ve examined the interface specs personally, Commander. There’s no way he can patch into restricted territory.”


  “So he can’t override? He can’t listen to us now?”


  Myles and Sloan shared another look. “What is it, Stella?” Sloan asked.


  Folding her arms, Stella told them of Jason’s excitement, of his concern about Dr. Darron.


  When she was finished, both men looked worried. “I didn’t know Jason was acting like that,” Myles said.


  “You see the problem, don’t you?” Stella coaxed. “I can’t have an unstable pilot in charge of the ship.”


  “There shouldn’t be any danger of that,” Sloan said. He glanced at Myles. “We went over Jason’s schems together. In related ways, we’re both responsible for his operation. Myles is concerned about his effect on security, me with Jason’s nav instructions. We’ve both found nothing to worry about.”


  “But he’s a new development, isn’t he? A high-tech breakthrough. We haven’t really had time to find out what effect it will have on one’s sanity to be totally removed from the body for an extended period. I know Jason’s not supposed to be on-line for more than three months without being relieved, but the fact is, he could become mad or delusional within a single day, couldn’t he? He referred to us all as being like cells inside him, and said he wanted to ‘devour the void forever.’”


  Sloan shrugged. “I’ve talked a lot with Jason. He’s had two short missions like this before. Besides that, he’s got a good sense of humor and impresses me as being very dedicated to his position.”


  “The Empire shares your optimism,” Stella said. “Especially since a disembodied brain is more practical, able to use the ship’s systems more quickly and efficiently.”


  “Surely,” Sloan said, “the Empire wouldn’t rashly sanction his use without…Bloody damned Scaley, do you realize half the ships in the fleet have similar pilots?”


  “What did he say about the stars?” Myles said. “That he ‘hungered’ for them?”


  “Yes,” Stella said. “And while we’re considering Jason’s possible godlike delusions, let’s not forget that he may also be paranoid.”


  “But his suspicions about Darron make sense,” Sloan said. “Stella, that’s another reason Jason interfaces with most of the ship-so he can check human circuits as well as mechanical ones and report dangerous conduct to head systems officers. It’s another way he’s cost-effective.”


  “I think I see what Commander McMasters means,” Myles said. “He-”


  “Call me Stella, Myles.”


  Myles hesitated, and then smiled. “All right. It’s conceivable that Jason’s near-omniscience could lead to delusions that he’s…” He shook his head. “But I can’t believe it. Like Sloan says, the Empire-”


  “Did Jason inform you of Dr. Darron?” Stella said.


  Myles blinked. “No.”


  “Shouldn’t he have? I just scanned his schems, Myles. Jason is supposed to report directly to you, the Director of Internal Security. Not to the commander.”


  Myles pursed his lips. “That was irregular, I admit. I’ll speak to him.”


  “There’s another possibility too,” Sloan said. “Dr. Darron could be the security risk. His conduct at the meeting bordered on insult and insubordination.” He rubbed his bald head, which gleamed in the overhead light. “Perhaps he’s trying to get the engine techs to strike-or worse.”


  Myles puffed out his plump cheeks. “If I knew that, I’d ask Stella to cold tank him.” He sighed. “Listen, you’ve heard how low morale has sunk in the ranks because of our recent losses to the Scaleys. Incidents of insubordination have trebled just this year alone, and there are signs it will get even worse. If I panicked over every suspicious case, where would I stop?”


  “But Dr. Darron is in position to do a great deal of harm,” Sloan said. “My God, he’s our psyche-physician!”


  “Enough,” Stella said. “We have two possible security risks on board the Spaceranger, and I have only nine hours to decide. If I ask that one or both be removed it could delay our departure for weeks, perhaps forever. Do either of you have anything to add?”


  Silence. Finally, Sloan gave her a rueful smile. “Stella, this is one reason I never wanted your job.”


  Stella nodded. “Thank you both for your time.”


  She watched them leave, waited briefly, then left herself, careful to palm lock the door against trespassers.


  She slipped down the corridor, glancing behind her to see if she was being watched. Perhaps Jason’s paranoia was contagious. Summoning a tube, she entered and descended.


  Her destination was amidships, sixteen levels below, where an armed guard at a station checked her features against those on her badge before snapping her a salute. A metal door opened and she passed through.


  “Commander McMasters?” A stunningly beautiful woman in a white lab coat greeted her. Shaking hands, Stella noted with bitter envy the lustrous auburn hair, soft, even features, and curves that the shapeless coat couldn’t quite conceal.


  “Dr. Wynn. I appreciate your seeing me on such short notice.”


  “Not at all, Commander. How may I be of service?”


  “I’d like to see our pilot.”


  “Of course.” Dr. Wynn hesitated, obviously hoping for some explanation, but Stella didn’t provide one. “If you’ll come this way.”


  They moved down a path bordered on both sides by cryotanks. “How many crew do you have here?”


  “Two at present.” Dr. Wynn pointed at a corpulent man working on a nearby cryotank. “That’s Jason’s replacement pilot, Peter.”


  Stella glanced at him, and then followed Wynn to a chamber on the other side.


  “He’s in here,” Dr. Wynn said.


  Stella stepped up to the viewport and looked inside, seeing another male. This one was beautiful, endowed with a muscular, well-formed body and limbs. Tight raven curls framed a handsome face.


  “That’s Jason,” Dr. Wynn said. “He wears his hair long.” She touched Stella lightly, laughter in her voice. “He said he came from a long line of Greek heroes. That a distant ancestor of his piloted the Argonaut.”


  Stella looked at her, but Dr. Wynn was gazing raptly through the port at her side. Despite the coolness of this section, her cheeks were flushed.


  “Have you known Jason long?”


  This time Dr. Wynn looked at her. “Only two days. He reported here from the Valiant and Dr. Darron and a team of us performed the procedure.”


  “It went well?”


  “Oh yes. His brain was extracted through the back of the skull, transferred to a nutri-cell and interfaced with the ship. Reimplantation should also be routine.”


  Stella studied her expression. “Evidently he made an impression on you.”


  Dr. Wynn blushed. “You might say that. He has quite a way about him.”


  You can say that again. Stella turned back to Jason, her eyes passing over the molded contours of his body. Below his waist, black curls clustered about his sex. Oh yes, she thought. Such a man must be good at many things.


  What had she expected to find here? A clue that would tell her what to do? All she had discovered was something she should have known: that unlike her, Jason had a body he could return to and someone who would care.


  “Thank you for your time, Dr. Wynn,” she said. “I believe I’ll go back now.”


  It was time. She strapped herself into the commander’s purple chair and leaned back. The chair was not only located in the center of the bridge at a slight distance from others, but came with screens that could be activated for privacy. During her career she had wondered about the isolation. Now, for the first time, it was driven home. The separation stressed the loneliness of command, its terrible and awful burdens. On this craft no one could make decisions or take the blame but herself.


  Click. The screens rose about her, called forth by Jason.


  “Well, Jason,” she said, feeling a new intimacy. “It looks like it’s just you and me.”


  “Yes, Commander,” Jason’s voice responded. “As I said before, I will always be here for you, even when others aren’t.” A moment later: “Ser, I have Control on hold. Should I patch them through to you?”


  Though required, the question was a formality. Stella held back a moment. “Jason, can you see what I look like?”


  “Ser?”


  Why am I asking this? “Can you see my…face?”


  A brief pause. “Yes, Commander. Your signature is quite clear.”


  Signature? “You mean you can’t actually see what I look like?”


  “Commander, present technology doesn’t quite permit that. Beyond and within the ship’s parameters, I distinguish objects by spectroscopic patterns. It’s not quite the same as seeing with my eyes, but I assure you, I’ve been extensively trained, and it’s just as accurate and efficient.”


  Stella smiled at his defensive tone, and then found herself wondering if he could tell she was smiling. Of course he could. He just couldn’t tell what she looked like.


  “Get Control,” she said.


  “Yes, Commander.”


  A click. A moment later came a man’s voice: “This is Control, Commander. We have you cleared to launch in two minutes. Will you lift off or abort?”


  How many commanders had answered that question in the past three thousand years? She wet her lips with moisture that was not saliva and looked up at the bulkhead.


  “Ad astra, Commander?” Jason said.


  Ad astra. Oh yes, it was ancient Terran Latin and meant ‘to the stars.’ “Please stand by,” she said to Control. She started to recline her chair.


  “Allow me, Commander,” Jason said. The chair shifted and she felt herself carefully tipped back. She gripped the chair arms, then relaxed and closed her eyes. Oddly, she imagined it was Jason’s muscular arms that held her. She felt herself sink into his embrace as his voice caressed her.


  “How is that?” he whispered, just centimeters away.


  “Commander, this is Control. You have sixty seconds to liftoff.”


  Jason’s arms gently cradled and cushioned her. Though she knew it was wrong, that the Empire had a rule against fraternization, it was as if she were under a spell. And was it truly fraternization when she couldn’t even touch his body? She smiled, feeling his close presence almost on her face, her lips. Shall we go see those distant stars together, Jason?


  A heartbeat later she opened her eyes, hardening herself. No more weakness. Damn it, decide. Do it now. Right or wrong, decide.


  “Commander, this is Control. You have thirty-”


  “McMasters here,” she said, cutting him short. “Everything’s fine at this end. Let’s go for it.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  After the roar of their engines and the cruel pressure she barely felt; after all systems checked out go and they reached five thousand kilometers per second; after the thrill of command was tamed by a week’s routine and they slowed for a billion kilometers to reach their first jump-it was finally time to meet her crew and tell them of their mission.


  Straightening her uniform, Stella glanced one last time at the black whirling funnel nine hundred kilometers away on the holovid display and left the bridge, followed by her officers.


  “Commander, I’ve been meaning to speak to you.”


  She glanced at Darron’s imposing bulk. “Not now, George. We’ve got a meeting.”


  The tube door opened, and they entered and descended. Darron, Carol, Myles, Sloan. Only Jason, she thought, was physically absent, and she would have liked him to be here more than anyone else. She thought of his voice, of how it changed ever so slightly when he spoke to her, as if they had an understanding. As if he thought of her too and dreamed as she did, of the day he could reach out and touch her hand. She knew it was foolish to think such things and to agonize about her sexuality and attractiveness to men. It was even more foolish to think of Jason restored to his body and naked in her cabin. After all, she had a ship to run and a mission to perform. She must not be distracted from that.


  Still, she couldn’t get rid of the feeling that she and Jason shared a bond, one she yearned to explore and deepen, to find out if their feelings were as real as she hoped. She imagined them together, his lips burning against hers as he moved inside her.


  She cleared her throat and glanced about, wondering if anyone could tell what she was thinking. Beside her, Darron fidgeted. Then his eyes settled on hers, and he smiled.


  Why don’t I feel at ease with Darron? Stella thought. Is it that he baited me earlier, or that I feel guilty for having humiliated him?


  The door opened, and they left, entering Assembly, the largest room on the ship. Two levels aft of the bridge, it was dotted here and there by miniature gardens of flowers and shrubs. Stella saw glorious red, white, and pink blossoms that, as always, struck her as incongruous. “We talk of war/Amid the scents of heaven,” she recalled an anti-war poet writing, “And scatter lives like petals/Throughout the universe of time.”


  Leading her officers, she marched down the central aisle toward the platform at the front. Though her crew stood at attention on both sides, some couldn’t resist looking at her. Look at the freak, she imagined them whispering. That’s not her real face and body. They grew them in a lab vat.


  Shoulders back, Stella mounted the platform and stood erect behind the rostrum. Perhaps two hundred crew faced her. On vidscreens, she saw nine hundred other souls watching from stations about the ship. Stella turned to the large hologram suspended three meters high in the room’s center. Kolanera, the twelve-year-old Emperor, gazed back at her with soft, guileless eyes as if thinking of his parents, who had died in a tragic accident a year before. Malik, the Regent-Protector chosen to rule in trust until Kolanera reached his majority at nineteen, was not shown. Stella recalled with unease the rumors she’d heard about his dishonesty and corruption.


  “In the name of our Emperor, Kolanera the Fifth,” she intoned, “let us raise every voice and heart and sing our Imperial Anthem.”


  She began singing and two hundred voices immediately followed, obedient to a thousand-year-old tradition. Glancing about, Stella saw that those on the screens held their hands clasped over their hearts and were singing too.


  Raise every voice and heart


  That we true soldiers play our part.


  Our Emperor’s will shall be our way,


  To serve and die-glorious pay!


  

  Though comrades perish at our side,


  We shall fight on bravely-not abide


  The foe who scorns His sacred crown.


  We strike him boldly-cast him down!


  Even though the anthem’s meter and rhyme scheme were deficient, she loved and was true to it, just as her soldiers were. As they sang together, she felt very close to them, united by a common goal and purpose, by a commitment to something larger than herself. Her eyes teared, and for once even her terrible accident seemed joyful, an unexpected benediction.


  The last voice faded in the chamber, leaving it strangely silent.


  “In the Emperor’s name,” she said, “you may sit.”


  They did so, and she was aware again of her difference from them, of her terrible apartness. But one glance at her Emperor’s trusting features strengthened her resolve and she started to speak.


  She greeted and told them of their mission, which she knew they already suspected. “Comrades, as you have no doubt guessed, we have been assigned an important mission. We have been ordered to rendezvous with General Loran’s forces and support him in the greatest engagement yet in the war effort, one that may ultimately decide its course.”


  A few faint cheers greeted her words. She waited, then, punctuating her remarks with forceful gestures, tried to present their role in the best possible light. They were a valuable force essential to General Loran’s campaign, she said, and the combat readiness of ships like theirs would make a crucial difference in the coming battle. She informed them of the two wormholes ahead before they reached their goal some 8268 light-years distant, of how their first jump would be undertaken in just a few hours.


  Her last statement caused a few in the audience to murmur. Evidently, they had not expected to face the rigors of a jump so soon.


  When she was finished, she folded her hands on the rostrum. “Are there any questions?” she asked.


  She waited, half-expecting someone to rise and expose her as an impostor. But they all sat cowed. Rank is rank, she thought, touching a gold commander’s wing on her collar.


  “That being the case,” she said, “I now turn the proceedings over to Dr. Darron, who will share with you some recent findings and, uh, meaty tidbits about the enemy. Again, I wish you well, and I look forward to working with you on this most vital enterprise.”


  Returning to her seat amid applause, she was met halfway by Dr. Darron. “Commander,” he whispered, “there aren’t any new ‘tidbits’ about the Scaleys. It’s the same old stew!”


  She patted his shoulder. “Then spice it up, George, but make them care.”


  When she was seated, Carol smiled and gave her an approving nod. Stella smiled back and turned her attention to the rostrum, where Darron nodded at a tech operating a holo projector. A moment later an image equal in size to the Emperor’s appeared facing it in the air.


  A Scaley.


  Scattered curses, sounds of shock. Stella leaned forward, wondering if her plan to motivate the crew would work or backfire. Admittedly, the symbolism was heavy-handed, but this juxtaposition of good and evil, of beloved Emperor and despised enemy was having an impact.


  As the crew settled down, the tech slowly rotated the three-dimensional image so they could see it from all sides. For perhaps the thousandth time, Stella studied the face and form of the enemy.


  Vaguely reptilian, the size of a large human, a Scaley seemed at first almost beautiful, with delicate features and mottled, silver-blue scales. The longer you stared at one, though, the more disquieting it seemed. There was something intangible in a Scaley’s face or appearance that was deeply disturbing to humans. Scientists, xenologists, and philosophers had endlessly debated, but all anyone knew was that humans instinctively felt it and that the Scaleys were deadly, intent on devouring the stars.


  Merely five years before, when the Empire of United Worlds was enjoying an unequalled period of conquest and expansion, the Scaleys had invaded this part of the galaxy. Where they’d come from, no one knew, nor whether they had any real culture, beliefs, or language as humans understood them. None of their ships had ever been captured, and the few Scaleys taken prisoner had somehow self-destructed or willed themselves to die, leaving only rapidly deteriorating corpses for analysis.


  If only we could speak to one, Stella thought. Establish contact in some way. At the rostrum, Darron was warming to his subject, trotting out an old theory. Indications were that the Scaleys were a hive-like species and mentality, like bees and ants. That would explain their implacable efficiency. He raised his eyes to the Scaley revolving above. “If so,” he said, “we may have to emulate and even surpass their ferocity in the service of our Emperor.”


  There was robust applause, followed by Darron’s call for questions
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