- ; : N o |
— > @ _ - v __

A Journey Beyond the Stars

< AETHEL GARD w4 ¥~

B -;'ls

BY JONATHAN ReEED

The Aurora Gateway

An Expanded Short Story from The Naran Odyssey

On a dying world, two leaders must decide whether former enemies can become the architects of survival



Nara was dying in measurable increments. The star still bathed its surface in steady golden light, the oceans
still held liquid water, and the atmosphere remained breathable. But the magnetic shield that had once wrapped
the planet like a second skin was thinning. Storms arrived with new ferocity. The soil in the old agricultural
basins grew thinner each season, and the aquifers that had sustained cities for generations were dropping
faster than anyone had projected. The people who lived there measured the decline in crop yields, in failing
wells, in the rising price of every essential. What had once felt like permanence had become a countdown.

The humans on Nara — whether their ancestors had crossed the stars generations earlier or had, according to
older stories, risen from the planet’s own deep past — had built a civilization that once seemed capable of
lasting. They had cities, farms, industries, and the quiet confidence that comes from having solved yesterday’s
problems. Now those same systems were turning against them. The delicate balance that had allowed life to
flourish was tipping, and the tipping was accelerating.

Two groups claimed the authority to decide what came next.

The Council met in the old capital, where stone halls still smelled of ink and colder calculations. Dr. Zephyr led
them. He had trained as an engineer and physicist before governance claimed every capable mind. He spoke
of limits without ornament. The planet could no longer support the old rates of extraction and growth. Order had
to be restored first — centralized allocation of what remained, measured steps, honest accounting of what was
left. He did not promise rescue. He promised that without discipline the end would arrive faster and uglier than
anyone wanted to calculate. His authority rested on competence rather than charisma. People listened because
the numbers he presented were difficult to refute.

Dr. Zephyr

The Wayfarers gathered wherever their current work took them — highland observatories, half-finished
shipyards, labs carved into volcanic vents. Dr. Vega spoke for them. She had come through astrobiology and
aerospace engineering with the same technical grounding as Zephyr, but she treated the crisis as a failure of



imagination rather than control. Somewhere in the dark between stars were worlds that could still sustain life.
The task was not to divide what remained more carefully. The task was to leave before the air itself failed. Her
authority rested on a different



kind of credibility: she had led expeditions that returned with data no one else had brought back, and she spoke
of the unknown with the calm certainty of someone who had already walked into it and returned.

Dr. Vega

The two groups had once shared research programs and joint expeditions. That cooperation ended when every
allocation became a zero-sum fight. The Council saw the Wayfarers’ talk of exodus as abandonment of those
who could not leave. The Wayfarers saw the Council’s focus on rationing as slow surrender dressed as
prudence. Arguments hardened into accusations. Accusations hardened into open conflict. The civil war did not
last long by the measure of history, but it lasted long enough to consume irreplaceable fuel, metals, and skilled
hands. It left both factions weaker and the planet poorer. When the fighting stopped, it was not because either
side had won. It stopped because the larger arithmetic had become impossible to deny. Nara would not last
another generation at the present rate of loss. The only remaining question was whether the survivors would die
here together or try to carry something of their civilization elsewhere.



The cost of continuing the fight

Zephyr and Vega met in a neutral orbital station above the equator. The room was plain, the filtered air thin.
Neither pretended the past could be erased. Zephyr still believed any viable future required coordinated
governance and honest limits. Vega still believed that remaining bound to a single failing world was the greater
risk. They disagreed on method and on the proper weight of caution versus speed. What they now shared was
the knowledge that continuing the fight would finish what the planet had begun.

They agreed on a joint project. The Wayfarers would bring exploratory drive and willingness to test unproven
physics. The Council would bring institutional memory, data on constraints, and the discipline needed to scale a

speculative technology into something that could move populations rather than small crews. The result was the
Aurora Gateway.



The Aurora Gateway

The device rested on two elements studied separately for decades. Exotic matter — whose negative energy
density could hold open a traversable throat in spacetime — supplied the structure. Neural displacement
supplied the method: a traveler’s neural patterns were mapped and transmitted through the throat while the
physical body followed in a stabilized state. The combination allowed effective faster-than-light passage without
subjecting living tissue to conventional acceleration stresses. The risks were real. The containment of exotic
matter required tolerances measured in fractions of a millimeter. The neural mapping had to account for the fact
that consciousness is not a simple data stream; it is entangled with the body in ways that remain only partially
understood. A failed transit could mean death or something worse — a mind scattered across light-years. Both
leaders insisted on rigorous testing protocols and joint oversight. The work advanced under continuous review
by representatives of both factions. Compromises were negotiated daily on timelines, acceptable risk, and how
much of the remaining industrial base could be diverted from immediate survival needs.

When the first stable wormhole opened and held, the test crew returned with data from a system three hundred
light-years distant. The target planet lay inside its star’s habitable zone. It carried liquid surface water and an
atmosphere that did not immediately destroy the instruments. It was not paradise. It was a chance. The data
was imperfect — surface gravity slightly higher than Nara’s, seasonal extremes more pronounced, native life
whose biochemistry would require careful study. But it was breathable air, liquid water, and a star that would not
burn out for billions of years. For a people facing extinction on a dying world, it was enough.



First arrival on the new world

The people chosen to travel first were selected for the skills needed to assess the new world and prepare it for
those who would follow. Scientists, engineers, medical personnel, and a small security contingent. They
underwent the neural mapping process with full awareness of the risks. The technology itself did not decide
who lived or died. It only changed the scale on which the old questions of cooperation and limits would have to
be answered again. The first transit was tense. The exotic matter containment held. The neural displacement
worked within expected parameters. The crew emerged on the far side disoriented but intact. They stepped
onto alien soil under an alien sky and began the work of turning a chance into a future.

Nara's story did not end with the opening of the Gateway. It simply moved to a larger stage. The same tensions
that had nearly destroyed the planet — between order and exploration, between what could be measured and
what had to be risked — traveled with the first crews. The difference was that now the cost of failure was
measured in light-years instead of seasons. With hope as their only reliable instrument, they crossed into the
dark carrying the fragile knowledge that even the bitterest rivals can choose, for a time, to build something
together. The work ahead would test that choice repeatedly. New worlds bring new problems. Old divisions do
not vanish simply because the scenery has changed. But for the first time in a long time, the people of Nara had
something they had almost lost: a future that was not already written.
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