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Welcome to the core data Sphere
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The Core Data Sphere is the knowledge repository shared freely by the Federation. 

Please find below all articles relevant to your query “Brian Evans, training as interstellar pilot.” The first articles will provide preliminary background information. 

Brian Evans

Brian Evans belongs to the six young adults from Earth, the first sent to Adheek to train as intra-system starpilots for the Federation after Contact. 

At first, he found it hard to acclimate to the academy. New friends, new lovers, and new enemies made his life difficult. More than that, his results were far from good even if he showed a few unique abilities, such as the creation of a link across space with Emily, a fellow student. 

Witnessing his difficulties in the formal courses and his unusual skills, the academy sent him as an apprentice on a trade route with Captain Derantor on the ship TheOldCow. There, he faced pirates from the rogue planet Lelet and an Ancient AI on the planet Fizhert. That mad being had been awakened by the Origin Cult, a powerful sect, and had used Nanites to destroy the human settlement. 

Brian survived that trip, if wounded, and found five Ancient starships. Thanks to the Federation’s finders’ rules, he gained one ship for Earth and one ship for himself. This rare boon became the key for the next step of the pilot training, going to the Core Federation World. 

Ancients

The Ancients were a human civilization, centered on a powerful empire, which disappeared ten millennia ago in a brief period. Only relics survived that period, including starships now used by the Federation. 

Contact

In 2134, the Federation contacted Earth and offered its help in managing the ecological collapse. Earth was desperate. In return for help, all Earth had to do was to provide human starpilots, the only being capable of running the ships and linking the planets together. 

Federation

The Federation originated from the planet Alkath and tried to link all human planets together. It organized trade between planets and shares knowledge through the Core Data Sphere, a replicated repository available to all planets. 

In terms of technology, the Federation was barely ahead of Earth and relied on the precious artifacts it gathered from the Ancients. Those artifacts included the spaceships themselves. 

To gain the approval of each world, the Federation relied on a standard charter with minimal requirements for joining. But its level of local support depended on the contribution of that planet to the global economy in the form of starpilots and goods. 

Nanites

Nanites were specialized nano-robots, inherited from the Ancients, which granted immense power to people who could control and withstand them. 

Bearers received the nanites in three injections, one per year during their training as intra-system starpilots. In normal situations, they were dormant, inactive within their bearers’ bodies. When activated, they would enhance the senses, strengthen the minds and bodies, and enable the bearer to change his own form and, for example, connect their neural system with the ship’s network. 

To provide these skills, they used vast amounts of energy from their hosts, potentially consuming them in the process. If a bearer lost control over his nanites, they would transform him randomly, changing his mind or his shape until they killed him and were let loose. Then, they would find a weak host and consume him again. 

Six young Pilots from Earth

The first group of students from Earth flew in 2137 to Adheek to train as intra-system starpilots. An ambassador, Don Mariano, and his assistant, Mathias Huckendorf accompanied the six young adults. 

Emily Cattlin, the brightest of them all, decided after her brilliant graduation to go on to the central worlds of the Federation to become an interstellar starpilot. Brian Evans followed her there. 

The Academy offered a ticket to Alakth to Natalya Podorovski, nicknamed Tasha, who had lost her father in an ecological crisis on Earth, like Emily and Brian, but she decided instead to come back to Earth. She would support her friends Wilfried Bauer and Leopold Sengare, allowing them to fly the ship found by Brian and allocated to Earth. 

Li Bao Jiang became addicted to nanites and the Federation forbade any further use, with risks of losing control and contaminating. 

Starpilots

With AI banned by the Federation and no working hyperspace communication, starpilots provided the only link across all human worlds. Very few humans could become one of them. 

To jump across hyperspace, a pilot needed to use and control a singularity, an anomaly in the space-time structure hosted at the back of the ship, to create a breach in space and then carry a ship through. Only the nanites enabled him to control the singularity and keep it stable through the jump. 

There were two types of pilots. Intra-system pilots flew inside star systems in small jumps. Interstellar starpilots crossed space between star systems in longer jumps, requiring more abilities. Three academies, on Adheek, Baol, and Alkath, trained starpilots. Only one, the one on Alkath, trained interstellar starpilots. 
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Imperial Research Center Crimson, 3565 Standard Calendar

The Empire had hidden the research station inside a dense asteroid field on the outer edge of an isolated system, with no habitable planets around a bright blue star. The single other presence was an automated refueling station on the other side of the giant sun, closer to the major trade routes. 

To further protect it, the research lab could only be reached through a single path calculated in the confusion of rocks crashing perpetually one upon another. The central station’s computer updated it constantly on a tiny satellite outside the field. Any newcomer had to know the precise location of the tiny satellite to request from it the course that led to the docking port. Going in without that path led to instant death. 

But when a ship reached the asteroid, an impressive sight rewarded it. The station waited inside one of the larger rocks, fifty klicks wide, and the docking area was a deep cave that, from the outside, looked just like the den of a fantastic beast. Coming in at the correct angle and speed, grapples secured the ship to the walls while exit tubes allowed passengers to reach the inhabited section. The engineers had dug two great caves, one for a hydroponic farm and the other for the research labs with all the living quarters and control rooms between them. Gravity here was artificial, using a tiny singularity. If some constructions of the Empire were of grandiose scale, this one was an intimate cocoon of rock, protected, self-sufficient, capable of sustaining life indefinitely. 

In the central control room, at the highest level of the inhabited part, a tall woman, beautiful and muscular, sat in a cozy chair, legs crossed, frowning at an array of consoles in front of her. She was dressed in a classy dark suit that contrasted with her pale silver skin and had tied her dark hair in a long braid. She wore a diamond necklace and a matching bracelet. Both had been crafted to highlight one star surrounded by four planets grouped in a ring, a symbol that could also be found on the ceiling above her. The room itself was decorated with worn paintings hanging on all walls over a wood flooring. An enormous station orbiting a flaring sun. A star elevator over an oceanic planet. A city floating over a lake of lava. And on each of them, the same symbol. 

A large window on one side overlooked the orchard of the hydroponic farm, flooding the room with natural light. On the other side, another opening overlooked the different labs. In contrast, the console was nearly dark, with a very few lights blinking here and there. 

A door whined open, and a tall man walked in without a sound. He approached the console, a haunted look in his eyes. His clothes were mismatched and dirty, and he wasn’t shaved. He had been muscular only a year before but, on that day, she found him beefy.

“Sister? You called me?” he asked in a muffled, harsh voice. 

“We’ve got visitors,” she replied in her musical voice, betraying no emotions. With a delicate handshake, she called up a large 3-D image in the middle of the room. In it, an Imperial battleship was blasting rocks one by one, pushing its way forward into the field toward them. 

He circled the projection for a few minutes before muttering. “Is this a joke? Are they really trying to force their way through?” 

“If they continue like this, they will find us, sooner than you’d think.” The whole setup upseted her. She hadn’t expected to find herself trapped and chased by her own soldiers. 

“No, they won’t. Fools. Do they know who they attack?” He was shrieking now. “Do they know we are their emperors?” He had always enjoyed being the older brother, playing at war. 

“They seem to. They are sending threats on all channels, asking us to surrender the antidote. Maybe we should.” Guilt gnawed at her still. She showed him their video. Ten men and women, visages changing shape every few minutes, shouting barely coherent instructions. Their nanites, a red cloud of minuscule robots only visible with her enhanced awareness, had taken hold of them and their sanity had vanished. Berserkers.

“They’re too far gone. We can’t cure them.” His voice was clear once again, reason coming back to him. It had gone from anger to soothing calculated coldness in a second. The mad crew continued their orders on the enemy’s bridge. Fire and hate. Destruction and mayhem. A dark cloud of nanorobots extended from him into the central computer’s defense console while he gave quick instructions. “Our own forces, betraying us, turning against us. Where are our defense forces? Our fighters and guards.” 

“Brother?” She looked at him in surprise. “The Imperium has crumbled into ashes in the last decades. We have no guards left.” 

“What?” The look of surprise in his eyes could not be feigned. They had already lived millennia and, to endure, had developed a way to clean away cumbersome old memories. This time, her brother had denied reality, erasing recent memories instead. 

“We don’t know what happened. People lost control over his nanites suddenly. Some went berserk and killed everyone in sight. Other were eaten away, becoming nothing more than drops of water. Nanoplagues killing everyone in sight. Always that red swarm of bots you see on the screen.” 

His eyes focused, his hands now meshed into the console by the dark nanobots. “Yes, I’ve been working on those red bots for a long time now.” Why did their nanites get out of control? Changed colors? Everything seemed so quiet and stable. We were so close to success... She had asked these questions over and over, pouring over records while her brother searched for an antidote in the gene labs. He had found only a partial remedy.

“We are isolated here, in our most secure center. We tried to send your partial antidote back with our guards and fighters, but madmen blew our ship on its way.” They had survived the fall of the Imperium thanks to that destruction, their disappearance highlighted then. But, without ship, they couldn’t fly back to their capital, trapped into their fortress. “The same kind as this crew, probably,” she added with a sigh.

“No pity for them then. Our team was unarmed, on a relief mission. Death unto their murderers.” His rage was now ice, burning cold, his eyes wild again. She couldn’t bring herself to explain to him that forty years had passed since the beginning of the downfall and the murder of their crew. 

The battleship held a steady position a full light-seconds outside the asteroid field and launched a plasma bolt every minute in their general direction. At the command of her brother, twelve explosions sent small asteroids directly toward the ship, all converging to intercept at the same time. But he also launched an active anti-ship missile from the station, hiding it behind the rocks. Her brother adjusted in easy fluid movements, the complex sequence of operations until he took a step back, watching, eyes burning. 

“Won’t be long now, little sister. Don’t worry.” His smile was wolfish. She had never liked that part of him, the bestial predator lurking behind the bright mind and the charismatic personality.

The battleship blasted the asteroids into shreds, creating a swarm of little rocks heading their way, still masking the missile. The rocks couldn’t breach the ship’s armor; they flew by, leaving it intact. But with a mere second to identify the missile and too close for countermeasure. It detonated, breaching the hull and destabilizing the singularity. The black hole collapsed upon itself and carried the ship with it. She looked at the main clock. Only half an hour had elapsed since she had called her brother. 

She looked bitterly at the empty space. “Here goes the last remaining battleship of the Imperium. All we worked so hard to build, leaving us in a ball of fire. Back to the beginning.” 

Her brother laughed then, a good-humored laugh at first and then a cackle which became mad guffaws. He left her bridge without another word to her to bury himself in his research laboratory once again. 

She sat alone, tears in her eyes, looking at the last images, red mad robots flying everywhere. 
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Spaceship Iambignow, out of Adheek, June 2140

“Hyperspace jump minus five minutes. Final checks. Is the jump point free?” The words broke the silence that had fallen over the bridge of the Iambignow. Suddenly, the crew moved to their consoles and a 3-D image appeared in a rush. The captain was fidgeting with his console, waiting for his answers. Around him, the crew sat facing the five metal consoles controlling the whole ship. Every task could be handled by voice command from anywhere within the habitable section, but protocol dictated they should be at their posts in case they needed to take manual control of the ship.

Brian activated his bracelet and linked silently to Emily. “Why is he so nervous? He’s making everyone edgy.” She looked beautiful, slender and slightly smaller than him. Her auburn curly hair fell lightly over her shoulders, highlighting her delicate green eyes. She had also added to her uniform a silver and red brooch, her own brand on the standard uniform.

“Wouldn’t you be, if you were in his boots today?” 

“What? Captain Derantor was always so cool.” He really enjoyed working with Emily. She had welcomed him, the engineer from the poor side of Chicago, the uncertain pilot from the academy, without second thought and had turned him into a decent pilot effortlessly. 

“Not the same situation today. Give him some slack.” Her reminder was gentle, but she was clearly annoyed. “Check your numbers. One hundred billion humans in the Federation, one thousand interstellar pilots, forty academy masters. And today, one master and eight potential pilots on his ship. That’s a lot of eyes watching over his shoulder. On top of that, we’re flying straight to the Central Academy, to Alkath itself. He doesn’t want any bad marks on his performance.” She smiled at him from the other side of the bridge. The students gathered along the walls, watching the procedure with Master Heikert, their teacher at the Star Academy in Adheek. 

“Jump point is stable and clear. No incoming ship from the other side, no outgoing ships.” The voice rang in the large room. Again, solemn and formal. Smile, man, it won’t hurt! Brian had enjoyed the relaxed discipline in theoldcow. His parents had never been formal, never cared for it, NorAm middle-class citizen, independent minded and distrustful of any authority, and he chafed under the rigid atmosphere of this ship. His sister would have done better here. She was now a Conglomerate high performer, always had been the bright star of the family, until fate had put him forward on this interstellar job. Irony bit him as he thought about her. 

“Thank you, Navigation. Are we ready to engage?” 

“Captain, Engineering is good. Singularity is stable and within limits.”

“Captain, Navigation is good. We are aligned to the trade route and all vectors are positive.” 

“Perfect.” The captain cleared his throat. “Students, you can monitor jump with nanites. No other uses of nanites allowed. No interference with my consoles. Is that clear?” 

Brian caught his own reflection over the metal of the console closest to him. His dark-green student jumpsuit contrasted sharply with his fair skin and deep-green eyes. Am I ready? Can I activate them again? Like the other students and the captain, he was very fit. He needed to be to withstand the energy needed to use the nanites. He had learned the hard way to be wary of their voracity, and he hoped he had recovered enough to withstand them. 

Fear in his guts, he closed his eyes and activated the nanites. Suddenly, his thoughts accelerated a thousand times, and he went through the detailed checks requested by Master Heikert beforehand. 

Okay. Overlay the 3-D representation of the bridge with the gravitational fields around the jump points. A thousand hyperspace stress vectors, a hundred objects, and now a million energy readings. Every vector converges to the jump point ahead of us.

He basked in delight at the sheer beauty of this glorious world he lived in, whole body and mind.

“Hyperspace jump minus one minute.” The loudspeaker began the final countdown in a voice infinitely slow. 

His bracelet activated, linking him to the group discussion led by Master Heikert. 

“Since I am with you until Volpre, I intend to use this time as best as I can.” Volpre was the midway point to Alkath. “Feel now the singularity behind us. Feel the distortion building. See how it connects us to the jump point ahead. See the weak point in space where the singularity forces the rift to open. See the weak point at the other end of the right. Feel it.” 

It’s so slow, so frustrating to speak. Everything moves so fast with the nanites. I can even see beyond the exit point. 

“Brian, stop grumbling and focus on the jump itself. Just about there.” 

The sharp words, unforgiving, brought a halt to Brian’s thoughts and he concentrated on the jump. He could feel the stern man’s penetrating yellow eyes on him. 

All items on the list checked and okay. 

Brian looked at the others. For most of them, this analysis was entirely new, and he could see them frowning at the difficult tasks. During the past year, he had had to pilot through many jumps under Captain Derantor’s watchful eyes and this had become routine for him. Sonter, his former enemy and mate on the voyage, looked at him for a brief moment with a smile. He had been through the same experience, albeit for reason of his own. 

“Now, see how the hyperspace vectors surround the ship? Can you tell along which of the gravitational lines we are moving?” 

“The lowest line of energy, sir.” The answer came from Emily. Even when Brian had practiced more than her, she managed to still be first.

“And the hyperspace vectors?” Focus, focus, Heikert won’t stop. Damn, he’s checking on me again.

“All pointing toward our path, sir.” She brushed a curl aside as if to look directly at those vectors. Why can’t I stop looking at her?

“Can a ship move in hyperspace up the gradient of energy?” 

“No,” is the collective answer. They’re wrong. I have jumped up the gradient. I don’t know how, and I nearly died in the process. But, I did it. “Don’t comment.” Single one-way order from Heikert. Across the room, he nods at me. 

“Jump, now!” Space opened as the ship crossed into hyperspace. Stars disappeared and reappeared instantly in a different configuration. In an instant, they had crossed fifteen light years. 

“Navigation, confirm direction and next course correction.” 

He’s less anxious now even though we’re still watching him over his shoulder. Could something happen in hyperspace? Beads of sweat were on Brian’s forehead. Nanites are beginning to eat at me. Stop. 

Brian released the nanites and gasped, searching for air. He was drenched in sweat and began to shiver, feeling the cold air around him. For the following several minutes, the crew members reported on all parts of the ship until the navigator snapped, “Captain, the new course is downloaded to your console. First adjustment in ten minutes.” 

Brian hated how time slowed when he released the nanites. But, he had learned the hard way the price of staying under too long. He still remembered losing control, losing his own body and shape to the wild nanites. Better to stop at the first warning. One by one, other students were blinking back from the supernatural awareness of the nanites. 

He looked at their course and wondered, not for the first time. They always followed the same route. So predictable. He saw how minor differences in the jump conditions would cause the ship to exit differently. For short-range jumps within a star system, inaccuracy didn’t have much of an effect. For longer-range ones, it could be catastrophic, differences building over time and eating at the ship’s resources. 

“Very well, get ready for course correction. Master Heikert, I have an asteroid field close by in half an hour. Could you clear my bridge?” 

“Naturally, sir.” They quickly filed out to the adjoining meeting room. Like all living quarters, it was paneled with precious woods and filled with soft pillows in extravagant colors. A buffet had been set up on one side of the room, filled with pastries and energy bars. They all grabbed some before settling on the soft cushions. Using nanites took a lot of energy and they needed to compensate for that loss. Brian had taken three energy bars and gobbled the first one to relieve his body of tension. Warmth came back slowly. We know so little of the buggers. Can’t trust them. 

Crew members streamed in one by one to join them. Laughter began to resound. A song started, an old rhythm from Madoul. Games appeared on the side table.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3

[image: image]


Spaceship Iambignow, en route to Volpre station, June 2140

Two days later, Brian was called again to the main lounge, joining the other students. They chatted and sprawled out on the sofas when Master Heikert entered the room, calling them with his sharp tone. “Time for your daily assignment.” A list arrived in his bracelet and Brian sighed. “And to your colleague Brian in the back, this trip will be long until I leave you.” Laughs answered the statement and Brian blushed. “From now on, each of you will help the captain and the pilot.” 

Brian smiled at the comforting idea of getting back to practical work instead of dull theory. But a word had struck him. “You won’t be coming all the way with us?” 

“No, Brian, Master Reinkel has asked me to carry a task in Volpre for the Academy, and then I head back to our halls on Adheek. My place is not on Alkath.” The teacher grimaced but caught himself. “Any other questions before we start?” 

Brian heard the reply from Emily and grinned. “Yes, sir. I do.” She always has questions. Why do you bother asking, sir?  “Can you give us more details on the Core Federation Academy? What should we expect?” 

“Yes, I can.” He paused, looking at them one after the other. “This may even be the right time for this conversation. Tell me, why are you here? All of you.” 

“I don’t see ...” 

“Humor me, Emily. Please.” 

“All our planets need the support of the Federation. To gain it, they must provide starpilots.” Emily had taken on her teacher's voice, confident and unbearable. “On Adheek, we already learned to fly ships inside systems. Not between them. If we become interstellar pilots, we will increase our value for the Federation. And the stipend our planets receive for us.” 

“Perfect.” Heikert turned to a copper-skinned, muscular man. “Shanak, where can you learn intrasystem jumps?” The teacher had something in mind, but Brian couldn’t see where he was leading them. His friend, Shanak ken Ilmar, came from a warrior clan on the planet Iliken and, from the look of him, he was lost as well. 

The answer was a rumble, a deep low baritone. “Adheek, from where we come, Alkath at the center, and Baol on the other side.” 

“In the Baol’s sector, why are planets sending students to their academy?” Heikert grabbed a piece of cake from the buffet and took a bite.

“Same reason as we do.” Shanak shook his head. “Rotten ecosystems. Over usage of resources, wars, even natural climate change. All of us need the Federation’s support desperately and the only way to get it is to provide pilots.” Shanak’s father was deeply involved in the Reclaim projects on Iliken, and his son had watched him negotiate resources from the Federation Envoy, the local representative. From what he had told Brian, planets competed for everything. Ancient reclaimed machines to clean the ground, scientists from other worlds with missing specialties, genetic samples to increase the ecosystem diversity or enable new breeds to appear.

“Now, what is special to Alkath?” Heikert continued purposefully without a break.

Shanak blurted. “This is the only place where we are taught to jump between systems.” 

“And what about its ecology?”

Illoma intervened. “Perfectly balanced. It doesn’t need the Federation’s support and contributes freely. Most core planets provide more than they receive, even planet like Ullem with all its troubles.” Brian had dated Illoma when he was new at the academy, and it still hurt. She was a lovely petite brunette with an oval face, golden eyes, and a sweet voice. And once again, he couldn’t stop gaping at her. 

“So, planets in Baol’s and Adheek’s sector seek help while core worlds don’t? Then, why are they going and risking death by nanites? Every year, some students can’t withstand their nanites and die. Other are permanently maimed and never recovered. Some became addicted to the enhanced power and were forbidden to use them ever after. No one in his right mind faced so many risks.” The teacher’s eyes glistened with tears. 

“You say they don’t need pilots?” Brian asked.

“Technically, no. So, why do they come?” Master Heikert’s voice had taken on a gloomy tone.

Shanak suggested, “Power and honor?” 

Heikert nodded. “Honor, maybe not in the way you mean it on Iliken. But, power, yes. On Ullem, they choose future pilots before they turn ten and prepare them until they leave for the academy.”

“So, they will be better trained...” Brian winced. He had just graduated from the university when he had been chosen and had trained for a single before leaving for Adheek. 

“Worse than that. You are foreigners, out of your sector, and in theirs. They will want to show their superiority. Emily, you’re going to piss them off, but I have faith in your ability to rub their noses in their ignorance.” She had the decency to blush at that, a little girlish for once. “I am more concerned for Brian here. With the help of Sonter, you’ve recovered five spaceships. They’ll envy you for that.”

Brian thought for a moment. The Federation salvaged Ancients spaceships. As part of the discovery rules, Brian had won the small scout Illbeback for his own, and another, Charon, for Earth. This had been an unexpected boon for the planet which, until then, had had to borrow transport to the Federation at a prohibitive cost. “I’ve something none can emulate. And I’m not of their world. But Sonter?...” 

The golden boy sneered. “My father is the pilot’s guild representative on Adheek. I have played as a kid with many of them. They despise me. But they know me. You’re an unknown?”

“But my ship isn’t working. It’s broken.” What was there to envy? 

“We’ll bring it to the space yard in Volpre for repairs and they’ll fix it. It could take decades, but they’ll succeed. Don’t worry about that.” 

“Sir, what can we do?” Trust Emily to fight in any situation.

Shanak answered without pause. “Support each other, first and foremost.” Brian smiled. Whatever their dissension and internal strife, Shanak would find it dishonorable to not stand by his comrades.

“It will be hard,” Master Heikert continued in the same voice, and Brian’s heart sank. “You’ll be split into new groups, and you will not work together anymore.” 

“Is it that sinister, Master?” Brian felt his voice tremble more than he would have wished. Why did I accept to go?

Master Heikert smiled one of his rare smiles. “Maybe, it sounds too sinister. I didn’t like my stay there. I hope yours will be better. So, one practical piece of advice. Play dumb as they expect. Don’t trust them and form your own opinions. If you don’t see any problems, then you are in deep trouble.”

Behind Master Heikert, the captain appeared, and he nodded in approval. “I won’t add to the master here. I was among the first from Dupner to go. Not a good memory either. Be wary.” 

With that, all settled down for their shared meal but without the usually cheerful mood. Brian played cards with Sonter, Shanak, and Illoma, while Emily read. A quiet time together in the ship's shelter before they plunged once again into the unknown. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4

[image: image]


Space station Volpre, June 2140 

Archbishop Lapren had chosen Volpre to hold the Origin Church’s first general meeting. They were logistic reasons, of course, ease of access for the three sectors of the Federation. It costed incredible fees to gather a hundred cult members at the same place. But there was more than that. A deeper and more satisfying meaning. He had rented a series of connected domes on the external side of the station, facing the sun. The gravity was weak there, two-thirds of common gravity, and it gave them all a feeling of strength and power.  

Volpre was a very unusual star system within the Federation. The sun had become unstable thousands of years ago and had scorched all planets within its reach. Every rotation it would blaze, release massive radiation bursts and roast all life around it. In this most hostile place, the Ancients had set up a moon-like space station. The large uneven sphere provided, within its two-klick radius, a radiation-shielded habitat for over ten thousand humans, standard gravity in its mid-section, enormous hydroponic farms supplying both the station and the ships that stopped there, and one of the five known naval yards capable of repairing Ancient spaceships. 

Finding it had been a boon for the Federation, and it had become a key in its development in the Adheek sector. And for the cult which opposed the Federation at every turn, believing that current progress would only lead to more ruin, like what had destroyed the Ancients, this setup of constant destruction would provide a perfect background.

Now, at last, all participants had donned the white linens of renewal and had reached the Mass of the Parting in a fervent mood. They had raised an immense flag with a stylized red robot eating a planet behind the massive dais where the priest stood.

“The Origin began as a minor cult from a remote planet. From then, it spread just a tiny little bit.” The archbishop spread his arms wide and smiled at the roar of laughter that echoed his words. He was tall, if overweight, a consequence of age and stress, as he liked to say, and his outstretched arm encompassed the sun shining behind him through the roof. Lapren synchronized his speech in real time on the information relayed by Neht, his assistant. “Now, we are a force in the Federation. I am proud of your achievements and of our success. The Federation has gathered most human planets on this side of the galaxy and rest secure in their blind faith of progress. They have great ideals and immense optimism. But they are leading us to our death.” Above him, beyond the protective dome, the sun flared, sending immense tongues of fires in space toward them. His deep, rising voice rose and was met by thunderous applause.

“But they have underestimated us and our dedication. We have shared intense days together; we have planned our next steps. Our future is in our hands. Remember where we come from. Has humanity ever been able to rise out of its condition through technology?”

“No!” The answer was a roar.

“When it failed, what happened?” 

“Disaster, plague, and death.” They knew the gospel by heart. But, today, bathed in the light of the mad sun, the words took on a special meaning. Their answer was fervent, adoring. Lapren himself was caught up in his own speech. 

“What shall we do to preserve humanity?”

“We shall be the rocks facing the tide, unmoving, unflinching, keepers of the true values of humility. We shall oppose progress and keep ourselves strong on each planet where humans live.” A massive tongue of fire sprang from the sun while the cheers exploded. This is power, Lapren thought, watching his flock below him. 

The chosen course of action of his cult was too quiet for him, somehow cowardly. Target research centers to highlight the dangers of technology. There had always been scientists who dared to go too far, and the Origin would find them and expose their sins. Weak! Hit the pilot academies with advertisements highlighting all the dangers they represented. Cowards! It would be legal, but inefficient. Yet the meeting had been public, with Federation’s spies. They would have nothing forbidden to report. He banged his fist on his chair. I need more than that. People always thought it concerned only others. It had to become personal to the masses to be effective, and Lapren was looking for more direct ways. But that would have to wait.

A few days later, the last remaining pilgrims left on the Nomoodforbullshit, one transport running between Volpre and the Core Federation Worlds. Lapren found its way to privatized swimming pool, relaxing in a reclining chair under one of the smaller domes he had rented for the event. He wore a loose shirt and pants instead of the heavy robes of his office. He was alone now with fine music, an amazing meal, and the lingering perfume of the priestess who had come earlier. Life is good, he thought. He was a simple man, with simple pleasures. 

When he had arrived, the Nomoodforbullshit had just updated the Core Data Sphere with the latest news from the Adheek Sector and, now rested, he checked it. This was a technology he turned against the Federation often. Information could always be manipulated or distorted to his advantage. What a strange idea to share it among all planets. 

Some data flashed directly to the archbishop. Captain Derantor alerted all the Federation regarding pirate activities, potentially from the Lelet independent system. The Federation strike force on Fizhert confirmed the destruction of the Ancient city and mad AI that had lain dormant close to the Origin colony, and of two third of the continent around as a safety precaution against the AI. System would remain under quarantine for the next century. He swore. Two of his latest plans had been thwarted, and the failure sunk deep into him. At the time of his greatest achievement, a meeting like had never been organized by any non-Federation entity, he had failed. 

He banged his fist on his chair. Brian Evans, Sonter Namek, you’ll pay for this. His anger was cold. He was the chosen leader of the most powerful sect among the stars, and no one would thwart his plans without regretting it. 

Suddenly, a chill ran down his spine. An instinct, dating back to the time when humans had hunted in the savanna with wooden spears, told him to sprint as fast as he could to the nearest exit. But the Other, as he called him, spoke, and he froze, bringing his legs closer to himself in a fetal position. 

“You’ve been busy, haven’t you?” 

Lapren jerked, his teeth gritting at the voice. It was at once too low and too high-pitched. He began to turn to face the stranger. 

“Please, stay where you are. You’ve never needed to see me.” The stranger was there, just at the edge of his vision. “Actually, that would be better if you were to be interrogated.”

The bishop answered with contempt, “A bishop from the cult? That would be an outrage and the faithful—”

“Would say nothing. You couldn’t make more blunders than you did.” The sneer was modulated into a piercing shriek of laughter. 

“We met some bad luck.” 

“One failure is bad luck. Two is a lack of planning.”

“We couldn’t have expected those insolent whelps. An unknown pilot from Earth and the rejected son of the trader. Bringing down our operation. No one...” Lapren was speaking fast, too fast. Beads of sweat rolled into his eyes. 

“Yet, they succeeded when your people failed. Misjudgment on your side with your tracks visible for all. Amateur!” The Other snorted in contempt.

Lapren hadn’t felt like this since his novitiate in the church. Yet doubt struck him. The Other might be right. After all, he had organized a piracy through a rogue planet, Lelet, and the Federation was going to investigate. Fear gripped him. “No one on Lelet knows me. They could have guessed the trade route on their own.” 

“No.” The voice was almost shrieking again. “They are not smart enough to calculate an interception course like the one they executed. And your ship keeps a log of where you go.”

“What should I do?” The panic in Lapren’s voice was now audible.

“By the time the Federation arrives, no one will know what happened.” The Other chuckled. “Plague has struck the capital city. I’d be surprised if anyone on the government survives. Nor in the city.” 

“There are fifteen million people in that city,” blurted Lapren. 

“Their life or yours?” Lapren saw a flicker of movement and a paper plane landed at his feet. He took it and unfolded the oddity in quick moves. The paper burned in his hand but before it crumbled into ashes Lapren could see the contorted body of a dead Lelet’s priest. My life? He bent his head. “And your ship’s logs have been erased. Fortunately, I had thought ahead of you. Unfortunately, the ship will be useless for years now, until the yards can reconfigure it.” The heavily accented words hurt Lapren with the sudden guilt of the deaths by the thousands he had wrought. 

“Surely, on Fizhert, there is nothing left that incriminates us.” He tried to reassure himself as best as he could. The Origin colony had been carrying out secret research on the Ancients, and hoarding research data on the Ancients was one of the few crimes against the Federation Charter which could get you executed. And the same brat who had thwarted the piracy had saved the day and rescued witnesses. 

“On the planet, no. The Federation has bombed everything. They don’t take chances with rogue AI. The witnesses...”

Witnesses could be disappear, like the millions on Lelet. But what angered Lapren most was that the brat from Earth and his friend had found five spaceships there. I would have given my soul for those ships, he thought—although I may have done even worse. 

“Are there any other types of AIs? Not rogue and mad?” Lapren, cowering in fear, jumped at the precise word. At his core, he was a courageous man. Only the Other could scare him like that. 

“No, according to my information. None stayed sane for ten millennia.” 

Lapren shivered. After the first encounters with mad AIs, the Federation had made a core value of cleaning the remaining ones by all means necessary, and all found were blasted to shreds. 

“How could the Federation imply we are...” His voice trailed off. 

“Come on, priest! The Origin changed the original settlement report to hide the Ancient city. They know you were digging there, and that you did not update the Core Data Sphere with your findings.” 

“I’ll be summoned to the Council?” Lapren didn’t enjoy the prospect of a disciplinary hearing on Alkath. The cult was weak there. 

“Yes. The correct question is when. The Council seems to reflect on it. They don’t have enough actual proof to do more than give you a slap on the hands. Nothing serious for now. I suspect they’re looking for more. The attaché for Internal security, certainly. And our opponents maybe.” Lapren was aware of these so-called opponents to the Other, but hadn’t been able to find who they were. Without them, remained the Attaché, the most powerful administrative clerk in the Federation. 

“What should we do?”

“We, nothing. We is a concept which doesn’t exist. You, be nice and very law abiding until further notice.” 

“But, your promise? We are nearing thirty years now...” His voice trailed off.

“Was I the one who sabotaged two golden opportunities?” The voice became acid, pouring on every nerve. 

“My apologies. I didn’t mean to...”

“No, you didn’t. You have just drawn a lot of unwanted attention. And as you said, time is not on your side.” 

Lapren’s shoulders slumped. “So, all I’ve done will be for nothing. Cheating and lying.”

“Did I say that?” The honeyed voice was the worst from the Other. Every nerve shrieked for him to flee. “My intervention on Lelet gave me the idea for a new plan. Sit and listen. Nothing is lost until the party is played out. We just have to resort to stronger options.”

It took a while for Lapren to understand the new schema. By accepting it, he would risk the cult and everything he had built. Minutes before, he had wanted to make the risk of technology personal. This would achieve his aim. And yet, did he want to implement this? Mass-murder so many? A recent idea, had said the Other, but how can a nanovirus be developed quickly? He is lying and manipulating me. 

Lapren pondered, frowning furiously. There was also a chance he would get what he wanted. He was ill, had been for a long time now. At this stage of his life, he cared only about his own survival. 

At last, he surrendered. “And the troublemakers? Those two who disrupted our plans?”

“We will take care of them. The core worlds are our hunting ground, and they’re flying straight into it. For now, set up a watch over those two birds. I want to know all about them, exotic as they are.” Lapren could do it. That was easy enough. “My agents will deliver a poison for the boy. Head in the sky? He will never suspect his belly.” The Other cackled again. Lapren wondered what he would receive. “By the way, get me a foothold on Earth! I want that planet under direct surveillance.” He nodded. He had already thought about it. “Now, get ready for your part.” The presence receded into the shadows and disappeared. For a while, Lapren shivered from the aftereffects. He had never found out who the Other was. Yet, its intelligence into the Federation decisions had always been perfect. And its promises had met the only genuine desire in his own heart. 

After a long time shaking, he got up, not trusting his legs to bear his own weight. He walked back toward the main concourse and the other inhabitants from the station, looking for a rare feeling for him. Safety in numbers. 
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Spaceship Iambignow, en route to Volpre station, June 2140 

Brian opened the door to the tiny room adjoining the main lounge and entered without a word. Leandra Cipriani waited for him already. She would be the first Earth ambassador to Alkath and the Federation Council, and she was proud of it. He knew she had been Don Mariano’s assistant in Geneva and had waited a long time for such an opportunity. He wasn’t fooled by her soothing appearance, a dignified woman in her fifties with brown curly hair, cropped short, serious but accessible.

She had borrowed one of the two offices used by the crew, a simple room, with an ornate wooden desk, two large chairs lit by an old metal lamp. Hydroponics took up the rest of the room—no space was left unused. Brian bowed. “Ambassador, thank you for receiving me.” 

“My pleasure, Brian. What can I do for you?” 

He looked down, refusing to meet her eyes. Still, he had requested the meeting and blurted out the words, trying not to whine. “I don’t want to go. Don’t want to live through it again!”

“Again?” 

“Madam, I left the Chicago suburbs for the University Secure Enclave. I know what it is to be an unwelcomed foreigner.” 

She winced. “Upper classes at Chicago’s University have a poor reputation.” 

“And from all Master Heikert has said, they are kids compared to the people we will face on Alkath.” He summoned all his courage. “I have done all Don Mariano asked of me. I have survived, found starships and graduated. I can’t go further than this...” 

“What do you suggest?” Leandra sat, her back straight, her face showing no emotions. This was a position she must have practiced for hours. And despite that, he fell for it, unease growing inside.  

“I could go back to Earth and help Wilfried and Tasha pilot Charon.” Charon was the ship he had found for Earth, and his friends flew it back to Earth. 

“Why should the United Organisation agree to this?” Her words were soft, and he looked up in hope.

“Three is not enough to run a ship nonstop. A fourth pilot would improve their efficiency, and Earth needs it.” On theoldcow, Brian had lived through this strain and knew well what his friends would endure. “I have flown this ship and I’m good at it.” 

“True enough. And they would welcome this help.” She seemed to ponder his words one by one. 

“Yes, Madam, this would be better.” Brian jumped on it, the possibility of an exit. “And I could fly my ship once it’s repaired on Volpre. Two ships would support Earth even better.” 

“It’s your call, Brian, and I won’t decide for you.” She caught herself and smiled. “Sorry, I’m not allowed to. The Federation guarantees your freedom to choose as long as you work for them. Twenty years as an intrasystem pilot. Ten years more as an interstellar pilot. That’s the only constraint.” 

Brian breathed in relief. “Thank you, Madam.” He knew the rules from the Federation. But reading it in an abstract Compact and hearing were two different things. 

She continued unabated, her voice still calm and reasonable, and his heart sagged. “But your ship alone won’t help Earth. We don’t have enough trade to need it. Not enough for Charon as it is. Think carefully, Brian. Earth needs more than that. A lot more if we’re to survive. If you go to Alkath, even if you fail, the Federation increases its funding for Earth. You give the next pilot who goes there more chances. And if you succeed, even better for us.” She paused, looking him in the eyes. “And better for you.”

“For me?” 

“You survived, you said. But I have watched you. Fizhert left you wounded. Physically, with a scar your nanites cannot heal, and mentally. I know you’re afraid, Brian. I have seen you looking at the Captain when we jump. If you don’t face Alkath now, your scars will always control you.” 

Brian rose. “Do I have a choice?” 

Leandra seemed to sit in the storm's eye while he paced between the plants. “Yes. Guaranteed by the Federation. You ask any Marine on Volpre, they take you under their protection and you do whatever you want.” He looked at her and she nodded. “But you’ve got the right to know the stakes. The real stakes. The Federation needs five pilots per planet and per year to man all their ships. If Earth can bring two starpilots within ten years of becoming a member, they’ll do all they can to help us and get more pilots from us. Some planets send a pilot every ten years, and we have found two in our first group. We’ve ten students following you this year on Adheek and ten other scheduled for next year.” 

Brian thought through her words. Economics had been part of his degree on Earth and he could add. “If we can provide pilots when other can’t, credits will flow our way.” 

She raised her hands and her prepared 3-Ds appeared in the middle of the room with the latest confidential reports from Earth. Brian hadn’t seen them yet, the ones received before leaving Adheek, and he took the time to review them. Leandra sat without comments. The yearly decrease in population had slowed, but the plagues still took a heavy toll each year. Energy was rationed all over the globe in the remaining towns. Radioactive deserts forbade access to large parts of the planet. 

“Yes, they will. The Federation has promised devices to reclaim radioactive lands. Fifty flies with Charon back home. But we need ten times more to clean all the lands we have poisoned. And fusactors, nanoplants, gene engineering, and all sorts of technology boosts if we’re to survive.” Her voice turned desperate. “If we don’t break the drop in population, there’ll be no one left within a century on Earth.” 

Brian knew the numbers, had grown up with them in the news. “When Volpre repairs my ship, we can hire a pilot to trade for us. We could bring all the medicine we need from Adheek or other worlds close by. And the Federation would still support us.” 

“They would. You’re right.” Her voice was slow but allowed him a little hope. 
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Spaceship Iambignow, en route to Volpre station, July2140

Two days out from Volpre, Master Heikert summoned Brian, still gloomy, to his cabin. Brian had kept himself busy since his talk with Leandra, flying as often as he could, avoiding all talks about their future destination. But, after the first joy of jumping again, he soon got bored by the constant repetition. The crew knew the route by heart, every act a simple reflex. He had no choices, no freedom here, just the joy of crossing into hyperspace. 

Brian knocked, and the door slid open to reveal a small cabin. A desk occupied its center with two chairs and clear space for large 3-Ds. Handwoven tapestries decorated three of the walls. A flowering tree, sustained by its own hydroponic plant, occupied the last wall. For people who remained in space for months or years in a metal contraption, every organic life was precious.

“How’s the trip so far? Compared to theoldcow with Captain Derantor?” The question was casual, noncommittal. Brian, unused to small talks with his teacher, wondered what this meant. He thought for a moment about his life on the other ship, learning his trade during those unexpected adventures. 

“Quiet, sir. I’m learning less, but probably better. By the way, I received news from Captain Derantor. She wished me luck and prosperity.” 

“Good on you. She’s a weel-regarded captain.” The voice became serious. “How do you feel?”

“Much better, thank you, sir.” This was true. At least, physically, he felt back in shape. And he would be damned before he voiced his nightmares to his mentor. 

“I’m happy for you. When I sent you on theoldcow, I wanted you to discover more of your skills. It worked fine, but it pushed you to the edge of nanite usage.” Brian, without any alternatives, had pushed his nanites way beyond the limits, and still felt himself on the verge of losing control. He still felt the tiny robots drawing the energy from his body to carry out what he had asked of them.

“Doctor Nilse cleared both Sonter and me, sir, before departure. We have recovered our capacities with nanite,” Brian answered, hiding his own fears, and smiled. “There were other warnings, sir, and very harsh words on what we did with Sonter. He also explained how our use of nanites may be troubled for a few months, as a result.” Brian had been lucky he had had with him the son of the pilot guild master on Adheek. Otherwise, he suspected the doctor would have had even stronger words. 

At that, Master Heikert replied sadly, “The Doctor cannot ever forgive himself when something happens to one student. Strange things happen in our job.” 

Brian swallowed. When the nanites had run wild, his body had distorted into strange shapes out of his control. Even though he had lived that time in a virtual world, his body still remembered the pain. 

Heikert was watching him, eyes locked on his. “I see you understand. You’ve got scars now, scars that will last. You’ll never be able to do again what you did on Fizheert.” He hammered the last words slowly, and Brian nodded. “You have noticed how nervous our captain is before jumping. Once, he led one of our warships when Filb went rogue and he overused his nanites. Since then—thirty years—he hasn’t dared do more than simple jumps.” Brian had heard from Shanak about the few warships from the Ancients that were recovered and how demanding it was to pilot one of them. Now, he knew, deep in his own flesh, the truth of it. He shuddered and stepped back. 

“I’ve heard you’ve got questions about your future on Alkath.” Heikert waved away Brian’s objection. “Ships are small, you know.”

Brian’s shoulders slumped. “Sir, I already had a tough time on Adheek, you know it well. When I faced Chicago university on Earth, it seemed close to what you told us of Alkath. I’m not sure I’m up to it. I’ve faced a lot last year.” 

Heikert looked at him for an agonizingly long time before answering. “You talked with your ambassador?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued. “I had the same conversation once. For my own reasons, I didn’t want to go. I won’t offer any reassurance and pretty talk. I hated Alkath during all my time there.” The harsh words and the buried memories behind them dismayed Brian. Heikert was reputed to have been one of the most brilliant scouts of the Federation, to have flown everywhere that was possible. “I can offer you two insights. 

“The first is that no pilots from the outlying worlds will ever judge you. Even the most foolish of the core worlds pilots will support your choice. You’ve found five ships and defeated a mad AI. All will respect you for that.” Master Heikert let his words sink in before continuing. “The second is intuition on my part. Take it as such and no more.” Brian moved forward to listen. “You’re going to get bored, just flying within the confines of your solar system. You’re already bored in a simple interstellar route, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” 

“Your life will be productive and useful, you’ll have friends, lovers, and family. But that life will not fulfill your expectations. You’re spending too much time with star charts mapping out strange roads into the most distant systems. I’ve known several pilots just like you, and none of them ever had fun being confined by tight boundaries.” 

“But, if I don’t succeed?” 

“Then you’ll know you have tried.” 

“I understand.” Brian could see the logic behind the words of his teacher. But he didn’t trust himself enough to accept it. The teacher smiled and, with a quick gesture to his console, sent a data packet to Brian. 

“I have prepared
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