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    Author’s Note


    I have employed some non-standard language usage in this book. Four sapient races play significant roles. Their names are all capitalized: Human, Arcan, Asterian, and Oort.


    The home star and home planet for each race is capitalized: Sol-Earth, Ran-Arcan, Aster-Rogan, and Sol-Earth, respectively. The home star system for Humans and Oort is the Solar System (capitalized).


    Although Arcans and Asterians use an indigenous system of weights and measurements, I employ the metric system throughout the book. Both the Asterians and Arcans have six-digit hands and feet, so they naturally count and compute in the duodecimal system. I use the decimal system throughout this book.


    The Arcans and Asterians have indigenous names for their suns. I used the Human name for Ran, and I created the name Aster for HD20367 in the constellation of Aries.


    The Saurian race on the planet Arcan displays emotions as scale colors. This chart shows those colors and their equivalent emotions.
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    The science and engineering behind the MBH and MERT Drives and portal technology is derived directly from current state-of-the-art physics research. Many of you reading this volume will likely see some form of MERT or warp bubble drive in your lifetime.


    You saw it here first!


    Robert G. Williscroft
November 2023
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    Prolog


    Phoenix Starship Andromeda


    PS Andromeda—a half-kilometer thick circular disk five kilometers across with an elaborate cityscape on one surface and an upside-down pastoral landscape on the other, complete with mountains, meadows, and streams. Transparent domes cover both sides. An artificial mini black hole inside the central disk supplies artificial gravity and powers the craft.


    Andromeda is on the first leg of an open-ended voyage from the star Aster, pointed at the constellation Eridanus to investigate the Cosmic Microwave Background Cold Spot, six to ten billion lightyears distant, stopping along the way when things look interesting.


    First stop: The star Ran—Epsilon Eridani.


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]

    


  




  

    Chapter One


    Arcan-One Space Capsule—Space Push Consortium Mission, Circum-Lodan Trajectory


    “Arcan-One, stand by for Lodan orbital injection burn!”


    The announcement arrived at the capsule as an optical beam relayed by an Arcan geostationary satellite.


    “Are you ready to do this, Jocara?” Kenred Zlaxiz asked off the circuit, turning to his companion.


    “That’s why we’re here,” she answered, pointing through the large, sapphire window to their moon, Lodan, hanging in space before them. “If we abort, it’s the mines for me…for sure.”


    “You’re jesting! The Ceffid government wouldn’t do that.”


    “You’re from Amred—I’m not sure you can understand. Should we abort back to Arcan, you’ll be on the next capsule…but not with me. I’ll be shoveling pitchblende or something equally noxious.”


    Kenred turned back to his console. So glad I was born in Amred, he thought and touched a control. “Roger! Standing by for Lodan orbital injection burn.”


    Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    “Attention, please!”


    Flight Director Ostrrop Naoria stood behind his podium with raised arms. The room quieted. Individual technicians manned their stations, four curved rows deep, facing a wall completely covered with display screens filled with graphics except one, a direct visual color display of the view through the capsule sapphire window.


    “GO Check for Lodan orbital injection burn,” Naoria intoned.


    One by one, the technicians gave “GO!” for their stations. Following the last “GO!” Naoria started the injection burn countdown.


    The burn lasted two minutes.


    “Arcan-One, status…”


    “This is Arcan-One. Injection burn successfully completed. Capsule systems stable at zero-gee.”


    “Mission Control concurs, Arcan-One systems stable. Stand by for loss of communications in twenty-three minutes.”


    Arcan-One Space Capsule—Space Push Consortium Mission, Circum-Lodan Trajectory


    “We’re committed now, Jocara!” Kenred unstrapped from his seat, and floating, turned to face his fellow astronaut. Her pale green, finely shaped saurian face scales rippled slightly with a faint lavender hue as she smiled joyfully—an open-eyed look with no change in her mouth shape.


    “Our orbit takes us well clear of Lodan’s three moonlets,” Jocara said. “We may actually see one of them on the farside, however.”


    “Not if well clear means what I think it means.”


    “Stand by for loss of communications!” the optical beam processed through Arcan-One’s non-emitting optical system. “Four…three…two…one…zero!”


    Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    “Okay, people, listen up!” Flight Director Naoria announced from his podium. “We’ve got a half hour. Take a short break and be back at your stations twelve minutes before reacquisition.”


    As the time approached, the technicians manned their stations. The room was as still as it ever got. At the moment of expected reacquisition, CapCom transmitted, “Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, over.”


    Silence…


    “Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, over.”


    Silence still…


    “Arcan-One, Arcan-One, this is Mission Control, Mission Control, over.”


    More silence…


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Phoenix Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Nullspace Beyond Lodan, Operations Center


    Kenred slowly opened his eyes. He was no longer floating in the capsule but lay on the deck of some kind of operations center filled with monitors and control consoles. He felt a whiff of panic. His scales rippled, showing a hint of red. Lighting and temperature seemed normal, but he felt heavier. He took a deep breath, shoving down his initial panic. Jocara rolled over beside him, hyperventilating, her scales bright red. Kenred gripped her arm and whispered softly, “Easy, Jocara, easy!” They both sat up as her scales faded back to bluish green.


    Several humanoid creatures stood in a loose circle around them. A strange-looking one stepped toward him, five-fingered hands on its hips. It was oddly thin and tall, with puffy lips and a pointed nose in place of a snout. It had long, spindly, two-sectioned legs, a short torso with articulating arms, and no visible tail. Two intelligent eyes peered from a hair-crowned, spherical head.


    Clearly, some kind of mammalian ancestry, Kenred deduced. The humanoid addressed him in his native Amred with an oddly distorted accent.


    “I am Braxton Thorpe, Commanding Phoenix Starship Andromeda. I represent the inhabitants of the stellar system you call Rodal—we call ourselves Humans. We are on a peaceful research mission passing through your system. We pose no threat to you.”


    A second, different humanoid joined Thorpe. Like Kenred, it displayed six digits on each hand and was shorter and stockier than the Human. Its hairy head was much like the Human’s, but with flattened nose and slender lips. Its ears articulated, reminding Kenred of the small domestic felines kept as pets by his own people.


    Another mammalian, Kenred thought as he looked around. No Saurians. The second offworlder addressed him.


    “I am Holon Mavik, Chief of the Roganian L2 Group. I represent the inhabitants of the stellar system you call Dytom—we call ourselves Asterians.”


    “We need to stand and introduce ourselves,” Kenred whispered to Jocara, stroking the fine scales on her arm. Their color had returned to normal. “I’ll take the lead.” He climbed to his feet, his stumpy legs quivering in the higher gravity, balancing with his tail.


    “I am Capsule Arcan-One Commander Kenred Zlaxiz from the nation Amred on the planet Arcan.”


    “And I am Astronaut Jocara Porovik from Ceffid. We represent Amred’s Space Push Consortium.”


    “What happened to our capsule, the Arcan-One?” Kenred asked.


    “Unharmed in Lodan orbit,” the Human answered.


    “How did we get here?”


    The Human’s mouth opened, emitting a cackling sound. “We will happily share that with you, but first you will need to understand some advanced physics I suspect your scientists have not yet discovered. We’ll get to that later.” The Human swept its arm toward the other offworlders in the compartment. “We are the senior people on this starship. Hopefully, you will get to know us before too long.”


    “Arcan-One’s orbit is ninety-six minutes,” Kenred said. “How long have we been away from the capsule?”


    The Human checked an instrument. “Seventeen of your minutes.”


    “How do your minutes and ours differ?” Jocara asked.


    “Arcan’s rotation, and thus your day, is slightly longer than our home planet,” the Human answered. “Your numbering system is obviously based on twelve.” It held up its splayed hands. “Ours is ten-based, but both we and you count time in twelves. Your minute is a fraction of a second longer than ours. In casual conversation, they can be considered identical.”


    Kenred did a quick mental calculation. “We had just lost comms with Mission Control when you snatched us. In about nineteen minutes, Mission Control is going to discover that the capsule is empty.”


    The Human’s mouth curved upward, and it held up a palm-size, silvery disk. “This is a hyper-disk. We sequestered one in Arcan-One where your people are unlikely to find it. That disk will open a portal directly to Andromeda.” The Human’s mouth curved upward again—A smile, Kenred deduced. “Let me show you.”


    The Human manipulated a control on a console. A doorway appeared between them to Kenred’s right. Through the doorway was the interior of Arcan-One. Kenred walked around the door to examine the other side. As he passed the plane of the door, it disappeared. He stepped back to the front; the door reappeared, looking as solid and real as anything else in the room.


    “Step through into Arcan-One,” the Human said. “It’s like walking through any door on Arcan.” It emitted a clucking sound through a smile. “Go ahead—it won’t hurt you, but be mindful that you will go from our gravity here to zero-gee!”


    Kenred turned to Jocara. She opened her eyes wide, indicating a tentative Why not?


    “Okay,” Kenred said, stepping through the door into Arcan-One. He floated across the capsule to the opposite side. He turned and looked back through the door at Jocara and the offworlders.


    “May I join you?” the Human asked.


    “Not a lot of room here, but sure, join me.” Kenred watched the taller Human step through the door—the portal—and tuck its legs close to fit into the small space as it floated and looked about.


    “Very much like our Apollo capsules when we first visited our moon,” the Human said quietly. It looked at both seats, but there was no way it would have fit in one. It looked at what was probably a time piece on its wrist. “We still have a few minutes before comms are reestablished. Do you want your fellow astronaut…”


    “Jocara,” Kenred interrupted.


    “…Jocara to join you here before you return to Andromeda?” It floated back through the portal and deftly landed on its feet.


    “Yes, please send her through.” Kenred hesitated, thinking about the vast difference between the offworlder and Arcan technology, and realizing that he and Jocara were totally at these offworlders’ mercy. “Do you want us here to reestablish comms with Mission Control, or back on Andromeda?”


    “After Jocara passes through the portal, both of you please return here. You may already suspect my reasons, but I’ll explain fully as we move forward.”


    Jocara nervously stepped through the portal into Arcan-One, and Kenred took her arm as she coasted over to him. They both sat, and he told her in her native Ceffid language, “These offworlders seem benign, but consider for a moment the vast gulf between their technology and ours. All we have seen is the inside of a control room without knowing how we got there. This portal technology is beyond anything we have ever imagined. We must seem like swamp lizards to them. Why are they interested in us? What can we offer them? What is their real motive? I don’t trust them and don’t want to give them any reason to be anything but friendly.” He smiled with wide open eyes and rippling face scales and squeezed her hand. “Let’s go back and see what we can learn—but cautiously. Mission Control will just have to deal with our disappearance.”


    Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    When Arcan-One failed to respond, pandemonium broke out in Mission Control. Flight Director Naoria hissed through his snout and raised his arms. “Settle down, people! Quiet!”


    As the noise quieted down, he pointed to the technician, who controlled the capsule internal camera. “Pan the interior,” he ordered.


    Lodan, visible through the capsule’s window on Mission Control’s primary display, shifted left as the camera panned around the capsule.


    Nothing, Naoria thought, my astronauts are gone. But that’s impossible. There’s no way to exit the capsule without releasing all the air. He glanced at the internal pressure gauge near the primary display. Normal internal pressure. Had they exited the capsule, there would be no internal pressure.


    One of the seated technicians raised his hand. “Sir, the oxygen and nitrogen percentages are wrong. They’re twenty-one and seventy-nine percent, respectively. They should be twenty and eighty. This is impossible!”


    “Are the reserves topped up?” Naoria asked.


    “Yes, Sir! Two-blocked.”


    Another technician piped up, “Sir, the onboard clock is four minutes behind. I’ve checked and double checked. Four minutes are gone!”


    “Troubleshoot your consoles,” Naoria told them. “Then check again. The rest of you, find an answer, a solution to this dilemma.” Naoria turned to CapCom. “Keep calling!”


    Thirty-seven minutes later, Arcan-One passed behind Lodan.
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    Naoria walked down a hallway and entered a door into a cleanroom airlock. He quickly donned a clean-suit, booties, head and face covering, and entered a large space containing a duplicate capsule that was intended to be an emergency backup. A group of engineers stood around a table discussing the situation.


    “Well?” Naoria said to his chief engineer.


    “No idea, but we just started an out-of-the-box approach.” He beckoned Naoria to the table. “How many ways can we end up with our present situation?” He gave Naoria a worried look. “Nothing is off the table—even alien abduction. Give us a couple of orbits to work this out.”
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    Three hours later, Naoria stood once again at the table in the cleanroom, listening to his chief engineer.


    “If, hypothetically, one of our future spaceships had returned from the future to our present, linked up with Arcan-One, and transferred our astronauts to their vessel, this, or some similar event, would explain their absence. Ridiculous, I know. But even this fantastical explanation cannot explain the difference in atmospheric composition.” He sighed and spread his hands on the table. The other engineers and technicians would not meet Naoria’s eyes. “We have exhaustively examined every possible way to generate the difference in composition. Everything we came up with, we confirmed didn’t happen. The only way to remove the astronauts while retaining the atmosphere is to link to another spaceship—the only way. Now, if that other spaceship has an atmosphere ratio of oxygen to nitrogen different from ours, then the resulting capsule mix will be some combination of theirs and ours.”


    Naoria attempted to interrupt, but the engineer held up his hand. “Let me finish! We know that Rodal, some ten lightyears distant, has a spacefaring civilization. Ditto for Dytom, but it’s about seventy-six lightyears away. We have gone to great lengths to hide our presence in the galaxy. Arcan does not emit electromagnetic radiation. We use lasers for communication and ranging. It is highly unlikely that either civilization knows about us. On the other hand, if the Rodal civilization has developed FTL travel, we are the obvious choice for a first visit because they would have detected Arcan in the life zone—not us, just our planet.” The engineer sighed. “Even if they don’t have FTL, we are only ten lightyears away—still the obvious choice.”


    “So, what are you saying?” Naoria asked.


    “I think you know, Sir. An alien spaceship out beyond the moon has abducted our astronauts.”


    Phoenix Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Nullspace Beyond Lodan, Conference Room


    Kenred and Jocara sat side by side at an oval, polished wood table in a conference room—the only other part of Andromeda Kenred had seen. To Kenred’s surprise, the offworlders had come up with comfortable chairs that conformed to his and Jocara’s anatomy. The Human Thorpe occupied a seat at one end of the table. Asterian Mavic was at the other. Ten other offworlders, mostly Human, filled up the rest of the table. To Kenred’s utter surprise, a small feline creature very similar to a popular household pet in Amred jumped to the tabletop, rumbling softly. With tail stiff in the air, it visited each individual at the table, including himself and Jocara.


    “Meet Max,” Thorpe said, with a clucking sound that Kenred interpreted as amusement.


    Max pretty much ignored Kenred, but when he stopped at Jocara, she reached out and petted him. In response, Max arched his back and rubbed his face against her snout, much to everyone’s delight.


    The Human Thorpe began speaking, looking directly at Kenred and Jocara. “Your Mission Control has had about two hours to figure out where you two are and how the atmosphere in your capsule changed. You are an intelligent, resourceful people. Remarkably so. You are an incipient spacefaring species without ever announcing your presence to the galaxy. We live practically next door, and we were ignorant of your existence. We are here because your star is the obvious first stop on a lengthy journey we are undertaking. Otherwise, we may never have discovered you.” The Human dropped his gaze and seemed momentarily distracted.


    “We are monitoring Mission Control’s comms. They have attempted to contact you each time Arcan-One came out from behind Lodan.”


    “That’s normal protocol,” Kenred said. “It wasn’t set up for this scenario, but one remote possibility has always been that something might happen to both capsule occupants while transiting the farside of Lodan.”


    “Do they have a backup rescue plan, another launch vehicle and capsule, a way of getting you back?” the Asterian Mavic asked.


    “Not really,” Kenred said. “Jocara’s people, Ceffid, were reluctant to join our space effort, the Space Push Consortium—SPC. Amred is a free-wheeling, free-market state. Ceffid is a top-down bureaucracy where everything is controlled. You people showing up will be a big problem for them. We pushed ahead with SPC without Ceffid, but they sent us several people to train as astronauts. One of them was Jocara. But no, we have no rescue system. We have a second capsule in a cleanroom, mission ready, but it would take some time to prepare it for lift-off.”


    The Human Thorpe held up his hand. “We’re receiving a transmission from Mission Control. Listen!”


    “Alien starship, this is SPC Mission Control, over.”


    “They figured it out,” Thorpe said. “There was really no other plausible explanation.”


    Jocara turned to Kenred, her eyes filled with questions. Kenred said quietly, “The capsule is empty but pressurized with atmosphere slightly different from ours. The only way for this to happen, short of black magic, is a hookup to another spaceship. Since there are no other spaceships in our solar system, it has to be an alien starship.”


    Jocara’s facial scales rippled in acknowledgment. “Makes perfect sense.”


    “Alien starship, this is SPC Mission Control, over.”


    “SPC Mission Control, this is Phoenix Starship Andromeda.” The person transmitting used the Amred name for the Andromeda galaxy. “We are on a scientific voyage of discovery. We come in peace and pose no threat to you. Astronauts Kenred Zlaxiz and Jocara Porovik are unharmed. They are our guests for the moment.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control.” The speaker hesitated before continuing. “Your presence and abduction of our astronauts obviously changes our mission goals. We are wary of strangers arriving unannounced. How do we know you come in peace?”


    “This is Andromeda. We understand your reluctance to accept us at face value. Your presence was as much a surprise to us as was ours to you. We very much understand our relative positions. If possible, we would like to meet with your representative in Amred City. We wish to demonstrate our intentions. We have arranged for this meeting from our end, but will only follow through if you agree.”


    The transmission paused, and Thorpe addressed Kenred and Jocara. “We would like to show you some of Andromeda and give you a sense of who and what we are—perhaps build a level of trust. This should take about a day. Are you willing to remain with us for this time?”


    Kenred and Jocara looked at each other. “Tour a starship that is perhaps a century or more beyond us, meet the other offworlders running her—are you kidding?” Jocara said, her scales rippling blue with excitement.


    “My thoughts exactly,” Kenred said, and turning toward Thorpe, he said, “If we were reversed, would you accept?”


    “SPC Mission Control, this is Andromeda. We have invited your astronauts to remain with us for twenty-four hours. They accepted. Thereafter, we will call you again this channel to discuss a meeting. Over.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control. I wish to speak with both astronauts.”


    Thorpe said, “Kenred, Jocara, talk to Mission Control. Reassure them.”


    “This is Capsule Arcan-One Commander Kenred Zlaxiz…”


    “And I am Astronaut Jocara Porovik…”


    Kenred continued. “We were brought aboard the alien craft by means we do not understand. We have not been mistreated; in fact, we’ve been well treated.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control. How do I know I am speaking with the real Kenred Zlaxiz?” There was a brief pause. “When you and Jocara made an unauthorized excursion to a dive restaurant in Amred City, what did you have to eat? Over.”


    “This is Andromeda,” Thorpe said, and looked at Kenred.


    “It was the Kettle Kooker, and I had Bobcat stew. Over.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control. Did Jocara like it? Over.”


    “This is Astronaut Porovik on Andromeda. I most certainly did not! Over.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control to Astronaut Zlaxiz. Are you under duress? Did you agree to remain on the vessel an additional twenty-four hours? Can you leave any time?”


    “This is Astronaut Zlaxiz on Andromeda. No…Yes…Yes, but we are not leaving until we have seen as much of this incredible ship as possible. Over.”


    “This is SPC Mission Control. We accept the astronauts’ statements. Under strong protest, we will contact our head of state to see what we can arrange. Over.”


    “This is Andromeda. We will call you in twenty-four hours. We will monitor this channel should you need to communicate with us before then. Out.”


    Mission Control—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    Flight Director Naoria hissed through his snout and raised his arms. “Security, secure the doors! Nobody in—nobody out!”


    Naoria had a comm unit directly linked by laser to SPC headquarters. Naoria’s hands shook with excitement and his scales rippled blue as he connected to the SPC Director Sudaro Ferron in the government complex. He wasted no time on preliminaries.


    “Director Ferron, I have just concluded a lengthy conversation with offworlders on a starship from the Rodal system.”


    “What do you mean, a starship? Offworlders?”


    “Like I said, a starship, apparently from Rodal. The starship is located beyond Lodan, so we cannot track it by laser. Both the astronauts are aboard the vessel.”


    “Have you spoken with them?”


    “Yes Sir. They have chosen to remain on the starship for twenty-four hours. Then they will transfer back to Arcan-One for return to Arcan. The offworlders have requested a high-level meeting in Amred City after the astronauts’ return. I agreed, under strong protest.


    “The offworlders apparently were unaware of us. They just stumbled upon our circum-Lodan flight and took advantage of the situation to establish contact. They claim to be on a voyage of discovery. It has the ring of truth, but I don’t trust them.”


    “I’ll get back with you as quickly as possible.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Phoenix Starship Andromeda—Hovering Invisibly in Nullspace Beyond Lodan, Conference Room


    “Mission Control handled that pretty well,” Thorpe commented, displaying an expression that Kenred had decided was the Human equivalent of a smile. “Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?”


    The two astronauts looked at each other, their facial scales rippling pale lavender. “We would, yes,” Kenred said, “but can we safely eat your food?”


    “We have accessed your national databases to gain an understanding of your biology and nutritional needs, and what kind of foods you enjoy. Our kitchen has prepared a snack that we can all eat.”


    Several offworlders from both species appeared with plates holding something that looked edible and smelled delicious, and eating utensils that were not unlike what Kenred was accustomed to. Then the attendants passed water glasses around the table. Thorpe didn’t bother with the knife and the utensil that looked much like the forks Kenred knew. He picked up a bite-size morsel with his fingers and put it into his mouth.


    Kenred turned to Jocara and whispered, “I think we can trust them. If they wanted to kill us, they would have done so, not waited to poison us now!”


    Jocara responded quietly, “They have kept us safe thus far. If they didn’t trust their machines to make food we can eat, they wouldn’t serve it to us. I think it’s safe.”


    The astronauts looked at each other, rippling their scales in agreement. Kenred picked up a piece. It was bread, spread with some kind of meat spread, and it was absolutely delicious.


    “Try it, Jocara,” he said. “You’ll love it.”


    As she did, blue ripples of glee crossed her face.


    Thorpe tapped his glass with his knife to get everyone’s attention. “It’s time to give our guests some understanding of the starship Andromeda.”


    Above the table center, a holographic image appeared like nothing Kenred had ever seen, a thick circular disk with an elaborate cityscape on one surface and an upside-down pastoral landscape on the other, complete with mountains, meadows, and streams. Transparent domes covered both sides. Floating arrows indicated its diameter was five kilometers, shown in Arcan units.


    “This is Phoenix Starship Andromeda,” Thorpe said. “It’s probably not what you envisioned, but we designed and built her with great care. We expected to be gone for a long time and wanted to include as much of our home worlds as possible.” A floating arrow pointed to a prominent building near the city center. “We are here right now.” The arrow moved to the top of the building’s central tower. “Normally, we would be enjoying a magnificent stellar view from here, but Andromeda is parked in nullspace right now to avoid detection by Arcan.”


    “Nullspace—what is that?” Kenred asked.


    “It’s a feature of our propulsion system that is beyond your current knowledge of physics. If our meeting in Amred City goes as we hope, you will learn more. You already experienced our portal technology. It is ubiquitous throughout the starship. In your culture, I’m sure you have sinks and faucets where you bring fresh cold and hot water to a basin, and drain the waste into a sewage system. We bring water to the basin by portal from a central reservoir, and send the waste by portal to a processing facility. No plumbing—no pipes.”


    “How is it we’re experiencing gravity right now?” Jocara asked.


    “Once again, it’s a feature of our propulsion system. We can place a grid beneath any structure and adjust the gravity above the grid to virtually any level. For example, I imagine the SPC plans to put a manned station on Lodan.”


    “It will be a couple of years, but yes, we plan to do that,” Kenred answered.


    “If you were to install one of our grids beneath your station, you could have normal gravity inside. We have learned, at least for our two species, that low gravity is deleterious in the long run.”


    “That must take a lot of power,” Kenred said.


    “An almost unimaginable amount of power. A mini black hole occupies a significant part of the volume between our two disks. It is the heart of Andromeda.” Thorpe smiled broadly. “Before we cut you loose to explore this vast ship with a couple of guides to explain things and answer questions, I want to introduce you to another element of who we are.”


    A Human sitting in a chair suddenly appeared next to Thorpe. He looked like Thorpe, but was dressed differently. Astonished, Kenred stared at the Human, and then realized that he was a holoimage of such quality that he could not distinguish the image from the live Human.


    “I am eThorpe,” the image said, looking at the astronauts. “I am an electronic upload of Braxton Thorpe, created long ago. I reside in an electronic matrix, and my presence exists throughout every electronic element of the ship. Virtually all our original research team uploaded themselves, so that now we have sixteen uploads like myself. We play important roles in the operation of this starship that a flesh-and-blood individual cannot handle.”


    “You would appear to be immortal in your electronic form,” Jocara said.


    “We die if our matrix is destroyed, but we are set up to generate continual real-time backups. So, yes, in principle, we uploads are immortal.”


    “There’s more than that,” Thorpe said. “Each of us has a built-in system that creates continuous real-time backup uploads. Anytime we choose, we can download our current backup into a new body so that we remain continuously young and vital.”


    “That means,” Kenred interrupted, “that should one of you die in an accident or otherwise, you can rejuvenate yourself from the backup.”


    “You catch on quickly, Kenred.” Thorpe said. “Our culture has always valued youth, especially in our females. This technology has enabled virtual eternal youth for whomever wishes.”


    “We are not that much different,” Jocara said. “I would certainly enjoy keeping my youth indefinitely.”


    “You still haven’t told us how we got here,” Kenred said.


    “That’s true,” Thorpe responded as an image of Arcan-One just passing behind Lodan appeared over the table.


    An oddly shaped spacecraft approached, and suddenly a silvery sphere encased the capsule.


    “This is a stasis field,” Thorpe said. “Time virtually stops inside the field.”


    The view moved closer as two space-suited figures left the odd spacecraft.


    “They are wearing special suits that allow them to enter a stasis field,” Thorpe said.


    The view followed them closely as they entered the sphere and approached Arcan-One. One of them opened the capsule hatch. To Kenred’s surprise, there was no explosive decompression. Instead, the atmosphere inside the capsule looked like a spongy mass. One figure pushed his way into the capsule and shut the hatch. The view changed, showing the interior of the capsule. The space-suited figure moved through the spongy atmosphere to the astronauts in their seats. He discharged a weapon into each sitting figure.


    “That is an Electro-Muscular-Disrupter stun weapon set to minimum intensity,” Thorpe said. “It rendered each of you unconscious for several minutes.”


    The view moved back outside as the stasis field disappeared and the silvery sphere vanished. Then it moved back inside, where the space-suited figure crammed into the capsule activated a hyper-disk. He passed the unconscious passengers through the portal and then hid the hyper-disk inside the capsule. Then he pushed through the portal. Outside again, the view showed the other figure returning to the odd spacecraft.


    “There you have it,” Thorpe said. “We put Arcan-One in a stasis field, rendered you two unconscious, and removed you by portal to Andromeda. Arcan-One was in stasis for four minutes, and the entire process took ten minutes.”


    The image over the table vanished.


    “Let’s break this meeting up,” Thorpe said, “so our guests can spend their remaining time exploring Andromeda.”
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    “Andromeda, this is SPC Mission Control, over.” The call arrived in the twenty-second hour.


    Following several minutes of negotiations, everyone agreed the astronauts would return to Arcan-One and the capsule would return to Arcan. The astronauts would meet with Amred President Binecot Katengi and SPC Head Sudaro Ferron in the president’s office. Braxton Thorpe would arrange to be present in some manner. There was no agenda, just an agreement to meet and talk.
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    “Are you two ready to return?” Thorpe asked.


    “Not really,” Jocara said. “We could have continued our exploration for days.”


    “I agree,” Kenred said, “but we both are delighted to be part of this first contact.”


    Thorpe handed Kenred a hyper-disk. “Keep this with you and bring it to the meeting in the president’s office. Please do not tell anybody about it until it’s time for me to join the meeting.”


    Kenred accepted the disk, tucking it inside his flightsuit. How do I feel about this deception? he asked himself. I am convinced these offworlders are peaceful. Obviously, they could wipe us out in a moment if they chose. Instead, they’re reaching out. All I’m really doing is enabling Thorpe to be physically present at the meeting.


    Kenred and Jocara stepped through the portal into Arcan-One. Thorpe waved at them, and the portal collapsed. They had ten minutes before comms were reestablished. Kenred turned to Jocara after they strapped into their seats.


    “I have given what we are doing a lot of thought. How do you feel about the offworlders?”


    Jocara was silent for a few seconds. “I trust these people. If they had evil intent, why would they have treated us as they did? It’s pretty obvious they could take out our entire planet if they wanted. But why? What do we have that they need to take? What threat are we to them? So, yes, I’m with you on this.”


    Amred President Binecot Katengi’s Office—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    Kenred and Jocara walked through the Capitol rotunda accompanied by an assistant and an unobtrusively armed guard. They took an elevator to the third floor. It opened directly into the president’s personal offices. The assistant ushered them into a room nicely furnished with a large desk, two antique couches on either side of a low table, and two chairs strategically placed near the desk. The pale blue walls carried a portrait of Amred’s first president and an image of Lodan, displaying its cratered surface to great advantage.


    President Binecot Katengi stood and walked toward them, grasping one hand of each in his hands. His facial scales rippled blue with excitement. “Welcome to my office. What an exciting adventure you have taken during the last couple of days. We have twelve minutes before the SPC Director arrives.”


    Kenred took the lead, giving the Amred president a capsule summary of their time with the offworlders. Then Katengi turned to Jocara. “And you, my dear, let me hear your version.”


    It was an astute approach. From Kenred, he received an engineer’s summary of their time on Andromeda. From Jocara, he got her impressions, the beauty, the strangeness, the common elements, her subtle impressions as she and Kenred explored the mighty starship. She ended by saying, “They seemed to go out of their way to be open and without guile. I became close to one Human female, surprisingly so for such a brief stay.”


    A hidden speaker softly announced the arrival of the SPC Director. Kenred held up his hand.


    “An additional moment before he arrives, Mr. President.”


    Katengi gave his assent. Kenred laid the hyper-disk on the president’s desk.


    “This device,” Kenred said, “will open a portal, a door between Andromeda and here. Braxton Thorpe, the expedition commander, will step through the portal to join us.”


    Katengi’s face scales rippled yellow, registering his astonishment. “In any real sense, we are at their mercy. Are you certain of their intentions? What if this whole thing is a ruse to get to me? Am I about to be assassinated by an alien we worked so hard to keep out of our solar system?” He pressed a button on his desk, and a guard ushered in SPC Director Sudaro Ferron. He acknowledged the astronauts and warmly gripped both hands with the president.


    “That,” Katengi said, pointing to the hyper-disk, “will somehow open a door between here and the alien ship Andromeda. Commander Thorpe is supposed to join us by walking through the door this disk creates. Are you comfortable with this, Sudaro?” All Katengi’s visible scales rippled between multiple colors and seemed to lose their luster.


    “Not entirely,” Ferron said. “The astronauts briefed me on their return. They seem to have accepted the offworlders’ genuineness, but I’m not so sure.” He turned to the astronauts. “You are our best. You met this Thorpe. Will his arrival in this room pose a threat?”


    “I don’t think so,” Kenred said. “If they wanted to harm us, they could do it from space.”


    “No, it won’t,” Jocara added emphatically.


    Turning to Kenred, Katengi said with a sigh, “I’m reluctant to do this, but activate the portal.”


    Kenred picked up the hyper-disk and rubbed its dull side. An ordinary door appeared in front of Katengi’s desk, and Thorpe stepped through into the presidential office. He nodded at the astronauts and turned to Katengi.


    “President Katengi, I presume.” He turned toward the SPC Director. “Sudaro Ferron.” He spoke an accent-free Amred, quite an improvement from when Kenred had first met him. “I am Braxton Thorpe, Commander of Phoenix Starship Andromeda. I am present in this room through a portal—technology new to you. We come in peace with outstretched hands in friendship.”


    “Amred welcomes you to our planet and to Amred’s capital, Amred City,” Katengi responded. He walked toward Thorpe, hands held out. “In our culture, we greet a friend by grasping both hands and squeezing, thus.” He took both Thorpe’s hands in his.


    “I am honored by your show of friendship,” Thorpe said with a broad smile.


    “That’s the Human equivalent of our smile,” Kenred said softly.
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    Katengi had an assistant place two wide cushions on the couch, subtly acknowledging Thorpe’s anatomical differences, and gestured for him to sit. The astronauts joined him. Katengi and Ferron sat opposite on the other side of the table.


    “I know you have gone to great lengths to keep your existence a secret from the rest of the galaxy,” Thorpe said. “You were quite successful. Neither Humans nor Asterians knew you existed until we accidentally stumbled upon you when we made your system the first stop in our outward journey. Now that we’ve found you, we are loath to continue our journey without first establishing some links between your civilization and ours.”


    “There must be vast differences between our technologies, our capabilities, even our cultures,” Katengi said. “Kenred and Jocara have described your vessel to me. I cannot honestly conceive of such an enormous structure.” He shifted uncomfortably on the couch. “Our historical reason for concealing our presence was our fear that an advanced species like yours would find and exploit, or even destroy, us. We knew about Humans and Asterians from your unintentional broadcasts and even deduced some details about the conflict between your species. That caused us to be even more diligent in keeping our presence a secret.


    “I admit you do not seem to pose a military threat against us, but how do we know that? I am deeply concerned about the impact the mere knowledge of your presence will have on our people.”


    Ferron raised both hands with fingers splayed at chest level; his scales rippled between multiple colors. “What do you people really want? To my ears, you sound like a used car saleslizard. You offer us a one-sided proposition. There’s plenty we can learn from you, but what do you get out of it? Can you answer that honestly?”


    “I understand your concerns, President Katengi, Director Ferron,” Thorpe said. “We will impose nothing on you or your culture that you do not invite—you have my word. You are correct, of course, Director Ferron. You do have much to learn from us. What is not apparent to you is that we have much to learn from you. You have independently solved problems we faced in the past and may face in the future. Learning from you, working together with you, we both have a better chance of successfully solving future problems as they arise—and they will.”


    Kenred glanced at Jocara. They had been through a lot together and knew each other well. She nudged him slightly. Hesitatingly, Kenred spoke up. “I am not a statecraft-trained lizard. I’m just a boondocks lizard with an engineering degree who was lucky enough to be selected astronaut. Jocara and I have visited their starship. We’ve seen some of their science and technology.” He came to his feet. “Speaking for myself, I don’t want to return to what now seems like primitive capsule technology. I don’t want to wait for my great grandchildren to develop portals. I’ve seen them and used them, and I want them now. I don’t want to plod around Lodan, eventually construct a settlement on its surface, and maybe, someday, walk on another planet in our system. I want to explore the universe with my new friends.” He resumed his seat.


    Katengi spoke up. “Arcan has three significant cultures, ourselves, Ceffid, and The Geroptic Nation. Amred is a free-wheeling society with a limited government that is restricted to national defense and a police and court system. The SPC is a private effort with close ties to the government. Ceffid is a totalitarian dictatorship with top-heavy bureaucracy—they are unlikely to welcome your presence. The Geroptic Nation is a backward theocracy that worships the sun, which they call the Great Dragon in the Sky. Their Prophet’s ultimate goal is to bring Amred and Ceffid under his rule and convert all of us to their bizarre religion.”


    “Andromeda is a privately owned starship,” Thorpe said. “It has close ties to the Oort Federation around Sol—your Rodal, and it has loose links with several outfits on Rogan, one of two populated planets orbiting Aster—your Dytom. We maintain portals to our home worlds. I can literally step back through this portal,” he pointed to the door, “and step through another into the office of my friend John Butler, Chairman of the Oort Federation.”


    “It’s difficult to imagine such capability,” Katengi said, his voice filled with wonder—and fear, his scales rippling faint red. “I want to believe your message of peace and cooperation, but it goes completely against saurian nature—and human nature, I would guess. Before you became the Oort Federation, I am certain that Humans on Earth took advantage of other Humans with lesser capabilities. You waged war against each other, just as we did. And yet, the differences between you and us are astronomically greater than anything either of us has experienced in our own past. How can I trust your promise not to interfere, to honor our wishes?”


    “I completely agree with President Katengi,” Ferron said. “I just don’t trust you.”


    “We are very much like you,” Thorpe responded, “just with different toys. While we will respect your desire to remain isolated, realistically, the cat is out of the bag. Ten thousand people live aboard Andromeda. By now, several have told folks back home about Arcan and these two.” Thorpe gestured toward Kenred and Jocara. “Eventually, you will have more visitors. Most will be like us, open and friendly, wanting to learn about you, meet with your people, establish trade, exchange knowledge, all the things that make a civilization function. But, like you, we have bad guys in both our systems. One of them will eventually find the way here. You will need to be prepared.” Thorpe sat back quietly to let his words sink in.


    Ferron leaned forward, his scales rippling faintly red in a repeating pattern.


    “I mentioned John Butler,” Thorpe continued. “My friend John is the wisest man I know. He would be happy to join you, offering you guidance and counsel as you move through these uncharted waters.” Thorpe turned to the astronauts. “Kenred, Jocara, you are welcome to join us on Andromeda. We have more than sufficient room. You can be the nucleus of what I suspect will become a significant Arcan contingent. We will remain in the Ran system—what we call your sun, for the time being, hidden until you, Mr. President, decide the time is ripe to reveal our presence to all.”


    “Do I have a choice?” Katengi asked. “Do any of us? Like you said, the cat is out of the bag.” He sighed deeply and sat, dejection clearly visible to lizard and offworlder alike, while pink rippled through his scales. “All our preparations, all our hopes, all our dreams…”


    Ferron looked sharply at Thorpe, his scales still rippling. “You will remain hidden, no contact except through the president or me until the president says otherwise?”


    “You have my word,” Thorpe said solemnly. He handed Katengi a Link. “This is a communicator that you can use to contact me anytime. It is the same unit we used to keep in contact and to access our massive database. Only it is restricted to comms with me directly.”


    Amred President Binecot Katengi’s Office—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    President Binecot Katengi looked up from his desk to lock eyes with Space Push Consortium Director Sudaro Ferron.


    “You don’t much care for the offworlder, Thorpe, do you?”


    “It’s not so much that as that I don’t trust him,” Ferron answered. “What do we have that he could possibly want? I mean, they’re so far advanced over us, we are just swamp lizards by comparison.”


    “I take your point, Sudaro, but I simply don’t agree with you. I’m convinced that they arrived here by accident.” He paused. “That’s not what I really mean. They came here on purpose, alright, but they did not know about us—I’m convinced of that.” He stood and started pacing across his office, tail sliding across the plush carpet. “They stumbled across Astronauts Zlaxiz and Porovik and decided to make contact.”


    “Okay,” Ferron said, his scales rippling an angry orange. “So what?”


    “Put yourself in their shoes, my friend. How would you have reacted? You stumble across an unknown sentient race virtually next door that has developed space travel, at least in its initial stages? What would you have done?”


    “You’ve got a point, Mr. President,” Ferron said grudgingly, “but who’s to say Thorpe is telling the truth?” Ferron sighed as his scales faded to pale yellow. “I just don’t trust them.”


    “In the meantime,” Katengi said, “we need to keep close tabs on the offworlders. Kenred Zlaxiz trusts them, and they seem to trust him. What do you think about using him as liaison with the offworlders?”


    “Astronaut Zlaxiz is one of the best we have. If anyone can handle this touchy situation, he can.” Ferron’s scales rippled blue. “I agree with your choice. In fact, I’m proud of Kenred.”


    “And,” Katengi continued, “we have this.” He held up the Link.


    “Assume you are being monitored one hundred percent of the time,” Ferron said.


    “I know, you don’t trust him. We’ll just have to watch our conversation around this device.”
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    Several hours later, Ferron sat with Katengi in the president’s office. “You know we can’t keep the offworlder secret to ourselves,” he stated matter-of-factly.


    Hesitatingly, Katengi nodded agreement, his scales rippling slightly, showing pale yellow.


    “The longer we wait to inform Leader Bopr Arclando,” Katengi said, “the more trouble he will give us. You know how he rattles his saber every chance he gets.”


    “Do we have any reason to delay?” Ferron asked.


    “You’re right,” Katengi said, and manipulated controls on his desk. A large monitor on the opposite wall lit brightly. A few moments later, the screen filled with the dark green snout of Ceffid Leader Bopr Arclando.


    “It’s about time you called.” Arclando’s harsh voice filled the room.


    Katengi lowered the volume and opened his eyes wide—a friendly Arcan smile. “Leader Arclando, it’s been a while since we talked face-to-face. We have had some developments in our space program, developments you have probably heard about already, but I wanted to inform you directly.”


    Arclando responded with a harrumph.


    Katengi related the events to Arclando, beginning with their discovery that the astronauts were missing. He took about eighteen minutes for the entire story, but left out his growing personal relationship with Thorpe.


    When Katengi finished, Arclando hissed, “I should have been in this from the very start. You are obviously using the offworlders to your own advantage—and you have abducted Astronaut Porovik. I want her returned immediately!”


    “For the record,” Katengi answered, his voice tinged with anger and his scales rippling orange, “Astronaut Porovik is her own lizard. She has freely chosen to remain with the offworlders for the time being, but I will pass your request on to her.”


    Arclando hissed and terminated the connection.
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    Katengi looked at Ferron with frustration.


    “It’s only going to get worse, I fear,” he said. “Perhaps the offworlders can help.”


    He activated the Link Thorpe had given him and shortly was speaking with the offworlder. “I just completed an unpleasant conversation with Ceffid Leader Arclando. Can you join us to review our options?”


    Amred President Binecot Katengi’s Office—Amred City, Amred, Planet Arcan


    President Binecot Katengi and SPC Director Sudaro Ferron sat in the president’s office looking expectantly at the hyper-disk. To Katengi it seemed to take forever, but actually only two minutes passed before the portal opened and Thorpe stepped through onto the rich rug covering the floor in front of the president’s desk.


    “Gentlemen,” Thorpe said in perfectly accented Amred, reaching out with both hands, first to Katengi and then Ferron.


    Katengi indicated a stack of cushions on the couch opposite him, designed to accommodate Thorpe’s anatomy. The offworlder’s face contorted in what Katengi had learned was the Human equivalent of a smile. He sat quietly for several seconds, and then quipped, “It’s your dime, Mr. President.” The monetary term he used was for a small Amred coin.


    “I’m not sure I understand,” Katengi said.


    The offworlder let out a cackle that Katengi knew to be laughter. “When Humans occupied only one planet, they used an audio communications device called a telephone. The devices were hard-wired to a planet-wide network. At one point, the cost for a telephone call from a public device was a dime. Thus, the expression, ‘It’s your dime,’ means you contacted me, so what’s on your mind?” The offworlder cackled again.


    “It’s amazing when we compare our cultures,” Katengi said, “at how much in common we have and have had. Your telephone, for instance—we have a similar device and even a similar expression.” He smiled at Thorpe, opening his eyes wide. “But culture comparison is not why I asked to meet with you.”


    He then related to Thorpe their conversation with the Ceffid leader. “He claims that I’m hoarding you offworlders. He’s right, of course, but I cannot admit that. I need to find a way to satisfy Arclando without losing the advantage you have brought to Amred.” Katengi paused, looked at Ferron with an unspoken question, and then continued. “On your planet not so long ago, several equally powerful nations vied for control. If I understand your history correctly, the nation of your origin eventually prevailed—without a nuclear war.”


    “Essentially, yes,” Thorpe answered, “although the rise of my company, Phoenix, had as much to do with that as anything else.”


    “So, your Federation is akin to a supra-national government over everything else in your solar system?”


    “In a sense, although it really serves as a forum where individuals, entities, and even nations can resolve differences, I guess it is that. The Federation does not have any really useful enforcement mechanism. We’ve been lucky thus far. We have only one really negative player, Udachny Enterprises, run by Isidor Orlov.” The offworlder emitted a very Arcan-like sigh. “Eventually, you will have to deal with him.”


    “That’s for the future,” Katengi said. “Right now, we need to deal with Arclando, and that’s why I summoned you.” He stood and walked to an ornamental wall hanging. He pulled a cord, causing the hanging to roll up, revealing a Mercator projection of Arcan, centered on Amred. Katengi pointed to a continental mass across a significant ocean east of Amred. “This is Ceffid, technologically our equal, but a harsh dictatorship—ruled by Leader Bopr Arclando. We both have nuclear weapons and the means for delivery. Any time we have a serious difference, Arclando threatens nuclear destruction. Because he knows we can retaliate, his threats may be empty, but obviously, we cannot ignore them.”


    Katengi returned to his seat. “This time, he insists on our returning Astronaut Jocara Porovik, something I obviously cannot do—even if I wished.” His scales rippled a succession of colors. “It’s a conundrum for us.” He splayed his fingers in front of his torso. “Jocara wants to remain with Kenred and on Andromeda. In Amred culture, that’s a choice she can make, but not in her own country.”


    Katengi rose to his feet again and commenced pacing in front of the map. “The risk is real,” he muttered, his scales rippling light red. He turned to look directly at Thorpe. “Now you know why I asked you here.” He turned to his SPC director. “Do you have anything to add, Sudaro?”


    Sudaro Ferron, who had been mute until now, glanced at his boss and then addressed Thorpe. “I am still overwhelmed by your transportation technology, and I’m the scientist here. It seems to me, however, that using some of your technology tricks, we might be able to place Jocara in Arclando’s presence without risking her life or freedom. Am I on the right track here?”


    “To do anything at all,” the offworlder answered, “we will need to get a hyper-disk into Arclando’s presence. How can we do that?”


    “You mean,” Ferron said, “someone has to go there with the hyper-disk?”


    “That’s about it,” Thorpe said. “We haven’t yet figured out how to project a portal without a hyper-disk at the destination.” He paused.


    To Katengi, he seemed preoccupied. Ferron started to speak, but Katengi waved him silent. The two Arcans and the Human offworlder sat quietly for about a minute. Then the Human spoke up.


    “I’ve been communicating with your astronauts. They’ll be here shortly.”


    “That’s something else you will have to explain to me,” Ferron commented. “The list is growing longer and longer.” He opened his eyes wide at the offworlder.


    As he did, Kenred and Jocara stepped through the portal.
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