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Who is Captain Future?
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CAPTAIN FUTURE IS THE NOM DE GUERRE of Curt Newton, adventurer, citizen-scientist, and troubleshooter for the Interplanetary Police Force (IPF) of the Solar Coalition. Although born on Earth, Curt was raised on the Moon, his very existence a closely-guarded secret following the murder of his parents, Roger and Elaine Newton, within their underground laboratory hidden beneath the floor of Tycho Crater. 

Roger and Elaine, along with their teacher and mentor Simon Wright, were visionary scientists working on the development of a prototype android which they named Otho (an acronym for “Orthogenetic Transhuman Organism”) that was intended to be a full-body replacement for the terminally ill Dr. Wright. It was their hope that, if Dr. Wright’s mind could be successfully scanned into Otho’s brain, he would be the first of many people who’d have their lives expanded indefinitely by such transfers.

However, shortly before Roger, Elaine, and Simon were about to enter the final phases of this project, they learned that their principal financial investor, Victor Corvo, had other plans for the new technology: selling it to the military to supply soldiers killed in combat with new bodies, in the process creating immortal armies. Seeing this as both unethical and dangerous, the three scientists decided to take the newborn Curt and flee to the Moon, where they’d finish Otho’s development at remote Tycho Base, which Roger secretly built beneath the lunar surface with the aid of construction robots. In order to keep Corvo from learning where they’d gone, Roger Newton faked their death aboard his private racing yacht. 

Upon arrival at Tycho Base, though, Simon Wright succumbed to the stress of the voyage from Earth. Fortunately, Roger and Elaine were able to preserve his brain and transfer it into a robotic, multi-functional drone. They also realized that one of the construction robots used to build the base had become a sentient and intelligent being who had taken the name of the company that manufactured him, Grag, as his own. Because it’s useful to have an intelligent robot, Roger and Elaine decided to keep Grag while Simon learned to use the drone that his brain temporarily would occupy until Otho’s body had finished its development within the experimental bioclast that Roger and Elaine had fashioned for the purpose.

Before this could happen, though, tragedy – and homicide – struck. Several months after the family’s arrival on the Moon, Tycho Base had an unexpected visitor: Victor Corvo. Upon figuring out that Roger Newton faked the deaths of himself and his party, Corvo tracked them to Luna. And he didn’t come alone, but instead brought with him a pair of killers-for-hire. During the confrontation that followed, Corvo had his assassins murder Roger and Elaine. However, Simon Wright witnessed the double-murder from his hiding place in Tycho’s subsurface lair, where Roger had told him to take Curt when Corvo’s ship landed. Simon ordered Grag to kill the assassins; however, Corvo managed to get away, leaving behind a bomb that devastated Tycho Base’s above ground facilities, but didn’t impact the hidden warrens below.

Having assumed that Roger Newton and his family were dead, Corvo fled back to Earth, unwittingly leaving behind Simon Wright, Curt Newton, Grag and the soon-to-be-born Otho. Vowing to avenge the murders of Roger and Elaine, Simon took it upon himself to raise Curt in secrecy, training him for the day when he could track down Victor Corvo.

With Simon, Grag and Otho as both his teachers and companions, Curt Newton spent the first decades of his life learning the skills he’d need for this task. In doing so Simon Wright – whom Otho and Curt nicknamed “the Brain” – gave Curt an appellation of his own: Captain Future, after the make-believe persona Curt fashioned for himself while playing in Tycho’s underground passageways. The grown-up Curt was reluctant to use this childhood nickname, but the Brain insisted that he needed to keep his true identity a carefully-guarded secret as he pursued his campaign against Corvo, who, since his murder of Curt’s parents, had become an elected member of the Solar Coalition Senate.

Eventually, Corvo was brought to justice. In doing so, Curt exposed a plot to destroy the Solar Coalition that Corvo had hatched along with his illegitimate son: Ul Quorn, the so-called Magician of Mars, who was the leader of the Starry Messenger separatist movement. Curt refused to kill Senator Corvo, though, instead turning him over to the IPF. Once this was done, James Carthew – the President of the Solar Alliance whom Corvo had targeted for assassination – persuaded Curt to continue his newfound role as the Solar Coalition’s troubleshooter.

Along with Lieutenant Joan Randall of the IPF (with whom Curt is not-so-secretly infatuated) and Simon, Otho and Grag as his companions, Captain Future and the Futuremen – the name given by President Carthew to Curt’s friends, teachers and companions – became the protectors of law and justice on the high frontier.

***
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WHAT HAS HAPPENED BEFORE

When the previous episode, Lost Apollo (EHCF #5), began, it had been six months since Curt Newton and the Futuremen had their climactic showdown with Ul Quorn near Jupiter and returned to Captain Future’s hidden moonbase beneath Tycho Crater. Curt has accepted Joan Randall’s marriage proposal and the two have finally become a couple. Following the wedding and a four-month honeymoon tour of the solar system, though, little new has happened. Bored and craving action, Curt, Joan, and Otho challenge each other to a lunar-rover race around Tycho’s crater floor.

The race is midway through its course when the drivers are interrupted by an emergency signal from the base’s early-warning system: an unidentified spacecraft has suddenly materialized less than a thousand kilometers from the Moon, and now it’s on course directly for Tycho and not responding to any hails. Curt and his crew immediately drop what they’re doing and take the Comet out to intercept the intruder before it can reach the Moon. Upon rendezvousing with the newcomer, they discover that, instead of a modern space vessel, it’s an Apollo moonship from the NASA lunar-landing program of the late 20th century. 

Aboard the antique space vehicle are three American astronauts: mission commander Maurice Jobe, pilot Rick Caldwell, and civilian scientist Donald Edwards. Once their ship docks with the Comet and they’re brought aboard, they tell how the three of them unexpectedly fell unconscious while making their final approach to lunar orbit, yet they know nothing else; the three of them are stunned and utterly baffled to find that they’re no longer in 1974. Even more mysterious is Simon Wright’s revelation, upon searching the historical record, that their mission, Apollo 20, never actually occurred; the final Apollo lunar mission was Apollo 17 in 1972. 

There can be only one explanation: somehow, the moonship had accidentally encountered and fallen through a rift in the fabric of spacetime and has crossed over from a parallel universe.

Determining how and why this has occurred is just as important as returning the lost Apollo astronauts to their own part of the multiverse, so Curt, Commander Jobe, and the Brain reluctantly decide to enlist the help of the only person who can help them accomplish both goals: Tiko Thrin, the aresian theoretical physicist who helped Ul Quorn build the interstellar portal that allowed the Magician of Mars to travel to Deneb (1,500 Light Years from Home; EHCF #3). Since then, Thrin has been serving a lengthy sentence in a high-security lunar penitentiary, but Curt manages to get him temporarily furloughed to help him and Simon transform his interstellar drive into a transdimensional portal that will allow them to carry Apollo 20 back to its own universe. Thrin agrees to do this on the condition that, if the mission is successful, his sentence will be commuted. Although Curt doesn’t trust Thrin, he has little choice but agree to the madman’s terms.

A vessel larger and more powerful than the Comet is required to transport both Captain Future’s craft and the Apollo 20 moonship across the multiverse, so the new drive is installed aboard a Solar Coalition Navy warship, the CFSS Gregory Benford, now under the command of the Futuremen’s old ally, Captain E.J. Henniker. Accompanying the expedition is a crack Navy fighter squadron, the Bee Girls. With both the Comet and the Apollo 20 spacecraft nestled inside the Benford’s hangar deck, the transuniversal drive is activated and the expedition across the multiverse is underway.

The plan calls for the Benford to materialize at the cislunar coordinates where Apollo 20 disappeared just a couple minutes before the exact time when its command module flight recorder stated that the ship disappeared from its universe. This will allow the astronauts to launch from the Benford and fly back through the rift just seconds after they disappeared, thereby returning to the same place and tine they came from; once this is done, Maurice, Rick, and Don have voluntarily agree to take an amnesia-inducing drug that will eradicate all recollection of their visit to an alternate 24th century. 

This is accomplished successfully ... or so everyone believes; no one knows that Commander Jobe has been having second thoughts about losing his memory of his time spent in the future. Yet no sooner has Apollo 20 been launched from the Benford that the voyagers discover the reason why the spacetime rift existed in the first place. It was created by an enormous alien starship, larger than the Benford, that came through the rift moments before the Apollo 20 fell into it. The giant ship has come from somewhere else in the multiverse, and it is now en route toward the Moon, its purpose unknown.

Curt and his team hastily board the Comet to follow the strange vessel wherever it may lead. They track the intruder around the Moon to its far side, where they discover that it is not alone. A fleet of identical warships is lurking behind the Moon, apparently having gathered there to launch an attack on Earth.

Once the Benford catches up with the Comet, they catch the alien fleet by surprise and, together with the Bee Girls, attack the invasion force. Though confronted by superior numbers, Captain Future and his Navy escort perseveres against their foe, destroying most of the alien ships before sending the rest fleeing back to wherever they came from through another multiverse portal they’ve created. In the aftermath of the battle, upon scouring the wreckage of one of the destroyed warships, the Comet discovers the body of a dead crewman. The corpse is recovered, and a subsequent autopsy aboard the Benford reveals a startling fact: the corpse isn’t extraterrestrial, but human. The invasion fleet had come from a parallel Earth.

Faced with this unsolved mystery, but with their primary mission nonetheless accomplished, Curt and E.J. decide that there’s nothing else for the expedition to do than return to their own universe. But no sooner has the Benford made the homeward jaunt across spacetime that everyone in the command center realizes that something has gone wrong. 

Earth isn’t the way they left it...

THE MULTIVERSE WAR

A Captain Future Adventure

by

ALLEN STEELE
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1. Beyond the Dead Planet
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“OH, MY GOD! LOOK AT Earth!”

A few moments ago, someone in the command center of the SCSS Gregory Benford had yelled this. Less than a minute before that, the ship had emerged from the spacetime rift that its experimental transuniverse drive had created to bring it safely back to its own dimension. They should have come out somewhere between Earth and the Moon, but something had gone wrong ... very, very wrong ... and now the command center was quiet as a funeral.

And for good reason. The men and women on the bridge were staring at a dead world. 

Earth.

The ruined planet hung before them in space like a beautiful, once-living creature that had been corrupted by cancer. Its oceans, blue and shimmering when they’d last seen them, had become an ugly shade of gray, their boundless waters completely evaporated; only vast pits of parched stone remained. Green continents were now lifeless, burnt-out deserts. The white icecaps of the polar regions had vanished; nothing of Antarctica remained but cold, bare rock. There were no clouds; instead, poisonous-looking smudges lingered around mountain tops, the remnants of a rich atmosphere that was now sparse and unbreathable. All the flora and fauna that had once thrived across this oasis in space had vanished, become extinct; what little was left was nothing more than primitive bacteria clinging to incinerated wastelands.

If those aboard the Benford hadn’t known better, they might have mistaken Earth for some nameless planet in a distant star system. And indeed, the communications officer reported receiving no telemetry from lunar traffic control wasn’t picking up signals from any other vessels in the vicinity. Yet both the navigator and helmsman confirmed the stellar coordinates. That bright, G0-class sun just one AU away was none other than Sol. The Moon, Mars, and Venus were where they ought to be, and the beacon stars of familiar constellations were in their correct positions on the astronavigation charts. 

This was Earth, no question about it. And it was dead, long dead.

Curt Newton, the man known in another universe as Captain Future, was taking in the horror of what he saw, his mind struggling to comprehend what his eyes was seeing, when the helmsman shouted: “Radar contact! Other spacecraft approaching, coordinates x-ray 7.6, yankee 10.05, zulu 22.6. Number of ships undetermined, ma’am.”

“Range!” Captain E.J. Henniker, Benford’s commanding officer, snapped as she tried to shake off the post-jump nausea still roiling through her stomach.

“Distance 25.5 miles and closing!”

“Radar contact confirmed, skipper!” the chief gunnery officer shouted from the other side of the bridge. “Five large vessels approaching at approximately 1.5g on presumed attack vector! Estimated course —” he stopped for a moment, surprised by what had just appeared on his screen “— they appear to coming from the Moon, ma’am.”

From the Moon? E.J. and Curt exchanged startled glances with each other. Luna was home base for both of them; no way it ought to be in enemy hands. “Com! Hail them!” the Benford’s captain ordered the communications officer, then she turned her attention again to the main screen. “Get the other ships on the screen, max magnification. We need to see who ...”

“Yes, ma’am.” The helmsman opened the upper-right corner of the main screen to reveal a telescopic image of the coordinates the gunnery officer had just cited. 

At first, all that was visible were five bright stars in a V-formation, two on either side of the leader at the forward center. Then the image jumped to full magnification and five spaceships appeared. Each was about the same size and mass as the Benford. With warp rings surrounding their modular hulls and two enormous energy cannons protruding from their bows, each vessel was identical to those in the war fleet the Benford and the Comet had battled beyond the Moon in the parallel universe they had just left behind, where Apollo 20 had come from and which they’d just escorted home. 

In their last encounter with ships like this, the Benford and the Comet had caught the enemy by surprise. Although the fighter squadron had lost three of out of six birds, the Benford expedition had won the battle. This time, though, it was their own ship that was caught unprepared.

“No response from the incoming ships, Captain,” the com officer reported. “Standard ship-to-ship hails are not being answered.”

Curt frowned. Their velocity and approach vector cast the impression that the ships did indeed intend to attack; not responding to radio messages tended to confirm that. He was about to say as much when the four ships on the left and right sides of the formation suddenly sprouted fiery dandelions, like glowing angiosperms that rapidly expanded as they accelerated across the void, deadly spores blown by an evil breeze. 

“Enemy craft have launched torpedo clusters, Captain,” the gunnery officer sang out. “Contact estimated in 62 seconds.”

“Deploy countermeasures.” E.J. remained cool. “Raise deflectors to full intensity.” She turned toward the helm and navigator again. “Mr. Conner, Ms. Ling, get us out of here. I don’t care which way we go, so long as we’re no longer around when those things get here.”

“You got it, skipper.” The terran helmsman was managing to keep an even strain, but the aphrodite navigator seated beside him had become as pale as an ebony-skinned Venus native could. “Make it x-ray 45.5 by yankee 42.0, Ling,” Conner ordered the younger officer, a course which would put Benford on an escape vector from their current position. A combat-seasoned bridge officer, he intuitively knew which direction they needed to take for survival: anywhere but here. 

Ling hastily punched in the new bearings. The instant this was done, Conner grabbed the twin throttles of the main engine controls. “Hang on to your butts!” he yelled as he shoved the bars forward. “Max thrust, four gees, now!”

Fair warning, but not fast enough to prevent Curt from losing his footing. He’d just unclasped his seat belt and half-risen from his seat behind the captain’s chair when Benford’s four main engines came to life with a muted rumble that passed through the entire ship. He managed to grab the armrests of his chair before the deck tilted at a sharp angle so fast that the soles of his stikshoes nearly lost their grip on the carpeted metal floor. He was thrown back into his seat as if shoved by a giant hand.

From the chair beside him, Joan Randall gasped as she grabbed Curt’s wrist, keeping her husband from being flung out of his seat again. Otho was sitting on the other side of him. Hanging tight to his armrests, the pale android berated the helmsman. “Where the hell did you learn to fly, a sim-game? Cap, lemme show this pee-lot how to handle a stick!”

If Connor heard the insult — “pee-lot” was the traditional military flight-school name for rookie spacers who wore adult hygiene shorts during basic training — he didn’t show it. Earth was no longer in the center of the screen; the ship was on a trajectory taking it away from the scarred planet, and Conner and Ling were busy making evasive turns to shake off the anti-ship missiles trying to lock onto the Benford.

“Torpedo clusters encountering countermeasures, ma’am.” On the other side of the bridge, the gunnery officer was watching his board with the calm of a seasoned military spacer whose faith in his weapons was unshakable. “Multiple detonations. Most are hitting the CM flack and the rest are being deflected by the screens.” 

Even as he spoke, the Benford shuddered from the aftershock of the torpedoes detonating against the deflectors. The ship had moved far enough away to avoid direct impact, but not far enough. At least the torpedoes weren’t tactical nukes; the vessel shook for another few moments as the torpedoes expended their energy against the Benford’s screens, then the warship became steady again as the helm continued evasive maneuvers. 

The first wave of missiles hadn’t found their target, yet the five ships that fired them were still coming on. Curt grimaced. Everything was happening fast, so soon after coming out of the transuniverse rift that they’d barely had time to prepare for combat. 

Muttering obscenities under her breath, E.J. absently pounded a balled fist against her knee, then used the same hand to stab at the intercom button on her armrest. “All hands to battle stations, red alert! Gun crews, man your weapons! Fighter squadron to hanger deck and board your craft for immediate launch! I repeat, all hands to battle stations, this is a red alert ..!”

“Hey, Chief,” Otho murmured, dropping his voice as he leaned closer to Curt, “what do you say we get into the fight?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Curt planted his feet firmly against the deck again, then carefully stepped closer to the captain’s chair. “Captain Henniker, may I have permission to take out the Comet? My crew and I —”

“Want to go into combat? I was hoping you’d ask.” E.J. scarcely glanced at him, but a wolfish smile creased her lips. “Permission enthusiastically granted, Captain Future. Get out there and take down a bandit or two, and I’ll buy you a beer when you get home.”

“With pleasure, ma’am. Thank you.” Curt turned to find that Joan and Otho had already unbuckled their seatbelts. “Okay, guys, let’s see about making the odds a bit more even.” He didn’t wait for a response, but instead prodded his right ear to activate his anni link. “Grag, are you there?”

—Right here, Chief. The robot was aboard the Comet down in the hangar bay, but Curt heard his pleasantly unflappable voice through his neural interface as clearly as if they were standing beside each other. —What’s going on? Why are we rolling around so much?

Curt wondered why Grag hadn’t been monitoring everything from the Comet’s cockpit. Then he remembered that, whenever he left the giant bot back aboard their ship to guard it while he and the others were away, Grag would customarily use the time to perform basic maintenance. So he hadn’t been patched into the Benford’s combat net, and therefore did not know what was going on outside.

Before Curt could reply, the Benford made another hard turn to starboard, forcing him and the others to grab hold of their seats again as they leaned into the roll. “Enemy vessels now in range, Captain,” the gunnery officer called out. “Ready to deploy Star Bee squadron.”

A dogfight was about to start; time to get themselves mixed up in it. Curt headed for the lift that would take him and the others down to the hangar deck. “The Benford came under attack as soon as we emerged from the rift,” he explained to Grag, speaking aloud. “Looks like some of the same bad guys we fought earlier, just a few more this time. Prep the Comet for takeoff and tell the hangar crew to move us onto the catapult as soon as the Bee Girls are away.”

—Wilco. I’m in the cockpit now.

“Good. Start warming up the engines, we’ll be right there.” Curt had almost reached the lift when he glanced back and saw that one of the Futuremen was absent. Joan and Otho were right behind him, but ... “Hey, Grag, is the Brain with you?”

—No, Chief. He’s not here. Haven’t seen him since he left the ship with you and the others.

Hearing this, Curt halted in mid-step. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t seen his mentor Simon Wright since the moment after the Benford had gone through the rift. “Any of you seen Simon?” he asked, looking about to see if he could spot the oddest member of the Futuremen floating around somewhere else in the command center.

Joan and Otho looked at each other, then cast their gaze about the bridge as well. “Not here,” Joan said, shaking her head, “and I don’t remember seeing him leave.”

Otho shook his head also, then his pink eyes narrowed. “And you know who else is missing? Thrin ... he’s gone, too.”

Curt frowned. Simon Wright and Tiko Thrin: two scientists, both geniuses, but one of them mad as a Martian sand-flea and shouldn’t be left alone for any longer than it takes to visit the privy. It couldn’t be a coincidence they’d both vanished in the midst of a crisis.

The Benford trembled again. Something else had just exploded against its deflectors. No time to worry about the Brain’s whereabouts, or Tiko Thrin’s either. “C’mon, guys,” Curt said as he passed his hand across the lift sensor. “We got a fight to join.”
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2. Tiko Thrin Escapes

[image: ]




“BRAIN,” OTHO ONCE SAID to his fellow Futureman, “you have a suspicious mind.” He waited a second, then —with a wry smile and a wink — he added, “In fact, that’s all you have.”

If Dr. Simon Wright, aka the Brain, still had a face, he might have scowled at the android, and if he still had hands, too, he might have given him a familiar one-finger salute. Yet the only thing that still remained of the body he’d been born with was his brain and cerebral cortex, which were now hooked up to thousands of synaptic sensors, suspended within a cell filled with an organic broth resembling cerebral fluid, and encased inside a cyborg form that looked somewhat like an enormous flying spider. 

So, yes, Simon was little more than a computer-interfaced cerebellum equipped with eye stalks, claw manipulators, and miniature rotors for levitation. But although he’d lost his original body to an incurable form of cancer, his mind, already brilliant to begin with, became even more focused than before, capable of making observations and connections that eluded most ordinary humans. Now known as the Brain, he was indeed just that: a human brain unencumbered by the mortal distractions of the flesh.

So it was that no one else in the command center noticed odd but discrete behavior by Tiko Thrin, the aresian physicist who’d been the principal designer of the multiverse portal that the Benford had used for its journey to a parallel universe. No one but the Brain, that is, who’d worked closely alongside Thrin during the six weeks it had taken them to build the drive. During that time, he’d quietly observed Thrin, learning the quirks of the man’s personality. He’d done so partly out of curiosity — since losing his own human form, Simon had made a pastime of studying the human condition — but mainly because he was aware that Thrin was a manic schizophrenic with a touch of narcissism: literally, not just figuratively, a mad scientist. And common sense alone meant that someone like that should always be watched, even if they were ostensively on your side.

Tiko Thrin had behaved normally during that time, his manner so unobtrusive that he’d gradually faded into the background, yet Simon could see that he was quietly, and constantly, watching everyone on the bridge. Although he wasn’t personally handling the operation of the multiverse portal — that task had been assigned to Lt. Clegg, an aresian assistant navigator Simon himself had trained — Thrin was never far from the auxiliary workstation adjacent to the navigator’s station where the multiverse drive’s controls had been installed. He claimed he was making himself available to provide assistance if necessary, and a couple of times he’d done just that, yet the Brain was suspicious. It was as if Tiko Thrin was waiting for a chance to do something ... something treacherous.

One thing Simon learned about Thrin was that the aresian scientist secretly possessed an anni. This was a little unusual, for augmented neural net implants were unpopular among native Martians, who tended to regard them as bourgeois capitalist tech and thus outlawed them some years ago. It appeared that young Tiko had been one of those few aresian infants whose parents had an anni nanosurgically implanted in their newborn child’s brain before the practice was made illegal on Mars, because Thrin had discretely shown that he was capable of the sort of mnemonic feats only someone whose brain could directly access computers could accomplish. 

That entailed memorizing and instantaneously recalling the complex six-factor quantum coordinates necessary for multiverse navigation. Powerful 450-qubit quantum computers were required to calculate and coordinate these precise locations in spacetime that the transuniverse drive needed to open in order for a vessel to successfully create a transuniverse rift and travel through the multiverse to a precise location without becoming lost in infinity. The multiverse drive Tiko Thrin had designed and Simon Wright had helped him install aboard the Benford was controlled by such a quantum comp, which in turn was controlled from the auxiliary workstation on the bridge. 

Lt. Clegg knew how to calculate and enter the six quantum coordinates at the workstation, and supposedly he alone of the bridge crew was authorized to do so while the Benford was in flight. But once those coordinates were calculated by the computer, Thrin was capable of memorizing them in their entirety; this was a memory feat only the Brain could achieve as well.

As the Benford was preparing to depart the parallel universe the ship had just visited, Thrin abruptly left the bridge, saying that he needed to visit his cabin for a few minutes. No one objected or even paid much attention; they were too busy getting ready to make the journey home. But when Thrin returned a few minutes later, Simon noticed that he now wore a light jacket over his jumpsuit. It appeared that its right sleeve covered something on Thrin’s forearm, because it bulged slightly as if the scientist now wore a wrist-support band under his clothes.

Thrin’s seat behind the Futuremen was several feet away from the workstation. Nonetheless, it close enough for him to peer past Clegg’s shoulder and observe every move he made. Simon didn’t have a chair himself, but instead occupied a pedestal equipped with safety straps and a recharge pad. It had been installed beside Otho’s seat, and though this was farther from the auxiliary station than Thrin’s seat, because the Brain’s eyestalks could move independently of each other, thus allowing Simon to simultaneously watch both the drive’s controls and Tiko Thrin.

So it was during the last few seconds of the countdown before the Benford’s multiverse drive created the spacetime passageway that would take the ship home that Simon saw Thrin pull back his jacket sleeve to reveal what he was hiding: a wristcomp, a wearable datapad. And as Thrin prodded the corner of his left eye to access his anni while tapping a command into the wristcomp’s flexible keypad, the Brain suddenly realized what he was doing.

“Stop him!” he shouted, his shrill electronic voice resonating throughout the bridge. “Curt, Otho ... stop Thrin!”

An instant later, he heard Thrin’s voice through his own anni: — Mute Simon Wright.

Somehow, Thrin had managed to access Simon’s anni to give it an override command because, when the Brain tried again, nothing came from his speaker grill but an unintelligible blare of static that no one understood. No one but Thrin, that is. When the aresian scientist darted a sidelong glance at Simon and cast him a sly wink, the Brain realized that Thrin had anticipated that he might put things together at the last moment. So Thrin managed to sneak a dormant command into Simon’s anni that would squelch the cyborg’s vocoder and disconnect his anni from the ship’s anni node, silencing him.

The Brain could only watch helplessly as Thrin finished what he was doing: download a new set of multiverse coordinates into the quantum navigation system, an alphanumeric string so complex only someone whose brain had been augmented with a neural net interface could’ve accurately memorized and reiterated it. In the last moments before the rift was opened, the six quantum coordinates they needed to get home were replaced with six others leading to another dimension somewhere in the infinite multiverse.

A second later, the Benford had plunged through the portal to arrive in another parallel universe, one where Earth was a burnt-out husk and warships were apparently on standby to attack any incoming vessel they didn’t recognize.

The only person who’d anticipated this was Tiko Thrin. While everyone else in the command center was reacting to the awful image on the main screen, Thrin quickly unbuckled his seat belt and pushed himself toward the rear of the bridge. He paid no further attention to Simon, though, and that was a mistake. Although he’d been silenced, the Brain was not helpless; he unfastened himself from his pedestal and, with a quiet whirr of his props, rose to follow Thrin.

Thrin reached the bridge lift before Curt, Otho, or Joan could stop him, and its doors had just closed behind him when Simon took the other way out, the emergency companionway that led from the bridge to the escape deck one level down. Located below the Benford’s bridge was a sublevel containing an emergency airlock and lifeboat stations for the command personnel in case the Benford had to be abandoned. 

Simon realized now that Tiko Thrin had prepared his escape in advance, and he could only curse himself for not figuring out until now that the evil bastard had planned something like this. It wasn’t often that the Brain was outsmarted, so when he was, it was particularly galling.

Thrin was about to enter one of the lifeboats when the Brain undogged the companionway hatch and entered the escape deck. There was no way Simon could avoid being seen; the narrow deck contained only suit racks and EVA equipment lockers together with the outer hatches of the two lifeboats. The sphincter hatch for the lifeboat on the port side of the deck was spiraling open for Tiko Thrin as Simon came in; he spun about when he heard the companionway hatch open, but relaxed when he saw the Brain.

“Oh, Simon ... good, it’s just you.” A dismissive laugh. “I was afraid it might be someone who might actually cause me trouble.” 

Thrin’s contemptuous smile made Simon want to jettison him through the airlock, yet he knew that the other scientist was right. Simon’s cyborg form wasn’t built for hand-to-hand combat; his robotic arms and claw manipulators were no match for human muscles, and a good, hard yank at his eyestalks could wrench them from his carapace and leave him blind. So not only had the Brain been rendered mute, there was also little chance of him physically preventing Thrin from escaping.

“I’d love to tell you how I did all this,” Thrin went on as he twisted the locklever handle of the lifeboat’s inner hatch, “but I really don’t have time. I should have just a few secs left before someone else notices that I’m missing, and once I power up the lifeboat ... well, I’m sure they’ll notice that, too.” He swung open the hatch and did a somersault to enter the lifeboat feet-first. “Anyway, I’m off. Recommend that you get back in the companionway, because I’m not going to depressurize the deck before I leave, and I’d hate to have you blown out.”

Simon was aware of the danger he was in. If Thrin launched the lifeboat without first depressurizing the deck, the sudden decompression would hurl the Brain out into space. Although Simon’s carapace was airtight enough to keep him alive for a few minutes, his rotors were inoperative in hard vacuum. He would be thrown clear of the Benford, and since the warship was still engaged in evasive maneuvers, he’d be cast adrift with no way of returning.
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