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    Part One




    

      When one burns one’s bridges,
what a very nice fire it makes.




      — Dylan Thomas
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    SOL SYSTEM




    Tycho City, Luna




    Domain Day 67, 2223




    The corpse lying on Aiden Macallan’s doorstep was well dressed, had a full beard, and wore bright red lipstick. Without question, it was the last thing Aiden expected to see as he opened the door to leave his quarters.




    The man was lying on his back, face frozen in an expression of surprise mixed with indignity. His red lips were curled in angry disbelief, his eyes fixed wide open and utterly devoid of life. The small, clean hole in his forehead, obviously made by a small-caliber weapon, was a shade of blood red that perfectly matched the man’s lipstick in a tragically unintended fashion statement.




    Aiden stepped back. His heart pounded. Bile rose in his throat. But his shock was quickly muted by relief that his wife and child had not been present when he opened the door to this grisly scene. The apartment was, after all, his family’s residence on Luna, even though they spent very little time here together. Skye and their three-year-old daughter, Bri, were light-years away in Astrocell Beta at Shénmì Station.




    Aiden reached for his pocket comm and punched the emergency key for Station Security. “This is Captain Aiden Macallan. A dead person with a gunshot wound to the head is lying on my doorstep, Compartment 3-B. Get someone down here ASAP.”




    




    Not waiting for the dispatcher’s inevitable demand for more details, Aiden disconnected without another word. What more needed to be said?




    He looked up and down the corridor. No one was in sight. The only sound he heard came from an overhead ceiling fan badly in need of lubrication. He bent down to examine the victim more closely. The man appeared to be in his early thirties, slender, with a tawny complexion and dark hair. He was dressed in formal wear—black slacks, shiny shoes, and a black tunic over a white shirt with a black silk bowtie. His beard was thick and dark, juxtaposed jarringly against his red lipstick.




    Aiden felt for a pulse at the man’s neck to confirm the obvious. Then he moved the head to one side to examine its back side. No exit wound. The small slug was still inside where it would do maximum damage with minimum mess, crashing around inside the cranium, randomly pulverizing brain tissue before expending its kinetic energy. Obviously a professional hit.




    Aiden knew better than to contaminate a crime scene, but something curious caught his eye. The man’s mouth was partially open. Something small and shiny sat farther back on his tongue. It reflected ambient light from the corridor with a faint glint. Aiden gently pried the man’s jaw open, noting the absence of rigor mortis. He reached in and removed a small round crystal, its surface cut into multiple tiny facets, regular enough to appear nearly spherical. It was about two centimeters in diameter, clear, but with a light blue tint. A tiny, darker blue symbol was embedded at its core. A Triquetra, a Gaian symbol with ancient Celtic origins. He recognized it immediately and drew in a sharp breath. A dark pit of fear opened in his gut. It was a message crystal, one from a unique set owned only by Skye and himself, existing nowhere else.




    Message crystals, referred to as telegems by the spy types at DSI, were highly encrypted on a molecular level, readable only by their intended recipients. Use of the technology was restricted to the military and intelligence communities, prohibited to the public at large. He and Skye were given their set of telegems as a gift from Dr. Elgin Woo, the illustrious, multiple–Nobel Prize winner and founder of the Cauldron, where almost everything was clandestine.




    Aiden and Skye had agreed to use them only to deliver highly sensitive messages between them when far apart. Messages for their eyes only. Sadly, it was a necessary precaution now that President Michi Takema was no longer in power. The political environment within the United Earth Domain had degraded considerably since her term as president had expired. Now led by Earth First party champion, Rudolph Adler—an astonishingly small-minded and narcissistic isolationist—the UED had become dangerously polarized, rife with spies, disinformation, and xenophobia.




    Aiden held the crystal in the palm of his hand and examined it more closely. No question about it. The telegem could not have come from anyone other than his wife. Skye was reaching out to him with some critical information or query in a way that was impossible to intercept before reaching him in person. But who the hell was the messenger? Aiden had never seen this man before, and he surely would have remembered it if he had. Whoever he was, he’d been killed moments before hand-delivering the telegem to Aiden.




    Aiden fully understood the serious legal trouble he’d bring upon himself by removing the crystal from the scene before the security team arrived. But then, who needed to know about it? He looked around again, making sure he was still alone, then closed his hand around the crystal and pocketed it.




    While waiting for security to show up, questions inside Aiden’s head began to pile up. If the killer had wanted to prevent the messenger from delivering the telegem, why hadn’t he just robbed it from him at gunpoint, thereby avoiding the complications of murder? Had the messenger known he was being pursued and at the last moment attempted to swallow the telegem before it could be taken from him? Swallowing a crystal that size would be difficult, if not life-threatening. But an even more disturbing question occurred to him. If the killer was so determined to prevent Aiden from receiving the message, they must have known something about its contents and about the consequences of Aiden finding it. And how did the messenger receive the telegem from Skye in the first place? How did he get from Shénmì Station, out in Astrocell Beta, to Luna here in the Sol System?




    That last question could be answered by checking the passenger and crew manifest of all the vessels that had arrived at the station over the last few days. In this time of heightened security, every person aboard every vessel was accounted for and officially registered by the DSI, the Domain Security and Intelligence service. That included passengers and crew of all commercial vessels and, nowadays, extended even to military vessels. Aiden had friends in high places. He was, after all, still captain of the now-legendary Sun Wolf, still the only voidship in existence with the zero-point drive. He could pull strings and get access to those records. But first things first. He needed to unlock the telegem and access its message.




    And before that, he’d have to deal with the security team. They were approaching now, three of them, one woman and two men. The man in the rear pulled a hospital gurney behind him. It carried one empty body bag, and its wheels clattered noisily over the corridor floor. Leading the way was Lieutenant Seymore Sprague, a man Aiden knew only too well. Sprague was a middle-aged Caucasian gone to seed, with an expanding paunch that put an unseemly strain on the lower buttons of his gray service shirt. He wore a neatly trimmed goatee but apparently hadn’t shaved the remaining parts of his face in several days. His thinning brown hair was combed back in a delusional attempt to hide the bald spot spreading across the crown of his head. The slack expression on his face was a well-practiced disguise, belied by keen blue eyes that glanced down at the dead man first before looking up to focus on Aiden’s face.




    “Why am I not surprised, Captain Macallan?” he said with a gravelly voice tinged with sarcasm. “Trouble seems to follow you everywhere.”




    Aiden made a theatrical shrug. “I’m just that kind of guy, Lieutenant.” He and Sprague had a history, much of it unpleasant. The man could be a real asshole, but Aiden had to admit he was good at his job.




    




    “Odd,” Sprague said, as if genuinely mystified. “This time, it wasn’t you that someone was trying to kill.”




    Aiden pretended to smile. “Just my lucky day.”




    Sprague nodded knowingly, then introduced the other two officers with a wave of his hand. They said nothing, trying to look bored, but were visibly disturbed by the sight of the corpse at Aiden’s feet. Sprague instructed the woman to take detailed photos of the body and the surrounding crime scene while the other officer prepared the body bag.




    Sprague looked down at the corpse again, thoughtfully stroking his goatee. He shook his head in disdain and said, “Looks like a Vor-lover to me.”




    He was, of course, referring to a fringe segment of Earth Domain’s population who believed that not all cloneborgs were the inhuman monsters known as the Netvor. “Vor-lover” was a derogatory term for a Sympath, which is what the well-meaning idealist lying on his doorstep would call himself. Sympaths were self-proclaimed champions of social justice, supporters of the marginalized and persecuted. When in public, they chose to present themselves in ways that deliberately contradicted their otherwise obvious gender. Hence the red lipstick and full beard. But it was the Sympaths’ adamant assertion that some special population of cloneborgs existed who were not Netvor at all—in fact, were more human than not—that earned them the hateful slur Vor-lover.




    Aiden stared at Sprague blankly and said nothing.




    Sprague cocked his head, looking sideways at Aiden. “So you just opened your door, and this unfortunate soul was lying right here, in this exact spot, with a hole in his head. Is that right?”




    The man’s voice conveyed suspicion, as it always did. It was his normal tone, an almost laughable cliché of his occupation. “That’s right. And I called for security immediately.”




    Sprague pursed his lips and said, “When you found him here, did you see anyone else in this corridor?”




    “Not a soul.”




    “Did you touch or move the victim?”




    




    “I did only what anyone with an ounce of compassion would do, Lieutenant. I felt for a pulse at his neck to see if he was still alive. There wasn’t one. I concluded he was dead.”




    “Did you move the body at all?”




    Aiden figured the best strategy here would be to stick to the truth as closely as possible. Now was the time to reinforce his credibility before the lie he’d have to tell within the next minute.




    “I briefly turned the man’s head to one side and looked for an exit wound. That’s all.”




    Sprague’s eyes widened. “And why did you do that, Captain?”




    Aiden felt his patience slipping but spoke with an even voice. “Curiosity.”




    “Scientists,” Sprague said as if uttering an obscenity.




    “Any other questions, Sprague?” Aiden said. “I’ve told you all I know, and I’m already late for my flight.”




    Aiden didn’t wait for an answer and stepped past the two officers who were now lifting the corpse into the body bag.




    “One more thing, Captain.”




    Aiden stopped and turned. “What is it?”




    “Did you remove anything from the body? You know, just out of . . . curiosity?”




    Aiden felt the slight bulge of the telegem crystal in his pants pocket and resisted the impulse to reach for it. He looked straight into Sprague’s eyes, not letting his gaze wander to the left—an unconscious telltale sign of lying well known to savvy investigators—and said, “No, I did not.”




    With that, Aiden turned to continue down the corridor. Sprague made no move to impede him but said, “I will have more questions for you, Captain Macallan.”




    “I’m sure you will, Lieutenant,” Aiden said without turning, already several paces down the corridor. “And I’ll do my best to answer them from 127 light-years away.”




    Aiden’s last comment was not merely a flippant dodge. He was indeed scheduled to catch a hopper to the Bullialdus Space Port, where he would take a shuttle up to the Sun Wolf, now in a low geo-sync orbit, 92 kilometers above the lunar surface. The ship and his crew were there waiting for him to launch their next mission into Astrocell Beta, which included Shénmì Station, 127 light-years from Sol.




    He looked at his wrist chrono. It was just after 07:40. His hopper was supposed to depart in 20 minutes. They’d just have to wait. Something far more pressing had arrived at his doorstep—without knocking.




    After covering some distance in the direction of the station’s shuttle port, he turned around and headed back toward his apartment. He stopped at the last corner and peeked around it to confirm that Sprague and his entire team, including the gurney, had departed from his doorstep. Aiden jogged back to his apartment as quickly as he could manage. It might have been the only time he’d ever lamented the invention of gravity transducers, the revolutionary technology that mimicked normal Earth gravity at ground level in most off-world habitats. Right now, Luna’s native 0.166 G would have helped to speed up his pace.




    When he got to the door of his apartment, he reached into his pocket to make sure the telegem crystal was still safely concealed. Reassured by the feel of its smooth, hard surface, he unlocked the door, entered, and securely double-locked it behind him.




    


  




  

    2




    SOL SYSTEM




    Tycho City, Luna




    Domain Day 67, 2223




    Accessing a telegem crystal of this kind was almost as ingenious as the fabrication of the crystal itself. It was all based on biometric signatures, and there was no one way of setting it up. Every set of crystals had its own unique sequence programed into its lattice structure at the time of its synthesis and committed to memory by the user. Once unlocked, the telegem needed to be paired with a separate, one-of-a-kind reader for its contents to be decrypted, usually as a holographic projection. That device was in Aiden’s apartment, hidden in plain sight.




    He removed his jacket and went straight to the bookshelf next to his workstation. Several unassuming nicknacks occupied one shelf, mostly memorabilia from past adventures and acquaintances. There was a preserved groundfruit from Silvanus, the planet where he’d been stranded many years ago and where he’d discovered a global sentience called the Rete, humanity’s first contact with an alien intelligence. Next to it sat a silver lapel pin signifying the rank of colonel, the figure of an eagle with outstretched wings. It had belonged to Colonel Victor Aminu, the DSI agent who’d started out as an adversary and ended up sacrificing his life for the crew of the Sun Wolf—and for all humanity, as it turned out. He’d removed it from his uniform and left it in his quarters before carrying out his suicide mission.




    Sitting inconspicuously inside an opened bivalve seashell that came from Elgin Woo’s planet Shénmì, a white diamond gleamed brightly in the desk light. It was one of many thousands that he and his crew had found in an abandoned mining hopper on the planet Sirota, the planet where the Rodina Mining Collective had been slaughtered by Cardew’s cloneborgs.




    Then there was a small ceremonial peace pipe carved from pure catlinite, a wedding gift from Billy Hotah, his Tactical Officer on the Sun Wolf, a Lakota warrior who was now one of his closest friends. Another wedding gift sat next to it, a jade figurine of a woman, Mother Earth, given to him by Skye. The woman was Gaia, and she carried a basket that held a blue and green globe, the living planet Earth. But this figurine had a hidden purpose. It was a telegem reader in disguise.




    Aiden picked it up and turned it over to expose a tiny opening embedded in its base. It held a microphone and a highly sophisticated sound analyzer. To activate the reader, he held it close to his mouth and spoke the word “Cernunnos.” A subtle hum awakened inside the figurine. Aiden placed it on his workstation table and removed the telegem from his pocket.




    He took a deep breath and held the telegem firmly between his thumb and ring finger, the prints of both fingers in full contact with the faceted surface. He raised the crystal to within five centimeters of his right eye and stared into it without blinking. He counted off three seconds, moved the crystal to his left eye, and did the same. The telegem grew warm to touch, the signal to proceed to the last part of the sequence. He gently pressed the crystal to the center of his forehead, the optimal placement to detect his brain’s beta waves. After another three seconds, the dark blue Triquetra inside the telegem began to brighten until it glowed electric blue.




    The crystal was now unlocked.




    Aiden removed the blue-green globe from the figurine’s basket and replaced it with the unlocked telegem. It was the same size as the sphere it replaced and fitted snugly inside with a faint click. The crystal flashed once, and a 3-D holographic image materialized three feet in front of him. His wife, Dr. Skye Landen, looked out at him with a warm smile, beautiful as ever.




    He recognized her surroundings, her private quarters on Shénmì Station where she served as director of the Shénmì Project. She had blonde hair tied into a ponytail and startling blue eyes that could glow with relaxed warmth one moment, then penetrate with brutal objectivity the next. Aiden had witnessed the transition many times before, as he did now, within five seconds of her initial greeting. It was a look that conveyed dire concern.




    “Aiden,” she said without prelude, “Jo came to see me this afternoon. She seemed both excited and afraid. She told me that a hidden colony of others like her, other human cloneborgs, does indeed exist. It’s what she suspected all along, what she told both of us from the very beginning. She said she’d been contacted by one of them, in person, while she was down on the surface at our research camp. Don’t ask me how. She didn’t explain.




    “Apparently the same mutation in the Netvor’s cloning process that happened to her also happened to all these others. She said the mutation was probably carried by a virus that spread through some of the Netvor creches. Like with Jo, it prevented their central nervous systems from developing Netvor brains. Physically, they’re still cloneborgs, with highly augmented bodies. But mentally and emotionally, they’re perfectly human. Biologically, they classify themselves as Trans sapiens. But as a people, they call themselves the Libera. It’s like we’re Homo sapiens but call ourselves humans. Jo firmly believes that an alliance with the Libera is our only hope of stopping the Netvor from overrunning all human worlds.




    “She said these Libera have special knowledge of what the Netvor are planning, how and where they’re growing in numbers, plus details of their military strength and tactical deployments. They’re convinced that the Netvor are just as committed to wiping them out as they are to wiping out all humans.”




    




    Skye paused here to calm her breathing. Aiden sat back, stunned. Jo was the sole survivor of the cloneborg creche on Nead, a Netvor cloning facility that he had obliterated with thermonuclear missiles from the Sun Wolf back in 2218. Her story was unique, or at least it was at the time. She had acquired a mutation that prevented a drastic alteration of her central nervous system during the fetal stage of development in the cloning process. The alteration was designed to turn her, and all the other cloneborgs, into Netvor agents and warriors—superhuman psychopaths, devoid of empathy, virtually immortal, and extremely dangerous. A breed of beings programed to replace the human race by wiping it out as the first step in their relentless march toward absolute supremacy over all known space.




    Jo’s genetic mutation prevented that alteration from happening to her. Her brain and central nervous system developed in the same way as a normal human being. The rest of her body, however, developed the super strong, agile, and indestructible qualities of a Netvor cloneborg, hyperaugmented with advanced synthetic components.




    Aiden and the crew of the Sun Wolf had taken her in and eventually adopted her as one of their own. She, in turn, had adopted the infant boy, Rene, that the Sun Wolf had rescued from the wreckage of the Rodina mining colony on Sirota. After enduring xenophobic persecution during her brief stay on Earth, Jo had returned to Shénmì Station with Rene in tow. Outside the purview of science and research communities, she was still considered a cloneborg, a Netvor, a monster, the ultimate enemy of all humans. Death threats had driven her back to the only people she trusted and loved—Skye, Aiden, and his original crew of the Sun Wolf, along with the full-time personnel of Shénmì Station.




    “That’s not all, Aiden,” Skye said after catching her breath. “This Libera person Jo met—she said his name was Keen—told her that his colony has mastered a ship-cloaking technology that’s far superior to what the Netvor are using for their surprise attacks on Alliance ships. Not only do they have better cloaking, but they’ve also developed a way to defeat the Netvor’s own cloaking capability. Now these Libera can actually see cloaked Netvor warships from great distances. On top of that, they have shielding technology that’s way better than the Netvor’s and infinitely better than the Tyson Field shielding our Alliance ships use. It’s a game changer, Aiden. All of it.”




    Now that was interesting. Aiden had first encountered the cloneborg shielding technology several years back when the Sun Wolf confronted one of Cardew’s warships. It nearly cost him his life and the lives of his crew. It was an advanced gravimetric technology that, despite the best efforts of elite Alliance scientists, could not yet be defeated. If the Libera shielding was better than the Netvor’s, and if the Alliance could acquire it, that alone was a game changer.




    “But there’s more, Aiden,” Skye continued. “Keen confided in Jo the exact location of the planet that he and the other Libera have colonized. They suspect that the Netvor know that their colony exists, but they don’t know where it is yet. The Netvor are aware of the Libera’s technological superiority and consider them an existential threat. Keen thinks it’s only a matter of time before the Libera colony is discovered, its technology hijacked, then the colony wiped out with overwhelming force.




    “Keen wanted Jo to go with him to join the colony, right then and there. But her child Rene is up here on the station, and she wouldn’t go without taking him. Instead, she tried to persuade him that forming an alliance between the Libera and humans, to stand against the Netvor, would be the best way to protect both of our peoples. But apparently the Libera want nothing to do with humankind. They don’t trust us. And honestly, Aiden, why should they? The way Jo was treated on her visit to Earth . . . just appalling!




    “Still, Jo is convinced she can change their minds. She’s the only Trans sapien to have lived among humans, so she’s in a unique position to argue the case. But she doesn’t think she can do it alone. She told Keen that she knew of only one human who could act as an effective liaison between humans and the Libera, to pave the way for a working alliance.”




    Here she sat back and smiled at him. Aiden swallowed hard. He knew what was coming.




    “That’s right, dear heart,” she said. “Jo means you. Aiden Macallan, captain of the Sun Wolf. The only man who still has the ear of military leaders of both the Earth Domain and the Allied Republics of Mars. Jo wanted me to contact you and ask you to go to this colony with her, to help her make a convincing case for an alliance.”




    Aiden could hear his pulse pounding in his ears and felt a headache coming on. He sat back and rubbed his eyes with his hands as if to banish from sight the dark and turbulent visions of all the possible futures that lay ahead. Once again, he was being asked to risk his life to play a pivotal role in the survival of the human race. And this time it made him angry. Hadn’t he done enough? He was 44 now, getting too old for this hero shit. Been there, done that. Besides, he had a child now. He was a parent and a husband. He was ready for a normal life. Wasn’t he . . . ?




    But Jo was right about one thing at least. Who else among the entire human population had the status and the outsized reputation—mostly unwanted by him—that he’d gained from the harrowing exploits he and his crew had been through? Sure, the Earth Firsters still hated him and even wanted him dead. But the sane segment of the population, what was left of them, seemed to recognize that Aiden’s deeds had improved humanity’s chances of surviving the threats it faced, including the self-inflicted ones. If anyone had the gravitas to bring together two races that would be deeply suspicious of one another into an alliance that could save them both . . . well, it was him. And, unfortunately, he knew it.




    The holographic image of Skye continued with her message. “I entrusted the delivery of this telegem to a colleague of mine, William Scantz. He’s an optical technician with the Allied Mapping Project here and happened to be on his way to Luna to attend a formal awards ceremony. He doesn’t know the content of the telegem, only that it’s urgent and that it must get to you as soon as possible. I instructed him to hand-deliver it to you in person, no other way.




    “But there’s another telegem he’ll deliver to you, along with this one. It’s from Jo, for your eyes only. She wanted to give you the coordinates of the Libera’s colony planet so you’ll know where to go in case she can’t tell you in person. The coordinates weren’t written down anywhere. Jo used her phenomenal photographic memory to keep them inside her head. I gave her one of my telegem crystals, one that only you can open. She brought it to her own quarters to encrypt the coordinates inside it just before taking a shuttle down to the research camp. She promised to give it to Scantz before he left the station for Luna.




    “That was yesterday, and now no one can find her. The team down at the camp searched everywhere, and they’re still looking. If this Keen person was still down there, maybe she left with him, like he wanted her to. I just don’t know how they could do it, at least not without being noticed. Besides, Rene is still up here with us at the station. He’s only five years old, Aiden. She’d never leave here without him. Not willingly.




    “I’m sure you realize that you’re reading these two telegems at least 21 days after we recorded them. That’s how long it will take for Mr. Scantz to get from here to Luna on the fastest vessels with the quickest connections. But Jo and I decided not to trust a maser transmission through the Holtzman network, not even encrypted at military level. It would have reached you within eight hours. But the contents are just too sensitive, and we believe Netvor agents are everywhere now. I’m hoping you’ll get this before you leave on your way here. And maybe Jo will have turned up by the time you arrive . . .




    “At any rate, now that you have her telegem, you are the only other person who knows exactly where this planet is. It’s dangerous information, Aiden. Be very careful, okay? I’m signing off now. Bri and I are looking forward to seeing you soon. I love you.”
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    Tycho City, Luna




    Domain Day 67, 2223




    A second telegem? From Jo?




    Aiden’s mouth went dry. He ran the holographic message back to repeat the last part of Skye’s message. Yes. He’d heard the words correctly. William Scantz had been given two telegem crystals to deliver to Aiden. The second one had been recorded by Jo, revealing the exact astrometric coordinates of the Libera’s colony planet, information that Jo wouldn’t even share with Skye, fearing the danger it carried for anyone with knowledge of it. Information that, if it fell into the wrong hands, would mean certain disaster. Not only for the Libera, but potentially for the entire human race.




    So where was the crystal now?




    Was it still somewhere on Scantz’s body? In a hidden pocket? Inside a hollow shoe heel? Or somewhere that Sprague and his security goons would find after a thorough examination of the corpse? Or had the assassin taken it from Scantz, either before or after he’d shot the man? And if the assassin was a Netvor . . .




    Aiden tried to find solace in the knowledge that Jo’s telegem could only be opened by him and no one else. The message would self-destruct if anyone else tried. But it was not a comforting thought. If Jo’s crystal had indeed found its way into Netvor hands, and they wanted it opened at any cost, he’d have to expect a very unpleasant visit from some very unpleasant beings who would do very unpleasant things to him to access the crystal’s contents.




    If that wasn’t bad enough, without Jo’s message, Aiden had no way to find the planet himself. Astrocell Beta, the most likely region of space to search, was huge—well over 3 million cubic light-years in volume, containing over 45,000 main sequence stars, not to mention another 5,000 or so dwarf stars, all of which might support planetary systems of at least two or more planets per star. There wasn’t a chance in hell that Aiden, even with the Sun Wolf, could find that colony without knowing exactly where to look.




    Aiden’s wrist comm chirped at him. He punched Open. “Captain Macallan. This is Commander Silva. I’m here at Bullialdus, in the cargo depot. I’ve finished checking in all our shipments. The hopper pilot radioed me to say you haven’t shown up yet. Are you still coming?”




    Damn. He’d been too distracted to keep track of the time. “I apologize, Commander. I’m on my way to the terminal now. It’ll be about a 30-minute hop to Bullialdus. See you soon.”




    Aiden closed his comm without waiting for Silva’s response. He took the telegem crystal into the bathroom, tapped it once on the metal sink, then flushed it down the toilet. Once opened and read, a single tap on a hard surface triggered a transformation within the crystal’s molecular lattice structure, turning it into a water-soluble crystal similar to common table salt. It would be completely dissolved well before it reached the station’s treatment plant.




    He fought the impulse to delay the Sun Wolf’s departure and search more deeply for the missing crystal, the one from Jo. But that would require bureaucratic red tape and would provoke unwanted questions. He grabbed his jacket, locked the door securely behind him, and headed off toward the hopper terminal. He glanced at his chrono again and quickened his pace. The sound of his boot heels striking the deck plates echoed down the long, dimly lit corridor. Several lighting fixtures were out, the walls needed a deep clean, and the air was too warm, stuffy with too much CO2. This neighborhood of Tycho City, 20 meters below the lunar surface, was around 90 years old and not aging gracefully. Just like me, he thought, slowing his pace to catch his breath.




    When Aiden reached the terminal, he gave the hopper pilot a perfunctory salute and climbed aboard. It was a military hopper, reserved for his transfer to Bullialdus Space Port. It could do about 800 kilometers per hour. Which was good, because the Bullialdus crater was nearly 400 kilometers north of Tycho City. The closest shuttle port, the one he would normally use, was at Orontius, only 80 kilometers away. But it was temporarily shut down for repairs after the latest moonquake had cracked some of its launch pads.




    Aiden strapped into his flight chair. The launch hangar depressurized, and the stubby little craft catapulted upward, out of the silo, and leveled off. The main thruster ignited, and the hopper shot across the airless lunar landscape.




    Aiden sat back for the ride and took a deep breath. Silva would be grumpy over Aiden’s tardiness, but what’s new? It didn’t take much to get under the man’s skin these days. Commander Miguel Silva was Aiden’s new second-in-command on the Sun Wolf, and not by Aiden’s choice. Silva had been the Executive Officer aboard the SS Parsons, stationed at the HD 10180 voidoid, guarding the system’s most valuable planet, Shénmì, and the UED’s most important research outpost, the Shénmì Project.




    The Parsons had been attacked last year by a Netvor warship that popped out of the voidoid in the blink of an eye, laser cannons blazing. The Parsons was hit in the stern but didn’t have enough time to target the enemy warship before it mysteriously disappeared from sight. The damage was serious, and the Parsons lost nearly half of its crew, including its captain, Marcel Asaju. Silva had taken over command of the ship, secured it, and miraculously brought the ship limping back to Shénmì Station, saving the lives of the remaining crew. After that, Commander Silva had acquired an aura of hero status for his actions.




    But then things took a tragic turn for him. Just weeks later, Silva’s wife and young son had been stationed on the ill-fated Gamelan Station in the Emwi star system when it was blown up by a Netvor suicide bomber. All 133 lives aboard were lost, including Silva’s family. The bitterness he suffered from the destruction of his ship and crew suddenly metastasized into a far deeper and all-consuming hatred of the Netvor.




    That’s when the Admiralty decided to reward Silva with the most coveted voidship posting in the entire Alliance—Executive Officer of the Sun Wolf, under the captainship of Aiden Macallan. Aiden’s long-time second-in-command and close friend, Roseph Hand, had finally decided to leave the Sun Wolf for his own command, a post promised to him back in 2217 after the Battle of Chara. That left the XO position open right around the same time as Silva’s moment in the spotlight. Aiden’s personal choice for XO had been summarily overridden by the Admiralty in favor of someone with greater patriotic celebrity in the public eye—a poster boy for the Alliance’s fight against the Netvor, a sympathetic figure with a tragic backstory. After six months aboard the Sun Wolf, Silva still hadn’t fit in. And as far as Aiden could tell, the man hadn’t even tried. It seemed that Silva’s bitterness, not his heroism, was now who he was, to the core.




    Aiden glanced out the hopper’s viewport at the stark, unforgiving moonscape and watched the towering eastern flanks of Wurzelbauer Crater recede from view. Within one minute, the hopper skimmed over the gap between the enormous Pitatus Crater and the smaller Hesiodus Crater sitting 10 kilometers to its west. Past the gap, the hopper began crossing the immense, dark-gray lava plains of Mare Nubium. The bleak, featureless flatlands stretched unbroken until the distinctive König Crater appeared in the north, and not long after that, the huge Bullialdus impact crater loomed up in front of them.




    As the hopper descended and slowed, Aiden spotted the Bullialdus Mass Driver, its 400-meter-long accelerator rail gleaming in the merciless lunar glare. Even from this altitude, the bulging hubs of the accelerator coils were clearly visible, evenly spaced along the driver’s graceful length. It was still kicking out 12-kilogram pellets of processed, iron-rich regolith, one every five seconds at lunar-escape velocity for orbital catchment.




    The Bullialdus Space Port was situated near the crater’s center. Three orbital shuttle craft sat on circular launch pads like silent hawks, poised for flight. The hopper made a soft landing, and a pressurized gangway unfolded from the port’s passenger entrance to make an air-tight seal with the hopper’s exit hatch. The hatch opened, and Aiden leapt out, making his way quickly toward the port’s cargo depot. There, he found Miguel Silva standing impatiently just outside the cargo master’s office with a compad in his hand. Cargo Master Margo Meyers remained seated in her cubicle, staying as far as possible from the confrontation she knew was about to take place.




    Silva was 38 years old, born on Luna but with Earthside family roots in the Brazilian Republic. He had dark hair and dark eyes, a stocky build a couple of inches shorter than Aiden, and a rectangular face that would have been uncommonly handsome were it not for the man’s constant brooding. He made a show of glancing at his chrono, then handed the compad to Aiden without a greeting. “You need to sign off on this cargo manifest.”




    Aiden scrolled through the list and nodded. “I assume you checked through all the containers to confirm their contents.”




    The muscles in Silva’s jaw flexed, and he spoke flatly. “I did. Sir.”




    Aiden understood the man’s frustration. Even as the ship’s Executive Officer, he still couldn’t do the final sign-off on something as trivial as a cargo manifest. New security protocols assigned that responsibility to the ship’s commanding officer alone. But Silva’s frequent displays of annoyance over such slights were tiresome, nonproductive, and sapped valuable energy from the dynamics of crew comradery. Silva wore his resentment like a badge of martyrdom, the “hero” of the Parsons relegated to second-in-command rather than given his own ship. It was clear to Aiden why the Admiralty would be disinclined to give Silva his own command. In his present state of mind, the man was simply not fit for command. But it was less clear why they’d deemed Silva even fit for second-in-command, much less on a ship as vital to the Alliance as the Sun Wolf.




    Aiden signed the manifest with his fingerprint and handed the compad back to Silva. When Cargo Master Meyers emerged, Aiden said, “Looks good, Margo. Have it all loaded up in the ship’s main cargo bay. The Sun Wolf departs in two hours. Is that enough time for you?”




    She gave him a thumbs-up. “You got it, boss.”




    Silva turned to him with a sour expression. “Another mail run, eh, Captain?”




    Here we go again. Aiden strived to keep things positive when his XO got into these moods. “If you want to look at it that way, Silva. But we are performing a valuable service for our people out there in Beta. A service no one else can provide.”




    Admittedly, Aiden didn’t like the idea of being UED’s delivery boy either. But the Sun Wolf could get from here to any star system in Astrocell Beta within eight hours. That included two voidjumps and traversal of about 52 astronomical units of realspace. Compared to the four weeks it would take for the fastest voidship to do the same, the Sun Wolf was the only practical choice for delivering high-priority equipment and personnel to outpost stations in a timely manner.




    “That includes reinforcing our military installations,” Aiden continued. “Those service men and women are risking their lives every day to help protect the rest of us. You wouldn’t want to let them down, would you?”




    This tactic didn’t always work for Silva, but it seemed to quell his resentment for the moment. Instead, he transitioned from resentment to contempt. “I hear you found a dead Vor-lover on your doorstep this morning.”




    Aiden turned to look him in the eye. “And who told you that?”




    “I monitor security comms,” he said smugly. It was one privilege afforded to command-level officers on any station where their ships were docked. And Silva didn’t miss a single opportunity to exercise any privilege of rank he could scare up.




    




    “Yes,” Aiden said. “A dead person where I didn’t expect one. That’s why I was late. And they call themselves Sympaths, Silva. They’re harmless and have nothing to do with the Netvor. You know that. No matter how misguided they might be, the term ‘Vor-lover’ is a hateful epithet, beneath a man of your rank and character.”




    He and Silva had locked into this kind of verbal combat on too many occasions. It was always a pointless waste of energy.




    Silva looked back at him with hard-set eyes. “The only good Vor-lover is a dead one.”




    Aiden stared him down, not rising to the bait. Sure, the man had a legitimate grudge against the Netvor—they had killed his family and many of his crewmates and had destroyed his ship. But turning that anger on a Sympath? Silva had gone off the rails.




    Aiden shook his head and said nothing. But Silva pressed on. “Oh, I’ve offended you. Maybe you’re a Vor-lover, too.”




    Aiden moved forward to place his face three inches from Silva’s, fists clenched at his sides. “You’re out of line, Commander. Right now, I don’t give a shit about what the Admiralty wants. Keep this up and I’ll bounce you off the Sun Wolf so hard you’ll feel the sting of it for the rest of your miserable life. And you know I can do that.”




    The two of them stared each other down, face-to-face, heat rising between them like a volcano about to erupt. Silva finally looked away, but his eyes still burned with resentment.




    Aiden moved in even closer, fighting the impulse to punch the man in the face. He kept his voice even and deliberate. “Is that clear, Commander?”




    Silva stepped back from Aiden’s aggression but locked his eyes on a point somewhere just above Aiden’s forehead. “Perfectly clear. Captain.”




    Aiden’s shoulders relaxed. He took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. He’d gotten way too close to violence this time. Don’t let this asshole get to you. Don’t stoop to his level.




    Silva turned without another word and walked toward the elevator, head held pretentiously high.




    




    Good gods. Why me? As if he didn’t have enough to worry about. The telegem message from Skye, the disappearance of Jo’s telegem, and the disappearance of Jo herself . . . All of it came back to him like a punch in the gut.




    But now one thing was clear. Out of all the destinations the Sun Wolf was scheduled to visit, Shénmì Station would move to the top of his list. He needed to talk with Skye in person, in secret. Maybe she could give him a better understanding of what Jo was asking him to do, and maybe some idea of where she might be now.
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    The transport shuttle launched from Bullialdus Space Port just after 10:00, about one hour later than scheduled, thanks to Aiden’s unexpected delay. The cargo had been efficiently loaded and secured, and he and Silva were seated directly behind the pilot’s cabin. Silva still seemed put out and didn’t speak more than he needed to. Aiden gave a mental shrug and looked out the shuttle’s viewport as they ascended toward the Sun Wolf parked in orbit. The viewport was made of ClearLum, the latest iteration of transparent aluminum. It provided a crystal-clear view of his ship as they approached.




    Even after his many years aboard the Sun Wolf, Aiden’s initial wonderment over his ship’s elegantly powerful design had not diminished. It was officially registered as a UED Science and Survey vessel, not a military vessel. Like the SS Argo, the survey ship he’d served on earlier in his career, the Sun Wolf was marginally smaller than a military battle cruiser at 210 meters in length and 26 meters at its widest. It was constructed with super-light, super-strong materials, weighing in at 8.7 kilotons. Like modern battle cruisers, its slender fuselage had a slightly hexagonal cross section, tapered forward to a narrow point, offering minimal targeting profiles for enemy beam weapons. While not technically a military vessel, the Sun Wolf was equipped with the most updated weapons systems and had superior shielding capabilities. The ship was, in truth, a top-of-the-line warship in disguise, a wolf in sheep’s clothing.




    But the Sun Wolf had one extraordinary feature that set it apart from every other voidship: the zero-point drive. In 2218, the ship had been fitted with Elgin Woo’s revolutionary drive system, the ZPD for short. It had been installed in secret at Woo’s clandestine research mecca, the Cauldron, with minimal alteration of the Sun Wolf’s outside appearance. The zero-point drive effectively eliminated the zero-point energy field of space—the quantum equivalent of inertia—directly in front of and around the ship. That allowed an initial pulse from its conventional antimatter drive to “accelerate” the ship instantly from standstill to any fraction of light speed, up to 92 percent. Eliminating inertia also meant eliminating the forces of acceleration that would otherwise crush the crew to a bloody pulp and tear the ship apart. The reverse process was used to bring the ship to a dead stop, instantaneously, at its destination.




    Woo’s ingenious creation had never been duplicated, and, much to the consternation of military and commercial sectors, he had yet to grant the use of his confoundingly esoteric technology for any other voidship. The only other ZPD in existence was the original prototype that powered Woo’s own space yacht, the Starhawk.




    The shuttle pilot expertly matched airlocks with the Sun Wolf. Aiden thanked him, and he and Silva boarded. While they made their way to the bridge, the shuttle disengaged, moved to the Sun Wolf’s cargo bay, and proceeded to transfer their cargo with robotic haulers.




    Aiden entered the bridge to find his crew already at their stations preparing for the first of several voidjumps ahead. He’d been fortunate to keep his original crew largely intact since the Sun Wolf was first commissioned, with only two exceptions, one being his new XO, Miguel Silva. Pressure on the Alliance to build more warships and train new crews kept ship personnel in constant flux. Voidship crewpersons with the most experience were frequently transferred to new ships to help train others in their areas of expertise.




    But the Sun Wolf had been spared that disruption. The Admiralty had wisely recognized the singular value of the Sun Wolf functioning at peak efficiency. That meant keeping its original crew intact, with its long record of success, under the leadership of its most competent—if annoyingly independent—captain.




    Aiden nodded a silent greeting to all, then sat at the command chair, situated at the center of the cabin’s circular area. Unlike the romanticized spaceships in popular sci-fi dramas, the Sun Wolf’s command bridge was buried deep inside the ship’s body, heavily shielded against both enemy weaponry and the intense gamma radiation from its antimatter drive when engaged for in-system maneuvering. No physical windows looking out into space, everything outside seen only through sensor telemetry. The large forward screen, occupying nearly 60 degrees of the bridge’s circular bulkhead, displayed virtual feeds from dozens of external sensors.




    Three operational stations were situated directly in front of the command chair. To his right was Comm/Scan station, occupied by Lilly Alvarez, who was busy transmitting launch data to Luna Flight Control. Alvarez was among the rare and dwindling number of professional spacers who were Earthborn. She came from a family with old roots in Oviedo, Spain, a subtle Castilian accent still gracing her speech. Her narrow face was accented by high cheekbones and framed by long, dark hair braided loosely past her shoulders. She glanced back at Aiden briefly as he settled into the command chair. Her large, deep-brown eyes—oversized for such a small, fine-boned face—telegraphed a silent welcome.




    Helm station was located directly in front of the command chair. Licensed Pilot Lista Abahem reclined in the pilot’s couch, silent and serenely entranced, preparing herself mentally for the psychic dislocation of the impending voidjump. Like all graduates of the Intersystem Pilots Agency, Abahem rarely interacted socially with anyone outside the cloistered, all-female Kinship of Pilots. She was tall, fine-boned and willowy, with a gaunt appearance that could easily be mistaken for anorexia were it not so common among pilots. Her eyes were an unusual shade of green, her skin pale but aglow with a healthy tone. Like all pilots, her head was kept perfectly hairless to facilitate neurolinkage with the ship’s AI through her neurolink cap.




    Tactical station was on Aiden’s left, the domain of Lieutenant William (Billy) Hotah, Weapons Systems Officer, whose eyes were glued to the tactical screen occupying the entire width of his console. Hotah was an intense young man, 28 years old, and of Lakota descent. Before his posting on the Sun Wolf, he’d served aboard the SS Endeavor, the Service’s flagship. Hotah had seen considerable combat action in the Battle of Chara, a pre-Alliance conflict between UED and ARM forces in 2217. He was credited with several crucial kills against ARM Militia warships, a tactical feat now documented in Service Academy textbooks. A red speckled band was tattooed across his face, extending from ear to ear, passing over the bridge of his nose. It gave him a feral look that belied his razor-sharp intelligence. Aiden had lost count of the many times he’d been deeply grateful that he and Billy Hotah were on the same side.




    Medical/Life Support station was situated to Aiden’s right against the bulkhead directly across from him. Medical Officer Dr. Sudha Devi had just finished her safety check of the ship’s life-support system. She swiveled away from her console to face Aiden with a subtle smile and warm brown eyes that conveyed humor mixed with unsettling perceptiveness. At age 58, she was the oldest member of the crew. A solidly built woman from a long line of New Delhi physicians, her dark hair fell in waves to her shoulders, a long streak of gray running through it on one side. She had graduated from Luna U Medical Center, summa cum laude, and had been a practicing physician for nearly 25 years before her posting on the Sun Wolf.




    To Aiden’s immediate left, Commander Silva sat blank-faced at Ops station, the only crew member apparently unexcited about their upcoming mission to six different star systems, scores of light-years away.




    The Drive Systems station was situated just beyond Ops, against the left bulkhead. It was occupied by the newest member of the crew, Drive Systems Engineer, Lieutenant Samuel Assan. He was tall, athletic, in his mid-thirties, with dark brown skin, a smooth-shaved head, and an infectious smile. Born on Luna after his parents had relocated from Ghana, New Africa, Assan had a PhD in engineering from Luna U and had moved up quickly to a posting aboard the SS Endeavor. He became a member of the Sun Wolf’s crew after the ship’s original Drive Systems Engineer, Zachary Dalton, was tapped to head up the Alliance’s Propulsion Research team. Other than Dalton and Elgin Woo himself, no one knew more about the ZPD and its potential applications. Assan’s openness and optimism had proven to be an excellent fit for the Sun Wolf’s crew.




    The Data Systems station, present on all other voidships, no longer existed on the Sun Wolf. Hutton, the ship’s AI, was now so well integrated into the ship’s systems that a dedicated data officer was superfluous. In truth, Hutton could run the whole ship by himself, if needed. Unlike any other Omicron-3 AI, Hutton’s personality had been created and nurtured by Aiden himself, to the point where—for better or worse—the two had become each other’s alter ego.




    Aiden addressed the crew. “We’ve got a full schedule of deliveries out in Astrocell Beta. Six different star systems and ten separate destinations in all. I’ve posted a detailed itinerary on your personal compads. Our cargo hold is full. Our first stop was scheduled for the HD 4308 system where we have three stops to offload the greatest bulk of our cargo. But I’m making a minor change. Our first stop will now be the Shénmì Station, at HD 10180.”




    He looked around, saw several knowing smiles, and raised his hand in defense. “Okay, I know. You all think that just because my wife is there and I haven’t seen her in over four months, that’s why I’ve made the switch. Well, I admit, you’re partially right about that. But it’s also because the station’s Allied Mapping Project desperately needs the new eight-meter mirror we’re bringing for their infrared telescope. You all know how important their work is, astrometric mapping of all the stars out in Beta. We can’t jump to any of those stars without the precise data that they’re generating.




    “But yes, while we’re offloading that mirror, I’ll be spending a few hours with Skye. You’re welcome to debark and spend that time on the station, but we will still follow protocol to leave at least two crew members aboard. That assignment will be up to you.”




    “Oh, good,” Devi said with a straight face. “I hear the new cuisine at the station’s cafeteria is exquisite.”




    Samuel Assan, who was still learning to decipher Devi’s dry wit, said, “Really? Wow. Finally, some decent chow.”




    The rest of the crew looked at him, grinning for a moment before they burst out laughing. Except Silva, of course, who looked sour as ever. Alvarez said, “No, not really, Samuel. Shénmì Station is known for its particularly boring meals. They really need a new chef out there.”




    Assan shook his head but couldn’t suppress a smile. “You guys are always messing with me. I’ll get you back for this.”




    “All right, everyone,” Aiden said. “Resume stations. It’s a two-hour hop to V-Prime.”




    V-Prime, short for Voidoid Prime, was the Solar System’s voidoid, the system’s jump portal into the rest of Astrocell Alpha, previously known as Bound Space. V-Prime was 13 AU away, nearly two billion kilometers. At 92 percent light speed, that was a two-hour trip in realtime, but only 46 minutes of dilated shipboard time.




    Aiden leaned back into the command chair, satisfied that he’d successfully explained away the switch in itinerary. What he’d said about AMP’s replacement mirror was true enough, but his true agenda now was meeting with Skye before doing anything else.




    “Helm,” Aiden said, “move us out to five thousand kilometers.”




    The ZPD was best engaged when far removed from any significant gravitational fields, in this case, Luna’s gravity well. The ship used its auxiliary antimatter drive to cover the distance. When it was in position, Aiden gave the command. “Helm, on to V-Prime, maximum ZPD.”




    Pilot Abahem gave a thumbs-up and tapped her virtual board. The ship’s huge EM generators—the muscle of the zero-point drive—kicked in to cast a powerful control field in front of the Sun Wolf, pushing the zero-point field of space away from the bow of the ship, creating a ship-sized pathway lying directly ahead. A split second later, the ship’s antimatter drive burst into action with a one-second pulse. Within nine seconds, the Sun Wolf had “accelerated” to 91.9 percent light speed and held steady at that velocity. The only sensation Aiden experienced was a slight sinking feeling in his gut, but no G-forces. And now they were zipping along at 275,210 kilometers per second, the physics of inertia temporarily suspended.
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    Even though Aiden had experienced it hundreds of times before, the visual effects of travelling at relativistic velocities never ceased to amaze him, and he’d established a tradition of running live feed from the ship’s external optical sensors on the main screen during ZPD transit.




    Counterintuitively, stars did not stream by on the outside like snowflakes past a moving vehicle. Instead, the star field in front of them collapsed into a condensed dome of blue-white dots dead ahead, surrounded by a periphery of black nothingness that was bent inward on all sides, giving the impression of tunnel vision. A smaller screen displayed the rearward view, where only a scattering of extremely redshifted stars appeared directly behind them. The rest of it looked like a vast empty hole.




    The Sun Wolf pulled out of ZPD into realspace just 46 minutes later, shipboard time, and began its approach to Friendship Station from one thousand kilometers out. Friendship Station had been constructed in 2170, one year after humanity had stumbled upon that mysterious quantum phenomenon now called Voidoid Prime sitting nearly 13 AU due north of Sol. The station was positioned adjacent to the voidoid’s space-time horizon and served as a traffic control center and communications relay point. It had acquired its name, Friendship Station, in the spirit of cooperation engendered by the Ganymede Pact, cosigned by the UED and ARM, which mandated free access to Voidoid Prime “for all mankind.” It guaranteed freedom to voidjump anywhere within the 36-light-year radius of Astrocell Alpha. On paper at least.




    As the Sun Wolf approached, Station Control hailed them. Control had been notified of the Sun Wolf’s imminent arrival, of course, but its personnel always seemed surprised by the way the ship arrived. From their point of view, the Sun Wolf had materialized out of nowhere. No sign of its approach would be detected by their considerable array of sensors, nothing to indicate the Sun Wolf even existed until it appeared moments ago, 1,000 kilometers out.




    Aiden requested clearance for the Alpha-2 Hydri system, a mere formality at this point since the Sun Wolf’s transit had already been cleared at the highest levels. After checking registration information for the ship and its Licensed Pilot, the Control officer confirmed that their entrance corridor was clear and said, “Have a good trip, Captain.”




    Aiden watched Pilot Abahem enter the commands to bring the ship into position 500 kilometers from the voidoid and align it with the entrance coordinates. From there, a 2 G burn would boost the ship into the voidoid with an entrance velocity of around 4.5 km/sec. The Sun Wolf could easily manage an entry velocity over ten times higher than that. But because a ship always popped out the other side travelling at the same velocity it had upon entry, Aiden opted for an exit that would allow more practical comms with the two Alliance warships stationed there. He wanted to touch bases with both captains and to send an encrypted message across the system to Gateway Station before engaging the ZPD.




    With the ship in position, Abahem donned her linkage cap, a pale translucent thing that always gave Aiden the impression of being alive. Which it was in some sense, being inhabited by a horde of nanobots, micro-AIs working in concert to establish a seamless link between the pilot’s brain and the ship’s Omicron AI. It took about one minute for the link to complete, then Abahem signaled her readiness with a thumbs-up.




    Aiden said, “Proceed.”




    The Sun Wolf’s antimatter drive kicked in at 2 Gs. A sudden ultralow rumble filled the bridge, accompanied by a barely perceptible sensation of lateral G-forces along the axis of thrust just before the ship’s inertial compensators kicked in. Inertial compensation not only negated the G-forces the crew would normally experience, but it also allowed the ship’s decks to lie parallel to the axis of thrust, while the G-transducer provided a constant “downward” force of 1 G at deck surfaces. Laymen called it “artificial gravity.” Spacers called it essential to life working the Deep years on end.




    All eyes focused on the forward-facing main screen. Like all voidoids, V-Prime was 18.2 kilometers in diameter, give or take a few hundred meters. And, like all voidoids, its surface shifted visible light into the X-ray range, making V-Prime virtually invisible, marked only by the absence of background stars. To the naked eye, it looked like a big black circle of nothingness seen from any angle and perfectly opaque. The ship’s navigational sensors had to rely on high-energy X-ray pulses to lock on to its position to calculate precise jump parameters.




    Aiden glanced around at his crew. Outwardly, they looked calm, even bored. But he knew it was mostly an act. Even the most experienced spacers never felt comfortable approaching a voidoid, and Aiden was no exception. It was such a thoroughly exotic entity, so beyond the ordinary, and too much like a spooky dream of death waiting to swallow the dreamer.




    Hutton’s soothing, disembodied voice filled the bridge. “Voidjump in 30 seconds.”




    The crew watched as the eerie emptiness of the voidoid rapidly filled the main screen, blotting out the star field. The Sun Wolf sped toward it, aimed directly into its gaping maw, into the abyss. At the very instant the tip of the ship’s forwardmost sensor wand penetrated the voidoid’s space-time horizon, the entire mass of the ship disappeared into it.




    




    As he often did at the instant of a voidjump, Aiden sat back and closed his eyes for the perceived split second it took for the jump. Only this time, when he opened his eyes again, it seemed the void­jump was still in progress. And standing before him in a gauzy, shimmering light was none other than Elgin Woo. He was smiling at him from ear to ear.




    Woo looked the same as the last time Aiden had seen him, over five years ago. An unusually tall and thin Asian man in his mid-sixties, his head was shaved bald as a cue ball. His long gray mustache was braided meticulously at each end and dangled below his chin on either side of his perpetually smiling mouth. He seemed to be wearing a 19th-century British military coat, red with two parallel rows of buttons running down the front.




    Typical Elgin. Ever the trickster.




    Woo appeared to be speaking to him, emphasizing his words with animated hand gestures, but Aiden heard no sound coming from his lips. A moment later, Elgin Woo was gone. The sight of the ship’s bridge reemerged into Aiden’s field of vision. The Sun Wolf had just popped out of the voidoid into the Alpha-2 Hydri system, 36 light-years from Sol.




    Aiden sat for a moment, attempting to center himself. He looked around the bridge. No one else seemed to have experienced anything unusual about the jump. Was he going mad? Hallucinating? He wasn’t taking Continuum anymore—he’d beaten that drug habit years ago—so it couldn’t be that. But then, ever since his otherworldly encounter with the Rete on Silvanus, he’d developed a disturbingly intimate relationship with dreamtime, an alluring siren knocking on the door of his consciousness at unexpected times. There was another world, but it was in this one, and he often found himself standing astride both with one foot planted in each.
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