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Chapter 1 – Protective Expansion
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Cabeliac Onga was legendary on her homeworld of Olva. Exposing their new president as a Terran agent with the whole planet watching tended to have that effect, not that fame had ever been her goal. It had been the right thing to do. Her subsequent appointment as president in his stead was an unexpected burden, but her sense of responsibility wouldn't let her refuse. 

Despite her misgivings, Onga was proud of her part in shaping Olva's role in the new era of peace. She ranked the creation of the Fractal Commission to counter the threat posed by the ancient conflict between the Aevoir and the Arbiters as her greatest achievement. It was the only legacy she cared about.

Now, her presidency was in the past. Taking an active role in the commission with Amina Ya by her side was her future – and finally, they were ready to deliver.

'Looks like we're first again,' said Amina as they entered the meeting room in the commission's new headquarters.

'We're early,' said Onga. 'Silac will be here soon. I saw him getting a drink. You know how keen he is for our mission tomorrow.'

Amina shrugged.

'Wish it could be just the two of us.'

Onga chose her reply carefully. Despite the veneer of romantic intent in Amina's words, an all-too-regular bone of contention lurked beneath.

'I know, but if we're going to establish this as a cross-world endeavour, we have to set out as we mean to go on.'

'It's just... Oh, you know why.'

Onga did, just as she knew Amina was only going through the motions, trying to justify her discomfort to herself. Knowing her dislike of Falki wasn't rational wouldn't change how she felt overnight. It would take time. The shadow of the war still cast a pall over too many lives.

'Silac seems decent enough,' said Onga. 'Thoughtful. I know it's hard, but try to get to know him better. It might help.'

'Or it might do the opposite,' said Amina. She took a deep breath. 'But yeah, I'll try. Sorry. At least Silac is better than the other Falki we trialled. They gave me the creeps.'

Amina's instinctive dislike of Falki had taken root after witnessing an execution squad murder Lami, the man she loved. Although Amina never mentioned Lami these days, Onga could sense his ghost looming over their relationship. It was hard to compete with a memory.

Onga expected she was overreacting. Neither of them was perfect, but despite the occasional hiccup, she loved being part of a couple again after the self-imposed isolation during the war. It had been too long. She wouldn't let their hangups stop them from making this work.

'Silac's definitely the best of the bunch,' said Onga. 'The others even made me uncomfortable. Think Curst made the right choice in getting rid of them.'

They'd trialled three Falki who were sensitive to structures in Fractal Space, but only Silac Sha Burl had made the grade. The others had an unsettling intensity about them.

'Curst has her moments,' said Amina. 'Haven't liked everything she's done, but can't fault her about that. I just wish she moved faster.'

While still president, Onga had recruited Alana Curst as the first head of the Fractal Commission. The former Terran secretary had proved herself more than capable when leading their effort to cement the peace, making her famous everywhere. Her appointment helped establish its basis as a cross-world initiative.

'Curst's right to be cautious,' said Onga. 'We couldn't rush to open gateways before we'd established a dedicated team to handle first contact with any new races we met. That's the point of all this, after all. Could do more harm than good.'

'I know,' said Amina. 'Just felt like she's been too cautious at every stage. Double-checking everything. Taking zero risks. That's not my way.'

'I don't disagree,' said Onga. 'Still, Curst's the one in charge. Don't forget that a lot of infrastructure was needed to support this whole endeavour. Hopefully, now that's done, we can make consistent progress. Hit the ground running. Deliver on our promises.'

Amina smiled.

'You're starting to sound like a politician again.'

'Sorry,' said Onga. 'Hard habit to break.'

'I'll cure you of it eventually.'

Although Onga had insisted the commission had to be open to all races, it was based on Olva out of pragmatism. A dedicated small spaceport provided access to a modern office complex within an attractive park, even hosting its own living quarters. Some were designed for overnight stays only, but many dedicated homes were perfect for off-world workers who'd moved to Olva to participate. It was comfortable and efficient without being extravagant, which suited Onga and Amina fine. Curst seemed happy on Olva too. Even Silac had moved in.

A light knock came on the door.

'Come in,' said Onga.

Silac Sha Burl entered. He wore a dark orange hooded cloak of the style that seemed compulsory for Falki men. His thin-lipped smile gave nothing away.

'Greetings,' said Silac, his voice deep and slow. 'Apologies for my tardiness.'

'You're not late,' said Onga. 'We're early. And there's no need to knock. You've as much right to be here as us.'

'Thank you,' said Silac, lowering himself deliberately into his seat. 'Even though that's not entirely true.'

Silac's delivery was flat and emotionless. That hadn't been an accusation, just a statement of fact from his perspective. Amina forced a laugh and turned to Onga.

'He's got you there. Curst may be in charge, but this is your baby. You've got more clout than anyone else.'

'As have you,' said Silac. 'Your relationship with Onga elevates your standing.' He paused as Amina's eyes narrowed. 'And that standing is fully justified by your role in the Ungaleth deposition. Nobody doubts either of your worth, but I have no illusions as to my relative importance. I am content with this. I mean no disrespect.'

'None taken,' said Onga. 'But don't do yourself down. Once we head out to open gateways, there's no difference between us. You have as much right as us to be taking part. More, if you consider that your fractal sensitivity is natural.'

Like a small number of Falki, Silac had been born with enhanced Fractal Space sensitivity, whereas Onga's and Amina's abilities had been induced by exposure to a mushroom and fruit cocktail on Pargelin. They could all see extra details and colour in Fractal Space, allowing them to detect unopened gateways. Tomorrow, they planned to open three of them.

Silac inclined his head in acknowledgement but didn't reply. Onga was slowly getting a grasp on him. She sensed nothing malicious in anything he said – he just tended to voice things most people opted to keep quiet.

'Is there an agenda for this meeting?' said Silac.

'Just procedural, I believe,' said Onga. 'Curst wants to have one final run-through of our rules of engagement. They've been tweaked a lot lately, so it won't do any harm to have a refresher.'

'Sound like she's trying to justify her existence,' said Amina. 'We know what we're doing.'

'This is the first time for all of us,' said Onga. 'Doesn't do any harm to be cautious.'

'I guess.'

Curst entered the office dead on time. She wore a smart Olvin-style business jacket rather than the flamboyant suits she'd adopted as Terran secretary. Unexpectedly, she was alone.

'Sorry, Kurt's running late,' said Curst. 'He's only just got back. He'll be here in five minutes. If you don't mind, I'd like to wait to get started as he's bringing some important updates.'

Kurt was Curst's aide who'd accompanied her to Olva from Terra. Kurt had been critical in their disparate efforts to defeat the conspiracy that threatened the peace, holding everything together through his logistical and communication skills. He was as vital to their success as Curst, even if he acted mainly behind the scenes. They made a good team.

'I thought he was due back a few days ago?' said Amina.

'Last minute change of plans,' said Curst. 'His final stop was Earth to pick up the latest analysis on your favourite fruit and mushroom cocktail. Something in the results intrigued him enough to want to discuss it with our friend, Professor Lem. He spent a couple of days with him.'

'But he's back now?' said Amina.

'Just,' said Curst. 'He'd have been here in time if not for the extra security at the spaceport these days. You can blame Onga for that.'

'You know why,' said Onga. 'Olva is open to visitors from anywhere – unless they pretend to be someone they're not. We're not the only ones. Ungal screens for genetic resequencing at their spaceport now. Others will soon.'

Onga had felt the need to defend herself, a bad habit carried over from her days as a politician. Amina took Onga's hand.

'She's only teasing.'

Onga had gathered that from Curst's grin at her response. She returned it.

'You're much more relaxed than you used to be when you were Terran secretary.'

'It's a fresh start,' said Curst. 'I've only just learned to switch off from the relentless tension of being a politician. Not that this job's easy, but it feels different. I intend to make the most of it. Work out who I want to be. I'm sure you can appreciate that.'

'Yeah, I can,' said Onga. 'The presidency was less than a year for me, but I still occasionally slip back into that mindset.'

'And I tell her off when she does,' said Amina.

'Couldn't do it without you,' said Onga.

After everything they'd been through, their relationship was exactly what they both needed. It wasn't always easy, but they were both stubborn enough to ensure it stayed on track, making a comfortable life together on Olva. Amina showed no signs of missing her native Enel. Her home was with Onga now.

'Kurt's the one who keeps me straight,' said Curst. 'It was the same when I was secretary. I tell him what's what too.'

'It's funny,' said Onga. 'Despite spending more time with him these days, I can't say I've really got to know Kurt yet. He's a very private man.'

'That'll change,' said Curst. 'He had to be like that in his old role, but he's slowly getting used to working in the open. Engrained habits take a while to break. He told me when he left that he'd make more of an effort on his return. Let's wait and see.'

'Will he ever tell us his full name?' said Amina.

Curst's gentle smile turned into a smirk. She'd definitely changed.

'Kurt Hofmann? It's no secret.'

'So why would he never tell us?'

'He did it as a joke to annoy Novak at first,' said Curst. 'Then it stuck. Now seems the right time for a change.'

A transient frown crossed Curst's expression. That was likely at the mention of Novak, the one member of their team who'd not survived the eventual end of the war, sacrificing herself to ensure their victory. They owed her a lot. Onga hadn't known her well, but what she knew made her sure Novak wouldn't have wanted to be part of the commission. It wasn't her thing.

'Hold on,' said Curst. 'I'd better let Kurt know I've told you his name before he arrives. He hates surprises.'

Curst typed a message on her slate. Onga liked seeing this side of Curst. Circumstances had tainted the early phases of their professional relationship, and it had taken a while for them both to start acting naturally with each other. They were still a work in progress. Everything was, including the commission. 

While waiting for Kurt to arrive, Onga was surprised to notice the sense of relief she felt to be finally getting started. Their journey into the unknown tomorrow validated everything she'd worked towards. It was why they were here. All races connected to Fractal Space – especially those who'd not discovered their way in yet – had to understand the threat posed by the Aevoir and the Arbiters. They were ready to do it at last.

The Aevoir were the ancient race who'd built Fractal Space, connecting all the systems in their region of the galaxy, seeding them with life, and engineering the evolution of all the known races before retreating into its depths to await the fruition of their plan. There was nothing altruistic about it. The Aevoir needed them for the final battle of their war against the Arbiters.

While working with Curst to protect the peace, Onga and Amina discovered Aevin, the dead homeworld of the Aevoir. The presentation they saw of the Aevoir's conflict with the Arbiters meant all races were in danger, including those they'd not yet met. It was up to the commission to warn everyone.

At their peak, the Aevoir considered themselves supreme as they spread across the stars by jumping their ships through hyperspace. They colonised many nearby worlds, but the Arbiters weren't impressed. Hyperspace was where they lived.

The conflict started as small-scale disruption, the Arbiters using the only tool at their disposal that worked across the boundary of the universe: gravity manipulation. Their attempts at blocking the Aevoir's progress weren't well received. The Aevoir's innate arrogance and self-belief would allow no constraint on their movement through hyperspace. It escalated into all-out war.

Onga instinctively sympathised with the Arbiters but couldn't condone how far each side went. When the Aevoir didn't back down, the Arbiters began to destroy their planets, including their homeworld of Aevin. Even then, the Aevoir escalated further, forcing the Arbiters to adopt a zero-tolerance policy.

Once the Arbiters developed the ability to detect the Aevoir wherever they went, there was nowhere to hide. They had no idea what aspects of the Aevoir's presence – their biosignatures – the Arbiters used to find them, but no matter what they tried, they were eventually discovered. To avoid their gaze, the Aevoir hid their remaining systems within folded regions of space and built Fractal Space around them as a further layer of protection. There, they took their time to formulate their revenge.

The Aevoir needed sixteen worlds inhabited by distinct races, all with biosignatures different to theirs, so as not to attract the attention of the Arbiters. These would be folded within a four-dimensional tesseract to take the attack directly into hyperspace. The Aevoir believed there was no defence against it.

That explained why all the races discovered so far – the Olvin, Enella, Terran, Ungaleth, and Falki – had similar biosignatures. The Aevoir had made them that way, leaving gateways in each system to lure them into Fractal Space when advanced enough. Once they were sixteen in number – or quorate, as the Aevoir liked to call it – they were to return to Aevin to summon the Aevoir from their hiding place, where time passed slowly for them.

However, things didn't go exactly as the Aevoir planned. None of the races wanted anything to do with them, especially in the immediate aftermath of a century-long interstellar war. That didn't mean they could be ignored.

Avoiding the Aevoir was the simple part. All they had to do was never return to Aevin, which was an easy choice to make. The fact that they weren't compliant tools meant that their evolutionary plan had gone awry, but that wasn't the only threat.

If one of the as-yet-undiscovered races developed their own hyperspatial jump technology, that could seriously aggravate the Arbiters. If their zero-tolerance policy still applied, they could be swatted to oblivion without a second thought. That was bad enough, but it might not stop there.

All the races whose evolution had been guided by the Aevoir appeared to have similar biosignatures, so if one transgressed, all could suffer the consequences. The Arbiters' retribution could come without warning. They might take a different approach to anyone other than the Aevoir, but that wasn't a risk Onga wanted to take. Everyone agreed with her.

That was why Onga had created the Fractal Commission. Its primary role was to open all the gateways inside Fractal Space and make contact with any species in the systems beyond. Everyone must know of the threat. There was no time to waste. It might only take one to overstep the mark for the Arbiters to take action against all.

'Kurt's in the building,' said Curst. 'Sorry about that. One minute, then we can get started.'

'No problem,' said Onga.

At last. The meeting would hold no surprises. Once it was over, all that was left was to get a good night's sleep, and then they'd be off. Onga found it hard not to feel excited over the new friends they were about to make. Of all the things she'd achieved, this was the most important to her, and she couldn't wait to get started. Tomorrow, they'd discover new worlds.  
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Chapter 2 – Exotic Potential
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Laz Turka stopped on the side of the plaza opposite the headquarters of the Kitran Institute of Physics. He intended to savour the moment. After worrying for years that his niche specialisation wouldn't attract any interest, the order to attend the institute had appeared without warning. He'd done it! An invitation to earn tenure was his.

Not only did the order come from the premier state research centre on the planet, but it had been at the direct request of Dowl Urkit himself. Dowl had made his name leading the initiative to send a swarm of probes to nearby stars, the first phase of Kitran's long-term goal of becoming an interstellar civilisation. As it would be many years before the first results came through, Dowl stepped down to lead another secretive research endeavour. 

Dowl had been someone he'd admired for years. His vision for Kitran being an interstellar society had been an outlier at the start, but his drive and determination had firmly embedded it in the public consciousness. Now, Laz would be part of it. 

Laz would have a year to prove himself. If his work passed muster, the promised tenure would be his, a permanent position in the Institute of Physics for as long as he wanted. He might have to swap departments as projects changed, but as long as he found something to sustain his interest, it would be his dream life. This was only the first foot in the door. He was confident he could win them over.

From the moment he'd fallen in love with mathematics in his mid-teens, he knew the standard life wasn't for him. Since the widescale deployment of particle replicators and matter printers across Kitran decades earlier, nobody had to work to stay alive. The state could easily meet all needs, allowing individuals to lead whatever lifestyle they desired. Many chose leisure or altruistic pursuits. More chose to explore their creative natures. That wasn't for Laz. He wanted to follow the elite life of a researcher.

As Laz progressed through formal education, his mathematical interests drifted towards practical applications, ending in a fascination for particle physics. One emergent niche area captured his attention and wouldn't let go: hypothetical exotic matter with negative mass. The mathematics behind the latest research had been so elegant that it was hard to ignore, yet it was only getting started. Fulfilling its promise would be his chance to shine.

After completing his education, Laz joined a local research collective. He rarely needed their facilities, as most of his work was purely theoretical, but his research papers were more likely to be noticed if published through them. They started to gain attention. He took on board feedback – usually as he hadn't explained something clearly enough for less advanced researchers – and, over time, produced a well-received body of work. That must be what had attracted Dowl Urkit.

Although he was convinced he would earn tenure, he'd keep in touch with his research collective in the interim. That was less hedging his bets, more that it gave him somewhere to unwind when he needed it – likely to be the case. Dowl had a reputation for driving his teams hard. 

There was only one person at the collective that he considered a friend, Shalk Perlo – although admittedly, it was his space simulator that he enjoyed spending time with most. The fully immersive experience was almost as good as the real thing, not that he'd seen space first-hand. He'd paid Shalk a farewell visit the night before.

They'd gone for a quick virtual jaunt around Kitran's moons and then returned to the planet via a hairy aerobraking manoeuvre. It was exhilarating. The inevitable questions came from Shalk once they disconnected from the simulation and began unsuiting.

'So, Dowl Urkit, eh?' said Shalk.

'Yup,' said Laz.

'Know what you're going to be working on yet?' 

'Nope.'

There were plenty of rumours, but nobody knew what Dowl's new project actually entailed. It must be something to do with his passion for exploring the stars, but beyond that, there were no concrete details.

'You will tell me, won't you?' said Shalk. 'At the very least, let me know the characteristics of his new space drive. Then I can add it to my simulator. Let you be the first to fly it.'

A next-generation space drive was the strongest rumour for Dowl's project, a way of beating his swarm of probes to the stars. Laz hoped it wasn't that. There was only one way he could imagine negative mass particles would fit into a propulsion system, and he'd ruled out that possibility in a paper last year. If Dowl had missed it, he'd be on the next shuttle home.

Laz grinned.

'I'll tell you everything I'm allowed to say.'

'I get it,' said Shalk. 'That's a no. Anyway, it's probably irrelevant. Isn't your work purely theoretical?'

'Yes, but only because we've never seen negative mass particles in reality,' said Laz. 'They're weird. Gravitationally repulsive. But if we do find one, I know its characteristics. I know how to contain and replicate more.'

'You're sure they're real?'

'They have to be,' said Laz. 'The mathematics is too beautiful.'

'Let's hope reality agrees,' said Shalk. 'And you think that's why Dowl wants you?'

'Can't think of anything else,' said Laz. 'Someone's finally recognised my genius.'

He was only half joking, having long been convinced that the flashes of originality in his work were extraordinary. Dowl must agree. Knowing a man of his stature approved of his theories was incredible. It would be a privilege to meet him.

Shalk was less impressed, rolling his eyes theatrically.

'Hope you'll remember us mere mortals while you're hobnobbing with the elite.' 

'Of course,' said Laz. 'What was your name again?'

'Be nice,' said Shalk. 'I was going to tell you what I had lined up for next time, but now I'm not so sure.'

'Go on,' said Laz. 'Give me an incentive to come back.'

'Oh fine,' said Shalk. 'Fancy a battle?'

'What?'

'I've got an upgrade ready to go: front-mounted lasers on the ships. Full combat modelling. Rather than just flying in formation around the system, we can have a simulated battle.'

It was only a hobby based on Shalk's real simulation project, but he'd put a lot of effort into it. Laz grinned again.

'Sounds like fun.'

'Think I might enjoy killing you next time,' said Shalk. 'Get that ego under control.'

'No chance,' said Laz.

It was something to look forward to, but he needed to focus on the immediate priority. First impressions with Dowl would count for a lot. Whatever the project turned out to be, Laz had to believe there was a valid reason for the summons, and he had to be ready for whatever was thrown at him. He could do this. He was sure of it.

Laz strode confidently towards the front entrance of the massive dark glass building ahead, its gleaming gold and chrome framework leading up to tall spires in the sky. It was an anachronistic design from a century ago, but tradition was important in state organisations. Hopefully the institute inside would be more modern.

He smiled up at the security camera above the force field across the doorway. A couple of seconds later, it flickered and let him through into the empty entrance vestibule. He moved to one side and waited. If their systems were up to scratch, that should be all he needed to do, his identity having been verified and communicated to Dowl Urkit.

After a minute, the door to the rear slid open. A round-shouldered woman came through and headed towards him. Laz guessed she was in her late fifties, which would put her around Dowl's age. Her white hair was receding. Although her skin was a similar cyan hue to Laz's, the sheen of her youth had faded. The most notable thing about her was the look of annoyance as she spoke.

'Laz Turka?'

He cocked his head and smiled to try to crack through her scowl. She must be having a bad day. It was up to him to improve it.

'That's me,' said Laz. 

'My name is Kuela Anzu. I'm Dowl Urkit's number two. You will follow me.'

She turned without waiting for a response and headed back to the door. That wasn't an encouraging start, but he complied and kept close behind her as she led him into a lift. They stepped out of the shaft on the second floor, where a sign on the wall in the hallway read Gateway to the Stars.

Laz nodded to himself. The rumours must be true.

'Welcome to Wormhole Central,' said Kuela.

'Wormholes?' said Laz. 'I heard you were working on a space drive.'

'You shouldn't believe rumours. What's the point of a space drive when taking a shortcut is faster?'

'I didn't know wormholes were real.'

'They're not,' said Kuela. 'Not yet. But you've got a year.'

Laz wasn't sure if Kuela had a dry sense of humour coupled with a dour delivery, or if she really didn't like him. He had no idea why she'd take an instant dislike. Perhaps it was her default position.

The hallway opened directly into a massive open room, about five metres high and over fifty metres on each side. Three walls were entirely covered in tinted smart glass with views to the outside. The one from which they'd emerged was a glossy white partition containing four other doors, each with an embedded display.

'This is the lab area,' said Kuela. 'These technicians are the ones who'll put your theories into practice. If you need anything done, ask their supervisor. That's her over there.'

'Got it,' said Laz.

The supervisor sat at a desk in one corner. Workstations were scattered across the lab, apparently without any coherent plan. At first glance, there must have been twenty technicians beavering away, only a couple glancing up to notice their presence.

The exception was the lab's workstation-free centre, which hosted two sizeable items of technical equipment under construction, surrounded by an isolation field. Kuela led him towards the area.

'These are our current prototypes. I expect you'll recognise this one.'

She pointed towards the smaller of the two devices. A thick toroidal chamber around its outside rested on an intricate loom of cabling and plumbing. A couple of wider tubes branched from its inside and spiralled elegantly towards what looked like an off-the-shelf particle replicator in the centre, albeit heavily customised. With a start, Laz recognised the design.

'Yeah,' said Laz. 'That's my exotic matter containment system and replicator. At least, it looks like the sketch in one of my papers.'

'Correct,' said Kuela. 'It's very loosely based on that design. As I'm sure you're aware, you skirted over many practical issues, but it was an adequate starting point. One of your first tasks will be to review our improvements.'

The details didn't worry Laz. If they were building his containment system, that could only mean one thing.

'You've got some exotic matter?'

'No,' said Kuela. 'But when we do, we need to be in a position to handle it and create more. That's why you're here. Dowl expects you to deliver.'

'Does he have plans to get some?'

'He has something up his sleeve but hasn't told me what.' Kuela didn't sound impressed. 'He's currently in a meeting with the head of the institute discussing it. He'll join us shortly.'

His containment system drawing hadn't been the paper's primary focus, more a wistful pipe dream. The maths had been the important part. Yet now it was here, almost within touching distance. And Dowl had a plan to obtain some exotic matter to go in it. Laz realised his hands were shaking.

'Come,' said Kuela. 'Let me introduce you to the other researcher in the team.'

'There's only two of us?' said Laz.

'Only one other's made the grade so far. Most of them end up working in here.'

She pointed to the technicians before ramming the point home.

'Is that a bad thing?' said Laz.

'Depends what you're into,' said Kuela. 'Most of them are happy still to be involved, but if you're into theoretical work, there won't be any of that. Technicians work on what the researchers have come up with.'

'And coming up with things is my job for the year?'

'If you last that long,' said Lueka. 'Don't worry. There's plenty of space left for you in here.'

'Does everyone get this pep talk?' said Laz.

'Only those with promise,' said Kuela. 'Now come.'

Laz had no idea what to make of her, but he followed her past the supervisor's desk and along the wall containing the four doors. The display on the first said Dowl Urkit in green. Beneath it in smaller text was Present: Zad Karja, followed by Do Not Disturb. Zad Karja must be the head of the Institute of Physics. Not someone to upset on his first day.

The next door was the entrance to Kuela Anzu's office. Her name was in red, with the text Currently in Lab displayed beneath it. Laz glanced further down the wall. The final one simply said Meeting Room, whereas the door they'd reached had two names on it: Cayt Noosk in green and Laz Turka in red, followed by Currently in Lab. 

So he was to share an office. That would take some adjustment. He was used to working alone.

Kuela opened the door without knocking and entered. The office was a decent size, if sparsely furnished. Interactive displays covered the walls. Two desks faced each other on either side of the room, one empty, presumably intended for Laz. Behind the other sat Cayt Noosk.

She looked up as they entered but didn't stir from her seat, nodding at Kuela, who made the introductions.

'Cayt Noosk, this is Laz Turka, your new teammate.'

Cayt let out an exaggerated sigh.

'Another one?'

'This must be your fifth?' said Kuela.

'Yeah,' said Cayt. 'They all look the same after a while.'

Cayt's face wasn't as glum as Kuela's but remained steadfastly serious. Laz was becoming convinced they were winding him up. Still, a glimmer of doubt remained. He'd try to be himself.

'I intend to stick around,' said Laz, breaking out his most endearing grin. 'I'm afraid you'll have to put up with me.'

Cayt held his gaze for a couple of seconds, then looked back at Kuela.

'Another cocky one, I see. Good. I like a challenge.'

'Sure you'll break him in before long,' said Kuela. She pointed at the spare desk. 'Go on, then. Settle in.'

Unable to think of anything clever to say, he did as ordered. He'd imagined the atmosphere in such a prestigious institution would be stuffy, but this reminded him of the friendly insults he'd get back at his collective – except without the warmth. 

By the time he was comfortable, Cayt had leaned back in her seat and was staring at him. She was only a few years older than him, slightly shorter, her straight white hair parted on the left and kept neat. It suited her narrow face, its green skin of a similar lightness to Laz's blue, but it was her bright emerald eyes that demanded his attention.

'So you're the exotic matter guy?' said Cayt. 'Dowl reckons you're what we need.'

'That's me,' said Laz. 'What's your field?'

'Not sure it's got a name outside of this room. You could call it applied multi-dimensional spatial topology.'

'That's quite a mouthful,' said Laz. 'What does it mean?'

'I bend space,' said Cayt.

Before Laz could work out what to say, another figure bustled into the office. He was tall and thickset, with darker green skin than Cayt, bordering on brown. Laz recognised him instantly: Dowl Urkit himself. He was finally in his presence.

Dowl's deep voice boomed across the room.

'Ah, you must be Laz. Welcome, welcome.'

'Thank you, sir,' said Laz.

'Call me Dowl.' He made an expansive gesture. 'We're one big, happy family here.'

'He means we argue a lot and fall out all the time,' said Cayt.

'Now, now,' said Dowl. 'Right. Let's get down to business.'

Nobody spoke. Dowl stared into Laz's eye for several seconds. Laz didn't dare blink. Just before the need to say something overwhelmed Laz, Dowl turned to Cayt.

'Cayt, tell Laz what we're up to and why we need his skills. Laz, work out how to integrate your device into Cayt's prototype. Give me your plan when I return. We'll be no more than half an hour. Kuela, with me.'

Dowl hustled out as fast as he'd arrived, Kuela trailing in his wake. Laz felt like a tornado had hit him.

'He's not joking, you know?' said Cayt. 'He'll expect you to say something coherent when he comes back.'

Laz exhaled slowly. He needed to focus.

'We'd better get on with it then.'
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Chapter 3 – Revealing Relationships
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Alana Curst had acquired a taste for springing surprises. Nothing could ever top shocking all the worlds with her pre-recorded conspiracy revelations, but that didn't mean she couldn't occasionally have fun with her colleagues. One revelation was overdue. This meeting was the perfect opportunity.

Onga was right about her. She was more relaxed on Olva. That didn't mean she didn't take her job seriously – far from it – but not having opposition politicians constantly criticising you as a matter of principle was a refreshing change. She could be herself in public.

'I expect Kurt's getting a drink on the way,' said Curst, realising he was taking longer than expected.

'No problem,' said Onga. 'Meant to ask. How are things going with Sutrivendi lately?'

'Easily enough,' said Curst. 'He's been busy getting his new talking shop up and running, which is probably why he's been happy to rubber-stamp my suggestions. So have the other leaders.'

After becoming the Ungaleth suzerain, Sutrivendi proposed a new body where all the world leaders could regularly meet, discuss issues, align their procedures, and generally do everything possible to stop conflict from happening again. It had gotten off to a slow start but had lately been grasped by the new Terran secretary and Olvin president, helping to establish their peaceful credentials to the electorate. The rulers of Falkith and Enel were showing interest too, as a way to bolster their emerging autonomy. 

'Glad that's working out,' said Onga. 'Must admit, I was pleasantly surprised with Sutrivendi when I was president. It was a risk helping him to take over, given his reputation, but he seems genuine about wanting to keep the peace.'

'Matches what I saw of him,' said Amina. 'But I'm sure it helps that being the creator of this new body will put him at the top of the pile. He's not one to turn down the chance of influence.'

'He's got big plans for it,' said Curst. 'He wants it to evolve into an overarching governmental body setting broad standards for all the worlds. Started calling it the Fractal Federation.'

'Of course he is,' said Amina. 'Everything has to be fractal something or other. Would be nice to stop naming things after the Aevoir's stuff.'

Onga smiled at her.

'Like our Fractal Commission, you mean?'

'Oops, sorry,' said Amina. 'This should have been the last one.'

'Don't worry about it,' said Onga. 'Still, what Sutrivendi is doing makes sense. That doesn't mean we shouldn't keep a close eye on him.'

'Agreed,' said Curst.

Curst didn't want to point out its ramifications to Onga. Even without Sutrivendi's initiative, her grand endeavour of the Fractal Commission had a limited shelf life, a decade at most, probably less. Either they'd have opened all the gateways by then and solved the problem, or political winds would start blowing in another direction.

The first signs were already there. Curst's gut feeling was that Sutrivendi's initiative had legs. If so, it would eventually want to subsume the Fractal Commission's role. It had a way to go to establish a coherent enough structure for that to make sense, but it would come if the will were there.

The impact of fresh races joining the coalition would be wildly unpredictable. Once the newcomers significantly outnumbered the founding members, Curst imagined eyes turning towards their Fractal Commission as one unnecessary body too many. It would be a fair point. The more they could deliver, or at least have underway by then, the less long-term risk would be left dangling.

The current charter of the Fractal Commission had only been a placeholder to get things established. Reworking it to accommodate extra races as they were discovered would further mitigate that risk, if not remove it. For now, that was only a background task for Curst.

First, they had to open new gateways. That was ostensibly the point of this meeting, but if Curst was honest, it was mainly to give her a chance to be a part of it. They knew what they were doing. It just needed something to mark the occasion.

'Sorry I'm late,' said Kurt, rushing into the room, holding a mug of coffee.

'Don't worry,' said Curst. 'I've already told them it's Onga's fault, thanks to her security procedures.'

'I prefer to blame the current administration,' said Kurt, crossing to stand by the empty chair beside Curst. 'They know how to fix it. They just need to get on with it.'

'They will,' said Onga. 'Give them time. You know what politicians are like.'

'Indeed I do,' said Kurt.

He bent down over Curst, who tilted her head back.

'Missed you,' he said, kissing her lightly.

'Missed you too,' said Curst. 'Although I'll be happier once you've had a shower.'

'Sorry about that,' said Kurt, sitting as if nothing unusual had happened. 'Someone scheduled a meeting before I had a chance.'

Curst looked around the table, deploying her serene politician's smile. Onga's eyes had widened impressively. Amina's mouth hung open. Only Silac appeared unaffected.

'Something wrong?'

Amina was the first to squeeze some words out.

'How long...?'

'How long what?' said Curst.

'... have you been a couple?'

Curst turned to Kurt, feigning uncertainty.

'Are we a couple?'

'I've always considered us as two individuals who enjoy each other's company,' said Kurt. 'Our lives happen to be following a synergetic trajectory, and we're making the most of the opportunity to provide mutual support along the way.'

'Well said,' said Curst. 'You're such a romantic.'

'Only quoting you, my dear,' said Kurt. 'Shows how highly I regard your opinion.'

Curst turned back to the table.

'It's been about five years.'

'Six,' said Kurt.

'Why did you keep it a secret?' said Onga.

'Honestly, at first, I was uncomfortable,' said Curst. 'I was Kurt's boss. Too many things could be considered inappropriate, and I had to be confident it wouldn't affect how we worked together. Once we were both sure about it, it had become a habit. We saw no reason to change things.'

Onga smiled.

'I'm happy for you.'

'Yeah,' said Amina. 'Glad you feel you can live in the open now.'

'Definitely,' said Curst. 'There's been too much subterfuge in recent years.'

The Falki, Silac Sha Burl, spoke for the first time. His gravelly delivery was slow and betrayed little emotion.

'Was this supposed to be a secret?'

'What do you mean?' said Onga.

'I assumed everyone knew,' said Silac. 'It was so obvious.'

Curst laughed. Even Kurt managed a smile.

'We'll have to keep an eye on you, Silac,' said Curst. 'You see things too clearly.'

'It is my gift,' said Silac, bowing his head.

Silac was an odd one. Curst couldn't reliably read him yet. Still, he was significantly better than the other two Falki they'd tested for the role, a much more positive representative of his planet.

'Shall we get down to business?' said Curst. 

'I mean, it's only about half an hour late, but may as well,' said Amina.

'Be nice,' said Onga.

'Spoilsport.'

Curst deliberately adjusted her expression. It had been a fun start, but now it was time to get serious. She couldn't relax too far.

'Right. Everyone ready for tomorrow?' 

'We've been ready for days,' said Onga. 'No point in revisiting anything without new data. We'll stick with the three gateways we've already picked and take one each. I'll go first, Amina second, Silac third.'

'You're the guinea pig going first then?'

'It'll be fine,' said Onga. 'I'm sure of it. Still, as I'm the one who proposed this, it should be me who takes the risk.'

Curst turned to Kurt.

'Any help from Ungal? Anything useful out of Sutrivendi?'

'The suzerain was exceptionally helpful. Information on when they discovered Enel is a bit hazy, given how long ago it was, but the guy who forced open the Pargelin gateway survived without any problems. The asteroid hosting the gateway had drifted well away by the time he emerged.'

'I knew it would be fine,' said Onga.

It had been Curst's main worry. The Aevoir hid the Fractal Space gateways inside celestial bodies in each system, from large moons down to major asteroids. The body split apart when the local race neared it for the first time, but that wasn't the only way gateways could be opened. The Ungaleth discovered that flying through them from inside Fractal Space would also cause the body to break up. That was what they would be doing.

The problem was that the two systems discovered by Onga had been inhabited by the Aevoir, neither of which had their local gateway hidden inside a celestial body. Despite Onga's continual insistence that it would be fine, Curst couldn't help but picture them emerging in the middle of the immediate aftermath of the rocky destruction of a moon. They'd never survive. However, the information from Kurt backed up Onga's assertion.

'Sounds like differential time rates again,' said Amina. 'Just like when we went to Aevin. Time must pass slower in transit when the gateway is opening for the first time.'

'The Aevoir knew what they were doing,' said Onga. 'For all their faults.'

'Good,' said Curst. 'This is the first time we've done this, so no unnecessary risks. One of you opens the gateway, then returns to go back through with the rest of you. See what's around. Leave the monitoring kit, then move on. The first contact team can move in behind you once there's enough data to work with.'

They were taking a small auxiliary craft with their main vessel on this initial outing. Curst insisted only one person went through to open a gateway for now. They couldn't risk losing all their key navigators in one go, but once the gateway was open, they could all participate in setting up the monitoring kit to gather data on the local species. Training the translator was essential. 

The bulk of the meeting was spent reviewing their procedures depending on the maturity of the civilisation discovered. Any race with an advanced enough crewed space programme should have opened its gateway, but the odds were they might encounter a civilisation in its early spacefaring phase. There were rules to follow for all eventualities.

It was tedious for all of them, but the value of having it at the forefront of everyone's minds before setting out couldn't be understated. Curst knew they could do their job. The bigger unknown was when the first contact teams went through in the following weeks. It would be new ground for everyone.

Curst was confident they had the resources to handle three first contacts in parallel, assuming the races encountered had at least a basic technological society. If not, they'd monitor from a distance. She'd have preferred to take them serially but was conscious of the need to start showing progress. The odds of some of the initial encounters being disappointing were high, so this way increased the chance of something valuable happening to justify their existence. It was worth the risk.

'Anything else before we move on to Kurt's report?' said Curst.

'Don't think so,' said Onga. 'We'll keep an eye open for new gateways on the way back, maybe take the long route, but I expect we'll need a break before doing a full survey.'

That had been the biggest surprise when they'd carried out a detailed survey of Fractal Space looking for unopened gateways. They'd only found ten, making a maximum of fifteen inhabited systems overall. There would be no way to reach the quorum of sixteen that the Aevoir insisted they needed, not that anyone wanted to go along with it.

The Aevoir's message on Aevin had implied there would be more. None of them could believe the Aevoir would have gone to all this trouble and only seeded the bare minimum number of systems, expecting everything to go perfectly. As the gateways discovered so far were generally clumped together across one slice of Fractal Space, the only conclusion they could draw was that the others were hidden for now. They expected more would appear once these were opened.

'Take all the time you need,' said Curst. 'Right, Kurt. What did you find out on your trip?'

'As you know,' said Kurt, 'I have an extensive network of expertise available on Earth, but I needed to spread my net wider in this new role. Thanks to all your recommendations, I now have initial contacts on Olva, Enel, and Falkith. In addition, our old friend Polk has agreed to work with me on Ungal, with the suzerain's blessing.'

'How is Polk?' said Amina.

'He seems happy,' said Kurt. 'He's certainly throwing himself into his new life. Seems to be into a bit of everything, from what I can see, including pestering Sutrivendi whenever he sees something he thinks should be improved for ordinary Ungaleth, as he likes to call them. I think that's why the suzerain was happy for him to liaise with me. He hopes it will keep Polk off his back.'

'Hope Polk doesn't push his luck,' said Curst. She glanced across to Silac. 'Sorry. We're reminiscing about people you don't know.'

'There is no need to apologise,' said Silac, as sanguine as ever. 'I am aware of all your connected histories. After all, few will have escaped the tales of Polk's exploits on Ungal. Nor of the rest of you. I am honoured to be part of such exalted company.'

'You're too gracious,' said Curst. She turned back to Kurt. 'What else?'

'While on Earth, I received the first full analysis of how the Pargelin mushroom-fruit cocktail induces a hallucinatory effect. It's only a start, but gives us something to work with.'

'Go on.'

'The fruit and mushroom mixture produces a potent psychedelic via a particularly unusual chemical reaction. That's not too much of a surprise. For most people, the effect is transient, but some have a genetic predisposition that makes them susceptible to long-term effects. It's early days, but that predisposition produces the sensitivity to Fractal Space in select individuals.'

'It's a start,' said Curst. 'Is the genetic aspect why you visited Professor Lem?'

'Yup,' said Kurt. 'If anyone could work out the link, it was him. He already had the genetic makeup of Onga and Amina from his prior tests. He jumped straight on it. It didn't take him long to develop a shortlist of potential genetic markers he believes are in the right area. He needs more data to narrow it down further. More people.'

Before Curst could respond, Silac spoke up.

'I will help in any way you deem necessary. My sensitivity is natural, but perhaps the genetic predisposition is common.'

'Thank you,' said Kurt. 'I'm glad you said that. I've brought back the kit to gather the data the Prof needs, so we can do everything here. Do you think your other two compatriots will cooperate? Not sure they were happy when we didn't use them.'

Silac didn't rush his response. Eventually, he gave a brief nod.

'Leave it with me. I understand what motivates them. I know how to deliver their cooperation.'

'Excellent,' said Kurt. 'Once I have all that, I'll take the data back to the Prof myself.' He turned to Curst. 'With your permission, of course.'

'Don't pretend you're not going anyway,' said Curst. 'But it sounds like a good plan. Is that everything?'

'More or less,' said Kurt. 'By the time that's done, the researchers will have fully isolated the psychedelic in a form that could be used in tests. If the Prof can isolate the genetic markers that allow us to identify susceptible individuals, then there's nothing to stop us from running some clinical trials. We should start planning that now. Maybe ask for volunteers in the staff? Up to you.'

'I'll give it some thought,' said Curst.

Curst was mainly relieved at how engaged Kurt was with the process. He'd never considered staying on Earth despite the significant change in his role that moving to Olva entailed. He had to start again, building up local contacts and finding new routes to achieve things on an alien world. His enthusiasm was good to see.

'Right, everyone,' said Curst. 'That's enough talking. Go and enjoy yourself for the rest of the day. Relax. It's a big day tomorrow.'

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 – Bending Space
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Cayt Noosk had sized up Laz Turka the moment he entered her office. That confident smirk, the way he tilted his head whenever he said something he imagined was clever, even the carefully coiffured manner his white tufts sat oh so casually on his head, told her all she needed to know. Yet another cocky bastard who thought he knew everything.

She'd seen plenty of them over the last few years, candidates wheeled in by Dowl to help turn her theories into reality. Once their relevant knowledge had been squeezed dry, they were discarded. This Laz was only the next in line.

Admittedly, she'd been impressed with the mathematics in his papers. She didn't have enough grounding in all the areas to appreciate every nuance of his exotic matter deductions, but what she understood was coherent. His diagrams were clear and concise. He was certainly good at conveying information.  

There was enough there that he might well provide the missing piece to create a practical demonstration of her wormhole theories. That didn't mean she had to like him. 

Still, she ought to give him a chance. One question needed answering before she could focus on working out his role ahead of Dowl's return to the office. She had to understand the size of the problem he posed to her future.

'Before we get started,' said Cayt, 'what university did you attend?'

Laz frowned. That was good. She'd got him off his guard.

'Jakfol,' said Laz. 'Why?'

It wasn't time to give him clues yet.

'No reason,' said Cayt. 'Just wondered where your theories started.'

Laz tapped his head and gave that irritating smirk.

'In here.'

Cayt maintained a deadpan expression, despite the provocation. Of course it had to be Jakfol. The same university as Dowl. The same as Kuela. Even the same as Zad Karja, the head of the institute. All the way to the top was a mountain of Jakfol privilege. If promotion around the institute went how she expected, Laz's arrival would be one more obstacle to advancement, leapfrogging over her thanks to the false perception that her Kumbrix education was inferior.

Dowl wouldn't be around forever. Either retirement, the lure of his space probes returning data, or something new and shiny would entice him away. Kuela would follow him, as she had for most of her career. Cayt had to be the one to take over Wormhole Central. After all, everything was based on her theories. 

The first thing she'd do was change the name. Wormhole Central was so like Dowl: immediate impact and long-term irritation. Something less flashy was more her style. What was wrong with simply the wormhole division? 

Since her parents died a few years back, this place was all she had. Luckily, it was all she'd ever wanted. A few small tweaks would make it perfect, but now, there was a good chance it would never happen. Wishful thinking was pointless.

She could already see how it would play out if Laz filled the last gap that turned her theories into a practical solution. He'd take the credit and rise ahead of her – another member of the Jakfol clique advancing by clambering over the corpses of giants. She had to be ready.

Despite everything, she'd deploy a professional façade and try to be collaborative. The challenge was too important. It wasn't his fault the way things were organised in the institute. As long as he didn't rub her nose in it or actively work against her, she'd give him the benefit of the doubt – especially if he helped prove her theories.

'What's this about bending space?' said Laz.

At least he took notice of what she said.

'You know how the old antigrav system works, effectively flattening space? Localised blocking of graviton exchange?'

'Of course,' said Laz. 'Only works over a small area, but enough to be useful.'

'Indeed,' said Cayt. 'Well, it's nothing like that.'

Give him credit, Laz chuckled and gave her a quirky smile. If he could take being wound up, he might be bearable.

'So what is it like?' said Laz.

'How familiar are you with the theories of the bulk?'

He frowned. It looked like he was trying to shake a memory loose.

'Only loosely,' said Laz. 'Our three-dimensional universe, well, four if you include time, floats on a membrane in a higher-dimensional space called the bulk. Other universes too. And... that's about it.'

'More-or-less,' said Cayt. 'I'd have used different words, but it's good enough. Don't think of the universe as a bubble in a membrane. The interface between our universe and the substrate of the bulk is everywhere – all around us, permeating space-time, underpinning reality and restricting us to the dimensions we're all familiar with. That doesn't mean we can't interact with the bulk.'

'I've never heard of anything practical before,' said Laz. 'I thought it was only a mathematical theory.'

'It was. It's not now. Did you see my prototype out there?'

'I saw there were two devices. Sorry, I didn't take much notice of yours. I was too busy adjusting to my own ideas being real.'

At least he was honest. It must have been a shock to see his doodles in the flesh.

'We took an earlier version of mine out to an asteroid last year,' said Cayt. 'I used it to warp the shape of the local boundary of space-time by interacting with the bulk. As I said, I can bend space.'

Laz's eyes widened, then narrowed.

'I vaguely remember something about gravity and the bulk. Wasn't it the only conventional force that could cross the membrane? Is that what you're using?'

'Only to an extent. The details don't matter. What's important is that we know it works. The bulk is real. So are my theories.'

'Have you published anything yet?' said Laz.

'Not yet,' said Cayt. 'Need to take it a few steps more first.'

'Written any of it up?'

'Some. I had to develop my own terminology even to get that far.'

'Can I take a look?' said Laz.

It was tempting. Throw him in at the deep end. Nobody else had fully grasped it yet, not even Dowl, who just wanted to rush to the endgame. Given the rigour of the mathematics in Laz's papers, there was a chance he could make some headway. If so, he might be useful.

'Maybe. The maths behind it is pretty complex, even more than your exotic matter stuff. You'll find it hard to follow.'

'I'll give it a go,' said Laz. 'Silly question, but what's this to do with wormholes? That's what Kuela said you're working on.'

'The simple warping I've achieved so far is only the first step. With that proven, we can move on to more precise control, even folding space in on itself. Sorry, this is hard to explain. Language hasn't caught up with the maths yet.'

'Simplify it. I'll read the maths later.'

'Okay, here goes,' said Cayt. 'Staying within the universe, with enough energy, I believe I can fold a three-dimensional region through a fourth spatial dimension to form a cylindrical hole in space – that's a simplification – and then stretch its external length without affecting the interior. That will create a tunnel that's shorter on the inside than outside. From the sides, it'll be invisible. Space warps around it, but the ends are open. Travelling through it would be a journey of metres, yet you'll emerge light-years away.'

'Wow,' said Laz. 'Now that sounds more like what I'd expect of a wormhole.'

'It's only one type of wormhole, localised within the membrane of the universe. One problem is that you have to stretch its dimensions within the usual physical constraints. Sub-light speed. Significantly.'

'So you'd be able to travel quickly, but only after waiting centuries for the other end to get where you want to go?'

'Exactly,' said Cayt. 'Naturally, that's not good enough for Dowl. His goal is to travel to other worlds within the next decade.'

Laz's eyes widened.

'That'd be even faster than his interstellar probes. I imagined they'd be his legacy, but sounds like he wants to go further?'

'Yeah,' said Cayt. 'Don't ever get him started about the prospect of meeting alien races. That's what fills his dreams these days. He wants to be the one to make first contact, to spread his magnificence to all the aliens we meet.'

Cayt was letting her sarcasm reveal a little of what she thought of Dowl. She probably ought to let him form his own opinions, but a few hints might forewarn him not to say anything silly and get kicked out of the door before she'd extracted all the knowledge she needed.

'That assumes they exist,' said Laz. 'And if they do, they're just as likely to be more advanced than us.'

'I wouldn't say either of those things within his earshot,' said Cayt. 'You're better off voicing opinions that align with his worldview, even if you're quietly doing this for your own reasons. That's how I've ended up working on a more radical approach. Dowl wants to take a wormhole through the bulk itself.'

'Is that possible?'

'Maybe. I don't have a full theory for how it would work yet, nor do we understand the bulk itself well enough. I'm not even sure how many extra dimensions it has compared to ours – at least one, maybe up to six, of differing characteristics. I'd rather understand more first, but honestly, it doesn't matter for the first step. I know how to create a wormhole opening – wrong word again – into the bulk itself. We can take a look.'

'Wow,' said Laz. 'Sorry, I said that before. Sounds like you're not happy with it though?'

She'd said too much. It was time for an explicit warning for both their well-being.

'My feelings are irrelevant,' said Cayt. 'That's Dowl's choice of the best way ahead, so that's what we're doing. You'll find it's not sensible to openly question his judgement, at least not more than once. Some of your predecessors took too long to learn that lesson.'

'Hence, they're no longer here.'

'You're catching on – although most weren't up to scratch either. We all have to justify our existence in this division. Even me, despite having tenure.'

'Thanks for the heads up,' said Laz. 'So why am I here? What's exotic matter got to do with it?'

'That's the right question,' said Cayt. 'The energy requirements, even for my small prototype, were ridiculous, and it goes up exponentially using my current techniques. There is an alternative. Seeding the structure with exotic matter significantly simplifies things. A negative mass-energy gradient can keep the throat of a wormhole open, even stabilising it when the main power source is removed if we balance it right.'

Laz smiled. 

'It makes sense why I'm here now. Brilliant. I never imagined exotic matter having a practical application, at least not in my lifetime. It was just an elegant theory to me.'

'Well, now you know better. You up for it?'

'Damn right. Assuming Dowl can get some exotic matter for me to work with.'

'He's keeping something close to his chest,' said Cayt. 'He likes surprising people.'

'Brilliant,' said Laz. 'If he gets some, I can do what you want.'

His confidence appeared genuine. He'd need to retain that enthusiasm to survive working for Dowl. Cayt decided she could cope with his cockiness – as long as he delivered.

'One question,' said Laz. 'You said you knew how to create a wormhole opening into the bulk. Does it go

























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Mark W White





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





