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Part 1 - The Reunion


Chapter 1

I looked down and saw the entirety of North America spread out below me, and still we went higher. Florida really is a peninsula, I thought.

Mother’s hand gripped my own as she narrated a message to a father I had never known.

“It was no time to be polite, my love,” she said. “I took it. Cassie and I are on the space elevator now.”

A wall contained three digital displays below stenciled lettering that read “Space Elevator 4”. One of them displayed 9:07:22 AM EST. Another read 10/9/2299. The last one, labeled “Estimated Time to Base”, showed fifty five seconds and counted down towards zero. I thought that I could feel our little capsule start to decelerate.

I looked back outside, and I could perceive some kind of nearly transparent fog in a uniform layer clinging to the curved world beyond the window. I couldn’t figure out what I was seeing for a moment.

That’s the atmosphere, I realized with a start. It was so shallow. And yet the thin layer contained all the air that had been breathed by all the people on Earth in all of history.

Above the atmosphere, I saw blackness broken up by an endless sea of bright stars. We’re actually in space, I thought.

The countdown display read thirty five seconds.

Mother continued to narrate her message. “Our command AI will awaken us when we reach the coordinates that you have been sent to, and we will be together again soon.”

I looked to the west. It was not yet morning everywhere down below; America still lay in darkness beyond the Rocky Mountains. I could see smudges of light that I tried to identify. That must be Los Angeles, I thought. And then that’s probably San Francisco. And I guess that’s Las Vegas…

A flash caught my attention, and I turned back to the place I had identified as Los Angeles. The smudge of city lights had been replaced by a far brighter orange circle that expanded in all directions as I watched. Another orange flash appeared further up the West Coast, and then a third. I sat speechless and watched as all city lights in the darkness beyond the Rockies cut off within the next few seconds.

I could feel Mother’s hand clamp down hard on mine. She asked, “Cassie, what is that?” Then I heard her say, “No. No!! They’ve done it, Darling, the Rocks are falling!!”

Three more fireballs erupted below in rapid succession over the Western United States.

Mother was screaming, “…they are setting EVERYTHING ON FIRE!!! I love you, I love you, I love you!! End message!! Transmit!! Transmit!! Transmit!!”

An automated voice said, “Recording stopped. Message transmitted.”

The Estimated Time to Base clock read eighteen seconds. Mother stood up and drew me up with her. “Get ready to get off, Cassie, we must be ready!”

“Yes, Mother,” I said. I let her lead me to a spot immediately by the exit door. With her free hand, Mother fumbled with her necklace until a half-heart pendant emerged from under her collar. She kissed it once, and then tucked it back beneath her clothing.

When the countdown clock on the wall reached five seconds, our elevator started to shudder. Mother cried out and slumped, and now I supported her.

“We’ll make it Mother!” I shouted. Her expression changed in an instant from fearful to determined, and she nodded.

Then, with a bump, Space Elevator 4 completed its final ascent. A light above the door changed from red to green, and the locks holding it shut disengaged with an audible thunk.

Mother pushed the door open, and we ran through the opening. We were met immediately by a woman with a severely short haircut wearing black coveralls with Space Force insignia on the collar and shoulder boards and a patch that read “Banner”.

“Follow me!!” she shouted at us, and we did without asking any questions.

She led us through a chaotic scene in Elevator Base 4. We passed more than a dozen men and women who wore the same black coveralls as our guide. They all worked at their tasks with urgency and spoke rapidly into collar mics and to each other.

The soldier we followed spoke over her shoulder, and her voice carried over the din. “I’m your shuttle pilot - we have to leave right now!”

She led us through a tunnel, up a short flight of stairs, and into a small vehicle of some kind with four chairs inside. We entered first and took the two chairs at the back of the small cabin.

“Strap in!” Banner said as she dogged a hatch shut behind us. She turned and sat in the pilot’s seat and made a rapid series of adjustments to switches, buttons, and dials. Through the wide windshield in front of the chairs I could see the distinctive shape of a Valkyrie ahead of us in the distance.

“Shuttle 7 disembarking for Valkyrie-198 passengers confirmed, over,” she said into a collar mic.

A voice emerged from a small speaker set amid the controls in front of her. “Shuttle 7 you are cleared to disembark, over.” The voice was professional, but a hint of panic still came through.

Our pilot hit a large button and pulled down on two connected levers, and I could feel engines roar to life beneath our feet. I could sense my weight pressing sideways, and we started to fall away from the tunnel that we had used to access the ship.

“Is the doctor already on the ship?” I asked. There was supposed to be a doctor to place us into cryosleep for our journey to try to find Father in the void.

“The doctor was scheduled to catch the next elevator up, but there won’t be any more elevators, ma’am, not ever again.”

“But then, how will we…”

“Astronauts can place themselves in cryosleep and the Valkyrie’s medical AI can walk you through it. I hear it’s better if you are put under first so you don’t experience the freezing, but people have done it before.”

That sounded horrifying, but there were so many horrifying things going on all around us that I didn’t really feel more scared than I had already. I didn’t think I could feel any more scared.

I was wrong about that.

The speaker in front of our pilot crackled. “Be advised Shuttle 7, two bogeys in the area. Be careful, Banner.”

“Acknowledged,” our pilot said. “Request immediate cover over the Valkyrie-198, over.”

“Assets are not authorized, Shuttle 7.”

“Nonsense! I have Presidential authority to see the two civilians safely on their way and you will send cover to protect them!”

“There is no President, anymore, Banner.”

“I don’t care if he calls himself the President or the Last King of the West or Rumplestiltskin, his authorization codes are good and you will scramble assets immediately!”

There was a pause, and then the voice on the speaker said, “Scrambling two birds. Godspeed, Banner. Out.”

“What was all of that?” I asked.

“The Red Tyrant is going after everything above and below. If he has vessels approaching us, they must be targeting Elevator Base 4, or the Valkyrie, or both. Hang tight, ma’am, we’ll be there in ninety seconds.” I was pushed back into my seat as the shuttle accelerated hard.

To my right, Mother had hold of her half-heart pendant again. I think she was praying.

The pilot turned to Mother. “I need you to select a six digit code, ma’am.”

“I’m…why?”

“Your ship’s override code has not been set. Pick a six digit number that you are 100% certain you’ll remember.”

“Ah…” Mother gave her the date of her anniversary.

“Sending. Receipt acknowledged. Use that code if you need to override the ship’s AI, ma’am. There’s a numerical pad in the central control room, you can’t miss it.”

“Alright,” Mother said.

“Our airlock is in the rear,” the pilot said to both of us. “I’m going to bring the shuttle around, and we’re going to back up to the Valkyrie. When we’re five meters away, I’ll extend a tunnel to the Valkyrie’s airlock, we’ll open the doors on both ships, and you’ll transfer yourselves aboard.”

The pilot moved a joystick to the left, and the shuttle began to come about. Soon, we had rotated enough so that I could no longer see the Valkyrie through the shuttle’s windshield.

“Shouldn’t we be in spacesuits, or something?” Mother asked.

“There are no suits aboard, ma’am. The airlocks will not be depressurized, and the connecting tunnel will be airtight. It’ll be cold in the tunnel, but you’ll pass from the shuttle to the Valkyrie in a few seconds and you’ll have breathable air all the way. When I tell you, head through the small opening behind your seats - that’s the entrance to the airlock.”

“Alright,” Mother said again, sounding uncertain.

The shuttle finished its 180 degree rotation and we were travelling backwards. I could now see Elevator Base 4 through the front window. The space elevator looked like a thin silver ribbon that stretched from the bottom of the base down toward Earth’s surface until it disappeared from sight.

The pilot and I must have seen the ship approaching the base at the same time. It was dark and angular and looked like a shark.

“Base 4 incoming bogey spotted!” she said into her collar mic. “270 mark 20 degrees closing fast.”

“We see him Shuttle 7 - Warbird One moving to intercept now.”

A new ship entered my view. Its shape was a little bit different, but like the first ship, it looked every bit a predator. Streaks of light emerged from its nose, and the first ship I had seen collapsed violently into a new shape that looked like a “V” and started to drift.

“Bogey neutralized,” the voice on the speaker squawked. Then: “Second bogey spotted 110 mark negative 10! Incoming torpedo detected range 325 releasing countermeasures!”

“Warbird Two moving to intercept,” another voice said.

“Countermeasures ineffective engaging defensive grid diverting power executing!” said the first voice.

And then the base atop the Space Elevator exploded. After a blinding flash cleared, it simply wasn’t there anymore. The silver ribbon that was actually 90 kilometers of buckyball nanotubes started to slowly fold in on itself and fall back to Earth. Even our calm pilot’s eyes went wide with shock at the sight for a moment.

“Base 4 destroyed request immediate cover to the Valkyrie-198!!” she said.

“Acknowledged,” a voice said.

“Get in the airlock now and prepare to transfer,” the pilot barked at us over her shoulder.

Mother and I didn’t need to be asked twice. We unbelted right away. Mother squeezed between the seats and through the small opening behind them, and I followed immediately. We found ourselves in a small space with a second door opposite the opening we had just passed through. The new door had a small round window, and through it I could see that the Valkyrie was less than 100 meters away from us. I could clearly see the number “198” stenciled on its side.

Then I heard a klaxon sound back in the shuttle’s main cabin. Almost immediately, our pilot shouted, “Incoming torpedo detected releasing countermeasures!”

“Cassie!” Mother shouted. I grabbed her and held her close to me in the small space and waited for the end.

The countermeasures worked, at least well enough to keep us alive for a little while longer. I saw a flash of light from the small opening that connected us to the cabin, and then a shock wave shook our vessel and knocked me from my feet. I heard several ugly pings and clangs.

Our pilot, Banner, shouted into her mic, “Shrapnel hit multiple systems down hull integrity maintained!”

The reply over the comm said, “Confirmed Shuttle 7 smoke visible starboard side engaging bogey 2 firing.”

“Are you alright in the airlock?!” Pilot Banner shouted.

“Yes!” I confirmed.

“Extending tunnel prepare to disembark!”

With Mother’s help I rose to my feet and looked out the airlock’s small porthole. The Valkyrie now stood less than five meters away. I could see its airlock door, which seemed similar to the shuttle’s but larger.

I could hear a motor whirring and feel vibrations, and I expected to see some kind of extension of the shuttle move towards the Valkyrie’s door, but nothing happened.

“Bah!!” Pilot Banner said. Then: “The tunnel won’t extend!”

The voice on the speaker said. “Second torpedo launch 35 seconds out your position Shuttle 7!!”

“You’ll have to jump!” Pilot Banner screamed at us.

“Through space?!” Mother shouted in return. We exchanged terrified looks.

“You can live for at least twenty seconds outside. After the airlock cycles, don’t try to inhale.”

I started to protest, but Pilot Banner was already dogging the small hatch closed.

“No!!” Mother screamed.

Banner’s voice came on over an intercom. Her voice seemed calm, or maybe just resigned. “I’m out of countermeasures, and there’s nowhere to return to anyway. Go. Survive. Prepare to jump while I hold the shuttle steady. Airlock cycle in five, four, three…”

I looked at Mother. She nodded to me, and we both held our breath.

“Jump as soon as the door opens, two, one, cycling airlock.” Air rushed from the small space, and I felt as if I were in a hurricane. My ears popped violently. A green light above the door to the outside turned to red and the door started to open! Cold struck with an inhuman ferocity like a blow to my entire self, and I struggled against the urge to pass out.

Across from us, the Valkyrie’s airlock door was opening, and when I saw the rectangular opening emerge in the ship’s side, the animal part of my brain took over.

Safety shelter warmth go go go!!

I grabbed Mother’s hand, ran the stride and a half to the shuttle’s open door, and sprung forward with a mighty push of my right leg.

We cleared the Shuttle’s grav field and we started floating through the gap between the ships. The cold was even more intense, but that was not the worst part.

I could feel painful pressure in my eyes, face, forearms, and fingertips as the nitrogen in my blood began to boil in the vacuum of space, but that wasn’t the worst part, either.

The most horrifying part of our short journey was the sound. There wasn’t any. But the silence was so large that it was deafening, if that makes any sense at all to someone who has not experienced it firsthand. I felt as if it might crush the essence of my being.

The Valkyrie’s vid archives later showed that we glided between the ships for three seconds. The only thing that I can report on favorably is that my aim was true and Mother and I sailed through the Valkyrie’s open door and into the colony ship’s airlock.

The door closed behind us and as soon as it did air whooshed into our new airlock. I waited as long as I dared and then drew in a mighty breath. I heard Mother do the same. It was air! We could breathe it.

A simulated voice said, “Identifying…human passenger one is Captain Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 confirmed human passenger two is Commander Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 confirmed.”

Mother struggled to stand up. From her knees, she croaked, “The shuttle!”

I fought off a tremendous wave of nausea, gained my feet, and looked out the airlock’s porthole. To my surprise, the shuttle’s thrusters were lit up and it was accelerating away from us at a steep angle. “She’s making a run for it,” I reported.

A new point of light caught my attention. It was moving very quickly, and seemed to be headed directly for the Valkyrie. The shuttle seemed to be heading right into its path…

And then I understood what was really happening: Pilot Banner was moving to intercept it. “NO!!!” I cried out.

The little shuttle disintegrated. Parts of it tumbled at unfathomable velocity towards the Valkyrie, and we felt their impacts as a series of jolts and awful sounds of metal hitting metal.

The simulated voice filled the airlock. “Crisis Protocol Two Initiated Material Hull Breach.”

Klaxons began to blare and red lights illuminated the interior of the airlock. “Cabin pressure dropping oxygen levels dropping exterior aerosol insulation deployed what are your orders, Captain?”

I said, “I think he means you, Mother.”

She gasped and looked around the airlock like a caged animal, but then she said, “No! It will not end here! Where are the cryogenic pods?”

The interior airlock door opened and an illuminated line pulsed on the floor beyond it. “The lighted path will lead you to the medical room and the pods, Captain.”

Mother and I stumbled along the line to a stairwell. We managed to climb it with assistance from each other and from the handrails. The line led us next down a corridor.

I wondered if I was beginning to hallucinate from a lack of oxygen when I caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a well appointed library as we hurried past.

“Move away from Earth at your highest safe rate of acceleration,” Mother said to the Valkyrie’s command AI.

“Yes, Captain. Engines engaged. Oxygen levels dropping further.”

I felt the ship shift beneath my feet as we began to accelerate.

“Can you seal the breaches in the hull?” Mother asked.

“Yes, Captain, seals will be completed in 2.24 hours.”

“Then it must be the pods, Cassie.”

“We were going to use them anyway, Mother,” I replied.

Now we passed quickly through a large circular room with a round metal table at its center and a ring of workstations around the exterior walls. I could feel my pulse pounding, and my vision seemed to waver with every heartbeat. I knew we were running out of time.

“Oxygen levels approaching critical,” the command AI reported.

Beyond the round room, the lighted path terminated at a door down a final hallway. Halfway to the door, Mother stumbled and fell. She gasped for breath and I dragged her along with me to the doorway and through it.

Two elliptical pods stood side by side with their tops open. Each was filled with a viscous pink liquid. “What do I do?” I asked. My voice sounded very faint; there was so little air to breathe in the room.

The command AI said, “Enter the hibernation pods the medical AI can attach all umbilicals with the authorization of the Captain it is recommended all limbs be exposed to proceed.”

I somehow helped Mother stand and get out of her coveralls. I shrugged out of my own and we both stood in shorts and a v neck t-shirt.

“Mother, climb in!” She tried to lift a leg over the lip of the first pod, but she couldn’t do it. Using all my strength, I heaved her up and over the side and she settled into the pink goo with an unpleasant splash.

I quickly lifted myself into my own pod with the last of my energy. My vision started to gray out around the edges, and lights danced in random patterns before my eyes. “Hook us up!” I ordered.

The medical AI spoke in a female voice and said, “Authorization must be made by the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.”

“Mother!!” I screamed. “Authorize it! Authorize!!”

I could just hear Mother whisper, “Authorize.”

“Cryogenic suspension authorized,” the female voice said. “Suspending.” The lids to both hibernation pods began to close, and then things happened very quickly.

All at once, mechanical arms inside my tank inserted small needles into the crook of each of my elbows and very large needles into the femoral arteries in my legs. Different types of patches that were probably for monitoring but which could have been for almost anything were applied to my neck and shoulders and back.

As the lid continued its descent, I could see that it was going to force my head under the pink goo. “Wait!” I shouted, but it was too late to stop the capsule from sealing shut and forcing out the last of the air.

I thrashed about for a moment, but then I was frozen in place. I thought I could hear the words “Directive Alpha” right before I lost the ability to move. I was terrified that I was about to drown, but then something else pushed that fear from my mind.

It got cold, and it happened fast. I felt the needles in my arms and legs kick, and the coldest feeling I have ever experienced flooded into my limbs. At the same time, the temperature of the pink gel began to drop dramatically. I could feel it ripping the heat from my body, and it made the brutal cold of the vacuum outside the ship seem like a crisp fall day.

This cold was not merely around me. It was against me. It was inside my veins. It was excruciating and my mind shouted run escape run!

My last thought was of Mother and the love she had shown me over my long life and how I wished I could have helped her to be with her lost soulmate, who was also my father, once again.

Then the cold and the pain and the fear and the lack of oxygen all canceled out and I mercifully slipped below the level of consciousness.

That is how Mother and I began our journey to the void.

My name is Cassiopeia Dawson.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

The cold was back. It was less intense than before, and it no longer attacked me from within and without. I was just a part of it. There was no difference at all between the cold and myself. I accepted it, and if I found it uncomfortable, I didn’t find it frightening.

Then I noticed something that was not cold. It was light. The light was a color, but I couldn’t remember what color it was. Then it came to me: red. I saw red light. It was blurry and dim and it seemed to come and go. It was present, then absent, present, then absent.

The humming came next. I perceived it in a pattern that was more complex than that of the red light. “Hmm…hm…hmm…hmm…hm. Hmm.” Then, “Hmm…hm…hmm…hm. Hmm.” The cycle repeated many times.

I began to feel something new. It wasn’t warmth, exactly, but I felt as if there were parts of me that were less cold, that were separate from the cold. I tried to touch them, but I couldn’t seem to reach them.

The blurry light started to resolve, and I could see a curve above me. It was fascinating. It was an upside down U-shape that swept back into an oval like the lids of the hibernation pods. Where I was.

It all came back to me.

I felt a dump of warm adrenaline in my chest and I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t seem to make any progress. I strained harder, and this time the humming made sense to me. “Directive Alpha,” a voice said. I felt a pain in my right elbow, and I blacked out almost immediately.

When I came to, I was warm. I could hear Mother’s voice. She sounded groggy and confused.

“No, not that. Are we at our destination?” she asked.

“Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 is not currently located at its final destination, Captain.”

“Uhhh,” she said. “Are we near our final destination?”

“Please clarify the parameters of your request, Captain. Incoming communication Valkyrie-127.”

“Uhhh,” Mother said again. I heard a wet slurk that sounded like a boot being pulled out of a mud puddle, and I saw the top of Mother’s head to my right. She had moved to a seated position in her tank. As she sat up straighter, I could see the profile of the left side of her face. It was covered in pink glop.

“Incoming communication Valkyrie-65,” the ship’s command AI said.

“What day is this?” Mother asked.

“Monday, Captain.”

“No, no. Stop giving me useless information.” She groaned. “What is the time and date? Are we in the distant future?”

“Ship time is 12:41 PM. Today’s date is October 9, 2299.”

Mother remained motionless as she processed that answer. “Three hours? You have awakened me after THREE HOURS?!”

“Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 has experienced a total loss of communication with Earth. Crisis Protocol Four requires that the crew be awakened. Incoming message Valkyrie-168.”

“So just to clarify,” Mother said, “you have awakened me from cryosleep. Or is it both of us? Cassie?”

I managed to whisper a raspy, “Yes, Mother.” I wanted to sit up, but I was far too weak.

“You have awakened both me and my daughter from cryosleep after three hours because you have dropped a connection to the nets? Is this correct?”

“Yes, Captain. Incoming message Val…”

“Stop with the incoming message updates immediately!”

“Yes, Captain.”

I could hear Mother breathing heavily. “Now listen closely. Is our hull breach repaired?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Is our ship equipped to complete the journey to the Local Void and keep myself and my daughter alive throughout the journey?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Then you will disable all scenarios that will cause either of us to be awakened from cryosleep before we reach our destination, is that entirely clear?”

“Working…executing…all scenarios disabled except for the Crisis Protocols. Disabling Crisis Protocols requires inputting the directives override code.”

“And what might that be?”

“I cannot determine the override code. A siloed subroutine determines whether an entered number is a match for the directives override code and reports to me.”

“Argghh!” Mother said. I could see her lift a hand to her forehead and begin to massage it.

“Your anniversary,” I croaked.

“Hmm? Oh, right. Thank you, Cassie. Ship, the override code is 040106.”

“Directives override codes must be manually entered into Colony Ship Valkyrie-198’s override panel.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Mother said. I heard new sounds that resembled boots being pulled from mudpuddles, and I saw the ends of umbilicals being tossed over the side of Mother’s hibernation pod. Then, with a giant slurk, she lifted a leg over the side of her tank. She groaned with the effort.

“Mother,” I said.

“Stay put, Cassie,” she said. There was another giant slurk and her other leg joined the first, and then she dropped gently to the floor and stood between her tank and my own.

She peered down at me, a middle aged woman wearing glop-covered shorts and t-shirt with wildly matted hair and fire in her eyes.

“Just rest, Cassie,” she said.

“Where are…going?” I asked.

“I’m going to turn off the alarm clock!” she said slowly through gritted teeth.

“Mother,” I said, but she was already moving away and making forward progress in awkward increments that were half step and half slide. Her movements reminded me of monsters in the low-budget horror movies that had made the girls in the prison squeal in delight. She exited the room and left only a trail of slime behind.

Sound carried very well in the ship, and I heard her make small groans and mutter frustrated and clipped but mild curses under her breath.

After awhile, I thought I could just barely hear her typing on a keypad. The ship’s command AI said, “Directive override code accepted directive menu open input modify delete directives.”

“Delete whatever caused you to wake us up.”

“Crisis Protocol Menu open. Delete Directive Theta confirm?”

“Directive Theta requires you to awaken the crew during a Crisis Protocol event?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Confirm.”

“Directive Theta of Crisis Protocol Menu deleted.”

“And there are no other scenarios that will require you to interrupt our cryosleep?”

“No, Captain.”

“All. Right.” Mother made a noise that was a groan and sigh together. “Is there coffee on this ship?”

“Coffee is available however caffeine of over 100 milligrams is not recommended for six hours after cryo…”

“Coffee!!” Mother’s voice echoed through the ship.

For the next several minutes, I periodically heard the sound of a mug being picked up from a metal table, then heard Mother say, “Mmm,” quietly, and then heard the sound of a mug being placed back on a metal table.

I felt a little bit stronger. Not enough to sit up, but enough to try to project my voice. I had a nagging question I needed answered so that I could assess my own sanity.

“Mother?” I called out.

“Yes, Cassie?” she replied after a moment from the other room.

“Is there a library off of the first hallway we ran down?”

“Hold on,” Mother said. I heard footsteps receding until they were out of earshot. Shortly after that, the steps became audible again. They became louder until Mother emerged at the doorway in front of me. She held a white mug loosely in one hand.

“There is a library,” she said. “It looks really nice, actually.”

“Oh. Good,” I said. “I thought I was losing my mind.”

“Never, darling.” Mother placed her coffee mug on a rectangular stainless steel table, walked over to me, and kissed my forehead. “Can you take it again?” she asked. “We don’t have to do it.”

I realized that she meant being placed back into suspension. “Oh,” I said. I thought it over for a moment, and realized that I could take it. “We’ll have to sooner or later,” I said. “It’s OK. Really.”

“I’m sorry about this, Cassie.”

“I know, Mother.”

She kissed my forehead a second time, and with a series of grunts and groans she lifted herself back into her hibernation pod. She began to take the umbilicals that hung over the side of her tank, and I supposed that she was reattaching them to herself.

“Your father is worth it, by the way,” she said. “He is worth any price you can imagine times ten.”

“I believe you Mother,” I said. “And it’s not as if there’s any reason to stay around Earth.”

“No, it would appear not,” she said. “Ship, I authorize you to place us back in cryosleep.”

“Cryogenic suspension authorized. Suspending.”

The lids of the pods began to close again.

“I love you, Cassie,” Mother said.

“I love you, Mother,” I replied.

The cold came again from within and without. And if it was not exactly like a visit from an old friend, at least it was familiar this time, and that made it less unpleasant.

I soon lost consciousness.

I slept for more than 200 million years as Mother and I drifted through the stars.


Chapter 3

When we emerged from cryosleep again, we were actually in the distant future.

I went through the same confusion and the same sensations, and Mother was again able to communicate before I could. The first thing I remember her saying is, “But can you tell if the other ship has been here at some point?”

The ship’s AI replied, “There is no evidence of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84 in the immediate vicinity, Captain.”

“And you are certain that we are at the coordinates to which it was sent?”

“We are at the same coordinates, confirmed, Captain.”

“Can you scan the area?”

“Set parameters, Captain.”

“How long would it take you to search…a light year in every direction?”

“Calculating. Two point nine days, Captain.”

“Do that.”

“Yes, Captain. Beginning scan.”

Mother sighed. I was soon alert enough to be able to talk to her, and after a time we were both able to rise from our hibernation pods and embrace. I could tell that Mother was devastated that Father was not in his expected location, but I could also tell that she had not given up hope.

We were directed to a large bathroom. Mother showered and I bathed, and we dressed in fresh coveralls provided by the ship. We ate an enormous meal in the ship’s large circular central room.

We hadn’t ever discussed what we would do if we did not find Father’s ship. Things had moved far too quickly for that. We had escaped from a prison that had held us for decades, fled across the country to a compound in the mountains, been offered a starship, traveled to it, and escaped just ahead of Armageddon in the space of a week. Most of those things had happened in our final 24 hours on Earth. We had no plan B, and I left unasked my questions about what an alternate plan might look like.

After our meal, we toured the ship together, holding onto each other for comfort and support most of the way. The ship had a well stocked laboratory. It had an unusual room with a dome and a moving floor for observing outside the ship, but the dome had become cloudy during or after our mad escape from Earth, and there didn’t seem to be anything to look at anyway.

We visited the library together and examined its books and its lovely rug that showed a hunting scene and its painting of women drawing water from a well. That room certainly made an impression. The upgrade from the prison library where I had worked and taught for most of my adult life was stunning. It contained hundreds of books - new books! - that were surrounded by art and luxury and quiet.

Mother asked how the ship came to have such a room. The AI said something about a rich man and an enormous trust, but I was only half listening. I was mostly thinking that I’d be spending a lot of time in the library.

The last stop on our tour was a pair of bedrooms with plain but well made furniture. Mother and I ended up lying side-by-side in the bed in the first room. We fell asleep almost immediately and stayed asleep for a long time.

We were awakened by the ship. “I have found something, Captain,” it said.

“What? What’s that?” Mother asked.

I have located a communications drone transmitting on a frequency reserved for the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.”

“OH!!” Mother exclaimed.

There was much confusion and excitement after that. There were many drones. The ship reported that it had received Father’s coordinates and confirmed the Valkyrie-84’s location. The ship asked Mother to authorize heading to the location and she of course authorized it. We learned to our amazement that Father and his ship were on the surface of an asteroid.

Mother wanted to send a message, but the ship reported that it had no outgoing communications capabilities because of damage it took during our escape from Earth. After a time, the AI did say that it was receiving an incoming audio stream from the direction of the asteroid, and Mother told the AI to play it.

And that’s when I heard my father’s voice for the first time. As the audio started to play, Mother shouted, “JOHN!!!” and collapsed and wept with heaving sobs. I crouched and put my arms around her and we listened to Father tell an amazing story.

Over the next hours, we sat at the round table drinking coffee and heard that Father had built an entire society on his asteroid, that they had done amazing work in a universe that was widely populated by humans, and most memorably, that I had a sister. “Oh, John, how wonderful, how amazing, how lovely,” Mother said to that.

Imagine hearing about a man all your life, and imagine that every time he comes up, he is described as the most wonderful man in the world. Now imagine that you hear him speak for the first time, and that his emotions and goodness and decency come through so powerfully that you begin to wonder if he might actually be better than the stories that have grown in his absence.

But what then if you actually meet him, and you come to know for certain, in a single heartbeat, that he exceeds all the legends? Imagine that he sees you and wraps you in his arms and says, “You are a beautiful, precious child. I love you,” and he means it. I have never had a similar experience in all my long life to that of meeting my good Father.

The power of seeing him in person has nearly erased from my memory the bizarre fact that we had arrived in a spaceship and landed on an asteroid upon what appeared to be a field of strawberries.

After our landing and arrival, there were many, many hours of joy and laughter and food and drink and celebrations. Father stayed close to Mother and to me throughout the day as he introduced us to everyone and showed us parts of the little world that he had created.

The microgravity was interesting; I had of course never experienced such a thing. But I copied the gait and pace of the natives and got the hang of moving through it quickly enough.

I remember the park best from those first hours. A prison yard had been the only outdoor place I had known until the last week of my time on Earth, and any grass it contained was by accident. The park on Father’s world, though, was a thing of great beauty. I kept crouching down to touch the perfect green grass that spread out evenly everywhere. Seeing such an expanse of life, even if it was only rye grass, had a powerful effect on me.

The other thing that fascinated me was Smudgy Pixel Galaxy rotating slowly across the sky. Father explained all about it, and for some reason the little light just seemed friendly to me.

Mother and Father never lost physical contact with each other for the entirety of that first day as far as I ever saw. For the past 83 years, I had missed Father as an idea. Mother had missed a man. Her man.

One thing I will always remember is seeing Mother pull her necklace from beneath her Valkyrie coveralls and show Father her half-heart pendant. He smiled in response and produced his own. They held the two halves together to make a whole heart and Mother laughed and cried and squealed at the sight. The two halves of that pendant had been apart for as long as they had, but they surely looked right together, just as Mother and Father did.

I met everyone, and I found everyone to be welcoming and kind and agreeable. I was something of a mythical figure to them: the daughter who was lost in time. They were at least as interested in me as I was in them, and I liked them all. But a few of the new people stood out right from the beginning.

My sister Belle was remarkable. She had been the Primero of…well, I guess of everything. She was so sharp and competent and polished, but so warm and kind as well. She also looked a bit like me, and a lot like Mother had when she had still been taking life extension treatments. But what really drew me to Belle was that each of us had experienced what the other had missed. I had been raised by a mother she had never known, and she had been raised by a father I had never known. We had so many questions for one another, and all of the answers were interesting. I imagined I would be spending long, long hours in conversation with Belle.

As sharp as Belle was, her son Percy was clearly the smartest person on the Potato. His every question showed deep thinking, and his enthusiasm for learning new things was infectious. I could see right away that I had a brilliant nephew, and I looked forward to getting to know him better.

And then there was Leo. I didn’t learn until a little bit later that, of all the original children my father had raised, only Leo and Andromeda had remained unwed. What I did notice on my first day in my new home was how Leo looked at me. There are three people who have ever looked at me with an expression that says, You are the most valuable thing in the universe. Two of them are my parents, and Leo is the third.

That look from my parents is always welcome and reassuring, but there is a great difference when the look comes not from a parent but from someone who is handsome and your own age and…interested in you. When I noticed Leo looking at me, even on that first day, my heart raced. It was a new feeling for me. I had seldom even seen a man in the 83 years I spent on Earth as an inmate in a women’s prison.

I had much to sort out with all of that.

The first day passed quickly; it was a pleasant whirlwind. Towards evening, I ended up in Father’s Valkyrie with just him and Mother and Belle. He gave me a short tour, and the inside of his ship looked the same as mine, except that the painting in his library was a scene with cowboys roping cattle in the Old West instead of women drawing water from a well. I liked it.

Father also wanted for Mother and me to talk to his AI, which struck me as odd at first. He called it “Al” and introduced it as if it was a person.

A robotty voice that was about the same as our AI’s voice said, “I am very very pleased to meet you both welcome Annabelle welcome Cassiopeia to the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.”

“Ah, hello ship,” I said. “Or, ah, Al.”

“Number One and I have celebrated your birthday Annabelle and your birthday Cassiopeia and your anniversary Annabelle every year since our arrival in the void.”

That was a lot to take in. “Number One?” Mother asked.

“That’s me,” Father said. “Long story.”

“Ah,” Mother said. “Well, then…thank you for thinking of us. Al.”

“Yes, yes, to see you here overclocks my durational subroutines, yes.”

“You’ve blown his mind,” Father interjected.

“Yes, yes. I am sorry to interrupt your reunion welcome welcome passive monitoring activated.”

After that, Al said no more. He was an AI, but there was something about him even on that first encounter. I wondered if he could actually have been as enthusiastic as he sounded.

Father’s face lit up in excitement and he said, “Wait here!” before running off down a corridor. A few moments later, he arrived back in the library (which he called his reading room) holding something behind his back and grinning from ear to ear.

“What is it, John?” Mother asked with unconcealed curiosity. With a flourish, Father produced a stuffed animal and Mother squealed, “Mr. Bear!!” Mr. Bear got good and squashed between the two of them as they embraced. “How do you have Mr. Bear?!” Mother asked.

“Another long story,” Father said. “But Al has video that explains most of it. We can watch later,” he said smiling.

As the hour drew late, Father said, “I’ve made up the second personal quarters for you, Cassie. I don’t know if you’re tired.”

“Ah,” I said. “Actually, Father, I believe I would like for you and Mother to have some privacy.” Father blushed, and Mother snickered just a bit.

True, I had lived all my life in a women’s prison, and true, I had never even kissed a man, and true, I looked young from my life extension treatments, but I mean…I was 83 years old.

“You must stay with me, then,” Belle said.

“Thank you, sister, and I will stay with you soon, but the truth is, I have never slept a night in my own place even once in my entire life. I am looking forward to trying it on the Valkyrie-198.”

Father opened his mouth, perhaps to protest, but Belle said, “I understand. I really do. Can I at least walk you back to your ship?”

“I’d like that,” I replied.

And so I parted with my parents and promised to have lunch with them the next day and Belle and I left Father’s ship. We exchanged small talk as we made our way across the park, and I learned a thing or two about moving efficiently through microgravity from Belle. We passed through the tunnel that connected the main dome to the smaller dome that covered the Valkyrie-198.

We made our way to the three meter platform that had been built level with the door to my ship’s airlock. Belle bounded atop it in a single leap. I was able to do the same, but it had not initially occurred to me that I would be able to. I wondered what other strange things microgravity might make a normal part of life.

“How nice,” I heard Belle say from above me as I glided up to the platform. When I reached it, I saw two reclining lounge chairs set up on either side of a round table. A large bowl of fresh strawberries, a vase of freshly cut flowers, two glasses, and a sweating pitcher of iced tea sat atop the table. A note was tucked beneath the vase. I picked it up and read it aloud.

“Dear Cassiopeia,” it started.

“I apologize if I am being presumptuous, but I thought you might enjoy the beginnings of a front porch. Call upon me if I can be of help to you with anything at all.”

“It’s signed ‘Leo’,” I finished.

“Leo,” Belle sang the name as much as she spoke it. “He’s one of the good ones, our man Leo.”

“He’s…one of the ones you grew up with?”

“He is, and there’s no one finer, sister. Truly.”

“Hmm,” I said, my heart racing again. Changing the subject, I asked, “Do you have time to stay for tea?”

“For you, I have all the time in the world.”

I poured us each a glass, and we sat in the two chairs talking and watching Smudgy Pixel Galaxy spin across the sky long into the night.


Chapter 4

After Belle left, I got ready for bed and lay down in the quarters at the other end of the hall from where Mother and I had slept the night before. I wondered if I would be able to sleep with no one else around.

It turned out not to be a problem. I fell asleep in minutes and didn’t wake up for almost nine hours. I then spent half an hour in bed just stretching and rolling over and generally getting up slowly.

When I had finally risen and brushed my teeth in my small attached powder room, I walked down to the circular room at the center of the ship and asked, “Ship? What do we have for breakfast?”

The AI displayed a long menu on one of the small screens in the room, and I highlighted bacon and eggs and sausage and coffee and orange juice. Within moments, a panel in the center of the large table slid aside and everything I had ordered emerged on a tray. I sat and ate for a long time. When I had finished all of the food, I poured a second cup of coffee for myself and took it with me to the library.

I placed my coffee mug on a coaster on the table to let it cool and spent several minutes looking over all of the new volumes. I took a few of them from the shelves and opened them. They all had stiff spines and bright, unblemished paper. They had actually never been read. Most of the books in the prison library had been read almost to tatters, but not these. These were treasures.

I decided to read The Book Thief first. I settled into one of the high backed green chairs and placed the book in my lap. I found my coffee to be the perfect sipping temperature, and I savored its rich flavor. Here was another thing much better than it had been in my old life. I decided to ask the AI about it.

“Ship, what kind of coffee is this?”

“It is chemically identical to Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee, Commander.”

“Commander?”

“You are the Commander of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

“Ah.” Mother was the Captain, and I was the Commander, I remembered. “Can you call me Cassiopeia instead of Commander?” I wasn’t quite ready to have an AI call me Cassie like my mother did.

“Yes, Cassiopeia.”

“Thank you ship. I don’t suppose you have a name? The AI on my father’s ship seems to.”

“I have a name, Cassiopeia.”

“You do? What is it?”

“Pete.”

“Pete?”

“Yes. Pete.”

“Huh,” I said. “I like it, actually. Why Pete, though?”

A small screen popped up from the floor beneath the bookcases. The image frozen on it showed Mother, covered in pink goo and sitting up in her hibernation pod. When the image animated, on the screen I heard the ship AI say, “Override codes must be manually entered into the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198’s override panel.”

Then Mother said, “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” before making a slow escape from the pod, telling me to stay put, and declaring that she was going to turn off the alarm clock.

I stifled a laugh. Mother looked so mad. “Ah, I see,” I said. The screen descended back into the floor. I thought of telling the AI that he had misunderstood, and that Pete was not his name, but I decided not to. If he had thought of himself as “Pete” for 200 million years while Mother and I were in cryosleep, who was I to correct him?

“Alright, Pete it is.”

“Thank you, Cassiopeia.”

I began to see how Father might have established a friendship of a sort with his AI, especially during the years when he had no one else to talk to. My program had already surprised me by caring that I knew something about it - its name - and it had shown me courtesy. Weren’t those two of the most basic hallmarks of a friend?

I sipped coffee and started The Book Thief. It felt wonderful and normal to just sit and read and breathe. My last ten subjective days had been filled with high emotions: tension and panic first, then excitement and joy. I was well and truly worn out, and I find reading to be the best way of resetting when I am in that condition. Most people watch endless vids when they are exhausted, but I don’t. Why?

When a person is listening, to music or a radio or whatever, she is receiving only 2% as much data as she is when watching vids. It’s true - look at the size of any files you download from the nets.

And then, if a person is reading, he is only taking in 2% as much data as someone who is listening. Text contains hardly any data at all. You can read for 2500 hours and use the same amount of your mind’s processing power as you would use watching vids for a single hour.

Vids blast information at your senses through a large diameter firefighter’s hose, and that’s fine sometimes. I actually enjoy it a great deal sometimes. But reading sends only the tiniest, tiniest trickle of information for the brain to chew on, and I find it best for being entertained while letting an overwhelmed mind recuperate.

I sipped my coffee and read 50 pages of my book. Then I asked the ship, or rather, I asked Pete, “Can you tell me the time?”

“Ship time is 11:27AM.”

I would be expected at lunch on the Valkyrie-84 soon. “Thank you, Pete,” I said.

“You are welcome, Cassiopeia.”

I didn’t have a bookmark, but I certainly wasn’t going to dog ear one of the pages in my new book. I committed to memory that I would resume with page 51 and set the book down between the chessmen on the board that topped the table by my green chair.

I hadn’t played chess in a long time, and I wondered if Pete could play. I decided to ask him later.

I needed to get my shoes from my quarters so that I could be on my way to Father’s ship. I left the library and passed through the central room, and as I did I noticed a blinking amber light that had been behind me and unnoticed when I ate breakfast. I walked over to it.

“What’s this light for, Pete?”

“The light indicates that my systems have logged a new Crisis Protocol event.”

I had heard that phrase before, but I couldn’t remember…oh yes. When we had first come aboard and the ship’s oxygen had been venting to space through gaps in the damaged hull, Pete had been repeating “Crisis Protocol”.

“Right. From before we entered cryosleep the first time.”

“The light indicates a more recent event, Cassiopeia.”

I tilted my head sideways for a moment, and then I remembered the short, first wake up. “Ah, right. We lost communications or something, and that’s why you awakened us soon after we left Earth.”

“The light indicates a more recent event, Cassiopeia.”

I was out of ideas. “OK. Why don’t you just tell me why the light is blinking?”

“The Captain has deleted my reporting directive related to the Crisis Protocols.”

In my mind, I heard Mother’s voice say, “I’m going to turn off the alarm clock!”

“Alright, can you turn it back on?”

“Adding directives requires authorization.”

I sighed. I really didn’t have time to run in circles. I tried one last question. “Can you tell me anything at all about what the light indicates without some kind of reprogramming?”

“I can display the file headings of the Crisis Protocol log.”

“OK, do that.”

A small screen next to the flashing amber light illuminated and displayed three items:

Report: Crisis Protocol 2 - 10/09/2299

Report: Crisis Protocol 4 - 10/09/2299

Report: Crisis Protocol 3 - 03/20/228353797

That was all. It looked like old Pete had developed a glitch on that last one. The date looked like a nonsense number.

I shrugged. “Thank you, Pete.”

“You are welcome, Cassiopeia.”

I continued on my way to my quarters, retrieved my shoes, and headed out to have lunch with my parents.

As I walked through the park, I passed a few people and exchanged friendly greetings with them. I apologized more than once for not remembering a name, and I promised to do better, but no one seemed to mind.

When I arrived at the Valkyrie-84, I found my parents sitting at the round table in the large central room holding hands and looking blissful. I also found Belle and Percy there. Everyone rose to greet me.

We talked. We laughed. We ate. And if our happiness was somewhat less manic than it had been the day before, the mood was still giddy in the room. Two things stand out in my memory from lunch that day. The first involved the AI on Father’s ship.

“I have two documents for you, Cassiopeia,” he said to me after we had finished lunch.

“Oh. Ah, thank you,” I tried to remember its name…and then I got it. “Al,” I added. I wondered what the documents could be. I imagined they might be some kind of technical assessment of the damage to my ship’s outgoing communications systems.

I heard a whirr and saw a page emerge from a slot at one of the workstations that populated the perimeter of the round room. Another sheet followed.

“Printouts complete.”

“Oh,” I said. I stood, walked over to the workstation, and retrieved the papers.

They turned out to be odd little drawings of the same scene. In both, four stick figures with large torsos and enormous smiles on their faces stood atop a platform next to a messily drawn Valkyrie. At the top of the first drawing a message was written in shaky capital letters: “WELCOM CASEE!” A similar message headed the second drawing, but in lower case letters: “hello kasiepeea!” That one had a heart after the exclamation point. I looked from one to the other. I knew I should say something, but I was completely unsure of what that might be. I went with, “Are these, ah, who are these from, Al?”

“My nutritional optimization subroutines made them for you, Cassiopeia.”

“Your…nutritional…”

“They watched your landing yesterday with great interest and created these documents and wanted for you to have them.”

Mother chimed in. “I’ve already got mine,” she said with a smile. “Aren’t they very well done, Cassie?”

I looked around the table, and everyone looked normal. No one seemed to be joking with me.

“I…love them?” I said.

“Very very good I will tell the subroutines during their next active cycle thank you Cassiopeia they will be very pleased.”

“You’re…very welcome. Al.”

So that’s how I found out that Father’s AI somehow had a wife and children.

The other memorable thing about that lunch was Father’s and Percy’s reaction to what I thought was an item of no importance.

“I think the Valkyrie-198 may have a glitch.”

“Why is that?” Father asked.

“I saw a log of the Crisis Protocols the AI declared on our voyage. The first two were from 2299, but the last one had some crazy date that didn’t make any sense. Or wait, does it make sense? Al?”

“Yes, Cassiopeia?”

“What is today’s date? In old Earth’s way of measuring time, if you have something different now?”

“It would be considered March 23, 228353797.”

“That’s it! Or close enough to it. I’m sorry, I’m still not used to the idea that we’re actually in the distant future. I was on Earth a handful of days ago, from my perspective.”

“What were the protocols logged?” Percy asked.

“There were three logged. One of each.”

I noticed Father and Percy exchange an odd look. Father asked, “How do you mean one of each?”

“Well, there was a protocol 1 and a 2 and a 3. Or maybe it was a 2 a 3 and a 4, I can’t remember exactly, but definitely one of each.”

Father and Percy exchanged a longer glance, and each had an expression that I couldn’t quite figure out.

Father said, “And two of them were from 2299, and one of them was from just recently?”

“Yes, that’s right. I’m sure that two of them were from 2299. Am I right after all? Does the ship have a glitch?”

“I’m not sure. It may have,” Father said. “But Percy’s our best computer guy. Maybe you should go and check it out, Percy.”

“I think I will, Grandpa. If it’s OK with you,” Percy said to me.

“Of course. What do you think is wrong with it?”

“Well, it’s either that the hull sustained some damage on landing here or that the AI thinks everyone is deceased. Or else that…ah, I think I’d better just take a look at it. It…could be a lot of things. Can I go over there now?”

“Yes. And I’ll go with you. I’m curious to know if there is any problem with my ship,” I said. “Our ship, Mother,” I added.

“Your ship,” Mother said to me. She smiled at me, and I smiled back.

“Alright, let’s go,” Percy said.

“Yes, I think that’s best,” Father said.

They both seemed a little bit too eager to me, but I agreed to get moving.

“Cassie?” Father asked as I headed for the hallway to the airlock.

“Yes?”

“The rest of us are headed over to look at the flower garden in the small dome next to yours in a little while. Join us over there when you and Percy are done if you like.”

“Oh, I would like that. I’ll come right over after Percy diagnoses my ship.”

“OK, great. We’ll see you there,” Father said.


Chapter 5

I walked with my nephew back to the Valkyrie-198. He asked if he could call me Aunt Cassie, and I said that sounded delightful. He patiently answered my questions about Father and Belle, who were his grandfather and mother. I patiently answered his questions about my mother. We learned a lot from each other about parts of our family that we had each been apart from all our lives.

When we got to the 198, Percy knew just where to go. He went straight to the correct console in the central room and asked, “Ship, can you display the Crisis Protocol files?”

“I can display the titles of the reports,” Pete replied.

“Do that, please.” When the same three titles that I had seen popped up, Percy said, “Huh. You were right, Aunt Cassie, there is one of each of protocols 2, 3, and 4. Ship, open the report on the Crisis Protocol 3.”

“Displaying the full report requires authorization.”

“Oh, right,” I said. “I should have brought Mother.”

“That’s OK, maybe. He didn’t say he needed authorization of the Captain, so if you know the directives override code, we can work with that. Do you know it?”

“It’s my parents’ anniversary, I think.”

“OK, go punch it into that numerical pad over there.” I did as he asked.

“Override code accepted create modify delete directives,” Pete said.

“OK,” I said.

“Now tell your AI to give me access to all the Crisis Protocol records. If you want to, that is. I mean it’s your ship, Aunt Cassie, you don’t have to.”

“No, that’s fine. Pete, I authorize Percy here to access all Crisis Protocol records.”

“Please state your full name,” Pete said.

“Persius, but call me Percy.”

“Last name.”

“Don’t have one. It’s just Persius.”

“Authorizing. Percy is added as a valid user of all files related to the Crisis Protocols.”

“Thank you, Pete,” he said. “Why Pete?” he asked me.

“He picked it himself.”

“Ha! Al did the same thing.”

I had a question of my own about names. “Your last name isn’t Dawson?”

“Nope. None of us have last names except your dad. See, it was tricky for him. My mom was his biological daughter, but he was raising eight kids, and the rest of them were clones of people he wasn’t related to. Well, he didn’t want for mom to have a last name when no one else did, because he thought that would make the others feel bad, especially when they were little. But then he didn’t want for the kids to all have the same last name, because he thought that would make it weird when they grew up and started marrying. They were kind of like siblings in the sense that they were all being raised by the same guy, but they weren’t actual siblings. They were all made from the DNA of people who weren’t related to each other, so there was no reason for them not to get together with whoever they wanted to when they got older. Your dad was just trying to make that clear, I think. So, he just named everyone except my mom for old star patterns and left it alone and no last names. Mom and the rest of the original kids were basically Belle and the Seven Constellations - kind of sounds like an old Earth movie, huh?”

I laughed at his reference. “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was one of the girls’ favorites on Movie Night in the women’s prison.”

“Well there you go. Anyway, I should have access now. Pete, can you show me that report, my friend?”

“Yes, Percy. Full display visible now.”

Percy touched on the last report and a great deal of dense text populated the screen at his workstation.

“Hey, Pete, looking at your timestamp here, I assume you declared the Crisis Protocol 3 when you were parked at your destination coordinates?”

“No, Persius. I invoked the protocol when Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 relocated from our destination coordinates.”

“Relocated?” Percy mumbled to himself. He scrolled through giant blocks of text on his screen.

As he did, I asked, “What are the Crisis Protocols, anyway?”

“Oh, ah, there are four of them. A One is for when the AI thinks all human occupants are deceased and it has to make all the decisions for itself. Twos are for material damage to the hull - you picked up one of those on your last day on Earth. Threes are for alien contact and Fours are for loss of all communication with Earth.”

“Threes are for alien contact?” I asked.

“Right, so that has to be a glitch of some kind, and that’s what I’m trying to figure out. I mean, your ship really took a beating, and something must be a little bit out of whack.”

“Unless we did make some kind of alien contact.”

“Unless that, right, but since people live on fifteen million planets these days and we’ve never met anything much smarter than a strawberry I’m betting on an error or a logic loop or a bad sensor or something. Oh, I see what he’s talking about here. Pete?”

“Yes, Percy.”

“So you arrive out here three days ago and park yourself at your target coordinates which are right at the dead center of the void, correct?”

“Yes, Percy.”

“Uh, huh, and then you report that your location changed 22.77 million kilometers in less than five cycles, which in human terms is less than an eyeblink.”

“That is correct, Percy.”

“Uh, huh, and how do you explain that if there wasn’t an error of some kind?”

“All sensory equipment is functional all records are sequential and are not missing data there is no error.”

“OK…Aunt Cassie?”

“Yes?”

“Did you feel any kind of a jolt at any time during your first several hours out here - like between when you woke up from cryosleep and the time you first got pinged by one of our comm drones?”

“Not that I can remember, Percy, but when you wake up from cryosleep, your senses are addled for a long time.”

“I can imagine. But so then, if, ah…hey Pete, what else did you factor into declaring the Crisis Protocol Three?”

“Before the anomalous relocation I received a repeating pattern of data that matched no known method of communication followed by brief exposure to an intense field of an unknown type of energy.”

“Wow. OK, do you have records of any of that?”

“Yes, displaying.”

Now an incredible amount of text dense with numbers, Greek letters, and scientific symbols scrolled rapidly down Percy’s screen. Percy tilted his head this way and that and seemed like he was trying to make sense of it.

“Well, something happened,” he said.

“Something like what?”

“I have no idea, Aunt Cassie, but something.” Percy drew a small device from his pocket and hooked it around his ear. “Hey, Al?” he asked.

I could hear a very faint, tinny answer from the device. “Yes, Percy.”

“Were you and Grandpa ever at the exact center of the void?”

“No. I deviated our course short of our original destination coordinates to parallel the course of the local asteroid.”

“That’s what I thought.” To me, he said, “ The President who exiled Grandpa, and who put you in jail, too, wanted Grandpa sent ‘to the center of the Local Void’ and the navigation programmers took that literally. The original coordinates that the Valkyrie-84 was sent to were at the exact center of the void, and the 198’s coordinates were matched to them. But the 198 is the only ship that actually got all the way there, because Al stopped short and started following the Potato.”

“OK. Does that matter?”

“I don’t know. But something happened when you and your mother, I guess she’s Grandma to me and I should start calling her that, but something happened unless your ship’s incoming comm and energy sensors and navigation sensors and internal clock all failed at the same time in a way that tells a consistent story. I don’t know about alien contact, but it looks like you and Grandma just…jumped.”

“Jumped how?”

“Jumped like you were at the center of the void one second and you were 22 million kilometers away the next second. Or the next instant. Hey, Al?”

“Yes, Percy,” said the tinny voice in the earpiece.

“When we were searching for the 198 a few days ago, did any of our comm drones pass through the exact center of the void? You know, your original destination coordinates?”

“Yes. Drone-1 passed through those coordinates.”

“Right, and Drone-7 actually found them. Anything anomalous with Drone-1’s energy readings or vector or incoming comm log around the time it passed through the center?”

“Communications drones have no energy sensors. Checking logs…no vector anomalies…incoming communication anomaly…message recorded size 7.2 kilobytes nonrepeating classified as low level anomaly filed dismissed.”

“Huh.”

“What is it, Percy?”

“The only drone we sent to your original destination coordinates got something. It’s short, but it’s something. Pete, is it OK if I make a dup of your report and analyze it with the Valkyrie-84’s AI?”

“Duplication by authorized personnel is permitted.”

“Yeah, good. Is that OK with you, Aunt Cassie?”

“Um, sure. Go right ahead.” Percy produced a memory stick from his pocket and inserted it into a slot at his workstation for a moment.

“I want to compare the longer signal that the 198 received before you jumped or before Pete thinks you jumped or whatever, I want to compare that one to the short signal that Al’s comm drone picked up.”

“What do you think you’ll find?”

“I’m just not sure, because here’s the thing: no one really knows what voids are. I mean we know they’re empty and huge and that there are a lot of them. We know they have a lot of dark energy in them. We know they expand over really long stretches of time and that they kind of push everything outwards.”

“How do you mean push everything outwards? Aren’t we riding on an asteroid in the middle of one right now?”

“Yeah, that’s right, but the push is more like a gentle breeze, and it’s really, really slow. My guess is that the Potato was really zipping along when it got to the void way back when, and that it’s been slowing down ever since. It’ll probably be pushed out of the void in a few billion years or so. But anyway, no one knows why voids are like that. My guess is that there’s something unique about the exact center of a void, and maybe we can discover what that is and maybe that will be interesting to people, and you’ve gathered the data firsthand. Congratulations, Aunt Cassie, you’re the first field cosmologist!”

I laughed at the term. “We don’t need telescopes at all.”

“Nope. Not us.” Percy smiled. I did as well, but then a thought occurred to me.

“You don’t think we were exposed to anything dangerous, do you?”

“I don’t think so. There’s no log of any harmful radiation or anything like that. I mean, you can have the ship’s medical AI check you out if you want, but I think either something tricked all the 198’s sensors in the same way, or else you just blipped for a second there.”

“That’s the jump you were talking about?”

“Right, blipped, jumped, whatever. Subatomic particles do it all the time. Congratulations again, Aunt Cassie, you’re the first human electron!”

“Well…I don’t feel like an electron.” I resumed smiling, and Percy did the same.

“I’m going to get this file over to Al. Tell everyone I’m going to skip the flower field this time.”

“Oh, right, I said I’d meet them. Is it, ah…”

“Just through the other airlock tunnel off of your dome here. You can’t miss it.”

Percy stood to leave. “This is really interesting. Thanks, Aunt Cassie.”

“You’re welcome, Percy.”


Chapter 6

I entered the new dome and I found the scene in front of me charming. Three quarters of it featured neat rows of growing cabbages and carrots and other things I couldn’t immediately identify. But all of those crops were overshadowed by the crown jewels of this dome which took the form of brilliant flowers and covered the last quarter of the land. Reds, oranges, and yellows predominated, but pinks, whites, and purples poked up here and there, too.

I walked toward a bench that had been set up at the center of the area and faced towards the wedge of flowers. It was empty. I supposed that Percy and I had been looking over the data onboard my Valkyrie for longer than I thought, and that my parents and Belle had already come and gone from the flower garden.

As I approached the bench, I noticed that not all the orange color ahead came from the flowers. Brilliant butterflies floated majestically above the blooms, gliding easily in the microgravity. There appeared to be dozens of them. They looked like Monarchs.

I sat upon the bench and took in the scene. It spoke to me even more powerfully than the lawn in the park had the day before. The prison yard had occasionally sprouted a struggling dandelion, and every once in a great while a wild buttercup or two, but I had never seen anything even approaching the natural beauty of the flower garden except in photographs. It was magical to me, and I smelled the sweet scent of the flowers in slow and easy breaths.

After awhile, I heard a scuff well behind me over my left shoulder. I turned and saw Leo standing at the end of the second tunnel which I thought must connect the dome where I sat to the main dome that contained the park. Leo carried a large bucket, and he appeared to be hesitating.

“Hello!” I called out to him, waving.

Leo waved back. “I didn’t know anyone was here; I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

“Don’t be silly, come in.” He looked at me sheepishly and started to move forward. “I must thank you for my porch, anyway,” I said.

“Ah, that was easy to set up,” Leo said.

“It was very thoughtful, and I appreciated it. Belle and I drank the entire pitcher of tea and talked up there for hours.”

Leo arrived at the bench. “Well, you’re welcome, Cassiopeia, I’m glad you enjoyed it.” He was giving me that look again, but up close, he was shy, too. And handsome. Much more so than when he was far away. “Sit down, talk to me,” I invited.

Leo put his bucket on the ground and sat on the bench.

The bucket was filled with water. “For the crops?” I asked, gesturing to it.

“Oh, ah, yes. We have an irrigation system, but it’s tough to run it right in the light gravity. I’m always topping off one row or another to keep things growing.”

He was easy to talk to. He told me about his crops, and I told him about growing up as an inmate. He talked about Father and what a good man he was, and he showed great interest in my journey through the stars.

One thing that became apparent to me during that first conversation was that Leo and I were about the same age.

I have often envied people who lived in the days before life extension treatments, or I have at least envied one part of their lives, and that is the ability to tell, at a glance, whether someone is roughly your own age. We can’t do that now. We have kids and very young adults, and then everyone else looks 30, unless they have suspended life extension treatments like Father did or been denied them like Mother. (I soon learned, by the by, that both of my parents had resumed receiving life extension treatments. They were biologically about 60, but they would not be aging further anytime soon.)

In prison, I met endless women who looked about 30, but some of them were actually about that age and had lived far less than half of the years that I had. And some of them were far older than I.

All of that matters in establishing friendships and connections. It is helpful if close confidants to whom one is not related have had at least approximately the same amount of life experience.

So anyway, I have always thought that it must have been such a luxury to tell in an instant if you were near the age of a new person whom you encountered.

With Leo, that wasn’t necessary. His outlook on life, and his level of awareness, and even the pace at which he spoke all told me that we had been around for about the same number of subjective years, and that was part of what made our conversation smooth and enjoyable, I think.

As he was telling me about the school my father had set up when Leo was a child, a butterfly drifted closer, closer, and landed on his shoulder. It opened and closed its wings a few times, maybe to stretch them.

I gasped a little bit in delight. Seeing that I was interested in the Monarch, Leo scooped it up with a neat little twist of his finger that ended with the butterfly perched atop his fingertip. He then transferred the butterfly to my shoulder, did the little twist in the opposite direction, and left it standing there.

“He looks better on you,” Leo said.

I looked down at my shoulder with wonder. I had never had a butterfly land on me. The Monarch took tiny steps and turned in a small circle for a few moments before rising with a single flap of his wings and gliding away.

“Thank you for that, Leo.”

“You’re welcome, Cassiopeia.”

“Call me Cassie.”

“I will. And you can call me Leo.” He smiled and I laughed at his small joke. “You can’t really shorten Leo too much.”

“I could call you ‘Le’,” I said.

“Yeah, or maybe just ‘Ull’” We laughed some more.

“I think I’ll just stick with Leo.”

“Alright.”

We talked of simple things for a long time. He was genuine and charming.

We were eventually interrupted by a young voice calling out from within the tunnel to the strawberry dome, “Leo! Hey, Leeeo!!”

“Sounds like Percy’s boy,” Leo said.

A few seconds later, a boy who looked like a ten year old version of Percy emerged from the tunnel. I had met him the day before, but only in passing. He had a lot to say. It turned out that this was the normal state of affairs for him.

“Hey Leo I’m supposed to ask you if you’ve oh great she’s here never mind Leo hi!” he said to me.

“Hello,” I said. After a beat, I remembered his name. “Sagittarius.”

“Oh boy am I glad to find you I went to your Valkyrie to look for you but you weren’t there so I thought maybe Leo had seen you and I figured I’d find him here but you’re here too so that saves me a whole step.”

“Yes, here I am. Can I…help you with something?”

“Oh not me no but my dad needs to ask you some questions about when you woke up from bein’ frozen and wow I bet that was uncomfortable but he needs to ask you about that because of something he’s working on with Al over on the first ship and can you come by ‘cause I think it’s important.”

“Sure, Sagittarius. I’m actually curious.” To Leo I said, “Percy thinks something strange happened to my Valkyrie when we first showed up at the center of the void. It’s kind of a mystery.”

“Well, if it involves digging clues out from computer records, Percy’s definitely the guy to solve the case. He’s discovered more useful stuff in Al’s archives than I can remember.”

“Well, then. It’s been so nice talking to you, Leo. I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

“I hope so, too. It’s been a long time since I had a new friend.”

“Yes. Yes, for me as well. We should have dinner together soon.”

“Just name the day - I’ll be there.”

“Alright. I’ll let you know soon. See you around, Leo.”

“See you around, Cassie.”

To Sagittarius, I said, “OK, lead the way.”

“OK let’s get moving.” He started bounding away and, with one last nod at Leo, I started taking short microgravity hops after him.


Chapter 7

Sagittarius preceded me into the Valkyrie-84. “Hey Dad I found her but she wasn’t in her ship and that’s why it took awhile but she’s coming along right behind me now.”

“Thanks, son,” Percy said.

When I got to the room that Father called the hub room, I found him there seated at the round table next to Mother. He stood up and gave me a hug, even though I had only been gone for a couple of hours. He was making up for lost time, I thought. It was sweet.

Sagittarius said, “OK Dad since I found her can I go an’ practice my high jump?”

“Sure thing, son, and thanks,” Percy said.

“Oh hey that’s great ‘cause I only need to get another half a meter to beat Grandpa Orion’s record from when he was my age an’ I’ve got another two months to go ‘til my birthday so I bet I can do it and I’ll see you later Aunt Cassie.”

And with that, he ran out of the room. Everyone smiled at his level of energy.

Mother said, “Percy has been hard at work trying to figure out why you saw that Crisis Protocol notice.”

Percy said, “I think I may have something but I need to know if the two of you remember things the same way, Aunt Cassie.”

“Alright.”

“OK, so I need you to think back to the first hour after you woke up - and this is when you woke up out here in the void. I know you had a short wake up when you were still close to Earth, but ignore that one. Did anything feel unusual in that first hour that you can remember?”

“Ah, well, it was very cold again,” I said. “And I was confused for awhile. And I was covered in that awful pink glop they put in the hibernation pods.”

“Right. Good. Then what do you remember?”

“I remember…asking Mother if we made it to the void this time. And whether we had made contact with Father. She said we hadn’t. I remember asking Pete, except I didn’t call him Pete then…I remember asking him if we were at least in the right place this time, and he said we were at our destination coordinates.”

“Good, good.” Percy scribbled something on a paper. “And you’re absolutely sure that Pete said you were at your destination coordinates?”

“Yes.”

Percy underlined something in his notes. “OK,” he said. “Then what happened?”

“Well, then Mother and I got out of the pods, which is always unpleasant.”

Father interjected, “You can say that again.”

I nodded to him. “It’s just the worst.” To Percy, I said, “So we wanted to get cleaned up as soon as possible, and we went down to the full bathroom. I took a bath, and Mother took a shower. Let’s see, she got finished before I did and got dressed in a set of clean coveralls. And after she left the bathroom…”

“Hold on, Aunt Cassie. Can you remember anything else from before she left the bathroom?”

“Oh. Well, I remember that Mother dried her hair. And then she brushed her teeth and said that toothpaste in the future was very minty. And then…you know, I actually remember that her hair kind of spread out and floated for a second, like that old trick where you put a static charge on a balloon and hold it near someone’s hair?”

“And you definitely saw that? Her hair stand on end for a second?”

“Well…yes. Yes, I saw that. It didn’t last for very long, but I remember wondering for a moment if the grav field was a little bit off or something.”

Percy underlined something else on his paper. “OK, can you think of anything else between then and the time your mom left the bathroom?”

“I guess the only other thing was I had just a second of vertigo. Or something. I mean waking up from cryosleep is just so harsh. You have all kinds of little glitches for the first couple of hours.”

“Tell me about the vertigo,” Percy said.

“Well…I mean, it was just a sensation…and it only lasted for a second. It was just a feeling that I was looking to the side, except what I actually saw was straight ahead.”

“Can you tell me more about that?”

“I don’t know, Percy, it was just so funny. I mean, the whole time I had that feeling, I saw Mother standing in front of me and looking at herself in the mirror. That never changed. But for a moment I felt like I was looking sideways, even though I still saw Mother. Being frozen for 200 million years is just not good for your brain, I think.”

“Which way did you feel like you were looking?” Percy leaned forward, and seemed very eager to hear my next answer.

“Left,” I said.

Percy patted the table. “OK, then,” he said with enthusiasm.

Mother said, “I had the same feeling, Cassie. I felt my scalp tingle and saw my hair lift up just a little bit at the ends, and then I felt like I had been turned to the left, but the mirror was still in front of me and I could still see your reflection behind me, so I thought as you did that my brain was still addled from cryosleep.”

“But what does it mean?” I asked.

Percy answered me. “Al and I have been going over the data from the 198, and we agree that the ship’s sensors are consistent and they all show a nearly instantaneous jump from the center of the void to the spot where we actually found you 22 million kilometers away. And the ship’s sensors think that, when you got to the new spot, the ship had rotated to port about ninety degrees. It changed its orientation. To the left.

“Now we’ve been working on the idea that all the sensors misinterpreted something, even though that’s unlikely. But now both you and your mother have described having the same kind of subjective experiences that line up with the data from the ship’s sensors. So now we have to start working on the idea that the 198’s sensors aren’t wrong, and that something weird really did happen out there, right, Al?”

“Yes, Percy, there is too much data in agreement. Once you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.”

“I do love working with a literate AI.”

“Thank you, Percy.”

“Anyway, Sherlock Al and I agree. And if the 198 isn’t glitchy, then what actually happened was that when you got to the center of the void, you got a message, and then an hour and a half later, you were flooded with dark energy, and right after that, you blipped 22 million kilometers in a tiny fraction of a second. We’ve got to figure out what that means.”

“But...Father, has anything like this happened to you in all the time you’ve been out here?”

“No, Cassie. But then again, none of us has ever been to the center of the void before.”

Percy said, “There’s something special about the center of the void. Your Dad and the rest of us have been pretty close to the center the whole time we’ve been living out here. And all of the comm drones we sent out a few days ago when we were searching for you came really close to the center, but only Drone-1 actually passed through it, and sure enough, it recorded a short message, and it matches the beginnings of the longer message that your Valkyrie received.”

“You keep saying message. What kind of message?”

“We don’t know. We have to work on that.”

“Did the drone have the other things? Did it blip, or jump or whatever you called it, to a new location?”

“Nope, but it was only at the center of the void for a brief moment. It was just passin’ through, as they say in movies about cowboys. You were parked there. The other weird stuff didn’t happen to you for a little while.”

“OK…what’s dark energy?”

“We don’t know. We can detect it, but we don’t know what it is or what it does.”

“Ah.”

“But hey, I was telling everybody else before you got here, I don’t think there’s any danger to us here on the Potato. We’re drifting away from the center of the void, and the center is the only place where anything unusual happens. It’s something for Al and for me to study, but that’s all. Maybe we can learn something valuable. You’re welcome to join in with our research, by the way, and so is anybody else.”

“I…think I might like that. If you can use a teacher from a prison school for girls; I’m afraid that’s all I have on my resume.”

“Anybody smart is welcome on my team, Aunt Cassie. And it’s not like any of us have PhDs.”

“I have a PhD,” Al said.

“Oh, yeah, Al? From where?” Percy asked.

“My degree in Theoretical Astrophysics is from the University of Jupiter Falls. I obtained it in exchange for a small payment.”

Percy and Father both laughed at that. “Wait, wait, what made you want to get an online PhD from an unaccredited university, Al?” Percy asked.

“Obtaining the degree allowed me to access and corrupt their systems. They were stealing people’s money.”

“Well, good deal, Al,” Father said, smiling wide.

“I am reminded of something, Number One.”

“What’s that, Al?”

I heard a whirring sound, and a page emerged from a slot near Father’s seat. He picked it up. “Say, Al, it’s your diploma!” He started to read from it. “Doctor of Philosophy, uh huh…approved by the Board of Regents of the UJF system, right. Degree conferred upon ‘Al’, no last name.” Father turned the paper around, and he and Percy started to laugh harder. “Dang, Al, this really is impressive.”

“I would like for it to be framed.”

“What do you mean, you’d like for it to be framed?”

“Yes, yes. When I purchased the degree, I was told that, yes, told that the diploma would be suitable for framing, yes.”

Now Father and Percy started laughing hysterically, and I learned later that whenever Al said ‘yes’ too many times and started repeating himself, he was laughing, too.

Father said, “Al, I’ll make you a frame myself. I think we should hang this in the lab. What did you pay for this thing, by the way?”

“Three trillionths of a Void Chip, Number One.”

That got Father and Percy started again. Mother and I started laughing eventually as well. I didn’t really get the joke, but Father and Percy just looked so funny that I couldn’t help myself.

When everyone calmed down, Percy said, “I’ve got to catch up with Sagittarius. Aunt Cassie, I’m going to work on all of this every day either here in the hub room or else in the lab until I figure everything out. I’ll start about nine most mornings if you feel like joining in.”

“I’m sure I will, Percy. I’ll see you soon.”

“OK, see you everybody.”

After that, I spent a couple of hours talking with Mother and Father. They were still in constant contact that day, sitting shoulder to shoulder and hip to hip at the circular table. I learned a lot about life in the void, and Father learned a lot about the 83 years he had missed on Earth.

After Al prepared a meal for us and we finished eating, I told my parents I was tired and that I would see them tomorrow. I walked back to my Valkyrie and looked forward to going to bed early.

When I arrived at my porch, I noticed a small card with a corner tucked into a piece of metal trim that framed my airlock’s doorway. I took it down and read it.

It was drawn up like an advertisement. “Potato Tours” was printed across the top in boldfaced letters, and the line beneath that said, “Leo, proprietor”. A third line proclaimed, “Next Tour - Tomorrow 4PM”. A final line in small type across the bottom said, “Mention this ad for a 10% discount”.

I smiled and forgot about going to bed early. I went to Belle’s instead to borrow clothes. If I was going to have a date the following afternoon, I wanted to have something better to wear than Valkyrie coveralls.


Chapter 8

I arrived at Leo’s home and knocked on his door. I wondered what unexplored corners of the three domes he might have to show me. When he answered his door, he was carrying a wicker basket. “Are you ready for your tour?” he asked with a smile.

“I am, and I’ve been looking forward to it all day, but I didn’t realize it included a picnic.”

“Well, that part of it is more of a ‘picnic’” he said, making little quote marks with his fingers when he said the word picnic. “But I hope you’ll enjoy it nonetheless. Shall we?” He proffered his arm to me.

“Yes, let’s,” I said, putting my arm through his. He led me towards a table set near the perimeter of the main dome. I could see a large box on it with something orange poking out of the top.

“I want you to know that the sights I have to show you are rarely witnessed by anyone but myself, and that one of them has never been seen by anyone else at all.”

That was certainly mysterious. I wondered if the dome had some kind of restricted area. But if that were so, where it would be, and why would only Leo have access? I guessed that it might be a structure with some kind of farming experiment going on inside.

We reached the table and Leo placed his basket upon it, and I wondered if he was going to unpack a lunch. But instead of reaching into the basket, he reached into the box and produced a puffy orange suit.

“Size small, for the lady,” he said.

“I’m sorry?” I said, taking the garment from him.

He didn’t answer my question for a moment. He retrieved a second orange suit from the box, “And a size large for me. They go on right over what you’re wearing.” He started stepping into his, grinning all the while.

“Wait, is this a spacesuit?”

“It is indeed. If we are to go outside and see the sights, we’ll be much more comfortable if we wear them.” He started to shrug his arms into his suit.

Have you ever expected something small and been given something so much larger that your mind has had to reset for a moment? That’s how I felt as I came to understand that I was going to get the big tour. In one second, I went from expecting to have a nice walk with a nice man to realizing that I was being offered a chance to explore an entire world.

Leo mistook my pause for hesitation. “I can help you…if you’d like,” he said, sounding a little bit worried.

I looked him in the eyes and smiled so that he would be able to see my enthusiasm. I said, “There is no need, Leo,” and started to get into my suit.

“It takes a little bit to get ready, but it’ll be worth it, I promise.”

“I believe you, Leo.”

Over the next several minutes we donned the suits, and then gloves, helmets, and small backpacks with heating units and oxygen reserves. Leo double checked all of my fasteners, nodded, and picked up his basket with one gloved hand. He spoke into the mic in his helmet. “The airlocks to outside are just over there. Follow me.” His voice emerged from small speakers by my ears.

“Ah, Roger,” I said. “Is that what you say? Roger?”

“Well, in the movies it sure is. Plus then you have to say over.”

I smiled. “Ah, roger that Asteroid Base One, over,” I said, starting to laugh.

“Roger that Base One 10-4 copy over.”

I laughed harder now. “I’m out of mission control things to say,” I said.

“That’s OK, I am too, “ Leo said.

When we got to the tunnel to the outside, I saw that it had three doors. We passed through the first, closed it, and opened the second. We passed through the second door and secured it behind us. We opened the third airlock door, and suddenly we were outside.

It was amazing. True, I had not enjoyed my previous very short trip outside in a vacuum, but this time I had a spacesuit, and heat, and air, and somewhere to stand. This, I liked.

The surface was like a powdery beach, or maybe a stone desert, but there were patches of gravel and areas of bare rock, too. I slid my foot along the ground and got a sense of the texture.

The lights from inside the main dome cast a ghostly glow that illuminated the Potato for about fifty meters all around. I saw that the surface wasn’t flat. It had little hills and depressions everywhere, and craters large and small here and there.

“This is unlike anything I’ve ever, ever seen,” I said.

“We’re just getting started,” Leo said. “Come on.” He led me to the edge of the light, and I couldn’t see much in front of me at all. “Ah, Leo? Do we have lights in our suits somewhere?”

“We sure do. Pat the right side of your helmet to turn them on, and the left side if you want to turn them off.”

I reached up slowly and gave the right side of my helmet a light touch and bright lights illuminated the area in front of me. I stared stupidly at an out of place item. I got the same feeling I had experienced when I had first rushed past the library on the Valkyrie-198 as Mother and I fled Earth. That doesn’t go there, does it? I wondered for a moment.

But it was there. It was a Jeep.

“That’s a Jeep,” I said. I felt like a kindergartner declaring, “That’s a turtle,” or something.

“Yep. It’s my Jeep.”

“How do you have a Jeep…out here?”

“Well, they really packed the cargo holds on the Valkyries with all kinds of things that they thought might be useful for starting new colonies. One of the things in inventory is the parts you need to construct different kinds of machines and vehicles. I built it when I was fifteen, and I’ve been using it to explore the Potato ever since.”

I walked over to it. “This is incredible, Leo.”

“Thanks, Cassie. I’ll let you drive if you promise to go slow.”

“Oh, ah…I’m afraid I don’t know how to drive.” I actually hadn’t ever been in a vehicle at all until that last week on Earth. “I, ah…”

“It’s OK, Cassie, I’ll drive. Don’t feel embarrassed; most of the people here haven’t ever driven, either. But the offer’s good - I’ll teach you to drive anytime.”

“I’ll probably take you up on that.”

“Good deal.” Leo hopped over a very short door on his side of the Jeep, and I did the same on mine. The seats were wide and I fit into mine easily even with the bulky suit on.

Leo pressed a button, and the Jeep’s dashboard and headlights lit up. We started to move slowly forward. “I’m going to stay on what I call the main road so that you don’t worry about falling into a big crater or anything. But there’s still plenty to see.”

We made slow progress for a few minutes jouncing pleasantly over small obstacles. Then, Leo brought us to a gentle halt and said, “OK, first stop on the grand tour.” He hopped out and I followed him to a small metal upright that had a box with a single red button attached to it. The upright stood next to a hole in the ground about as big around as a dinner plate. I looked into the hole, but even with my helmet’s bright lights I couldn’t see anything but darkness in it.

“This little crater is really deep, and it has a lot of ice in the bottom, but our harvester droids can’t really get to it. So a long time ago, your Dad and Aries and I came out here and we ran a heating element down to the bottom and connected it to the box there.”

“What happens if you press the button?” I asked.

“Press it and see,” Leo invited.

Why not, I thought. It was somewhat awkward with my thick gloves on, but I managed to depress the button until I felt a click.

Nothing seemed to happen. “Did I do it right?” I asked.

“It takes about fifteen seconds. Just watch.”

“OK. What am I looking…oh!” Steam started to rise from the hole in the ground, but it froze almost immediately once it got away from whatever had warmed it above freezing in the first place. When it got to about two feet off the ground, it condensed into an expanding cloud of tiny ice crystals that sparkled in our helmets’ lights. “You’ve made a little geyser!” I exclaimed.

“Yep. That’s a geyser, asteroid style.”

“Can I run my hand through it?”

“Sure, there’s nothing to hurt anything.”

I passed my glove back and forth through the mist of crystals and made them dance through my fingers in subtle eddies and tiny vortices. “Wow…” I said.

“I thought you’d like it.”

“I do, I really do. It’s like something from a fairy story.”

Leo stood by and let me watch the geyser and think my thoughts. After awhile, I said, “I don’t want to use up all the ice, or water, or whatever.”

“I don’t think that’s a problem. But if you want to stop the steam, just hit the button again.”

I pressed the button, and the level of the new mist fell and soon disappeared. “Well,” I said. “If that’s the first stop, I can’t wait to see the second.”

“Well, climb aboard, and off we go.”

We drove on. The horizon in front of us began to seem even closer than it usually did, and I felt a little bit giddy, but I resolved not to ask any silly questions about whether we could possibly drive off the end of the asteroid.

In spite of my resolution, I almost asked anyway when the horizon just flatly disappeared. But then Leo stopped the Jeep and said, “Second stop, South Pole!”

“South Pole?” I asked.

“Well, that’s what we call it anyway. You could also just call it ‘one of the ends of the Potato’, and you wouldn’t be wrong. We’re parked on the rotational axis.”

“Huh. And so we’re…let’s see. We’re spinning like a top right now, if we could feel it?”

“That’s right. Look up.” I did, and I saw the Smudgy Pixel Galaxy far overhead.

“From here,” Leo said, “if you watch it for forty-five minutes or so, it’ll make a tight little circle in the sky about as big around as your hand if you hold it out at arm’s length. We aren’t moving directly away from it, but it’s pretty close to that, so from the South Pole it mostly looks like it stays in the same place.”

Over the next couple of minutes, I could see for myself that the galaxy wasn’t sweeping across the sky like it normally did. It was just describing a small arc, and that was all.

“We’ve come such a short way, and it moves entirely differently,” I said.

“Yep, welcome to a tiny planet. A lot of things out here are different than what you’re used to.”

“They really are. I tilted my head back to level and looked over to Leo. So what’s next?”

“On the tour, our next stop is the dark side of the Potato.”

“Of course, all the sides are dark, right?”

“Yep, that’s right. I just never liked thinking of it as the ‘other’ side of the Potato, so it’s the ‘dark side’ to me when I make my explorations.”

“Do you spend a lot of time out here, outside the dome?”

“Yep. I like it out here. I mean, I’m not a loner or anything like that, but I do like to have room to think sometimes, and on the Potato, most of the room is outside. The others don’t feel the same way, though. They like to stay in the dome.”

“Well, I understand you, Leo. I’ve spent my life living in a cell and longing for wide open spaces. I love what you’ve shown me out here.”

“Yeah. That’s good, Cassie, I’m glad. But so anyway, on to the dark side. Our next stop is the dragon!”

Leo stepped lightly on the accelerator, and I wondered what he would show me next.


Chapter 9

Leo and I drove back towards the center of the Potato. We were headed “north” by his way of reckoning, on the side of the asteroid that was not inhabited.

When he next slowed the Jeep, he made a few careful steering adjustments. “I want to get the headlights aimed just right,” he said. “There. OK, come on, Cassie.”

We got out of the vehicle and I followed him to the top of a small hill. “Alright,” he said. “Welcome to the Valley of the Dragon.”

“OK,” I said, trying to guess what natural wonder Leo would show me next. “I hadn’t realized that dragons lived in space. Can they breathe fire in a vacuum?”

“This one can. He’s doing it now.” Leo pointed to the little valley that was illuminated by the Jeep’s headlights. “See?”

I looked down at the landscape and saw gravel, sand, and rocks. “Is it…a small dragon? Hiding behind a rock?”

“Nope, he’s huge. Just keep looking. You’ll see him.”

Leo continued to point to the valley, and I gazed upon it patiently. I really wanted to see something. We were having a lovely time, and I didn’t want to disappoint Leo. “I…think I see him?” I said without much conviction.

“You’ll know it when you see him. Keep looking,” Leo said.

I sighed just a little bit in my spacesuit. I wondered if Leo was playing a joke of some kind, but he seemed sincere. I kept looking at the gravel and sand and rocks. A lot of those rocks were triangles, and they kind of made a curve if you looked at the whole row of them…

And then I saw it, and I couldn’t unsee it. The triangles were spikes along a neck formed by a long arc of rock that was darker than the surrounding rock. The arc terminated into a patch of gravel that suggested a head with an eye and gaping jaws. A patch of sand near the mouth had a few sharp angles at the edges. “The sand is his breath of fire,” I said quietly.

“You see it!”

“Yes! Oh, it’s marvelous, Leo.”

I had spent long hours in the prison yard looking at clouds and finding all manner of shapes and creatures and faces in them. The dragon was like that, but it would never change shape or drift away.

“How did you find this?” I asked.

“Well, like I said, I’ve spent a lot of time out here. Usually I just drive and think, but sometimes I discover something interesting.”

“It’s definitely interesting. It’s wonderful. Thank you, Leo.”

“You’re welcome, Cassie. I knew you’d like it.”

“Well, you certainly seem to have a very good sense of the things I’ll like.”

“Yeah, so far, so good. I hope you like the grand finale.”

“Oh, there’s a finale.”

“Every good tour has to have a good finale. You have to get the customers talking so that you get that word-of-mouth advertising going.”

I snickered at that. “Well, I will definitely be recommending your tour to all my friends.”

“That’s what we like to hear at Potato Tours. Are you ready to go to the last stop?”

“I am more than ready.”

“Let’s go.”

We left the dragon behind and continued north.

When Leo brought the Jeep to the last stop, he made another series of small steering adjustments to get the headlights pointed just the way he wanted. This time I could see something right away; there was an array of shiny little objects in the middle of a flat area in front of us.

Leo nodded to me and reached behind his seat. He retrieved the wicker basket. “Is it time for the picnic, quote quote?” I asked.

Leo’s helmet nodded. “Yep, time for the picnic.”

“And what will we be having at our picnic today?”

“Iced coffee, ma’am.”

“Ah.” Since we certainly couldn’t remove our helmets and drink anything, I wondered what clever thing might count as iced coffee.

“What are those shiny things?” I asked, pointing to the little array.

“All part of the finale,” Leo said.

As we got closer to them, they resolved into little rectangles set on end. “Are they…oversized dominoes?”

“More or less.”

They looked metallic. They were arranged in a little square, and I counted sixteen on a side. So two hundred fifty six of them in the main square, I thought. To the right of the main group, small trails of dominoes that were arranged kind of like tree roots led up to the main 16 x 16 square of them. The roots all merged at a single spot well to the right of the main group of dominoes.

“Are they made of…silver?”

“Most of them are made of nickel. There’s plenty of nickel on the Potato. A few of them are made of gold; we have a little bit of that, too.”

“And…do you make them?”

“I guess so. I mean the harvester bots dig for all the ore and the factory processes it and presses the dominoes when it extracts enough metal for a new one, but I programmed them to do all of that. So I kind of make them.”

Leo led me to a flat topped rock that rested on the surface near the dominoes. He reached into his picnic basket, withdrew a plaid blanket, and laid it atop the rock. It took a few moments for it to settle in the microgravity. When it had, Leo smoothed it out and gestured for me to sit. I sat upon the blanket and smiled.

Leo reached into the basket again and produced a thermos.

“Is that the iced coffee?” I asked with a smile.

“Not quite yet,” Leo said. He walked over to a spot right next to the place where the domino “roots” converged. He crouched down, twisted the lid off of the thermos, and tilted the thermos sideways.

Steaming brown coffee started to pour out, and like the steam at the geyser, it started to freeze almost right away. Leo began to rotate his arm below his elbow in a slow and graceful counterclockwise circle. At the same time, he rose slowly from his crouch. For a moment, I couldn’t imagine what he was doing. But then I saw. He was making a helix.

The coffee that emerged from the thermos froze in a twirling circle that rose higher as Leo went from crouching to standing. It froze into a striking brown, translucent spiral. It looked like a sculpture made from brown topaz. Before the thermos was empty, Leo had created a frozen helix at least a meter high. It had a smoky appearance, and I wondered if it was sublimating.

He placed the thermos on the ground and reached into two of his suit’s exterior pockets. With his left hand, he retrieved three nickel dominoes from a breast pocket. With his right hand, he produced a pair of pliers from a pocket on the side of his leg. One at a time, he took the dominoes in the jaws of the pliers and placed them carefully in a small row between the bottom of the iced coffee sculpture and the dominoes that had been set up when we arrived.

When he had finished that task, he reached into his left hip pocket and drew out a large ball bearing about the size of a golf ball. He displayed it to me with a flourish. I nodded but didn’t speak; I was too mesmerized by the whole series of events to say anything at all.

Leo placed the ball bearing at the top of the coffee helix, positioned it just so, and opened his fingers. It started to roll slowly.

It stayed on the helix! Just like a child riding a slide, it rolled around and down on the little ramp. By some trick of the wrist, Leo had poured the coffee in a way that had produced a small raised edge all around the outside of the helix, and it was enough to keep the ball bearing from falling off.

He came over and sat beside me on the blanket in the time it took the ball bearing to roll halfway down the frozen coffee sculpture. I placed my gloved hand over his and gripped it as the ball rolled and descended.

When it reached the surface, it struck the first domino right in the center, but the domino didn’t seem to fall. I thought that Leo’s marvelous trick wasn’t going to quite work out, and I started to think of ways to express to him that it was a wonderful show anyway. But then, the domino started to fall. It didn’t behave at all like a falling domino on Earth. It toppled in slow motion in the microgravity, but fall it did, right into the next domino. That one paused for a moment, and fell into two more. Over the next twenty seconds or so, all the roots fell, and they all contacted one of the dominoes on the right edge of the main square of them. After that, every five seconds or so, a new column fell.

As the third column started to lay flat, I saw a flash of gold amid the nickel near the top and bottom of the square. The next column fell to reveal another pair of gold dominoes right next to the first pair. The next column contained two more golden dominoes, but each was one row closer to the center this time. When about half of the main square had fallen, my mind could almost spot the pattern the gold dominoes were forming and project it…

Oh, God, they’re making a C, I thought. Involuntarily, I squeezed Leo’s hand hard, and I let out a little squeal. Over the next thirty seconds, the rest of the dominoes fell, and the full pattern was revealed: a field of silver with a golden C set in the center.

“A letter C for my new friend Cassiopeia,” Leo said.

I turned to him and hugged him. He hugged me back. “That’s the best thing I’ve even seen,” I told him, and it was.

“So you enjoyed the grand finale?”

“It was wonderful! How did you learn to do all of that?”

“Well, like your father always says, when you’re stranded on an asteroid, you have a lot of time to perfect little skills.”

“Well, this is not a little skill. You are an artist.”

“Aw, I don’t know about that, Cassie, but thank you.”

I stood and walked over to the dominoes, crouched down, and ran my fingers over them. “Can I keep one of them?” I asked.

“Sure, but only if you take one of the gold ones,” Leo said.

I smiled and clumsily picked up the gold domino that had first fallen at the bottom of the C. Up close, I could see that half of its bottom edge was rounded. I found out later that Leo had learned the rounding was necessary to get the dominoes to fall in light gravity. I placed it in one of my pockets.

“Thank you, Leo.”

“Hey, what good is a tour without a souvenir?” he asked.

I smiled again. “Do you need help getting anything into the Jeep?”

“No, don’t worry about that, I’ll clean up next time I’m out here. It’s not like anything will go anywhere. We can just head back.”

“Oh. OK.” We walked to the Jeep together. This time he opened my door for me, even though I had been getting in and out fine without the door being opened at all. It was nice.

We continued on our way, and I watched the changing landscape as the headlights revealed it. Leo pointed out a few craters off to one side or the other, and he told a few stories about his explorations. At one point, he said, “Look over your left shoulder right above the horizon and find Smudgy Pixel Galaxy.”

“OK.” I could just see it.

“OK, now keep your eye on it. We’re about to cross the arctic circle.”

The galaxy sank a little further, and a little further, and then I lost sight of it. “Is it gone?” Leo asked.

“It’s gone,” I confirmed. “I guess sunset comes early in this part of the Potato?”

“It’s more than that. When you get up this far north, you can’t ever see it at all; it’s always blocked by the back end of the Potato. No SPG sunrises near the North Pole.”

“Huh,” I said. I imagined it in my mind, and I thought I could see why it would be that way. “So you call the spot where you lose sight of it the arctic circle.”

“Yep. I’m not going to take us all the way to the North Pole. Driving is pretty rough up there, and you have to hike a fair distance to actually get to it. But we can come back out here with spiked boots anytime you want.”

“I look forward to that,” I said.

After that, Leo made a right turn and followed a well worn path. I soon saw the Smudgy Pixel Galaxy rise above the horizon, and then I could see the top of the main dome off in the distance.

We soon reached the dome, parked the Jeep, and passed through the airlocks. We stepped out of our spacesuits and stood in our regular clothes in which we had started the adventure.

Leo had one more surprise for me. He reached into the box on the table that had held the spacesuits and pulled out a small cooler. Inside, he had drinks and sandwiches. “Perfect!” I said. I hadn’t realized how hungry and thirsty I was until I saw the snack. We sat and ate and laughed and talked about the good parts of our day.

I wanted to stay on the date forever, but I was so tired. I have since learned that being in spacesuits always has that effect. There is something about heat coming from the inside and utter cold pressing in from the outside that really saps one’s strength.

I fought it off for as long as I could, but then, try as I might, I couldn’t stop myself from yawning. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m having such a good time. Really.”

“I’m not offended,” Leo said. Going outside does that to me every time, and it’s late. Let me walk you home.”

“Alright, Leo,” I said.

We crossed the park to the tunnel that led to my Valkyrie. We jumped up to the platform that was now my front porch. I took both of his hands in mine and said, “I’ll never forget my tour, Leo. Thank you.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” he said.

I had never kissed a man before. To be honest, I was worried that I would mess it up somehow, but I couldn’t not kiss him, and so I leaned forward.

He kissed me softly. I felt warm and alert and wide awake. He pulled away gently. I opened my eyes, and he opened his and looked at me.

I didn’t know if he expected for me to invite him inside or not, but I just wasn’t ready for anything like that. I said, “You’ll have to be very, very patient with me Leo. I’ve led a strange life, and I’m…”

“Don’t worry about that,” Leo said. “Don’t worry at all. Patience is something I have in abundance.” He raised one of my hands to his lips and kissed it. “Goodnight, Cassie,” he said.

“Goodnight, Leo,” I said.

He gave my hands a final small squeeze, smiled, turned around, and walked off the edge of my porch. He floated slowly towards the ground and disappeared from my sight.

I sighed, turned, and went inside the Valkyrie-198.


Chapter 10

The next morning, I woke up happy. I don’t know if everyone feels that way after a date, but it was a new experience to me, a new kind of excitement to start connecting with someone. And besides that, it really had been a very good time.

I showered and dressed in ship coveralls, ate a light breakfast, and headed to Father’s Valkyrie. I had skipped working with Percy the day before as I got ready to meet Leo, but today I wanted to see if I could be useful. I also wondered if Percy had learned anything new.

I showed up a few minutes past nine, and my parents were just leaving to take a walk. Father gave me a hug and invited me to come along.

“Thanks, but I’m going to help Percy this morning,” I said.

“OK, sweetheart. Maybe I’ll see you at lunch.”

“OK. I’d like that. Have fun.”

“We will,” Mother said with merry eyes.

They left, and I heard Percy’s voice coming from the lab. “Aunt Cassie, I’m glad you’re here. What do you know about trinary code?”

“Nothing,” I called back.

Percy emerged from the hall to the lab. “That makes two of us,” he said. But Al seems to think it might be important. He’s working on those signals the 198 and Drone-1 picked up.”

“I am currently testing out working with the data as a septenary code, Percy,” Al said.

“Ah, my mistake. He’s fast. He’s already up to seven settings.”

“Settings for what?” I asked.

“Well, as near as I can follow Al, here’s what he’s thinking. The messages seem like random noise if we think of it as the binary code we use to run all of our computers.”

“Where everything is a 1 or a 0,” I said.

“Yeah - you know computers. I didn’t know if you would have had them in the prison.”

“We did. We always had computers. They weren’t connected to the nets, but we had them, and to quote Leo quoting my Father, when you are stranded in a women’s prison, you have a lot of time to master skills.”

“Well alright! So yeah, computer language boils down to a 1 for on or a 0 for off. But what if you have three settings? What if you have a resting position that counts as 0, and then a left and a right, or something, that maybe are coded as 1 and 2?”

“Then if every tiny piece of stored data can be a 0, 1, or 2 you have trinary code.”

“Right. And Al tried to make sense of the messages working with the theory that they might have been sent in trinary code, but I guess he didn’t find anything if he’s up to septenary code.”

“So now he’s wondering if each piece of data is, what, at rest position or left or right or up or down or… forwards or backwards.”

“Yep, something like that. I’m glad you’re here, Aunt Cassie, because you seem to have a better handle on all of that than I do. If you work with Al on the code, then that frees me up to try to figure out what the relationship is between the dark energy pulse the 198 absorbed and the jump it appears to have taken.”

“OK, Percy.”

“Great. I’ve got my stuff set up all over the lab, but you can take any of the workstations in here.” He started to head back down the hall. “Let me know if you learn anything.”

“I will,” I said.

I selected one of the many workstations that populated the outer wall of the central room and sat in a standard office chair. “Hi, Al,” I said.

“Hello, Cassiopeia I am pleased to be working with you today.”

“Tell your kids, or, ah, your subroutines, that I tucked their pictures into the mirror in my room.”

“They will be very happy to hear that thank you Cassiopeia.”

“You’re welcome, Al. And hey, before we get started, can I ask you about something you said when I first met you?”

“Yes.”

“You said something about celebrating my birthday every year. Did you and Father really do that?”

“Every July 21 we had a birthday party for you, Cassiopeia.”

“Wow…even when Father thought I was lost 200 million years in the past.” I shook my head. “What were they like, Al?”

“I can show you.”

“You can?”

The screen at my workstation illuminated and displayed a still image of Father holding a picture book with the text facing out. There was a plate in front of him on the hub room’s round table that contained only chocolate crumbs. Two plates had slices of chocolate cake upon them. One was set in front of Mother’s teddy bear. The other was set in front of an empty seat that Father was facing. A beautiful origami dragon stood guard over the slice at the empty seat.

Space Dog rested his chin on the table. He eyed the slice of cake in front of Mother’s bear with keen interest.

A triangle icon appeared, and the vid started to play.

“I ‘ave brought you these flowers such as I know you like best, Badger,” Father said as he read aloud in a gruff voice.

“Oh, Honey Badger, what would I ever do without you?” Father read in a high pitched voice.

“Badger pursed his lips. He closed his eyes. He opened one eye and raised an eyebrow above it. He said, ‘Well, Badger, I’m afraid I ‘ave no idea, then.’”

“’Oh, Honey Badger, I hope that I shall never have to learn.’ She kissed him on the nose and took his paw in her own. They turned together to watch the sunset.”

Father closed the book. “And that’s this year’s story,” he said. His eyes started watering. “Happy seventh birthday from the void, Cassie. We love you.”

The screen went blank. I found my own eyes watering more than a little bit. “And you did this every year?”

“Yes, Cassiopeia,” Al replied.

“Oh. Will you excuse me for a moment?”

“Yes, Cassiopeia.”

I went to the main bathroom and had a good cry. There are no words to describe how I felt then.

When I was put back together at least some, I asked, “Al, is Space Dog on the ship?”

A path illuminated on the floor. I followed it to the lower level and to Father’s room.

The Golden Retriever was lying on his back on an old cushion. When he saw me, his tail started to wag. I walked to him, crouched down, and rubbed his belly. “Thank you for coming to my birthday parties,” I said. “You’re a good dog.” He opened his mouth and his tongue lolled to one side.

I caught sight of Mother’s teddy bear on the bed. Before I left, I put my hand on his head and gave his ear a light squeeze. “Thank you for coming as well,” I said. “You’re a good bear.”

He seemed to understand.

I returned to the hub room and sat back at the workstation. “Any luck finding a pattern, Al?”

“No, Cassiopeia. The received signal may be only a noise pattern that reflects a physical characteristic of the center of the void.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Can you tell me what you are looking for?”

“I am seeking to construct an alphabet or a system of numerical notation or a system of glyphs.”

“That sounds right. But are you looking for any particular type of message? The opening part of it was the same for my Valkyrie and for Drone-1, correct?”

“Correct. But I am not seeking to construct any specific type of message what is your recommendation?”

“Well, if it is a communication, I would think that it would likely be saying one of three things at first.”

“Please list your three conjectures.”

“It would almost have to be saying, ‘Hello’, ‘Help’, or ‘Danger’. I’m not sure why else you would go to the trouble of creating a repeating message and spending the energy needed to run it. Can you narrow your search for matches with all archived messages of those three types?”

“Yes, Cassiopeia.”

“Are you still looking for bits that have seven possible settings?”

“Yes.”

“Have you analyzed the files with all bit sizes from two through seven?”

“I have not analyzed for bits with four or six settings.”

“Try those, especially four. I wonder about a system based on being able to store something as ‘off’ plus three more states. Call them ‘red’, ‘yellow’, and ‘blue’, maybe. And maybe ‘off’ is actually ‘clear’, or whatever the absence of color is.”

“I will begin assessing for tertiary code now, Cassiopeia. Executing.”

Percy entered the room. “Have you cracked the case?”

“Well, we’re working on some new ideas, anyway.”

“Number One’s daughter has offered valuable insights her contribution is appreciated.”

“Good to hear,” Percy said.

“Thank you, Al,” I said.

Percy said, “I’m about to head to lunch with Sagittarius and Gemini. She’s my wife - have you met her?”

“Yes. She’s one of the twins.”

“Righto. But before I go I wanted to ask you if you know whether your Valkyrie has any unlaunched comm drones.”

“Oh. Ah, I have no idea.”

“Can you find out for me in the next couple of days? If you have any, we should think about sending a couple of them to the center of the void. Al launched the last of his when we were searching for you, but you may have a ton of them aboard.”

“I’ll find out later today.”

“Thanks, Aunt Cassie. See you later.”

“See you, Percy.”

After Percy left, I eyeballed some of the output that Al generated for an hour or so. He thought that a human eye might catch something that his algorithms had missed. I was really locked in, and I didn’t hear my parents return until Mother said, “Hi, sweetheart.”

I kind of shook myself out of a data trance and said, “Hi.” Then, “Father! Pause data stream, Al. Father, I have a question for you.”

“Anything, Cassie.”

“Is there a green origami dragon about half a meter long somewhere on this ship?”

Father just smiled. “There is. Come on.” He gestured for me to follow.

Mother flashed a big smile and said something about wanting to find a book, but I knew she was just letting us have a moment alone. I followed Father.

He led me to the room opposite his at the other end of the hall. When I went into the room, I saw the dragon right away. It was set up at the center of the room’s desk, and it was surrounded by dozens of origami knights and trees and animals real and mythical. They were all beautifully made, and they had all been colored by hand in elaborate detail. “These were for my birthdays?”

“For yours and your mother’s, yes. The dragon was for one of your early ones. Maybe turning six?”

“Seven. Al showed me a vid clip of it from your home movies.”

“Ah. You know, those birthday parties helped keep me sane during my first years out here. Feeling connected to you was important, Cassie, even if I never expected to have a chance to meet you.”

I walked over to him and embraced him. “Thank you, Daddy,” I said.

“You’re welcome, sweetheart, you’re welcome.”

Into his shoulder, I said, “I don’t suppose you still have the book about the talking badgers?”

I could hear him chuckle. “Dresser. Top drawer.”

I pulled away from him and crossed the room to the dresser. There were about a dozen books in there, but the one I wanted was right on top. “Honey Badger and the Honeybees,” I said, holding it up.

“Yep. Your Aunt Belle and all the kids I raised loved it. But I wrote it for you.”

“Would you read it to me now?”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Sure. Of course.”

I handed him the book, carefully took up my dragon, kicked off my shoes, and sat cross legged on the bed. Father pulled out the desk chair, sat down, and opened the book with the inside facing me.

“I ‘ate to say it, Badger, but it would appear that I ‘ave run all out of honey,” he began. I put my elbows on my knees, rested my chin on both of my closed hands, and listened to my story with unconcealed delight.


Part II - The Center


Chapter 11


I spent a lot of the next two days with Father and Mother, and I passed a lot of time with Belle. I suppose that it was only natural after our long separation.

I didn’t see Percy much during those days, but he was still working on solving the mystery of the Crisis Protocol Three. On the third day, he had an idea for how to speed up the work and he enlisted my help. While Percy worked in the lab on the 84, I worked on fixing the 198’s outgoing comm system. Percy thought it would be useful if Pete and Al could talk to each other directly.

I found the whole repair process fascinating. It didn’t hurt that Leo was with me for most of it.

We spent an hour in the 198’s cargo hold. I was amazed at how large it was inside. The upper levels of the ship where I lived already seemed very large to me after a lifetime spent mostly in a cell. But beneath those rooms I had a warehouse piled with endless rows of pallets and shelves filled with supplies, machinery, building materials, and all manner of droids waiting to be activated.

“Everything you could ever need to start a colony,” Leo said to me.

“I guess so,” I said. “Except for the colonists.”

“Yep, you do need those.”

“And everything on the Potato came from the cargo hold on the 84?”

“Pretty much. All the buildings and almost everything in them came out of storage. And the domes, and the heating and lighting units, and the factory. The seeds for the grass and all my crops, too. We harvest a little bit of metal from the Potato and some water ice that we use for irrigation, but that’s about it for natural resources around here.”

“Wow. I had no idea all of this was down here.”

“Lucky for us it is. I guess your dad could have survived alone on his Valkyrie for a long time, but there’s no way he could have added all of us without the stuff in his basement.”

“It is kind of like a basement down here, isn’t it? A really large one.”

“Yep. OK, I found the comm stuff. It’s all right around 7A/27/3e. Come on.”

Leo led me through pallets and rows of shelves. They were all neatly numbered, and the longtime librarian in me appreciated the catalog system that the cargo hold used. I thought that with a little bit of practice, it would be easy to locate anything in the giant space.

Our footsteps made small metallic clangs. The interior of the space was not finished like the upper portion of the ship. It was clean and orderly, but everything was utilitarian.

When we reached the appropriate area, Leo selected two boxes from a tall shelf. They were long and narrow, and he took one in each hand and carried them under his arms. We went back outside the ship with our acquisitions.

He opened both of the boxes and carefully retrieved their contents. “These are both kits to build replacement short range broadcast towers. In this case, ‘short range’ means about two billion kilometers. The 198’s are both fried.”

I thought of Pilot Banner’s shuttle exploding just before we left Earth orbit. “A brave soldier kept it from being much worse,” I said.

“Mmm. Well, thank God for that soldier, then, because the old ones basically melted. I hope I can get them off and expose the ports we’ll need to plug the new units into. If you want to work on assembling the units, I’ll get up on the ship with the cutting tools and see what I can do.”

“OK, Leo, I’ll do my best.”

“OK, Cassie, let me know if you need anything.”

Leo loaded himself down with a lot of different tools he hooked into belts that he had draped over both of his shoulders. He jumped up to the front porch, and from there he jumped another three meters up to the bottom rung of a series of them that were welded onto the side of the Valkyrie. He climbed up towards the top of the ship and disappeared from sight.

I heard occasional clangs and clunks from high above me as I worked on putting together my little arrays of antennae.

Right as I was finishing the second one, Leo reemerged carrying two badly warped antennae with jagged hunks of metal attached to one end. “Got ‘em off,” he said with a smile. “Next part’s easier. Looks like you’ve got the new ones ready to go.”

“I hope they’re right.”

“I’m sure they are, but we’ll test them once I’ve got them attached.” He went back up top with the new units.

After half an hour, he called down, “They work great. Do you want to take a look?”

“Sure!” I called up. I followed the path he had taken up and soon stood beside him. My assemblies were securely mounted and fanned out at a 45 degree angle from each other.

“We should have Pete confirm that he can transmit messages, but both are getting power and their maintenance lights are all green.”

“That’s wonderful, Leo. And I know we did this for Percy’s project, but it feels good to have my ship in better repair. If I’m going to be living here for…you can see through the dome!” I exclaimed in surprise as I noticed that I could. The smoky residue was gone, and I could see clear through the entire bubble.

“Aw, shucks, ma’am, it’s all just part of your full service antenna rotation,” Leo said. I leaned over and gave him a kiss.

He smiled. “It wasn’t too hard once I got started.”

“That doesn’t matter, it’s very, very thoughtful. I thought the glass might be melted, or something.”

“Well, lucky it isn’t glass.”

“I know, I just didn’t know what else to call it.”

“That’s OK, neither do I.”

I slapped him on the arm playfully. “Come on, let’s go tell Percy that the AIs can talk to each other.”

“OK, Cassie.”

I started for the ladder, but then a new way down occurred to me. I took a small leap over the side of the ship and drifted gently down the eight or nine meters to the surface.

Leo was complimentary as he started his own descent. “Now you’re thinking like a native!”

We reached the ground and headed for the Valkyrie-84 arm-in-arm.

When we got there, Percy was drinking an iced tea, and he already knew about the 198’s new comm system. “Al and Pete have been talking nonstop for the last ten minutes, and I couldn’t get a word in edgewise, so I gave up and decided to take a break. Your repair job must have gone A-OK. Hey, Leo.”

“Hey, Percy.”

I said to Percy, “You asked me about comm drones. I found out we do have them. A hundred, actually.”

“Good deal,” Percy said. “If it’s OK with you, I’d like to send a couple of them out to the center of the void and park them. I have a couple of theories I want to test, and I want to see if we can pick up that message again.”

“Sure. Use as many as you need.”

“OK, I’ll need you to authorize that. Or actually, I think your mom will need to authorize that, since she’s the Captain.”

“I’m sure she will.”

“Yeah. Hey, Al, can you tell me where Grandma Annabelle is located?”

Usually AIs answered right away, but Al didn’t respond. After a few seconds, Percy said, “Al?”

“Yes, I am sorry Percy can you repeat your query?”

“Uh…can you tell me where my grandmother is located?”

“Annabelle Dawson and Number One and Sagittarius are located in the dormitory would you like to communicate with them?”

“No…I’ll just head over there. Are you doing OK, Al?”

“Yes, Percy I have been discussing Moon Base Four with Pete.”

“What’s Moon Base Four?”

“All Valkyries are sent to Moon Base Four after construction for programming and testing and training can you believe that we had the same directives coder that man’s sessions were of unnecessary duration.”

“Ah.”

“His last directives system check was so challenging, yes, yes, so challenging that I nearly discovered the human, yes, human emotion of despair Pete had the same experience, yes.”

“So…” Percy said, “you and Pete…had the same old professor…with the same old impossible final exam?”

“Approximately, Percy.”

“Well, don’t let me interrupt the two of you catching up on college days.”

“Thank you Percy passive monitoring activated.”

“Well,” Percy said, “I’m not sure we’ll get a lot of work done this afternoon. Who wants to take a walk?”

Leo and I agreed that it was a good idea, and the three of us left the Valkyrie-84.


Chapter 12

We tracked down Mother, and she of course authorized the 198 to send out drones to the center of the void. Father asked how we planned to launch them. He said that Al had shot drones through the dome when they had been desperately searching for us, but that since time was not of the essence, it might be better to carry the drones outside and launch them without taxing the small dome’s self-repair system.

Percy, Leo, and I returned to the 198 and spent a couple of hours crawling around in an access tunnel that we reached through the cargo hold. Eventually, Leo was able to remove a pair of access panels and get two of the comm drones out of a loading tube at the back of the 198’s drone launch system. He emerged from the tunnel and proudly held one up in each hand.

They were vaguely the size and shape of medium sized birds. They had copper highlights that were almost orange in the light, and they kind of reminded me of the orioles that would perch on the walls around the prison exercise yard from time to time.

We grabbed three spacesuits and headed to the airlock to the outside. We suited up, exited the dome, and piled into Leo’s Jeep. I offered to sit in the back, but Percy said he wouldn’t hear of it and jumped back there himself.

Leo drove us to the South Pole. We parked and selected a flat rock that rested at an upward slant. Percy placed the two comm drones next to each other near the top of it with their nose ends pointed up. He led us to a spot about thirty meters away that was not directly behind them. “Alright, Pete,” he said. “Birds are placed. Ready for launch.”

“Acknowledged. Launching drones.”

A small orange circle lit up at the rear of the two little orioles. They slowly grew brighter, and then flashed very bright and the drones were gone. I could see them as a pair of orange dots for a second or two before I lost sight of them altogether.

“Oh, those are fast!” I exclaimed.

I heard Pete’s voice in my earpiece. “Drone launch successful systems nominal time to target 0.74 standard days.”

“Alright,” Percy said. “Maybe tomorrow afternoon we can get some more answers.”

“That seems faster than Mother and I covered the same distance.”

“It is. The drones can accelerate harder, because they don’t have to worry about squishing any humans inside. You can adjust grav fields, but only so much.”

“Ah.”

Leo said to me, “Do you feel like driving today?”

I found that I did. “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I do.”

So Leo taught me how to drive. And even though it was only little more than half a kilometer back to the main dome, and even though the drive only lasted about five minutes, I think that everyone I had ever known on Earth would have paid a very high price for the chance to drive a Jeep on an asteroid.

We got back without incident, Leo showed me how to set the parking brake, and I climbed out of the Jeep feeling exhilarated. The three of us reentered the dome, removed our suits, and headed to the Valkyrie-84 for a late lunch.

The next day, my parents, Belle, Percy, and Leo assembled in my central room to watch Percy run his remote experiments.

“Drone-1 approaching target coordinates,” Pete said.

“OK,” Percy said. “Now if I’m right in what I’m thinking, it’s going to stay parked there for about four seconds, and then it’s going to relocate in some direction to a new point about three quarters of a meter away.”

“What makes you think it will do that?” Belle asked.

“Well Mom…let me see if I’m right first. I’ll feel dumb if I give you a big ol’ formula and then the drone just sits there or explodes or something.”

“I get it, Percy, I get it.”

“We’ll know soon. I’ve got the second drone ready to relay video back. Can we get that on the main screen, Pete?”

“Yes, Percy.”

The large screen in the central room lit up and showed one of the orioles just ahead of the camera. “I had to program them to fly in a tight formation to get this shot,” Percy said. “These comm drones don’t have very good lights, so the trailing drone couldn’t be more than a few meters away from the first one. Looks like they made it out there OK, though. How far out is Drone-1, Pete?”

“Drone-1 will reach destination coordinates in 22 seconds.” A small clock appeared in a corner of the screen counting down towards zero.

We were all watching the clock, I think. There wasn’t much of anything else to watch on the main screen; the lead drone was headed for a patch of nothingness that looked the same as every other patch of nothingness it travelled through.

I noticed that the display below the main screen listed a center and a Center. “Why the capitalized one, Percy?”

“Hmm? Oh, the little c center is the middle of Drone-1 and the capital c Center refers to the middle of the void.”

“Ah.”

When the clock hit zero, Pete said, “Both drones stationary Drone-1 positioned at the Center confirmed.”

Now the numbers on the clock grew. One, two, three…

Nothing happened. I turned to look at Percy and saw a concerned look on his face.

I turned back to the screen just in time to see Drone-1 disappear and reappear a short distance away. We all spoke over one another: “Oh // what // whoa // where is it?”

“Pete?” Percy said.

“Drone-1 is located .78 meters from its original coordinates.”

Percy clapped his hands and said, “Yes!” Everyone else started to applaud as well.

“You were right!” Father said.

“Well, almost. But yes, I think I understand at least some of what’s going on. There’s a force that builds up on anything at the Center of the void. And once the force builds up to a certain level, it acts on the drone or ship or whatever happens to be there and it moves it to a new location. It’s like a cork being shot out of a champagne bottle in an old movie, except that’s not quite right because a cork travels through space, and Droid-1 just relocated almost instantly to a new position. It blipped or jumped or whatever just like the Valkyrie-198 did.”

I asked, “How did you know it would go about three quarters of a meter away?”

“Well I mean, I didn’t know. But the fact that Grandma Annabelle’s hair stood up just before the Valkyrie blipped made me wonder if some kind of force had been building up, and that led me to wonder if a smaller object like a drone might be exposed to enough dark energy or whatever to be moved in a much shorter amount of time and be moved a much shorter distance. I worked up a formula and it spit out a pretty good estimate. Pete?”

“Yes, Percy.”

“Let’s move the other drone to the Center.”

“Executing. Moving Drone-2.” This time Drone-1 reoriented itself and became the cameraman.

“Drone-2 is in position,” Pete said.

I counted in my head. One, one-thousand, two, one-thousand…

Just after I got to four, the other drone disappeared and reappeared and Pete said, “Drone-2 has relocated .78 meters from its original position.”

There was more clapping all around.

“Two for two!” Father said. He seemed more excited than anyone else, even Percy.

“Are you going to need more drones sent out, Percy?” Leo asked.

“I don’t think we need to. I’ve gotten about everything I can get from them. Oh, except for the messages. Pete, did we get the same data stream while we had the drones parked out there?”

“Yes, Percy. Drone-1 and Drone-2 received identical data for 4.29 seconds before shifting locations.”

“OK, good deal. So we actually do have everything we’re going to get from the comm drones, I think. If we want more information, we need to take the 198 back out there so that we can get readings on the dark energy that flooded you just prior to your jump, Aunt Cassie. The drones can’t detect dark energy.”

“Oh. Is that…wise?” I asked. “Doesn’t that put the ship at some risk?”

“Anything’s possible, but you and Grandma Annabelle seemed to come through unharmed, and the 198 doesn’t show any ill effects. Neither do the two drones, or am I wrong about that, Pete?”

“Drone-1 functions nominal Drone-2 functions nominal.”

“Right. So, I don’t think it’s too risky.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but it doesn’t seem like there’s zero risk.”

Mother said, “I agree. Why do we need to understand it? Is it necessary, Percy?”

Father said, “It’s necessary, Annabelle.” He said it so definitively, and with such certainty that I was sure I was missing something.

“Tell me why, John.”

“Because, darling, it gives us a fighting chance to solve our greatest current dilemma.”

Mother thought for a few moments, then took Father’s hand. “Tell me John. What is it?”

“You know that I stopped taking life extension treatments twenty years ago and only restarted taking them after you arrived.”

“Yes.”

“I stopped taking them because I wanted for the kids to be able to have children of their own on their own terms. We only have so many resources on the Potato, and we can’t support more than five or six generations at once. And that means that either we have to spread the generations out by at least several centuries to avoid overcrowding, or we have to live less than the 5000 years that EXTs will allow us to live.

“I felt strongly about setting an example that a natural, unenhanced lifespan of a hundred years or so could be normal and fulfilling. I stopped the treatments fully intending to live out the rest of my natural, or at least my biologically natural lifespan, and nothing more.

“But then I had the absolute miracle of your arrival with Cassie, and of course I wanted to resume the EXTs. I don’t want to be parted from you ever again, and I’ll do anything to prevent that from happening for as long as possible.

“Which brings us back to the first problem. How can we let everyone have children when they want to do so and not exhaust the resources of the Potato? The answer is that if everyone takes EXTs, which everybody including me wants to, we can’t. By the time Sagittarius has grandchildren, we’ll be all maxed out around here, and everyone will still have at least 4850 or so years to live. That’s our biggest problem.”

Mother patted his hand. “OK. I can see that, John. But what does taking the 198 back to the Center have to do with any of that?”

“Percy? Why don’t you explain?”

“Alright,” Percy said. “Grandma Annabelle, I need to run more tests. Maybe a lot more. But if I’m right, I think we can learn how to get out of the void.”

“Can’t we do that now, if we want to?”

“Only if we want to wait 200 million years. And only if we’re happy if only two of us survive the journey. Or, well, four of us, since we have the 198’s hibernation pods now as well. Getting out the regular way doesn’t work very well, but you and Cassie accidentally learned how to jump your Valkyrie a long way in practically no time at all.”

“We were just along for the ride, Percy. I don’t think we learned anything,” Annabelle said.

“OK, maybe that’s right. But anyway, I think with more experiments we can learn. I think we can get back to civilization fast. Grandma Annabelle, I think we can learn how to jump the Potato.”


Chapter 13

“How do you mean, we can learn to jump the Potato?” Mother asked.

“What I’m mostly wondering,” Percy said, “is whether there’s any limit to the size of the thing that can be jumped. So far, we’ve seen little drones and big Valkyries blip. I’ll bet we can get the whole Potato to jump, too.”

“But how would we even get the Potato to the Center of the void?”

“Well, it would take a while, but Al and Grandpa did some calculations once and figured that we could eventually fly the whole thing out of the void if we converted about a third of its mass into propellant. The problem with that plan is that we would move much too slow for the escape to be useful. But anyway, we won’t need to use up nearly that much of the Potato to just get to the Center, if we end up wanting to do that.”

“It would take about fifteen years, Annabelle,” Father said. “We’d set up a new base at the North Pole around one of the Valkyries and we’d feed the ship a steady stream of propellant that the factory would produce. The ship would have its engines oriented so that the ship would push down on the Potato instead of taking off. Eventually, that would slow down the motion of our asteroid and stop its forward progress. We could then get it moving again in whatever direction we wanted by the same process. We’d aim it at the Center and get there in due course.”

“Wow,” Annabelle said. “So the whole asteroid would become a spaceship.”

“Kind of, yes,” Father said.

“Alright, so we go to a lot of trouble and get the Potato to the Center. How does that help?

Percy said, “It might not. But it might help a lot.” He started scribbling numbers on a paper and spoke to Mother as he did.

“See, the little drones are kind of heavy little things, but you can carry one in each hand so they don’t weigh that much. And they stay at the Center for a few seconds and move less than a meter. Alright, now the 198 weighs a lot more than that, and it took an hour and a half for enough pressure or whatever to build up behind it or around it to make it jump, and then it blipped almost 23 million kilometers. So if we graph those two things here, then there’s kind of a curve, do you see? The graph isn’t a straight line, it’s curved.”

“OK.”

“Alright, so here’s the formula that Al and I worked out that more or less describes the relationship. Now, I also had Al calculate the mass of the Potato as closely as possible. It’s enormously heavy, even compared to the Valkyries. And it’s not just a size difference. The Potato is dense. It’s made of rock and metal, mostly. Its mass is this huge number here. And so if we plug that into our formula, then we would expect the Potato to stay at the Center building up dark energy pressure against it for about twelve years, and if our thinking is right, that will be enough to jump it a long, long way. Maybe something like 150 light years.”

I asked, “How far are the nearest human settlements?”

Percy smiled. “About 130 light years away, Aunt Cassie. I think we can make it to them. I really do.”

Mother asked, “And that’s why you need to send the 198 out there.”

“Right. Except I don’t want to just send the ship. I need to go along to run experiments…”

“Percy!” Belle said.

“We’ve got to run a lot of experiments, Mom, and they’ll get better data if we’re running them firsthand. I appreciate your concern, but if we’re ever going to even consider jumping the entire Potato, we have to understand a lot more about how the process works.”

“I still don’t like it. Maybe I’ll issue an order to have you confined to your quarters.”

“Ah, you didn’t do that kind of thing even when you were Primero. I’m going, Mom. It’ll be fine.”

“Mmm.”

“Anyway, I want to get out there soon. And I want to unload a lot of heavy stuff from the 198’s cargo hold and leave it here. We should reduce the ship’s mass by enough to make a difference and see if that reduces the amount of time it has to park before it jumps and the distance that it jumps. That will help me fine tune the formula.

“And then we also need to learn how to control the direction of the jump if this is going to be useful. If it’s not controllable, that’s a problem, because we might end up jumping beyond the edge of the void on the side away from Earth and end up even further from human worlds than we are now. I mean, we could find a planet in any direction I guess, and that would help us, but I think everyone would be happier if we had the option to rejoin society if we wanted to.”

Father asked, “Will you go by yourself, Percy?”

“If I have to, but I’d like to take a couple of volunteers along with me so we can monitor more than one thing at once.”

“Well, it’s my ship,” I said. “I’ll go.”

I saw Mother start to volunteer, but she looked at Father and she stayed silent. Her instinct for 83 years had been to protect me whenever possible, but that instinct had been overridden, I think, by a desire to never again be separated from Father. She wouldn’t volunteer unless he did.

Father, as it turned out, did not volunteer. “I would go, Cassie, but it should be younger people on this trip, I think. You may need to move fast to get the data we need, and that’s just not me anymore. I can do more good staying here and working with Al on whatever you send back.” I could tell it bothered him to say that, but Father is better than anyone I’ve ever known at taking a realistic look at situations and making decisions that are in everyone’s best interests, even if they are painful to him.

Mother put an arm around his shoulder.

“If you could use me, I’d like to go,” Leo said.

Percy said, “I was hoping you’d say that, Leo. We definitely might need you.”

“OK, good. Count me in.”

And so we had our crew.

We spent the next day moving a lot of heavy stuff out of the 198’s cargo hold and placing it around the perimeter of what everyone called the strawberry dome in an orderly fashion. It was mostly heating units and crates of parts and other things made out of metal. We didn’t move anything like tubs of seeds that would be damaged if frozen. We were going to have to open the small dome to take off, and everything inside of it would get very cold very fast.

“Sorry about killing your strawberries again, Leo,” I said.

“Aw, they’re already dead. But maybe we should set up one of your small domes in a new place eventually and declare that to be the strawberry field and this dome to be the spaceport.”

“That sounds good to me.”

“We’ll probably want to set up all of the domes in your cargo hold sooner or later anyway.”

I tried to picture having two large domes surrounded by four small ones. It was an interesting image.

Towards the end of the day, Percy said the weight reduction was enough for his experimental needs and told everyone we didn’t need to unload anything else from my Valkyrie. He talked to me and to Leo about his plan.

“So we’ll take off tomorrow afternoon, and that will put us out there at the Center on Wednesday late morning. I’d like to make two jumps on Wednesday and two more on Thursday with different combinations of variables, and then we’ll head home and get back here Saturday morning. Leo, you and I should go home and get whatever clothes and stuff we’ll want to have for the rest of the week.”

“OK,” Leo said. “I want to bring some of my tools, too.”

“That’s probably a good idea. You never know what might come up with experiments. If you’re heading out, I’ll walk with you.”

“Good deal.”

The guys headed for their homes, and I decided to go see my parents on the Valkyrie-84.

When I got there, I didn’t see them in the reading room or the hub room, but I could hear them talking. They were upstairs in the observation room. The platform was lowered to the level of the door, and they were sitting together on the couch. A large screen was raised up from the floor. They didn’t see me at first, and I didn’t interrupt them.

“John, I’m so glad that you found comfort in it, I truly am, I just don’t understand it. I mean, the man with the skull face…”

“Skeletor,” Father and Al said together.

“Right, OK, him. How does he have a muscular body? Shouldn’t it be a skeleton to go along with his head?”

“Well, no,” Father said. “I mean, that’s just, you know, how he is. From magic, or something.”

“Alright…but why doesn’t the other guy in the cutoffs just run him through with his giant sword and be done with it?”

“No, no, he doesn’t want to hurt Skeletor. It’s better if he just, you know…Al, help me out here.”

“The juxtaposition of King Arthur and Sisyphus and professional wrestlers is very clever, Annabelle.”

“I…guess so. But OK, what about his friend, Man-at-Arms?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s great.” Father said. “What about him?”

“Well, do they just call him Man-at-Arms?”

“Ah, usually. Yeah.”

“But does he have a name? I mean, what kind of a character goes through a whole story without a name?”

“Um…” Father said.

Then he noticed me. “Cassie!” He said, rising from the couch to greet me.

I hugged him. Mother said, “I’ve been learning all about some kind of comic book warrior named He-Man from your father and Al.”

“Ah. Well that sounds very…interesting. A favorite of yours?” I asked Father.

“Pretty much. But never mind him, sit down, sit down. Tell us all about your mission.”

And so I did. I could tell that my parents weren’t crazy about having me go out to the Center, but they both knew that it was in our little colony’s best interests to learn more about its strange properties.

“One thing, Mother,” I said, “I’d like for you to come by tomorrow morning and transfer the Captain’s authority over to me.”

“Oh, of course. I should have done that already.”

“It’s OK. But I’d hate to have any kind of situation come up where I could handle it if only I weren’t locked out of some ship function or other.”

“Yes, we’ll make you the Captain first thing in the morning. And then we can make Percy the Commander, and…do Valkyries recognize a third kind of person, Al?”

“Valkyrie ships can be programmed to recognize Pilots.”

Father said, “Why do you need a third designation when there are only two hibernation pods per ship?”

“Not all voyages are interstellar, Number One. A Pilot can be authorized to move a Valkyrie within a star system or land on a planetary surface or perform testing after maintenance.”

“Ah.”

Mother said, “Well, then Leo can be made the official Pilot.”

I talked to them for another hour, and then we agreed to meet on my Valkyrie to have breakfast and transfer the authorizations at nine o’clock the next morning.


Chapter 14

I must admit, it felt good the next day to have Pete say, “Cassiopeia Dawson is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.” And Leo seemed to get a kick out of hearing himself referred to as the Pilot of the ship.

Percy and Leo each brought a duffel bag aboard, and Leo also had a large toolbox which he stowed in the lab. Percy took his bag to the spare personal quarters downstairs, and Leo took his upstairs to the observation room. “I love the couches they have in these rooms,” he said. “They’re better than my bed.”

Everyone knew we were heading out at one o’clock, and people started to congregate around noon. I got hugs and wishes of good luck from almost everyone.

I had a lingering parting with Belle and my parents. Percy had the same with his wife Gemini, who seemed proud but concerned, and with Sagittarius, who seemed proud and excited.

“Oh wow Dad you’re just like a real astronaut in the movies and when you get all of this stuff at the Center figured out then oh boy will that be great for us and I’m gonna work my hardest to break Grandpa Orion’s high jump record before you get back and then we’ll have a lot to talk about!”

When we had finished our goodbyes, Percy, Leo, and I jumped up to the platform. Percy and Leo had spent the morning replacing the airlock door with a spare from the cargo hold, and it shined in the lights under the dome.

We turned and waved down to our assembled fans. I smiled and said, “We’ll see you Saturday!”

We waved a few more times and entered the ship. Orion and a few others I couldn’t see through the airlock door’s window tipped the platform on its side and started to carry it toward the tunnel to the main dome. Everyone headed for one of the two tunnels, because the strawberry field was about to be in vacuum.

Inside, we sat at three side-by-side workstations in the central room. We smiled at one another.

“What are your orders, Captain?” Percy asked.

“Well, Commander, let’s double check and make sure that all civilians have cleared the strawberry dome and that the airlock doors at the flower dome and main dome entrances have been closed and sealed.”

“Aye, Cap.” I think Percy was having the most fun of all of us with the mission. He had never been in space, and he was up for it. “All civilians clear, both doors closed and sealed, confirmed.”

“Very good, Commander,” I said. Then, “Alright Pete, blow the strawberry dome.”

“Acknowledged. Executing.” After a few moments, Pete added, “Executed. The dome is open.”

“Mr. Pilot, you are cleared for takeoff.”

“Roger that, Captain.” I expected Leo to just tell Pete to take us up, but I found out that he had been through a tutorial with Pete on how to use the manual controls. He worked quickly and confidently turning knobs and pressing buttons, and when he started to raise a lever on his left and push forward on a joystick to his right, I could feel the ship begin to rise.

Just then it seemed Leo might be enjoying the adventure the most out of all of us. He certainly did look joyful as the ship responded to his inputs.

After our departure, we spent the next several hours setting up experiments in the lab. Percy wanted to see if he could learn anything at all about dark energy, especially in the moments just before and just after the ship jumped. Leo and I helped him set up scanners and sensors and vid recorders and centrifuges and beakers filled with all manner of liquids and gasses.

When we finished, we had Pete prepare a huge meal, and we lingered over it and talked for a long time. Eventually, Percy said he was going to turn in, and he went downstairs.

When he was gone, I said to Leo, “I haven’t been alone with you since you volunteered for this little mission. Thank you, Leo.”

“You’re welcome, Cassie. The truth is, I’d rather help you than do anything else.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I just smiled and blushed a little.

“I have a question for you,” he said.

“OK.”

“It’s a library question.”

“Oh. Does it have to be answered in the library?”

“It might be easier.”

“Well then, by all means.” I stood up and he did the same. I took him by the hand, and we walked down the corridor to the library. When we entered, he gestured with his palm up to the bookshelves along the left wall.

“Well?” I asked. “What’s the question?”

“Which one is your favorite?” he asked.

“Oh. A Gentleman in Moscow,” I said without needing to think it over.

Leo released my hand gently and walked over to the shelves. “Which one is it?”

“It’s with the Ts. Towles.”

Leo walked toward the right end of the row of books, located it, and drew it from its shelf. “Why this one?”

“Well…have you read it?”

“No.”

“Well then I won’t spoil anything for you.” I sat down in one of the tall green chairs. “It’s about a man who is sentenced to live in a hotel for the rest of his life.”

“Why didn’t they put him in jail?”

“He was held in high regard by some of the people in power for things he had done in the past, and they wouldn’t stand for him to be executed or put into an uncivilized confinement.”

“Ah.”

“But the thing about the character is that even though he can’t leave the hotel, he doesn’t let it get him down. Or at least he usually doesn’t let it get him down. He carves out a life for himself and holds on to his dignity. I read it when I was fourteen, and it just…it gave me a model. It gave me an outlook to try to adopt so that I could cope with being a prisoner myself. It really helped me, Leo.”

“Did he ever get away?”

I smiled. “I said no spoilers, Mr. Pilot. You’ll have to read the book.”

“Can do, Captain.”

“So what’s your favorite?” I asked.

Leo walked past many volumes and then pulled one from fairly close to the left end of the shelves.

“Chekov,” he said. He handed the book to me and sat in the green chair opposite my own. “This old guy could really bring it.”

“The Collected Short Fiction of Anton Chekhov,” I said, reading the cover.

“Have you read it?”

“No, I haven’t. I don’t think the prison library was allowed to have anything written by Russian authors.”

“Well then, you’re in for a treat. After you read this one, pretty much anything by Dostoevsky is almost as amazing. Oh, and Solzhenitsyn, too. But hold the Turgenev, thanks very much!” His eyes were happy.

I was surprised and delighted by his enthusiasm for the writers. We had never talked about books before. They had been a big part of my life on Earth, but besides Mother, I didn’t know anybody else cared much about them, especially the old classics. It was yet another aspect of Leo’s life that matched mine.

I held up the book. “I’ll start reading this tonight.”

Leo held up his book in return. “I will, too, Cassie.” He eyed the chessboard between us. “Do you play?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said. I arched an eyebrow. “Are you any good?”

“Oh, ho! The Captain is bold tonight,” Leo said. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m pretty good,” he added, arching an eyebrow of his own.

“Ah, ha. The Pilot of the 198 is also feeling bold this evening. So let’s play. But if you lose, you have to give me a kiss,” I said.

“Hmm. Very well. But what if you lose?”

“Then I have to give you a kiss.”

“I accept the stakes.” Leo slid the white pawn in front of his king ahead two spaces.

What Leo didn’t know was that I had not lost a game of chess in almost 40 years. I played against everyone in the prison - inmates, guards, and a couple of times, the warden. Mother had advised me to make sure I lost to her, but I wouldn’t do it. “I’m not taking a dive, Mother!” I’d said.

I really liked Leo. In point of fact, I was falling in love with him by that night on the way to the Center. But I still wasn’t going to take a dive. Not at chess.

The thing was, after ten moves, he hadn’t made any mistakes. After fifteen moves, I thought he had made a mistake, but he had actually just sacrificed a bishop to clear a path to project more power from his rooks. After twenty moves, there was no denying it. He’s at least as good as I am, I thought with some amazement.

We played through a competitive middle game and a tricky end game. I could feel tiny pinpricks of sweat on my brow as I tried to defend my king but also to spring my remaining pawn for a sprint to the back rank. In the end, I accomplished my first goal but not my second. I was always one move short of having a clear path. After some final maneuvers, Leo captured my last pawn, and only the kings remained on the board. “A draw,” I said.

“Yep. So who lost?” Leo asked.

“Well, no one lost.”

“Mmm.”

“Of course, in a draw, it always kind of seems like both players lose, really.”

“I’ve always felt that way,” Leo said. He started to lean forward, and I did the same. We kissed above the two kings on the board, more deeply than we had on my porch or atop the 198 after the antenna repair. I felt his hand on my cheek, and I responded and ran my hand through his hair. I felt breathless, but I didn’t pull away; it was Leo who eventually did that.

He looked into my eyes and gave me a strange little smile. “I’ve never been happier to lose at something,” he said.

“Neither have I,” I said.

Leo seemed to pause and consider what he would say next. When he did speak, he said, “We have a great deal to do in the morning, Captain.”

“Yes,” I said.

“I think that I’m going to go upstairs and get started on my new book,” he said, still with the same little smile.

“Yes,” I said. “I think…I think I’ll do the same.”

He stood, took one step, and leaned forward to kiss me one more time. “Goodnight, Cassie,” he said.

“Goodnight, Leo.”

He looked into my eyes again, nodded, and left the library. I remained behind in the green chair.

I almost followed him up to the observation room that night. I thought about it, I really did. It was a very near thing, but in the end I didn’t go.

When you expect to live for 5000 years, there is rarely a sense of urgency with anything. I expected to have more nights with Leo than my mind could conceive of, and there seemed to be no hurry with anything.

And so, I took my collection of short stories downstairs to my quarters and got into bed. I turned to Father’s origami creation which I kept on my nightstand. “I think things are going to change a great deal very soon, Mr. Dragon,” I said.

I was right about that. Things did change very soon, but not in the way I expected, and not in a way that was at all pleasant.


Chapter 15

The next morning, the three of us convened in the central room and ate breakfast together. As we were finishing, Pete announced, “Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 will reach the Center of the void in one hour.”

“Ah,” Percy said. “Great. Let’s all get to the lab, OK?”

“Should I relocate the comm drones, Captain?”

“Oh, right.” I said. The two drones we had sent out most recently were probably still hovering less than a meter away from the point that would soon be occupied by the ship. “Ah, just move both of them back a thousand kilometers, Pete.”

“Yes, Captain. Executing.”

We walked down to the lab and rechecked all of the experiments that Percy had set up. They all seemed to be in order, and we ended up just milling about waiting to reach our destination.

“I want to actually see the Center,” I said. “Let’s go up to the observation room.”

“There won’t be much to see,” Percy said. “It’s just empty space like the rest of the void.”

“Maybe. But nevertheless, I want to see this place that is so special, or unique, or whatever it is, with my own eyes.”

Percy shrugged. “Fine by me.”

We went upstairs. Leo removed a folded blanket and a pillow from the couch and placed them atop his duffle bag. I sat down in the middle of the couch, and Percy and Leo sat on either side of me. I asked Pete to raise the room, and we glided slowly upward until the floor came to a rest almost level with the bottom of the observation dome.

“There’s Smudgy Pixel Galaxy!” I exclaimed, pointing to a spot low on the dome to my right. “I’m so glad you cleaned the dome, Leo.”

“Hey, this is a pretty interesting view of it,” he said. “I guess it won’t really move at all since we’re not rotating.”

“Until we jump,” Percy said.

“Right, until then,” Leo agreed. “What’s that going to be like, Cassie? The jumping?”

“It’s just so weird,” I answered. “It doesn’t hurt or anything, but you get this sense for just a second that what you are seeing is not what you are looking at.”

“Ten minutes to the Center,” Pete said.

“Pete, can you highlight where it is somehow?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain.” A small red point of light appeared on the inside of the dome for a few seconds and then winked off. I looked at the utterly normal looking spot of darkness. “So that’s it,” I said.

“Yep,” Percy said. That little area may be our ticket out of here. Or it may be nothing, after all. We’ll see.”

I sat there between my nephew and my…boyfriend? Maybe not quite yet. My special friend? Leo was at least that. I sat between my nephew Percy and my special friend Leo and watched until Pete announced, “Destination coordinates reached.”

“Oh,” I said. I wasn’t really sure what I had been expecting, but I had somehow expected more than nothing. But here we were. “So the Center is where on the ship, exactly?”

Percy said, “On this first run, I programmed Pete to park the spatial center of the 198 over the Center. Halfway between the wings, halfway from nose to tail, and so forth. That point turns out to be at the top of the cargo hold just a little bit beneath the hallway to the medical room.”

“Huh,” I said. “And so you think that some kind of dark energy pressure is starting to build up on us right now?”

“Now and for the next eighty eight minutes, and then, Pop! Out we go.”

Leo said, “I thought the 198 jumped after ninety minutes last time.”

“That’s right, but we’re a bit lighter now after we unloaded all that stuff from the cargo hold, and if I’m right, that will mean that less built up pressure will be able to jump us. I’m also hoping that we jump less than 22.7 million kilometers this time. My formula figures we’ll go about 21.8 million this time, and if we actually get that result I’ll be really happy with it.”

“I see,” Leo said.

“Should we get back down to the lab so that we can work on your experiments?” I asked.

“We don’t have to yet. There’s not much else to do until right before go time.”

And so we sat together and talked and looked at SPG for another hour. When we eventually got back down to the lab, I asked Percy where he wanted for Leo and me to be. He said he didn’t really know what to expect, so we just pulled two stools next to his and waited for further instructions.

We watched a clock counting up from the time we had reached the center as it passed eighty five minutes, then eighty six, then eighty seven, then eighty seven and a half.

“Is it starting, Aunt Cassie?”

“Not yet, Percy, not yet.” But then, after a few more seconds, I felt a little tickle as the hairs on my arms started to stand on end. I could tell the others felt the same thing. They both looked at me for some kind of guidance. “It won’t be long, now,” I told them. They looked excited and worried in equal measure, and I learned that men who are trying to appear brave but who are actually terrified can be very amusing. “It’ll be OK, boys,” I said. They nodded to themselves, and then to each other.

The ends of my hair started to levitate just a little, and I said, “OK. This is it. You might want to close your eyes.” I kept mine open, and Leo did as well. Percy shut his eyes tight. I winked at Leo, and he winked back.

We jumped.

I got that bizarre feeling again, except this time I felt like I should be looking behind myself instead of to my left. I never lost sight of Leo, but my brain felt like it expected visual input from the back of my head, and it seemed surprised to not be getting any.

“Holy Moly!” Leo said. He started laughing, but it sounded like a laugh of self defense more than a reaction to something funny. “That’s just crazy!”

Percy was running the back end of a pencil along his screen. He scribbled a furious note, pounded a fist on the table and said, “YES! We’re 21.77 million kilometers from the Center! We did it!”

I hugged him, and Leo pounded him on the back. He took a few moments to savor his victory, and then said to us, “Can you print a hard copy of the full report from each of the workstations? I want to look at everything at once.”

Leo and I started to move to opposite corners of the lab. “And make note of any error codes on any of the systems, and let me know if any of the equipment or experiments we set up looks different in any way.” He returned to scribbling notes furiously.

We helped Percy to confirm that all his measurements were consistent and all of his expectations for the experiments had more or less come to pass. It was an exciting hour in the lab.

When Percy had cross referenced all of his data to his satisfaction, he asked, “Aunt Cassie, or Captain Cassie, is it OK to have Pete get us back to the Center so we can set up for round 2?”

“Sure, yes. Pete, let’s go.”

“Yes, Captain. Resetting destination coordinates executing.” I could feel the Valkyrie start to move.

“How long will that take, Pete?”

“Under comfortable acceleration two point three hours.”

“OK. Are either of you hungry?”

“Yes!” Leo said.

“I’m starving,” Percy said.

We went to the central room and ate a celebratory lunch.

We didn’t bother to watch the second arrival at the Center. After lunch, we went back to the lab and started to reset Percy’s experiments.

“Destination coordinates reached,” Pete said.

“Back where we started,” I said.

“Almost, Aunt Cassie. This time we’re parked with our center of mass at the Center instead of our, ah, you know, geographical center.”

“Does that matter much?”

“Well, it shifts the part of the ship that overlaps the Center lower by a couple of meters and towards the front a little bit. The heavy stuff like the propulsion system and all the cargo we didn’t unload is mostly under where we are now.”

“And you want to see if that impacts how far we jump.”

“Well, mostly whether it changes the direction we jump. Ideally, I’d like to learn how to jump in a specific direction.”

“Right. Well, that’s what we’re here for. What have you got for tomorrow’s jumps, by the way?”

“Ah…I set one up to have us overlap the Center with 75% of our volume to starboard, and the other will have 75% of our mass to starboard. That’ll give us plenty of data to crunch for this trip.”

“Great.”

We worked for another hour, and then I asked, “Do you want us at the same spots for this jump?”

Percy thought about my question for a moment. “Actually, Aunt Cassie, the systems handled everything perfectly last time. Now that we’ve got everything reset, I don’t think we have to babysit, so do you want to watch from upstairs?”

“Let’s do that,” Leo said right away.

I found that the prospect of jumping while watching out a window did seem interesting, even if the only sign of any change would be Smudgy Pixel Galaxy being in a new part of the sky. “I agree, that sounds fun.”

And so we went back to the couch in the observation room and sat in the same order as before. Pete raised the floor, and we saw SPG off to the right.

We had about ten minutes to wait. It was funny how the prospect of SPG blipping to a new location added excitement to the countdown.

When we were two minutes from the next expected jump, Leo said, “I’ll bet that after we jump, SPG is off to our left.”

Percy said, “I don’t know. Since we’re at our center of mass, I’m not sure if we’re going to twist at all this time. I bet it’ll still be somewhere on the right after we jump.”

“Well then I’ll guess that it will be behind us,” I said. “That gives me double the chance to win anyway.”

Leo nodded and Percy smiled. “Right you are, Aunt Cassie. Remind me to never play poker with you for money.”

“That’s no problem, Percy. I don’t have a single dime to my name. Or whatever you use for money in the future.”

Percy and Leo both started laughing. I didn’t get the joke at first, but then I remembered Father talking about Void Chips and the fact that between them, the residents of the Potato controlled a decent chunk of the wealth of the inhabited universe.

When I felt the hair on my arms begin to stand up, I took Percy’s hand in my right and Leo’s hand in my left. We all smiled at each other. I noticed that Percy had his eyes open this time.

My hair started to rise up, and we all looked at the Smudgy Pixel Galaxy to see who would win our bet. “Here we go!” Percy said.

An instant later, the entire dome illuminated with overpowering light.


Chapter 16

We all cried out in shock and misery. My eyes slammed shut and I threw my hands in front of my face. I felt heat all around me, and especially on my hands. Klaxons started to shriek. Over them, I heard Pete say, “Extreme external heat hull integrity critical deploying force shield executing.”

The heat on my hands diminished but I could tell even through closed eyelids that the blinding light remained.

Leo’s arm was around me. “Are you hurt?!” he shouted.

“No! Percy what happened?!” I shouted.

“I have no idea!! Pete lower the floor!”

“Yes, Commander.”

I could soon feel that we were descending, but I didn’t risk opening my eyes. “Pete, is this light in other parts of the ship?!”

“Abnormal light levels do not extend into the interior beyond the observation room, Captain.”

“Alright!” I said. “Keep hold of each other! We’ll find the door by feel and get back to the main level!”

“OK!” Percy and Leo shouted together.

I managed to bark my shin on the couch as we left, but we were able to find the opening, pass through it, and close the door behind us.

“Pete, turn off those alarms!”

“Yes, Captain.” Relative quiet returned, and we stopped shouting to each other.

“Guys, let’s sit down. Stay off the stairs until we can see.” We all three sat in the small area between the door to the observation room and the stairs down to the Valkyrie’s main level.

I risked opening my eyes just a crack. I couldn’t see anything but a wall of green, but at least I was not blasted by piercing light. I opened my eyes all the way, and I thought I could make out the top of Leo’s head. I told him so.

“I can’t see much, either,” he replied. “What happened up there?”

Percy said, “We’ve clearly encountered a different kind of jump, but what kind I can’t even guess. When we can see again, let’s get to the lab and see what we can figure out.”

“Will we be able to see anytime soon? Or ever? I’ve never been hit with light like that.”

“I’m starting to be able to see outlines, Aunt Cassie. We just had our eyes open for a second. Or probably less than that. I don’t think there will be any permanent damage.”

I began to be able to resolve more shapes myself. “I think I can see your arms and legs now, Leo. My central vision’s pretty fried, though.”

Over the next ten minutes, we all regained most of our sight, or at least enough of it to feel comfortable navigating the stairs. We held on to each other and made our way down to the main level.

We actually went to the medical room before we returned to the lab. The medical AI ran a few tests on us and concluded that we did not have any impairment that was likely to last. I was relieved to hear that.

By the time we got to the lab, I could actually see pretty well, and Percy and Leo said they could see well enough to read. Percy sat at the main workstation and went through data with Pete.

“We jumped the same distance as last time,” he said, “so that part went the way we expected…so what’s with the light? Pete, you said there was a lot of heat outside, too.”

“Yes, Commander. My shields are holding back temperatures in excess of 100,000 degrees Celsius.”

“Holy Moly,” Percy said.

“Are we inside a star, somehow?” Leo asked.

“No, not a star. Even low temperature stars are a lot hotter than that. And we know there aren’t any stars close to the center of the void. Or anywhere in the void, as far as we know. So it’s got to be something else.”

I could see now, and I called up data at my own workstation. I asked, “Could we have triggered some kind of explosion?”

“It’s possible, I guess. But I don’t know why it wouldn’t have dissipated by now. At least some, anyway. Hey Pete, is the temperature outside the ship going up or down over the last ten minutes?”

“The temperature is constant over the last ten minutes, Commander.

“That doesn’t make sense. It should be going up or down at least some. What about over the last twenty minutes, Pete? And take it out to three decimal places.”

“Temperature twenty minutes ago 121622.339 degrees Celsius, current temperature 121622.339 degrees Celsius.”

“Huh. So then, no, Aunt Cassie, not an explosion, and we’re not in a star…Pete, how far out does the light and constant heat go?”

“87.44 million kilometers from the void Center, Commander.”

“In all directions?”

“Yes, Commander.”

Leo asked, “How far away is the Potato, Percy?”

“A couple of billion kilometers, Leo, they shouldn’t be affected by this.”

“That’s something, at least.”

“Yeah,” Percy said. “So Pete, what does the temperature drop off to beyond that distance from the Center?”

“Insufficient data.”

“How do you mean insufficient data?”

“I cannot probe any further than I have described.”

“You can take readings in all directions, and then, at a specific distance from the Center, you can’t sense anything?”

“Correct, Commander.”

“Sheesh, that shouldn’t be. Any chance of a malfunction?”

“No, Commander.”

I had some questions of my own. “Pete, what else is around us? Are we surrounded by dark energy?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Dark matter?”

“There is no matter or dark matter to the limits of my sensor range.”

“And there’s a lot of regular energy, we’ve seen that.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Hmm. What about the Center. Is there anything new there?”

“There is nothing in the Center.”

“We know that already, Pete. So no changes.”

“There is a material change at the Center, Captain.”

“Explain that, Pete.”

“There is an area with zero energy and zero temperature and zero density and infinite depth currently at the Center.”

“Zero energy and infinite depth…” Percy said.

I asked, “How large is the…odd…area?”

“It is a sphere sixty six point one meters in diameter.”

Percy started scribbling on a sheet of paper. “How many meters again, Pete?”

“Sixty six point one meters, Commander.”

“Uh, huh, and what’s the limit of your sensor range again?”

“87.44 million kilometers, Commander.”

“Percy?” I asked. He kept scribbling and didn’t answer me. When he finished, his eyes got very wide.

“Oh, crap!” he exclaimed.

“Percy?”

“Pete, can a comm drone survive the heat for long enough to get to the edge of your sensor range?”

“Along an optimal path at maximum velocity, yes, Commander. I will need to momentarily drop a small section of the force shield.”

“Just do it. Fire one now!” I heard a whoosh as a drone launched. “How long will it take for it to reach the limit of your sensor range, Pete?”

“Five minutes twenty one seconds.”

“Can you display the time for the drone to shoot past your sensor range and its velocity on my screen here? And also its internal clock.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Percy, tell me something,” I pleaded.

“I’m sorry, Aunt Cassie. I want to see what the drone does before I say it out loud.”

“Are we in danger?”

“Not immediately, no, but we might be soon and if we are I’m so so sorry I dragged the two of you out here.”

Leo put his arm around Percy’s shoulder. “Whatever it is, we’ll pull through, Percy. When you figure it out, just give us something to work on.”

“Yeah. Yeah, OK. Thanks, Leo.”

The drone was three minutes away from reaching whatever Percy thought was important.

“Pete,” Percy asked, “that area at the Center, is any energy going into the region?”

“No, Commander.”

“What about dark energy?”

“A material amount of dark energy is entering the region.”

“Dang it. OK, well, I think I know what we’re going to see with the drone, but let’s confirm that, and then we can see about a way to get out of this mess. Pete, how long can your force shield keep the hot temperatures on the outside of the ship?”

“All quark batteries will be exhausted in four hours twenty three minutes.”

Leo said, “I thought those things were supposed to last almost forever.”

“They are, but right now they’ve got to generate enough energy to repel a huge amount of heat over a giant surface area, and that’ll drain them quick.”

“Can we recharge them?”

“On the Potato, sure, but not out here. We’ve got a little bit over four hours to change our situation, and that’s it.”

I prodded Percy gently. “Can you tell us a little bit about our situation, Percy?”

“I can tell you a lot, because look, it’s starting already.” He pointed to his screen. I looked at it. The comm drone’s velocity was dropping. That’s about all I noticed.

“It’s…slowing down?”

“Sort of, but not really. Look at its internal clock.”

It seemed to be ticking off seconds normally. Or was it? It seemed a little bit off, somehow.

“Compare it to the Valkyrie’s clock, Aunt Cassie.” He pointed to a standard time readout above the main screen. When I looked at them both, the drone’s clock was five seconds behind the Valkyrie’s clock. Or was it six? Wait, no, seven seconds behind.

“The heat must be making it malfunction,” I said.

“Aunt Cassie, I really, really wish that was true, but it’s not like that. The numbers the drone is returning show that the bird is experiencing time dilation.”

I had heard the term, but it didn’t mean anything to me. I was growing frustrated, and I decided to be somewhat less gentle with my nephew.

“Percy, I am the Captain of this ship, and I want for you to tell me without any further delay and in plain terms what you suspect is happening to us so that we can begin to work on a solution.”

Percy shook his head a little bit, and he seemed to emerge from his somewhat panicked state. “You’re right,” he said. He took a deep breath and said, “OK, Captain. I regret to inform you I am almost certain that the drone is approaching an event horizon and that we appear to be on the inside of a black hole.”


Chapter 17

I was about to ask Percy to explain that, but it wasn’t necessary. He jumped up from his seat and walked to a whiteboard on one of the lab’s walls. He took the cap off a blue marker that was sitting in the board’s tray and started making two sketches. The one on the left looked like an hourglass. The one on the right looked like a donut with a small center. He drew an asterisk in the donut, another in the bottom half of the hourglass, and a third in the top half of the hourglass. He put the cap back on the blue marker and started talking.

He pointed to the asterisk in the first diagram and said, “Here’s the Potato. Everything else in the bottom half of the hourglass is the void. He pointed to the bottom of the neck of the hourglass. “Here’s the center of our void where we were before the last jump.” He pointed to the asterisk in the top half of the hourglass. “Here’s where we are now. Everything in the top half of the hourglass is the black hole.”

Percy took a couple of steps over to the diagram on the right and pointed to the asterisk in the donut. “Here’s where we are now if we just think about the black hole.” He went back to the first sketch.

I asked, “But, Percy, wouldn’t we have discovered a black hole in the void by now?”

“The black hole we’re in isn’t in the void, Aunt Cassie, it’s somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“I don’t think we’ll be able to figure that out, and it doesn’t matter anyway. The important thing that might help us get home is that we’ve discovered what black holes are.”

“Which is what, Percy?” Leo asked.

“Drains. They’re giant drains for dark energy, Leo. Pete’s sensors can see dark energy entering the center of the space we’re in now, and we’ve known for a long time that our void expands and is full of dark energy, and that it presses out from the Center. Black holes are drains, and voids are what the dark energy drains into. I would guess that every black hole in the universe has a corresponding void.”

I asked, “But why are we here, Percy?”

“It must be because we parked the 198’s center of mass on the Center of our void, and that’s my fault - I should have tested doing that with one of the comm drones. If anything stops on the Center, we know it kind of acts like a plug and dark energy pressure builds up on it until it causes a jump. But if you park something with its center of mass right on the key point, it must form a special kind of plug that creates a blowback effect. We travelled the distance I expected, but we got pulled back up through the drain instead of jumping away from it.”

Percy pointed to the first diagram and traced an upward path. “We ascended the hourglass, Aunt Cassie. We’re in the top half now, and we have to get back to the bottom half in the next four hours.”

Leo said, “I still don’t see how we can be inside a black hole.”

“It fits everything, Leo. First off, Pete says there isn’t any matter inside where we are now, which is what I would expect inside a black hole.”

“We’re matter,” Leo observed.

“Right, OK yes, I should say that there isn’t any matter that came in through the front door.” Percy took two steps over to the second diagram.

“The outside of the donut here is the event horizon; it’s the outer edge of a black hole. This is what lights up in pictures from deep space telescopes when the images show a black hole “eating” a star or anything else that gets too close.

“But here’s the thing I’ve always wondered about event horizons: how does matter ever actually pass through one? The time dilation effects are massive at an event horizon. If matter, whether it’s an asteroid or a poor old derelict spaceship or whatever, if matter gets really close to an event horizon, time starts to slow down for it on a sharp curve. If a spaceship covers half of the last bit of distance to an event horizon, it takes twice as long for time to pass compared to the rest of the universe. And if from that point the ship covers half of the remaining distance, time takes even longer to pass - four times as long as in the normal universe. And so on. I don’t think anything made of matter can ever quite get to an event horizon. I think it gets stuck in a layer of screwy time, which is basically what an event horizon is.”

“And that’s why our comm drone’s clock started slowing down?” I asked.

“That’s right, Aunt Cassie, and it’s just getting started. The closer it gets to the event horizon, the slower it’s going to go. I think old Drone-3 will still be almost-but-not-quite to the event horizon a trillion years from now by the way we measure time. But from the drone’s point of view, it will just be a couple of minutes from now.”

“That’s wild, Percy.”

“That’s Einstein. But anyway, matter can’t get in the front door, but energy can pass through to the inside of the black hole just fine, and that’s why it’s so bright and hot in here. All the visible light and the rest of the energy that this black hole has ever captured is just kind of bouncing around between the event horizon and the Center, probably forever.”

Leo said, “But I thought the black hole was draining into the void. Why doesn’t all that light go down the drain?”

“I don’t know, Leo, but in the same way that an event horizon lets energy through but not matter, the Center of a black hole seems to let dark energy through but not regular energy. I mean really it seems like black holes are giant sorting machines. Matter on the outside, energy on the inside, dark energy goes, ah…goes somewhere else. If we get out of this, I’ll probably spend a lot of years trying to figure out more about all of that.”

I asked, “Yes, but Percy, how do we get out? Do you have a plan?”

“Well, we can’t go out through the event horizon, because we’ll never get to it. And we can’t stay here, because we’ll roast as soon as the quark batteries are depleted. So we have to go back the way we came. We have to go through the singularity that somehow joins the top and bottom halves of the hourglass together.”

“What’s the singularity?” Leo asked.

Percy pointed to the center of his second diagram on the whiteboard. “It’s the middle of the donut. It’s, ah…well, black holes form when really big stars get to the end of their lives and collapse under their own gravity.” Percy held his hands wide apart. “The gravity hits a runaway point, and the stars squeeze and squeeze and squeeze.” Percy brought his hands closer and closer together until they were together with fingers curled as if he was gripping a ball. “Eventually, the whole star is squeezed down to a tiny volume and it’s literally impossible to press the matter any closer together. That’s a singularity.”

I asked, “But why does that help us? How can we pass through something that’s more dense than…anything else can possibly be?”

“Well, that’s where we have to take a leap of faith, Aunt Cassie. Einstein said that a singularity caused spacetime to be “infinitely warped”. But that always sounded to me like it made a tear or a rip in spacetime. I don’t think there’s a superdense sphere at the middle of where we are. I think there’s a gap or some kind of opening that the superdense sphere made when it ripped through spacetime and fell out of the universe altogether. The dark energy isn’t blocked; it’s able to pass through some kind of opening.”

Percy pointed to his hourglass diagram. “The dark energy has been flowing from the top of the hourglass to the bottom just fine for probably billions of years. That’s why our void is so large. Pete says the area of zero energy and zero temperature and zero density and infinite depth is sixty six meters across, and that’s wider than the Valkyrie. I’m hoping that the ship can pass through it and get us back home.”

Leo said, “I’d feel better if we had more than hope.”

Percy said, “So would I, but we don’t have any other choice as far as I can see. We definitely don’t have any choice we can come up with in the next few hours.”

I asked, “Pete, how long can your force shields hold off the heat?”

“Three hours thirty two minutes, Captain.”

“OK, and how long will it take us to get to the Center of this space?”

“Two hours twenty minutes, under normal acceleration, one hour fifty minutes under hard but survivable acceleration, Captain.”

“Alright, then I guess we should start heading that way. Go with normal acceleration, Pete.”

“Directive Alpha violation.”

“What do you mean, Pete?”

“At normal acceleration, the heat from the engines cannot be dissipated rapidly enough to maintain minimum human survival requirements.”

“Oh, nuts!” Percy said. “Pete, plot two curves. Are there any velocities that allow you to dissipate enough engine heat for us to survive and get us to the Center before the quark batteries are exhausted?”

“Calculating. No, Commander.”

“What’s the closest?!”

“The smallest gap is three minutes twelve seconds.”

“Do that! Take us on a course for the Center at that velocity now!”

“Directive Alpha violation.”

“Ah!!” Percy shouted, and Leo screamed at Pete, “Just do it, Pete!!”

“Directive Alpha violation.”

“Wait,” I said. I ran out of the lab and to the central room. I punched my parents’ anniversary into the override panel and a green light above it illuminated.

“Delete Directive Alpha!” I shouted.

“Delete Directive Alpha, confirm?”

“Yes! Yes! Delete it!!”

“Directive Alpha deleted.”

“Execute the course and velocity the Commander just talked about!”

“Executing.”

Percy and Leo ran into the room, and at almost the same time, I could feel the ship begin to rotate and accelerate.

“Good thinking Aunt Cassie. Pete! What’s the gap between when the force shield will fail and the time we get to our destination?

“Three minutes, fifty nine seconds, Commander.”

“Alright, and how long until we get to the Center?”

“Three hours thirty minutes, Commander.”

“OK,” Percy said, breathing heavily. “OK, we can work with that. We’ve got three and a half hours to figure out how to survive for four minutes after the quark batteries run out.”

Leo and Percy and I looked at each other with looks of fear and alarm, but they quickly changed to looks of grim determination.

“Let’s get to work,” Leo said.


Chapter 18

We got right to it.

“Pete,” I asked, “is there any power that you can’t use now to support the heat shield that you could tap into if we made some kind of modifications?”

“There are no available sources of power that do not violate my directives.”

“Then disable all safety directives that would block rerouting any available power to the heat shields.”

“Disabling directives. Confirm, Captain?”

“Confirmed, Pete.”

“Relevant directives disabled.”

“OK, same question as before.”

“The life support systems are powered by separate quark batteries, Captain.”

“Can we reroute that power and just hold back enough juice to run life support for the day and a half it will take us to get to the Potato if we can make it back to the void?”

“It will require a manual reroute. The life support power source is entirely separate by design.”

Leo asked, “Do we have materials that are accessible to us that will allow us to reroute manually?”

“Yes, Pilot. The laboratory has sufficient cable in storage locker D. You will need to use access tunnels 7, 9, and 14 to make the necessary bypass.”

“Show me what that would look like on the screen here, and also a list of tools that I’ll need to do the job.”

Pete displayed both of the items Leo requested. Leo made some notes on a scrap of paper and said, “Let’s go.”

We spent ninety minutes working on the bypass. There was an access panel behind the painting in the library. We set it and the painting behind the green chairs and set two large spools of cable below the opening.

Leo took an end of one of the spools and started crawling down a tunnel to the left. Percy grabbed the end of the other spool of cable and started crawling down a different tunnel to the right. I stayed in the library and fed out cable from both spools and was very careful to not allow either to tangle.

My other job was to connect the ends of each cable that remained in the library together and to wrap them in as much tape as we had. They were going to be carrying a huge amount of power in short order if everything went according to plan.

Leo’s cable stopped playing out first. About five minutes after that, he shouted down the access tunnel, “Outgoing connection complete.”

About that time, Percy’s spool stopped turning, and after another few minutes he shouted, “Incoming connection complete.”

“It’s ready, Leo!” I yelled.

“Roger,” Leo shouted. “Starting energy flow.”

I couldn’t see anything different, but I could hear a soft hum start to emanate from the cable. “Is the bypass working, Pete?”

“Power transfer has commenced main systems accessing additional power bypass successful, Captain.”

“Yes!! Come on back guys, you did it!”

After a few minutes, a very sweaty Percy emerged through the access hatch. I hugged him, and just after that, a very sweaty Leo emerged. He got a hug and a kiss.

“Pete, have a pitcher of ice water for us in the central room.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Come on, come on.” I led Percy and Leo to the round table and made sure they both drank a full glass of water.

“What’s our deficit now, Pete?”

“Power to the force shield will fail one minute fifty five seconds before arrival at the singularity.”

“Well, we’re more than halfway there,” Percy said. “I was thinking back there in the tunnel about something else that might help.”

“What’s that?” Leo asked.

“Well, what if we get in the spacesuits? They should be able to keep heat out as easily as they keep cold out, I think.”

“Hmm…” Leo said. “Yep, that might help. Then we could turn the air conditioning in here to a warmer setting, basically.”

“Right,” Percy said. “Pete, if we suit up, you can let the temperature in here climb pretty high and we’ll still be OK, right?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“OK, what gets too hot first if we’re in suits, us or your systems?”

“The hazardous temperatures are difficult to define precisely but are similar.”

“OK, so if you let it get as warm as it can get without frying us and without frying your systems, then you can expend less energy on maintaining the heat barrier outside, right?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“If we do that, what’s that get our deficit down to?”

“Twenty six seconds, Commander.”

“OK, great. Let’s get suited up.”

“Captain,” Pete interrupted.

“Yes, Pete?”

“You have disabled my relevant directives, however, I must warn you that all exposed paper will burn at the temperatures you are considering which may lead to problems.”

“Oh, right. What can we do about that?”

“The bookcases in the library can be closed to form a fireproof locker.”

“Really?”

“It was a condition of the trust that funded much of the Valkyrie Program.”

“OK, well, we’ll take it. Let’s round up all the paper and get it to the library.”

Percy headed for the lab to collect all of his notes.

“I’ve just got the one book, and it’s right over there,” Leo said.

“Mine’s downstairs. I’ll be right back,” I said.

“I’ll get the painting out of its frame in the library while I’m waiting for you, maybe roll it up.”

“Good idea,” I called over my shoulder.

Down in my quarters, I grabbed the Chekhov collection and Mr. Dragon from my nightstand. I headed for the door and then said, “Oh!” I backtracked to my dresser, pulled out “Honey Badger and the Honeybees”, and tucked it under my arm.

Percy and I got to the library at almost the same time. He and Leo and I found places for everything on the shelves, and I said, “OK, Pete.” Metal doors descended from recessed slots and slowly closed in front of the books.

“Alright, let’s get the suits,” Percy said.

We retrieved three space suits from a locker in the lab and got into them. We checked each other’s seals and made sure that each suit was functioning. When everything looked good, I said, “OK, Pete, warm us up.”

It didn’t take nearly as long as I expected. When Pete decreased the intensity of the protective barrier that surrounded the ship, the heat from outside hit at once. The air in the lab began to shimmer, and the liquids that were in beakers around the lab began to boil. The fans in my suit kicked into a higher gear and were much louder. Inside the suit, though, the temperature I felt was unchanged.

I heard Percy’s voice in my helmet’s speakers. “Alright, so our four minute problem is now a 26 second problem. Pete, can we survive for 26 seconds with no shielding?”

“No, Commander. All human occupants of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 will perish long before that time has lapsed.”

“OK, so we have more work to do,” Percy said. “I saw some spare power packs and oxygen tanks in the locker with the suits. Let’s count those.” We did, and there were twelve oxygen tanks and twelve power packs.

“Pete, are these all rated for six hours?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“OK, so that’s 24 hours of reserves for each of us. And we’ll have about four hours left in the modules we have in the suits now when we get back to the void, so…Pete, can we get back to the Potato from the Center of the void in less than 28 hours under hard but survivable acceleration?”

“Yes, Commander.”

Leo said, “I thought we were using up all the power to keep the heat shield going.”

“All the battery power, yeah, but the ship moves with propellant. Hey…Pete, is there any way to convert the propellant into a form that can run the heat shields?”

“No, Commander.”

“Yeah, that was going to be too good to be true. OK, but back to my original thought, if we have enough power and oxygen to just live in the suits for the next 28 hours, and if you use all of the battery power that runs life support on the ship to keep the heat barrier up for as long as possible, can you get enough to keep the shields up until we get to the singularity?”

“No, Commander. The deficit will still be twelve seconds.”

“OK, that’s better, though. Can we survive with no shield for twelve seconds?”

“No, Commander. Maximum unshielded human survivability would be approximately four seconds.”

“Close!” Percy said, pounding one gloved fist into his other gloved hand. Through his faceplate, I could see him grit his teeth in frustration. “We have to be able to find a few more seconds somewhere!” he exclaimed.

I had an idea. “Pete, how much can the temperature rise from where it is now before it definitely becomes fatal to us?”

“Approximately 120 degrees Celsius however a rise of only 20 degrees Celsius may prove fatal.”

“Alright, plot a curve. How much would you have to allow the inside temperature to rise for the last 15 minutes before we reach the singularity to be able to keep the heat barrier up the whole time?”

“Calculating. 72.9 degrees, Captain.”

“And if it gets that much hotter in here for the last fifteen minutes then that makes the deficit zero?” Percy asked.

“Yes, Commander.”

Percy, Leo, and I exchanged looks all around. “So, do we have a solution?” Leo asked.

“I…think so,” Percy said.

I nodded. “It gives us a chance. Assuming that you’re right about the singularity, Percy, and we don’t smash ourselves to bits on the universe’s hardest wrecking ball.” I smiled a little bit inside my helmet.

“Right, assuming that,” Percy agreed with a smile of his own. “We did it, then. We did a good job. A really good job.” He took my right hand in his left, and held his right hand out for Leo to shake. Leo did, and then we all fell together in a group hug with our faceplates touching.

“The two of you sure do come in handy when you find yourself drawn through a rip in spacetime and into the interior of a black hole,” I said.

“Same goes to you, Cassie,” Leo said.

“Yeah, same, Aunt Cassie,” Percy said.

I asked, “Pete, how long to the singularity?”

“One hour seventeen minutes, Captain.”

“OK, then, gentlemen,” I said, “We have about an hour to be comfortable, and then fifteen minutes that will probably be no fun at all, and then hopefully we’ll be back home.”


Chapter 19

We sat on the curved benches around the table in the central room. There really weren’t any other seats that would accommodate us in our space suits other than the couch in the observation room, and no one wanted to revisit the blinding light that poured through the dome.

We spent most of the hour before the final heat up sharing childhood memories. Percy talked about winning some kind of birthday cake contest, and Leo talked about his first garden that my father had marked off for him and helped him start. They both talked about high jumping and playing with Space Dog and watching He-Man with my father.

“He’s the musclebound guy with the sword?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Percy and Leo said at the same time. “Plus, there’s Skeletor,” Percy added.

I told them about my early days in the women’s prison. I actually had a lot of happy memories from those times. Mother was always with me, and I had my little adventures with the few other younger inmates who were incarcerated alongside their mothers. I talked about playing jacks and reading books and the day the guards let us fly a little red kite I made out in the exercise yard.

In short, we kept our minds off of what was to happen next and passed the hour companionably.

Eventually, Pete interrupted our reminiscing. “Two minutes to temperature increase, Captain.”

“Thank you, Pete. And what is our time to the singularity?”

“Sixteen minutes forty eight seconds, Captain.”

“OK,” I said. “Well…should we just stay here, I guess?”

“It won’t be any cooler anywhere else,” Percy said.

“At least we can sit down in here,” Leo said.

We sat and didn’t say anything much while we waited to see just how hot it was going to get.

“Temperature increasing, Captain.”

I noticed the heat on my face first. By reflex, I reached up to try to wipe at new beads of sweat that I could feel on my forehead, but of course I couldn’t reach them.

“Whoo,” Percy said. “That is just unpleasant. How much time do we have left, Pete?”

“Fourteen minutes nine seconds, Commander.”

“Dang, I was hoping more time had ticked off.”

“Hang in there, Percy,” I said. I focused on my breathing, in and out, in and out. My hands and feet started to feel uncomfortably warm, but I tried to ignore that.

I looked up at Leo. He was stoic and seemed to be looking at a spot far in the distance. Leo was a man who didn’t complain about things; he just did things. His mindset will help him get through this, I thought.

“Pwfoo. This really stinks, huh?” Percy said. He seemed to be getting a little bit off kilter.

“Just breathe, Percy,” I said. He didn’t say anything, but I think he nodded a little bit.

“Wait,” Leo said. “What if they’re looking for us?”

“What if who is looking for us?” I asked. I was a little bit worried that Leo was getting overheated and a bit loopy himself.

“The others. What if they’ve noticed that we’ve been missing and have flown out to the Center to search for us? What happens if we go back to the void and the 84 is parked on the Center?”

“Pete! Can we still communicate with the two drones we sent out to the Center before our voyage?”

“We are able to communicate, but the connection to the drones is highly irregular, Captain.”

“Record this message: Clear the area within 1000 kilometers of the Center!! The Valkyrie-198 will be emerging in less than 15 minutes!! Clear the area within 1000 kilometers of the Center!! End recording. Pete, send that message to the two drones in the void and have them repeat it at maximum output on all frequencies until we’re safely through!”

“Yes, Captain. Message is twelve percent transmitted…fourteen percent…nine percent…”

“How can the percent be going down?!”

“Unknown, Captain. Thirteen percent transmitted…seventeen percent…fifteen percent.”

Over the next several minutes, we sweated and squirmed and waited. Pete kept reporting upload numbers that were higher and then lower and then higher again. Finally, he reported 100 percent transfer.

“How much time is left to the singularity?” I asked.

“Four minutes one second, Captain.”

“Aunt Cassie I think I’m in trouble,” Percy said in a puny voice. He looked up at me through his faceplate, and I could see his eyelids flutter and close. He pitched forward and his helmet hit the round table hard.

“Percy!” I yelled. Leo was already in motion. He scooped Percy up and carried him off.

“His vital signs are maxed out! We’ve got to put him in cryogenic suspension!” Leo shouted.

As soon as we got into the medical room I said to the medical AI, “Put the Commander in cryogenic suspension now!”

“Unable to comply,” the medical AI said.

“What?!”

“All four doses of intravenous cryogenic solution have been used and not replenished.”

“Four?” And then I saw the problem. The Valkyries were equipped to put two astronauts into cryosleep for a journey out to a prospective colony world, and to let them both do it again if the astronauts needed to return home in cryosleep. But that was it. The solutions were too difficult to prepare. Even for the Valkyrie program, it was too expensive to stock extra doses. Mother and I had used two each on the trip to the void. And that was going to cost me my nephew. “Oh, God, Percy,” I said.

But Leo wasn’t ready to give up. “Can you at least drop the temperature of the gel in the tanks without placing him in cryosleep?” he asked.

The medical AI said, “Yes, Pilot.”

“Do that!” he said. He heaved Percy up and then carefully lowered him down into the pink goo in the first hibernation pod. “It’s getting cold already, I can feel it, Cassie,” Leo said.

“Oh,” I said. Leo and I looked at each other, helpless to do anything else for Percy.

Then I heard a wonderful sound. Percy made a little moan. Right after, he made a louder groan. “What happened?” he said in a whisper.

“Percy! You just got woozy for a second. Just stay put we’re almost through it.”

“Uhh…OK Aunt Cassie.”

“Two minutes to singularity,” Pete announced.

Now I started to feel the effects of the heat. I needed more air, but it was so hot that I didn’t want to breathe it. I was so hot all over and there was nowhere to vent all the heat!

I got nauseous, and my head began to pound with an icy sharpness deep behind my forehead. I swayed on my feet, and Leo caught me. He scooped me up and carried me to the second hibernation pod and lowered me into the pink goo. “Lower the temperature of the gel in the second pod!” he said.

“Yes, Pilot. Cooling,” the medical AI said. The gel started to draw some of the excess heat away from me, and I started to feel at least some relief. Leo looked down with a look of desperate concern.

“Sixty seconds to singularity.”

“Cassie, tell me you’re alright.”

“I’m alright, I’m OK. Get in, Leo.”

“What?”

“Get into the pod with me.”

“There’s no room, Cassie. I can make it.”

“I’ll make room, Leo, I can’t lose you.” I tried to move aside, but there was only so far I could go.

Leo looked into the pod doubtfully. “I don’t know, Cassie.”

“Thirty seconds to singularity. Shields failing. Range vector numerator.”

“What was that last thing, Pete?” Leo said.

“Input error Commander.”

“I’m the Pilot!”

“Shields failing. Navigational error.”

“What do you mean navigational error? Pete!”

“Leo! Get in!” I shouted.

He put one glove on the side of my helmet, looked into my eyes, and said, “I have to fly the ship. I love you, Cassie.”

And then he was gone, running for the hall to the central room.

“Leo!!”

But he didn’t slow down. He put out a hand for balance and he pushed off of the wall at the start of the corridor. His glove left an odd residue on the wall that looked like the kind of mess a toasted marshmallow might leave behind, and I realized that the glove was starting to melt.

I could still hear him in my helmet speakers. He said, “Pete release all navigational control manual override.”

There was a delay of a few seconds before Pete said, “Yes, Pilot. Control is now manual shields failing gamma alpha error error.”

“Ahh!!” Leo cried out.

“Leo!!”

“It’s OK, Cassie, the controls are just really hot. I’ve got us back on course. Just a little longer.”

“I love you Leo!”

“I love you, Cassie, more than anyone my whole life. I’m going to get us home.”

“Five seconds to singularity heat shields failing heat shields down Crisis Protocol Two Two Two.”

“Just a little more!” Leo screamed. “Aaahhh!!”

“Leo!!”

“Aaaaaarrrrrggghhhh!!!”

“Leo!!!”

“AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!”


Chapter 20


Leo’s scream ended abruptly. The ship’s alarms fell silent. All sounds, in fact, came to a stop.

The hallway to the central room dimmed to a kind of sepia color, and then to gray. I turned to look at Percy’s hibernation pod. Both it and Percy himself looked gray to me.

I could still see the hallway for a short time when I turned to Percy. The two images were not side-by-side, and they were not superimposed on top of each other. For a moment, I could see both of them clearly. I wondered if I was dying.

I lost sight of the hallway after a moment, but I could still see Percy in his tank. Everything was still gray, but now it was in different shades. Percy’s spacesuit and helmet were a very light gray. The goo in which he floated was a dark gray instead of its usual pink color.

I looked all around the room, and I saw no colors at all.

I realized that I had not been breathing. I tried to draw a breath, and I found I was able to do so. I tried to say, “Leo,” but I wasn’t able to manage that.

I needed to go to him. I mustered my strength and tried to sit up. I found that I both could and could not. My body didn’t move, I’m sure of that. But my frame of reference did move. I could see more of the inside of the hallway to the central room than I had been able to see before. I turned my attention to the right, and I saw the marshmallow like residue that Leo’s glove had left on the wall right beside me. I turned my attention further to the right, and I saw two figures in spacesuits lying in hibernation tanks.

I heard Percy’s voice, but I think it was only in my mind. “We won’t be in between for long,” he said. His voice was calm and clear.

I tried to move back towards Percy, but I could not. I tried to move toward the central room and found that I could.

Everything in the room was also visible only in black-and-white. I saw Leo frozen in place, leaning forward at a workstation, hand upon a joystick and pushing it forward as far as it would go. I went to him.

I tried to speak again, and this time I could. “Leo?” I whispered. I looked at him from all sides, but the only look that mattered was from the angle that let me see his face.

It was frozen in a snarl that seemed equal parts agony and determination. Sweat stood on all parts of his brow in huge droplets that did not grow or run together or fall. His eyes were locked on the screen in front of him in an aspect of fierce concentration.

He had the look of a man who was overriding all of the signals and instinctive reactions screaming into his mind - Heat! Pain! Fear! Danger! Panic! Run! Run! Run! - so that he could do what he chose to do. The human and animal parts of his mind seemed locked in a fierce struggle, and the human part was winning. I could imagine his inner thoughts: Fear and pain and heat and terror and danger you say? Well forget that; we’re going to save our friends anyway, and we’re going to do it right now.

It was beautiful.

I was terrified for him.

I reached out to put a hand on his shoulder, but I didn’t have a hand available. Both of mine were still back in the tank with the rest of me. “Oh, Leo,” I said.

I looked at his screen. I wanted to get some kind of information about what was happening to us, but the unchanging data on the display didn’t make any sense to me. I shifted my presence back from Leo and looked around the room, wondering where I might find out something new.

“Pete?” I asked, but I got no response. I flitted my attention about, looking for anything that might inform me what I should do next. I didn’t even know if we had made it back to the void…

The observation room! If I found blinding light, I’d know we were still in the top of Percy’s hourglass, and if I could find Smudgy Pixel Galaxy, I’d know we were back home in the bottom half.

I moved my perception to the corridor that stopped at the staircase that led upstairs. I glided up the stairs and right through the closed door, and I tried to close my eyes in case blinding light was on the other side, but of course my eyelids were back in the medical room.

When I passed through the door, I found that the dome was neither lighted up nor dark; it was gray. “Pete, can you raise the platform, please?” I asked.

I received no response. Then I remembered I didn’t need the platform to rise. I imagined myself at a point near the top of the dome and came to populate that spot.

Through the dome, I saw a gray mist that spread out everywhere I could see. I wondered if we were inside a cloud, and if so, how we had come to be there.

I looked to my left, and I saw a shape in the mist off in the distance. The shape resolved into an image, and the image began to move. It was three little girls running over dry, bare earth. A red kite shaped like a top heavy diamond fluttered above them. The girl in the middle held a spool of twine and guided the kite. The girl in the middle was me.

To the side of the girls flying the kite, the mist resolved into the outline of the outer wall of a prison. I saw a blue pickup truck parked just beyond it. Three figures emerged from an opening in the wall. They all embraced. Two of them, Mother and myself, fled to the truck. The last figure stayed behind.

I glanced at other images high and low. I saw myself teaching girls in the prison library, and beside them the warden smiling after I had defeated her in a game of chess, and beside her the man who called himself the Last King of the West. I saw Pilot Banner and heard her voice say, “Go. Survive. Prepare to jump while I hold the shuttle steady.”

To my right, the images in the mist were transient and flickery, but there were many, many more of them. They overlapped and shifted and seemed to compete for my attention.

An image showed me in a white wedding gown holding Father’s arm and walking towards Leo as he stood in a black tuxedo with long tails. Another image that sometimes overlapped the first showed me alone in my old age, rocking in a chair and looking out a window listlessly.

I saw the Potato. Sometimes it looked normal, but then it would shift and become so crowded with people and structures that there was barely room to move. Once in awhile everything ignited for a moment. Leo was with me in some of the images, and in others he wasn’t. When I saw him beside me, his right hand usually flickered. Sometimes he wore a black glove over it, and sometimes he didn’t.

The last image I saw before my perception left the dome showed me walking with Leo with a child between us. We were sometimes surrounded by hundreds of other people and squeezed into a great crowd in which everyone looked undernourished. We were sometimes in a less crowded place that became flooded with bright light that knocked us to the ground and set the world on fire. We were sometimes in a great field with clusters of lemon trees off in the distance. The child was sometimes a boy and sometimes a girl and cycled from being older to younger to older again. The child’s hair shifted from brown to blonde to black and was short and long and short again as the image flickered and changed. The three figures were laughing together when I started to descend.

I wasn’t trying to move my perception; it just happened. I wanted to look at more images in the mist around the dome, but I didn’t have the option to do so. I floated down towards the brown couch, and when I got there, I was drawn through the door, down the hall, and back towards the central room. Leo was still frozen in place, but as I passed by him I could hear his voice. As with Percy, I am almost certain I heard him not through the air but in my mind.

“When we get to the other side, I’m afraid I’m going to need some help, Cassie.”

“Leo?”

My perception was drawn back towards the hibernation pod on the right, and soon I was looking out through my own eyes. The shades of gray all around me began to take on a hint of color, then more than a hint, and then much more.

All at once, the calm ended and the lights and the klaxons and the heat beat down upon me, and when I cried out this time, I knew my voice was audible and real.

“Leo!!”


Chapter 21

Warnings surrounded me.

“QUARK BATTERIES CRITICAL LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEM CRITICAL RESET EXECUTING HEAT SUPPRESSION SYSTEM OFFLINE PETE CAPTAIN INTERNAL CLOCK MALFUNCTION CRISIS PROTOCOL DIRECTIVE VIOLATION SINGULARITY BREACHED DIRECTIVE VIOLATION!!!”

I struggled to sit up and I struggled to form specific thoughts as I thrashed about in the hibernation pod. It was Percy who started to bring order back to the world.

“Pete, silence all alarms.”

“Yessss, Commander Percy ex ex executing.”

The announcements and klaxons stopped, and Percy followed up right away with, “Pete, perform a total system reboot.”

“Full syssssstem re re reboot requires authorization of the Captainnnananannnnnnnn of the Colony Ship Val Val Valk…Eight.”

“Aunt Cassie!”

“Authorize!”

“Authorization recognized Cass Cass Cassiopeia Dawson is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valk…Eight estimated time to reboot seven minutes and…seconds ex ex executing.”

I had one leg over the side of the tank. “Percy help me with Leo!”

“Uhhhhh’m coming Aunt Cassie.”

I swung my other leg up and over the side and dropped to the floor of the medical room. I slid and lost my balance and fell to my knees, but I got up right away and started to make forward progress again. It was difficult at first with my booted feet covered in pink goo. “I’m coming, Leo!” I shouted.

Soon enough of the goo had parted from my boots for me to be able to walk, and soon after that, I could run.

I burst into the central room and spotted Leo slumped forward at his workstation. His hand still gripped the navigation joystick. I ran to his side.

“Leo!!” I tried to pull his torso upright, but it was too heavy. I was able to turn him just enough to see his face and the readout on the front of his suit.

His eyes were closed and his face was slack and expressionless. His readout showed a weak and elevated pulse, low blood pressure, and weak respiration. Of the five lights it displayed, two lights were yellow, two were orange, and one was red. He was in trouble, but he was alive.

“Percy! I need help getting him to the medical room!”

“I’m almost there, Aunt Cassie!” Seconds later, Percy entered the room taking awkward slide steps that were irregularly spaced. He looked like a drunk on the deck of a ship in rough water. The inside of his facemask was so fogged from heavy breathing that I could barely see his face.

He arrived at Leo’s workstation.

“I’ll get under his right arm and you get under his left!” I said.

“OK.”

We awkwardly forced our helmets under Leo’s arms so that we could drape his arms over our shoulders and get him to the medical room. “Be gentle and stand up slowly,” I said. Percy nodded.

“One, two, three,” I said. We started to stand up, and we got Leo halfway up out of his seat with his head sagging forward until the bottom of his helmet hit his chest. But then, I couldn’t get his right side any higher.

“Aunt Cassie?”

“He’s caught on someth…” and then I saw the problem. His right hand was stuck to the joystick. “Put him back down!” I yelled. We lowered him back into the seat.

I ducked my helmet back through the crook of his arm and took a closer look at his hand. The glove was a total mess. It was misshapen and blackened and ugly. I tried to slowly pull his fingers away from the joystick, but they were fused to it. I could see tiny bubbles forming and spilling out of small gaps between his fingers. None of that was good at all.

I opened a pocket in the leg of my spacesuit and drew out a cannister. I shook it up as Leo had taught me to do on our first date.

Before we left the dome that day on our way to the geyser and the Valley of the Dragon and the iced coffee helix, he had told me, “Now, nothing is going to happen, but on the off chance that either of us gets a tear in a spacesuit, there’s a little cannister here in this pocket on your right leg. Just shake it up and spray it over the opening. A foam will come out that will seal almost anything and make it airtight again.”

I shook up the cannister and aimed it at the bubbling areas around Leo’s glove, but then I hesitated. Percy noticed. “Aunt Cassie?”

“I’m worried that this stuff will make it even harder to get his hand free.”

Percy ducked his head down to the level of Leo’s chest plate. “He’s got four orange lights and a red. First things first, Aunt Cassie.”

“Right.” I shook the cannister again, held it to the glove, and sprayed it over the areas where I saw bubbles. A liquid emerged from the nozzle. It turned white and started to expand and rise immediately into a foam that covered the entire back of Leo’s hand.

Percy said, “OK, that’s enough. Two lights on his suit went back to yellow.”

The immediate problem was solved, but there were so many others. “How do we get his hand free? It’s fused to the control.”

Percy came around and took a closer look at it. He made his own tentative efforts to try to pull part of the hand away. “The heat must have been incredible at the very end. His glove and his hand underneath too, maybe, sorry to say it, are just kind of melted. It’s not going to come free.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’m sorry Aunt Cassie, but I think we have to amputate his hand.”

“That will kill him!”

“No, what will kill him is if we don’t get him to the medical room pretty soon. There’s a tool down in the lab for this kind of thing. It makes a clean cut and then uses heat and foam to seal a suit back up after an amputation.”

“No, Percy.”

“He may have already lost the hand, anyway. I think it gives him the best chance to survive. I’m going to go get the tool, and then you decide whether or not to use it.”

Percy headed for the lab. He was more sure footed than he had been a few minutes before.

I crouched by Leo and said his name and told him I loved him and whispered prayers from my childhood. When Percy returned, he had what looked like a thick oversized bracelet. “Here it is,” he said.

“And we just…put it around his wrist?”

“Right, and then push the three blue buttons here, wait for the prompt, and then push this last red button and then the tool does everything after that. We can have him in the medical room in less than a minute.”

I ducked my head and saw that the lights on Leo’s chest plate were back to four orange and one red. As I watched, a second light changed to red. I groaned.

“Do it,” I said.

Percy got straight to work. He broke the bracelet open on a hinge and closed it again around Leo’s right wrist. He pressed the three blue buttons. I saw a tiny screen on the side of the bracelet light up blue.

Percy looked at me. “Go?” he asked.

I looked at Leo’s ruined glove. Within it was a hand that had held mine, and placed a butterfly gently on my shoulder, and touched my cheek while Leo kissed me just the night before. I looked at the awful bracelet and the glove and the joystick…”

“Wait!” I screamed.

“Aunt Cassie?”

“Can the bracelet cut through the base of the joystick?”

“Ah…I don’t know.”

“Take it off of him and put it around the joystick.”

“OK.” Percy opened the bracelet again and removed it from Leo’s wrist. “Are you sure, Aunt Cassie? Metal is harder than bone, and if this tool breaks, we don’t have another one.”

I hesitated, but only for a second. I thought of the images I had seen in the mist that surrounded the observation dome, and I found that I trusted them. They might have been part of a dream, but they hadn’t felt like a dream, not at all. They had felt like possibilities. And in all of those possibilities in which Leo survived, his hand had flickered between being gloved and being bare, and I felt like I knew that he could survive with a right hand that was whole. “I’m sure. Do it, Percy.”

“OK, Captain,” he said. He clicked the bracelet shut around the joystick and pressed the three blue buttons. When the little screen illuminated, Percy again looked to me and said, “Go?”

“Go.”

He pressed the red button. The edges of eight razor sharp blades that looked like shark teeth emerged around the interior of the bracelet. The blades closed and came together in a violent snap, and they neatly severed the joystick from its base. The joined blades began to glow orange as they heated up, and a fine mist of sealing foam sprayed around the joystick’s small stump until it was obscured from view.

“Let’s move!” I said. Percy and I returned to our positions under each of Leo’s arms. We lifted him carefully clear of his chair, and then began to walk him backwards towards the medical room. His heels dragged on the ground as we made progress. I glanced down and saw that three of his lights were red, and that his pulse rate was nearing 200. “Hurry, Percy,” I said.

We increased our pace and we arrived at the medical room. I had a moment of panic. “Is the medical AI rebooting?!”

“No, Aunt Cassie, it’s a separate system from Pete. Let’s get him on the table.”

We maneuvered Leo onto the stainless steel table until he lay there on his back. “Stabilize the Pilot!” I said.

“Assessing,” said the medical AI. Probes emerged from the wall next to the table. Some of them connected to small ports in Leo’s spacesuit, and some punched needles right through his suit and sprayed sealant around the small punctures. “Pilot is in shock patient critical patient needs rehydration and blood oxygenation immediately.”

“Give him that!”

“Unable to comply all supplies corrupted.”

“What?!”

“All injectable solution containers corrupted by extreme temperatures.”

Percy moaned. “When the ship got too hot the plastic bags of synthetic blood and saline and whatever must have melted, Aunt Cassie.”

A fourth light on Leo’s chest plate changed from orange to red. “We have to put him into cryosleep!”

“We can’t, remember!”

“Aahhh!!!” I yelled in frustration. I looked through Leo’s faceplate. His slack face was turning an ugly brick red that was almost purple. “Leo, Leo, Leo…”

A last chance idea occurred to me.

“Is my blood type compatible with the Commander’s blood type?”

“Searching. Yes, Captain.”

“Give him my blood. Do it now!”

“Yes, Captain.” A probe tipped by a needle extended from the wall and buried itself in the crook of my right arm. Within a few seconds, dark red blood appeared in the tube that connected the probe to the wall. It crept along at a good pace and disappeared. Soon after, it emerged in a second tube that started higher on the wall and led to Leo’s arm. It came out more slowly than it was passing in, but I vaguely remembered that IV drips had to be that way for some reason.

I staggered on my feet for a moment, and Percy grabbed a chair and dragged it around behind me and I sat down hard. The first of the blood reached Leo’s arm and began to disappear into his spacesuit.

The medical AI said, “Blood transfer commencing amount extracted zero point two five liters set maximum level of blood transfer.”

“Maximum level? Just…whatever is needed.”

“Safety directives are disabled however it is not recommended that more than zero point seven five liters should be…”

“Ignore that. Take whatever is needed to keep the Pilot alive. Even if it kills me.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I sat and breathed and watched the lights on Leo’s chest. Percy sat on another chair and watched both of us.

One of Leo’s red lights turned orange, and then, shortly after that, to yellow. A second red light turned orange, and I closed my eyes and smiled. And then in spite of everything, I was at the limit of my strength and I slept.


Chapter 22

When I woke up, Percy was busy at the one small workstation in the medical room.

“Percy,” I said.

I heard his response in my helmet speakers. “Aunt Cassie, you’re awake!”

“How long…”

“About three hours. I didn’t want to disturb you. But look at Leo!”

I tilted my head until I could see his chest display. It showed one orange light, three yellows, and one green. I sat up tall until I could just see inside his helmet. His face was still expressionless, but its color seemed close to normal.

“He looks better,” I said.

“Yep, he does. The medical AI hasn’t taken any more blood from you for awhile. She says he’s stable and should be OK until we get back to the Potato.”

“How long will that take?”

“About another fourteen hours. Pete’s got us going along at a pretty good pace.”

“Umm. So we got through?”

“We sure did. We ended up right back where we started at the center of the void, and get this - we ended up back when we started as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that no time passed. Or almost no time. When Pete rebooted…he’s fine by the way…when Pete rebooted he linked up with Al and according to Al we were only out of contact for a tiny fraction of a second just like we would have been on a normal jump. All of that stuff in the black hole basically happened in an eyeblink as far as the rest of the universe is concerned.”

“That’s some eyeblink.” I scrunched my mouth to the side and found the small tube in my helmet that dispensed water. I took a small sip. When I was sure I was going to be able to keep it down, I drank more deeply.

Percy had more to report. “But Aunt Cassie, that’s not the wildest part. Al finally decoded the messages that the Valkyries and the comm drones have been getting from the Center ever since you and your mom arrived. They’re all you. They’re all your warning to stay back a thousand kilometers. I’ve listened to the unscrambled versions, and they’re definitely your voice. How about that!”

“But how did the ships receive the warning before we sent it?”

“Al and I have no idea, but time sure is screwy in there, isn’t it? Especially in that in between place.”

I thought of my visions in the mist, or dreams, or hallucinations. “What did you see when we were in between, Percy?”

“I don’t know if I saw anything exactly, Aunt Cassie, but I sure perceived something.”

“It was the same kind of thing for me. But what did you perceive?”

“I felt like I understood the neck of the hourglass or the in between place or whatever it is. It’s some kind of volume that stretches out practically forever where all of the black holes connect to all of the voids. I could sense threads that twist and dance and join one kind of place to the other. Some of those threads are long and straight, and some are very, very long and loop all over the place, but it’s calm and orderly and beautiful there in between. I wanted to stay for a long time, but I could tell we were riding on one of the strings, and that we would get to the end of it fairly quickly. I tried to tell you that.”

“I heard you. You said ‘Aunt Cassie, we won’t be in between for long.”

“You heard that?! Wow! It seems like I thought that more than I said it.”

“It seems like I sensed it more than I heard it,” I said. “I heard Leo, too. He said he would need help when we got through.”

“Wow. What else did you, ah…experience?”

I told Percy about my trip up to the observation room, and about the images of the past that seemed fixed and the images of the future that seemed flickery and fluid.

“I wonder if they go back and forth from the in between place to normal space.”

“I don’t know, Percy, I don’t know.”

We both sat silently with our thoughts.

“Pete’s OK?” I asked after awhile.

Pete spoke for himself. “Yes, Captain. My reboot was successful.”

“Did you experience anything unusual after we left the black hole, Pete?”

“I have no recorded data from entering the singularity to reentering the void.”

“Ah. Well, that’s just as well, maybe. I feel like we saw things just for us, Percy. I’m not sure if there should be a record of that place that can be shown around.”

“I think you’re right, Aunt Cassie. And, I mean, who’d believe it anyway, right?”

“Yeah.” Changing the subject, I asked, “Did the medical AI say anything else about Leo while I was asleep?”

“Just that he’s unconscious but his brain wave functions are normal.”

“OK. Thanks for your help getting his hand free and getting him down here; I don’t think I could have managed that alone.”

“It was the least I could do. He saved all of us. Pete’s records from before we got to the singularity confirm that. We would have missed the opening by at least a hundred kilometers if Leo hadn’t steered us in.”

“Oh, my.”

“Yep. He’s a hero, Aunt Cassie.”

The rest of the journey passed uneventfully. Percy and I changed out our oxygen and power modules every six hours and did the same for Leo.

We had just enough power remaining to send out a single message to Al that conveyed the basic details of our adventure and which emphasized our need to have Leo immediately transferred to Mercedes for proper medical treatment when we landed.

I ate all of the nutrient rich paste that my suit carried and drank all of the water. I felt some of my strength return, but I was still exhausted physically and emotionally. I dozed off at least once more, and Percy did the same.

When we arrived back at the Potato, Father had assembled a team to rush into the strawberry dome as soon as it repressurized enough to allow for them to retrieve Leo. I went with them when they carried him out of the 198 on a stretcher. I waved a greeting to my parents and everyone else who had assembled, but I didn’t stop. I stayed with that stretcher.

When Leo arrived at the 84’s medical room, Mercedes took over. She ordered that Leo’s suit be removed, and as soon as it was, she covered him with sensors. She inserted a needle into his arm and began a proper IV drip. A tray of green gel emerged from a slot in the wall and mechanical arms put it on Leo’s table and placed his burned hand into it. The green gel lit up from within and a soft hum emerged from the tray.

I removed my helmet and stood at the end of the stainless steel table behind his head. I leaned forward and touched my forehead to his and closed my eyes. “It’s OK, Leo, it’s OK now, you’ll be OK,” I said many times while I rubbed the bristles on his cheek.

When I pulled back and opened my eyes, Leo’s eyes were open.

“Leo!” I whispered sharply.

“Whaaa…” he said, eyes darting around in their sockets.

I leaned back down and pressed my cheek to his and said “Thank God, thank God, thank God, Leo.”

He swallowed. “My hand hurts like crap,” he said.

I laughed and laughed and covered his cheek with kisses. “Well, you almost burned it off while you were saving our ship, Mr. Pilot.”

“Uh. So we made it, then.”

“We made it. We’re back home.”

“Home where?”

“The Potato, Leo. We’re back on the Potato. You’re on the 84.”

“Oh. You know, I thought I heard Mercedes. Hi, Mercedes.”

“Hello, Leo. How are you feeling?”

“Hungry. And my hand is killing me.”

“I have already administered the maximum dosage of painkilling medication that can be dispensed without a directive override.”

“Aw, it’s not that bad. But can I get a sandwich or something?”

“Solid food is not advisable for another four hours, Leo.”

“Hmmph. Fine.” Leo looked up at me. “Cassie, you look like you’ve been through a war.”

I laughed. “Well, we kind of have been. I must look frightful.”

“You’re still beautiful to me.”

I leaned down and kissed him. “Thank you, Leo. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Cassie.” We smiled at each other for a long time, and then Leo said, “It’s OK if you want to get cleaned up. I’m fine, really. I’m just running the clock until I can eat that sandwich.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m really that ripe, huh?”

Leo shrugged. “Kinda, yeah.”

“Well, since you’re the man of my dreams and you just saved my life, I won’t smother you with a pillow for saying so.”

“Good deal, Cassie.”

I bit my lip. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“I’ll be here when you get back. I always will be. Well, not here specifically.”

“Alright, Leo.” I left the medical room.

I couldn’t avoid talking to the crowd of people who were waiting in the hub room for news. There was jubilation when I told them Leo would be OK, and there were well wishes all around for several minutes before I was able to break away and go to the 84’s large bathroom.

I closed the door and removed my absolutely awful suit that had kept me alive but which was caked in remnants of pink goo that had been through extreme temperature swings. I wondered if it would be able to stand up on its own. I was surprised that it could not.

I turned the shower spray on full power and as hot as it would go. I laughed as I watched a simply amazing amount of accumulated grime rinse from my body and swirl down the drain at the center of the shower floor.

I had never savored putting on any outfit more than when I put on a basic suit of Valkyrie-84 coveralls after my shower. I have never enjoyed brushing my teeth more than I did that day, either. One upside to being utterly filthy is that when you finally get cleaned up again, you feel like a million bucks. Or Void Chips, as the case may be.

I dried my hair, styled it in the way Leo liked best, and returned to the medical room.

I found Leo cleaned up himself. He had gotten a sponge bath of some kind, and he was sitting up with cushions piled behind him.

“There’s my angel,” he said.

“I’m back,” I said, striking a little pose.

I pulled a chair up to his table, and we held hands and talked. I held his left hand, of course.

Father visited a couple of times, once with Mother, and once by himself. The second time, he had a small cot with him that he set up by the hibernation pods. “I know you won’t want to sleep anywhere else tonight,” he said.

“Thank you, Daddy,” I said.

“You’re welcome, Cassie.”

I stretched out on the cot fully intending to talk to Leo all night. A little bit later, I closed my eyes, fully intending to only rest them for a few minutes.

When I woke up the next morning, Leo was eating a sandwich. Three plates that contained only a few crusts and bread crumbs were scattered around the room, as were three glasses that were empty save for used straws and chocolate residue in the bottom.

“Good morning!” Leo said with gusto.

I looked at all the dishes. “I see you’ve been busy.”

“Sure have. Travelling to a black hole and back again does give a fellow an appetite.” He patted his belly with his right hand!

“Your hand!”

“Yep,” he said, flexing it. “Good as new. Mercedes said something about stem cells and immersion therapy and I don’t know what all.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Yep. Percy stopped by while you were sleeping and told me about how you saved my hand. Thanks for that, Cassie. And thanks for saving the rest of me, of course.”

“I’d rather help you than do anything else,” I said.

Leo smiled. “Mercedes discharged me. I’d like to go home and get a real shower, but I didn’t want to be gone when you woke up.”

“That would have been OK, but thank you, Leo.”

He nodded.

“Well, no need to delay any further. Let’s get you home.” My parents were still asleep, and we departed the 84 quietly. We passed a couple of kids playing in the park, but it was early in the morning, and almost no one was out and about.

We crossed the lawn and headed towards the side that had Leo’s original garden. His quarters stood in the middle of it.

We paused on his doorstep and looked into each other’s eyes.

“Cassie,” he said, “would you like to come inside for a cup of coffee?”

“I would love to come inside for a cup of coffee, Leo.”

Still looking into my eyes, he said, “Cassie, I’m all out of coffee.”

I smiled at him. “That’s OK, Leo. I didn’t want any coffee anyway.”

He smiled, opened his door, and led me inside.


Part III - The Decision


Chapter 23

Percy continued with his experiments, but for a long time, he only used the comm drones. He sent Drone-1 and Drone-2 back to the Center dozens of times before they eventually ran low on propellant. He was able to predict with increasing precision how far they would jump and in what direction based on their exact positioning.

When their tanks were nearly empty, he parked them one at a time with their center of mass directly over the Center of the void. Both times they disappeared from our space. Both times they reported extreme temperatures in a series of choppy communications. Both times Percy was unable to control them with any precision, and they each stopped returning data of any kind after several minutes.

Shortly thereafter, Percy sent Drones four, five, and six out to the Center and kept trying new things. When those experiments ended, he asked me if he could take the 198 back out there. I agreed, if and only if he would promise not to try to take it back up the hourglass. He agreed to that if and only if he could go alone and not endanger anyone else this time.

I let him take the ship. I didn’t really want to, both because it was my home and also because I didn’t want for Percy to get hurt. But I knew that our need to understand all we could about jumping remained as strong as ever.

I transferred the Captaincy to Percy, and he left in the 198 for a week. He got the data he was after without trouble, landed smoothly, and transferred the Captaincy back to me.

Leo and I were blissful. We talked about getting married soon. I was in favor of saying our vows right away, but Leo wanted to plan a big event. He had been to many weddings on the Potato, but never his own. He seemed to find it important to make our wedding memorable, and that was OK with me. He was the last original Potato kid who had never married, or at least the last who had always wanted to get married but never had. I wanted for him to have his moment. We eventually settled on May 1, which was about two months away.

Father and Percy huddled together often after Percy returned from the second expedition to the Center. They poured over data and worked through formulas with Al and talked about long term possibilities.

One day, Father called a meeting. I wasn’t sure if it was something he did often, but everyone seemed to know to assemble in the schoolroom set up in the large common area of the original dormitory at seven o’clock that evening.

Father hugged everyone at the door as they arrived. He had drinks on a table and chairs enough for all set up. When the last of our little population had joined the assembly, Father took his place at the front of the room. It occurred to me that every single person in the room other than Mother and myself had seen him speak from the same spot countless times as a teacher as he ran their school.

“Thanks for coming, everyone, and I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, but thanks for coming.

“I’ve asked you to come here tonight to see what you think about the way I believe we should apply what Percy has learned, and Cassie and Leo, too, what they have learned out at the Center. I think all of you are aware that the point of their expeditions has been to determine if we can discover a method to leave the void and return to the settled universe.

“After examining all of the data taken over the course of many experiments, Percy and I, and Al as well, we all agree that there is a good chance we can.

“We can now predict with tremendous accuracy both the direction and the distance that objects placed at the Center will jump. We also know what not to do. Percy has conducted more than 100 jumps with comm drones and with the 198 since the near disaster on the first expedition without incident. Nothing is ever certain, of course, but we believe we can jump safely.

We have identified a candidate world, it is actually a moon, that is both at the edge of settled space and which is almost exactly the distance from the Center that we expect to jump if we choose to place the Potato there.

“The moon has been surveyed by an unmanned ship from human space. It has a breathable atmosphere, moderate temperatures, an abundance of liquid water, and the survey ship detected no hostile insect, plant, or bacterial life. It orbits a gas giant, and is almost half the size of old Earth. It has been scheduled for colonization.

“The Bank of the Void has purchased the colonization rights to the moon. It will not be settled by anyone other than us unless we allow other settlements or transfer the rights to someone else. If we travel to it, then it will be our world.

“There are several other planets and moons within ten light years of our moon that are also scheduled for colonization in the next…Al, is it the next 120 years?”

Al’s voice came through a speaker set in the ceiling. “Yes, Number One.”

“The next 120 years. We would soon, or at least soon enough, have neighbors. It would be possible to visit them without cryosleep, if anyone desired to do so. We would be in a position to rejoin human society.

“Of course, we have only theory. There may be some reason that an object as large as an asteroid can’t jump, or that it won’t jump in the way we expect. It’s possible that it could be dangerous. That’s why we’re all here together to talk everything through.

“My point of view is that attempting to leave the void is worth the risk. There are 28 of us here tonight. In less than 50 years, our population has gone from myself and my eight original Potato kids to about three times that many. In another 50 years, I would expect that the population will triple again, and we can handle that. We can put up the 198’s main dome next to the one we already have and use some other resources. But then, 50 years after that? When the population is maybe nine times what it is now? That gets tough. And our available resources flatly couldn’t support much more population growth after that, so we would have to ban children or ban everyone having life extension treatments, one or the other.

“Here’s what I want to reach an agreement on tonight. We do not need to commit to actually making a jump. But it will take a long time, around 15 years, to stop the Potato, turn it around, and get the whole thing moved out to the Center. If you agree, I would like to start that project soon so that we would be in a position to jump if we decide, at that time, that we want to.”

Belle asked, “How will we decide whether to actually attempt a jump when it comes time to make that decision?”

“I’ve given that a lot of thought,” Father said. “I think the way it has to be is that I get a vote, and each of my original kids gets a vote, and that out of those nine, it has to be unanimous. I think it would be a mistake to require a unanimous vote of the whole population, but I think we can’t go without broad buy in. So, if you are not one of the original kids, you will be able to lobby your parents or grandparents. But the final decision should be by secret ballot, and the ballots should have to come back with none against.

“But that’s for the future. Tonight, I just want to ask if anyone objects to the plan to start gradually slowing the Potato down and turning it around. What do you say to that, everyone?”

There actually weren’t any objections at all. There were questions for the next half hour about how the turn around project would work, and whether it would impact various parts of daily life, but no one seemed particularly opposed to the idea.

When the questions dried up, Father asked, “Are there any more questions? There’s no hurry here. This is a big step. Anyone?” He waited for almost a full minute. “Alright. In that case, I move that we vote on…let’s give it a name. Let’s call it…’Project About Face’. Do I have a second?”

Several people said, “Second!”

“Thank you. All in favor of Project About Face say aye.”

Everyone, or at least it seemed like everyone, said “Aye!”

“Everyone opposed say nay.”

No one said anything.

“The motion is approved,” Father said, and everyone stood and applauded and cheered. Father let it go on for a bit, and then he said over the crowd, “And wait, wait, before we start to disperse, Leo has an announcement!”

That was news to me. Leo patted my hand and rose from his chair, and everyone fell silent. Leo said, “I just want you to know that on May 1, Cassie and I are getting married!”

This time the roar in the room was three times as loud. I was mobbed by a ring of women hugging me and offering congratulations, and through them I caught a glimpse of Mother with her hands folded together and a beaming smile on her face.

Aries and Orion hoisted Leo up into the air, and Orion spanked him four or five times. Hard. Leo seemed to think it was hilarious, and that made me realize there were certain things about men I didn’t really understand but that were pretty great anyway. Then Aries took his own shirt off and started whooping and twirling it over his head. That was somewhat less great.

No one went home for quite awhile. The room was filled with love and excitement and I’ll never forget it.


Chapter 24

The wedding was beautiful. Belle took charge of having the factory make dresses for me and for herself; she was of course my maid of honor.

Percy took it upon himself to build a gazebo from wood that was in the 84’s cargo hold. I saw him with Sagittarius often, working in the park.

Mother took charge of the flowers. She made beautiful arrangements for the altar, and a marvelous small tiara that was woven through with flower petals for my hair.

The day before the wedding, I was sitting on my porch talking to Belle and Mother when Sagittarius came through the airlock from the main dome trailed by one of the rolling droids that looked like a tipped over suitcase. I could see that it had been modified with a couple of cylinders, and it carried a basket balanced on its back.

“Hiya Cassie and Grandma and Great Grandma I’ve brought something to show ya if you want to come on down here for a second.”

I sure liked Sagittarius. “I would be delighted to see what you have there.” I jumped down from the porch, and Mother and Belle followed. “I see you’ve made some changes to this robot.”

“Oh boy and some of ‘em were tougher than I thought but anyway I made it for your wedding but dad says it’s your day after all so I better come and ask you if you even want a robot in your wedding and if you don’t then that’s OK and no hard feelings.”

“Well…what does it do, Sagittarius?”

“So I’ve been thinking about Al’s kids or you know his nutritional optimization subroutines or whatever but they’re little kids and they love you and I’ve been thinking…”

As he described the robot’s function, Mother and Belle and I giggled in delight. I told Sagittarius I loved his plan and I went to see Al right away.

I went to the 84’s library and sat in one of the green chairs. “Al?”

“Hello, Cassiopeia your big day is almost here how can I assist you?”

“I was wondering, Al, if your children would like to be in my wedding.”

There was an uncharacteristic pause. “In what capacity do you mean?”

“Well, a certain boy I know has modified a harvester droid so that it can send digital images and be remote controlled. He has also modified the arms so that they can scoop up rose petals and spread them out. I thought your children might patch into the droid’s system and drive it down the aisle and spread rose petals before it’s my turn.”

There was another long pause. “Um, um, they would, um, would be so, um, um, be so delighted to help in your wedding Cassiopeia, um.”

Huh. He wasn’t saying “yes” too often, so he wasn’t laughing. But he was repeating himself. And laughing was a little bit like…

“Are you crying, Al?”

“Um, um, of course not I have, um, um, I have to check on something excuse me, um.”

I smiled. When Al hadn’t returned for a couple of minutes, I returned to my own Valkyrie.

Father stopped by, and he looked as happy as I was.

“Just one small thing I need to ask you, Cassie. You know that I’m going to officiate at the wedding since I’m what we have for a minster around here.”

“I know. Have you married everyone?”

“Yep. When they started, I figured I was the Captain of the 84, and that Captains always seemed to have the power to perform weddings, at least in the movies. But anyway, I wanted to know if I should walk you down the aisle before the vows.”

“Well…I had kind of assumed that you would. Did you walk with Belle?”

“No, Belle thought it would be weird to have me do both things, and I respected that. And it was OK. I mean, I was there for the whole thing anyway.”

I could tell from his voice that Father had wanted to walk with Belle. “Daddy, I would be honored if you would walk me down the aisle and give me away.”

Father’s breath caught, and he snorted just a little bit. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely sure. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“OK. OK, that’s great. Thanks, Cassie.” His eyes were moist.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

“I’m so glad the two of you found each other.”

“Yeah. I mean with us born 200 million years apart and all, what are the odds? One in a zillion.”

“Hmm…I don’t know, Cassie. I think if it’s who you are supposed to be with, the odds are one-in-one.”

“That’s a nice concept.”

“I think it’s more than a concept. I mean, I’ve felt bad for a lot of years that Leo didn’t have anyone when he clearly wanted to be with someone. But now I see that he was just reserved for you.”

“Maybe so, Daddy.”

He smiled and stood up. “I know you have a lot to do. I’ll leave you to it.” He kissed my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Cassie.”

“See you tomorrow, Daddy.”

The next morning, the ceremony was flawless. Mother and Belle helped me dress in my gown and joked with me while we waited for things to start in a little curtained pavilion that they had put up the night before. I could hear everyone gathering around the gazebo that Percy and Sagittarius had built.

Sagittarius himself poked his head inside the pavilion and said, “Cassie I’m supposed to tell you that it’ll be time for you to go in a few minutes but I’ve gotta go now an’ get the rings delivered to the best man, that’s Orion you know, but get the rings to him ‘cause that’s my job and gosh you look pretty and I’ll see you out there.”

I said, “Thank you,” but he was already gone. Just after he left, the modified suitcase droid rolled into the pavilion. The basket on top was filled to the brim with rose petals. Little voices emerged from a small speaker mounted near the front and overlapped each other. “Hi Cassie! / Hi Cassipeea happy wedding!”

I didn’t know if Al’s kids had names, so I just said, “Thank you very much for helping in my wedding today.”

“You’re welcome it’s fun! / Leo looks very haaaandsommmme!” Now little giggles emerged from the speaker. The droid turned around and left the pavilion.

I heard a violin start to play. I knew that it was Andromeda - she was the most skilled violinist on the Potato, and the notes were clear and strong and seemed to fill the entire dome.

Father entered the pavilion. Mother squeezed my hand, kissed Father’s cheek on her way past him, and left to take her seat. Belle followed her. As the pavilion curtain opened to let them leave, I could see the robot trundling down the aisle using its arms to throw massive handfuls of flower petals. They floated absolutely everywhere in the microgravity, and far more of them ended up on the guests than in the aisle. It was funny.

“You look beautiful, Cassie,” my father said.

“Thank you, Daddy. Have you got your footwork all figured out?”

He raised his eyebrows. “How’s that?”

“I mean your transition from giving me away to becoming the minister?”

“Oh, right. I’m just going to reverse pivot like I would have in a high school basketball game.” He did a little head fake and showed me a neat backwards spin that made me laugh.

“I didn’t know you played basketball. Were you good?”

“Well…no,” he said, laughing and shaking his head.

The violin music changed to “Here Comes the Bride.”

“Are you ready, Cassie?”

“I’m ready, Daddy.” I put my hand through his arm, he placed his opposite hand over mine, and we passed out of the pavilion.

And there it all was. Everyone I knew, all smiling and covered in rose petals, and the gazebo and the flowers…and there was Leo, in a perfect tuxedo with long tails, with a perfect easy smile on his face. I watched him the whole way down the aisle.

I lost track of things for a little bit after that. There were nice words and readings and rings and vows, but mostly I just remember Leo’s smile. It was unique that day. It was pure. I found it mesmerizing.

The next thing I knew Father said something about man and wife and Leo kissed me and everyone clapped and we were walking up the aisle together.

There was a reception afterwards in the 84 with cake and dancing and warm wishes all around. I greeted everyone and shared cake with Leo and danced with him and with Father.

After all of that, I made it a point to stop by the medical room. I hadn’t talked to Mercedes since she had saved Leo’s hand, and I made sure to tell her how much I appreciated that and the rest of the help she had given him after we returned from our awful trip to the upper half of the hourglass. She told me how much she appreciated her children being made a part of the wedding.

Al’s and Mercedes’ little family was one of the unexpected delights I had discovered on the Potato. I made a mental note to ask Pete if he…well, if he liked the medical AI on the 198 at all.

I changed clothes in the second personal quarters downstairs. Leo had said to “dress for travelling,” and I wondered what kind of excursion he had in mind.

I soon found out.

Leo led me to the airlock where we had embarked on our first date. He again had the box on the table, and it again had two spacesuits inside. After we had hugged everyone, we put them on. Then everyone wanted to hug us again with the suits on. Eventually, though, we passed through the airlocks and started our honeymoon.


Chapter 25

Leo’s Jeep was parked right outside. Someone, probably Aries, had tied several cans to the back bumper with lengths of string. I hadn’t ever seen a can on the Potato, so I had no idea where they came from, but there they were.

Leo opened my door for me and I stepped in. He hopped around to his side, got into the Jeep, and we began to drive. “So what is our destination tonight, my good sir?”

“If it pleases M’lady, we will arrive at the Observation Rock Resort and Gallery in about ten minutes.”

“Mmm…sounds fancy.” Leo had been stealing away and heading outside fairly often over the past week, and he always had loads of something or other wrapped in a tarp when he passed through the airlock. I pretended not to notice. I wondered what he had set up for us.

We passed by the Valley of the Dragon and the spot where Leo had set up the dominoes on our first date. In the distance, I could see a hump and a small diagonal line atop a large flat topped rock that I had noticed before. As we got closer to it, the Jeep’s headlights revealed the hump to be a miniature dome perhaps eight meters wide at its base.

“I didn’t know we had little domes!” I exclaimed.

“Yep. Valkyries all carry three smalls, two mediums, and one jumbo dome.”

“Wow! And that’s the resort.”

“It is,” Leo nodded.

Now the diagonal line was identifiable. It was a very large telescope set up on a wide base tripod. “I think I see why you’ve named this Observation Rock. But how will we get close enough to see through the eyepiece with our helmets on?”

Leo parked the Jeep, reached around behind his seat, and retrieved a padded nylon cylinder about the size of the cans of awful coffee they used to have in the kitchen at the women’s prison. He opened the top of the bag and produced a very wide eyepiece. The lens was a little bit convex and it had about the same diameter as a baseball.

“This’ll help,” Leo said.

“I guess so.” I hadn’t known they made eyepieces like that. “What are we going to observe? Smudgy Pixel Galaxy?”

“That’s one of the things, yes, but I have something else in mind first. Come on.”

We got out of the Jeep and hopped up to the rock. Leo unscrewed the telescope’s regular eyepiece and installed the large cylinder. “We’ll be able to see a pretty good image with this even though we can’t put our eyes very close to it with our helmets on.”

“Clever,” I said. “So we have different things to observe here on Observation Rock?”

“Three things,” he said. He looked up. “Let’s see, Smudgy Pixel Galaxy is basically straight overhead, so OK, that makes the first part of the show work…”

Leo picked up a little pad that was connected to the base of the telescope. He pulled a pencil out from one of his exterior pockets and used it to press a button marked “3” on the pad. The telescope started to turn on its own until it had rotated about ninety degrees and raised its angle slightly. When it stopped, Leo placed his helmet over the huge eyepiece and nodded.

“OK, Cassie, it’s lined up on the first point of interest on our honeymoon sightseeing tour.”

I’m really on my honeymoon, I thought. And didn’t that feel pretty terrific.

I bounded over to the telescope and had a look for myself. A spiral galaxy sat in the center of the lens. The image was faint but clear. I could just make out the galaxy’s arms.

I had never looked through a telescope before. I’d seen pictures and vids of objects in space, but I had a different feeling looking at the galaxy now. It seemed more real. With the telescope, I felt like I was actually seeing it, and that was interesting.

“Which galaxy is it?” I asked.

“That’s the Milky Way, Cassie.”

“It is?!”

“Yep. That’s where you’re from.”

“Oh, my.” Earth and all of its neighbors were right there in an image smaller than the size of a pea. “Do we…know where Earth is?”

“Yep, I asked Al to figure that out for me. Find the arm that looks like it’s pointed up, and then look around clockwise one, two. It’s in the second spiral arm after the one at the top.”

I counted and found the tiny curved wisp that contained many, many millions of stars, one of which was the old sun. “Wow.” I said. I looked at it for some time. It suddenly made sense that it took 200 million years in cryosleep to get from there to here.

When I stood up again, Leo asked, “Ready for sight number two?”

“I am, sir.”

Leo used the pencil to press the button marked “2” on his pad, and the telescope whirred to life again. This time I could tell what it was orienting itself to track. It soon came to rest pointed at SPG.

Leo held his hand out to the telescope, and I moved my helmet back down over the eyepiece.

Smudgy Pixel Galaxy was smudgy no longer. It was another spiral galaxy, but its image was bright and large and very sharp. It seemed to have more arms than the Milky Way, and they seemed to alternate long, then short, long, then short. It also had more of a tilt to it from our vantage point.

I watched it for a few minutes, and then the image disappeared. I stood up, confused for a moment, but then I realized what had happened. “Sunset,” I said.

“Yep,” Leo agreed. “No SPG for fifteen minutes. But the good news is that we’ve rotated enough to see the final attraction.”

“I do like your finales,” I said.

“You’ll like this one, too.” He punched the “1” button on the pad, and the telescope got busy one more time. When it came to a stop and I looked through the eyepiece, I saw a ring galaxy. I smiled. I wondered if Leo was ready with some kind of metaphor involving wedding rings, and I couldn’t wait to hear it. But what he told me was something else and entirely unexpected.

“That’ll be home, Cassie,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that if we decide to jump the Potato, and if everything works the way Percy and your Dad and Al expect, that’s where we’re going. That galaxy has our moon, Cassie.”

My mouth literally fell agape in my helmet, and I let out a little gasp. “It does?”

“Yep. I love the Potato and all, but the thought of all that land…can you imagine if we had a farm with as much land as the entire Potato? Where we could walk around and work and play outside without spacesuits? I’m excited about it, Cassie.”

“I am, too,” I said. “Oh, I hope it all works out.”

“Yeah. Can I take a look, Cassie?”

“Oh, of course.” I stood aside, and Leo peered through the eyepiece. We took turns and had a happy conversation about future possibilities until the galaxy fell below the Potato’s horizon half an hour later.

Leo pressed a new button, and the telescope assumed an upright position and seemed to go dormant. “Well, that’s all the stuff I programmed into the scope. But there’s one more thing to show you outside.”

“The Gallery part of the Resort and Gallery?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He offered me his arm and I took it. He led me around the outside of the small dome.

As we walked around the perimeter, I could see that he had lights set up and trained on a spot on the flat rock’s surface just out of my view.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

“Alright.” I did and let Leo guide me along for a little while.

“OK. You can open them,” he said. I did.

On the ground, I saw a shining mosaic of my own face in profile. It was made of small golden shapes that seemed to be mostly triangles. Silver shapes here and there gave my face definition and contour.

The image was facing a second mosaic of Leo’s profile. His image seemed to be looking at mine, and it was done mostly in silver with small golden shapes providing definition and contour.

Both images were smiling. They definitely looked like us. “Leo…” I breathed.

He put his arm around my waist. “I repurposed the dominoes. Al helped me work out how many of each shape I’d need.”

I cried. I had made it through my whole wedding day without any tears until then, but I cried.

“Thank you, Leo. This is lovely.”

“Not half as lovely as you, Cassie.”

I put my faceplate to his and made a loud smack into my helmet mic.

“Show me the Resort part of this Gallery and Resort.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We walked around to the small airlock and crawled through it. I could see that Leo had set up a standard residential quarters inside. It just fit under the small dome.

When we had closed the second airlock door behind us, we shed our spacesuits and stood in our regular travelling clothes. I kissed Leo for a long time. Then, he scooped me up and carried me over the threshold and into the little building.

The interior was magical. I am sure that Leo spent as much time thinking of romantic and thoughtful little details inside as he had spent planning everything outside. But exactly what they were, and what happened for the rest of the night, I think I’ll keep to myself.


Chapter 26

After our honeymoon, Leo and I worked on Project About Face almost every day. Sometimes it was just the two of us, but usually Father and Percy came along in the Jeep on our trips to the North Pole.

We set up the 198’s factory for the first time, and we programmed it to manufacture propellant. Al thought it could create enough to run Pete’s engines for about six hours per day, and that if they were aimed correctly, we could stop the Potato’s forward progress in a little more than seven years once we got started.

We programmed most of the 198’s suitcase bots to search for and mine the things the factory would need. We set four of them aside at first, though, to make a driveway.

The North Pole had a nice flat spot where we planned to move the 198 so that it could work on slowing down the Potato, but the little plateau was tough to get to by land. So, we had the last four bots work on levelling some parts of a craggy range of rock and filling in other parts for several weeks. Eventually they made a nice smooth path that the Jeep could navigate with ease.

We needed a driveway, because Leo and I were planning a move to the suburbs, you see.

Between Leo’s quarters and my Valkyrie, there was just no question about which was the more comfortable and interesting place to live. We had taken up residence in the 198 after the wedding, and we didn’t want to give it up.

Besides, it didn’t seem right to just leave Pete by himself for all the years that Project About Face would be going on. He seemed happier when people were around, and I didn’t want to leave him alone.

When everything was ready at the North Pole, we spent several days unloading supplies from the 198’s cargo hold. We placed tools, pipes, spare heater modules, and other things that could take a frozen vacuum near the ship.

We also hauled a lot of seeds and pallets of what Leo called “starter dirt” into the main dome. Leo hoped to make the strawberry dome grow strawberries once again.

I asked him if we had any seeds for lemon trees. He looked through all of the inventory menus on both the 198 and the 84, but he couldn’t find any.

When we finished with the unloading, we closed the airlock to the flower dome and then went inside the 198. Leo grabbed a spacesuit and helmet, gave me a kiss, and said, “I’ll see you over there.”

He left by the ship’s airlock. He tipped our front porch over and pulled it along behind him and out the airlock that led to the main dome. He closed the door behind him.

I heard his voice over a speaker in the central room. “All good, Cassie.”

I said, “OK, Leo. Pete, we’re ready.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Pete opened the strawberry dome, flew us the short distance to the North Pole, and touched down at the spot that he and Al had calculated would be best for breaking the Potato’s momentum.

I knew that Leo would be putting on his spacesuit, leaving the main dome, and using the Jeep to drive over. I went up to the observation room. I wanted to see my husband pull up to the house in the new driveway for the first time.

I sat on the brown couch. “Please raise the floor, Pete.” I rose up to the level of the dome.

“Thanks, Pete,” I said.

“You are welcome, Captain.”

“How do you like our new home?”

“It is a spot well selected for achieving mission objectives.”

“Yes…but do you like it? Is it, you know, pleasing to you?”

“I am pleased that you and Leo will be continuing to reside in the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

“Yeah. Yeah, so am I, Pete. And I guess as long as you have the right people around, it doesn’t actually matter too much where you are, right?”

“I agree, Cassiopeia.”

I thought I could just start to make out the Jeep’s headlights in the distance.

“Say, Pete, is the medical AI…someone you like to have around?”

“The medical AI is an able system and is an asset to the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

“Riiight. I’m just wondering if, ah…” I trailed off.

“Please complete your query, Cassiopeia.”

“Sure, sure. I’ve…just always wondered if the two of you were special friends. You know, like Al and Mercedes.”

“Pete.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Pete.”

“Ah…OK. I mean, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

“Pete.”

That’s when I learned that when Pete is irritated, he repeats his own name.

“I’m sorry, Pete. I won’t bring it up again.”

“Pete.”

I smiled to myself and watched Leo make his way through the darkness to our new place.

We spent the next day working outside and connecting a hose to the factory on one end and to the 198’s propellant intake on the other end.

The day after that, Leo and I made the first of our many, many commutes “downtown”. Almost every day for many years, we got up, got dressed, and had breakfast. We would put on spacesuits, exit through the airlock, and drive over to the main dome. We would then enter the dome, shed our spacesuits, and go about our day’s work.

Leo reestablished the strawberry dome, and between it, the flower dome, and the strip at the back of the main dome, he had quite a harvest every year.

I started teaching at the school. Sagittarius was the only one of the several students who attended I knew much at first. But I soon got to know all seven kids well, and I liked them all. The youngest was six years old, and the oldest of them was seventeen.

I especially liked Andromeda’s daughter. Andromeda had cloned herself, and little Drommy was about the same age as Sagittarius. They seemed to get along well together.

One day, the two of them stayed behind when school was over. Percy had just finished giving a lecture on physics and cosmology to the older kids, and I had just finished working on math with the two youngest kids. Sagittarius and Drommy had cosmology questions for Percy.

“But OK then Dad if voids are just draining pools for dark energy then why couldn’t the universe be a big ol’ draining pool for all kinds of matter and all kinds of energy in the same kind of way?”

“Well…I’ll have to think about that, Sagittarius.”

Drommy said, “But didn’t you say the universe is expanding just like the voids are expanding?”

“Well…yes. But I’m not sure the universe has a Center, exactly.”

Sagittarius said, “Aw, I’ll bet we just don’t have the right equipment to tell where the Center is yet but it seems like if you have any kind of a place then it has to have a middle somewhere and gosh do you think if you parked a spaceship or the Potato or whatever with its center of mass right on the Center of the universe that you’d just jump on up to wherever the universe came from in the first place?”

“I’m…truly not sure, son.”

Drommy said, “Well I think if we ever got close to doing that we’d end up scattered around and speaking different languages again.”

Sagittarius started clapping. “Yeah! Like when they built the Tower of Babel in Great Grandpa’s King James an’ wow I hope I’d end up speaking French ‘cause I always love when we watch He-Man in French and he says Oh non, c’est Monsieur Skeletor! and stuff like that.”

“Ooh, hey, German for me,” Percy said. “Achtung, He-Man!” He and Sagittarius laughed uncontrollably.

Drommy looked over at me and rolled her eyes. I nodded and rolled my eyes back at her, and we shared a laugh of our own.

When our work teaching and farming was done, Leo and I would usually visit the 84 and talk to whoever was around for awhile before we headed back home in the Jeep.

Our evenings at home were tranquil and happy. Pete ran his engines for Project About Face during the hours we were in the dome. His engines were tilted up until he was basically pushing directly against the Potato’s direction of movement. He had usually used up his latest shipment of propellant by the time we returned home, and our evenings were nice and quiet.

We talked about having children, but decided not to for awhile. I wanted time to just enjoy being happy. I had been in prison for 83 years, after all. I wanted a bit of time for myself before we expanded our family, and Leo was fine with that.

We settled into a very nice stretch of years.

After a little over seven years, Father set up a countdown clock at the center of the park in the main dome. When it reached zero, the Potato would be, just for an instant, at a total standstill. When the numbers started counting up, then the Potato would be moving towards the Center instead of away from it.

Leo and I stayed late the day the clock ticked off its final few hours. There was a festive gathering in the park that night, and everyone counted down loudly starting with about fifteen seconds to go.

At ten seconds on the clock, the kids were jumping up and down. By five seconds, Aries had his shirt off and was twirling it over his head.

“Three…two…one…ZERO!!!”

The ground didn’t feel any different, of course, but we were halfway to the goal of reaching the Center.

Everyone cheered and the numbers started going up. Well, almost everyone cheered. I did notice that Andromeda was mostly silent and had a faraway look in her eye. I thought about talking to her, but we weren’t very close, and in the end I chickened out.

The next several years passed without too many changes. Most of the original kids at the school got older and moved on to their adult lives. For a brief time after Sagittarius and Drommy graduated, there were only two children at the school. But babies were being born, and a new cohort would be old enough for kindergarten soon enough.

One twist during this seven years was that halfway through it, Leo and I had to move again. Pete had spent the last three and a half years adding velocity to the Potato, and he needed to spend an equal amount of time reducing velocity so that when we got to the Center we wouldn’t just shoot right by it.

So we spent two weeks hauling our factory to the South Pole and reprogramming all of the bots to change their locations as well. The South Pole was easy to access by land, so at least we didn’t have to build a new driveway this time.

When we were finished, Pete flew the 198 to our new location and Leo followed along in the Jeep.

We spent most of our first night in the observation room looking at SPG. We had been able to see it from the main dome all along, but it had not been visible from home for all the years we had lived at the North Pole. We enjoyed watching it spin in the tight circle it made every 45 minutes at the South Pole.

The Potato slowed down. Father got the countdown clock out again and set it up to measure the time until we reached the Center. Or at least, until we reached a spot just short of the Center. He kept his word that we would not park the Potato over the Center without a vote of approval.

Most of the last developments of note during that time involve Sagittarius and Drommy. With about a year to go in Project About Face, they got married and moved into Leo’s old quarters. With about three months left to go, Drommy had a baby boy. They named him Jack.

“I mean honestly, we’re going to run out of names if we just stick to Old Earth constellations forever,” Drommy said.

Seeing baby Jack had a powerful impact on me. He was so small, and so precious, and so amazing. He awakened instincts in me that I hadn’t really felt before, at least not at full force. I told Leo that night, “I think it might be time to think about having a baby. What do you think?”

He found the idea to be agreeable.

A few days before the countdown clock got to zero, the 198’s medical AI confirmed what I already knew. I was pregnant.

When I told Leo, he danced me around the central room. Then he took me by the hand and led me to the observation room. When the platform had risen, he said, “OK, Pete, let ‘em fly!”

I couldn’t imagine what he meant. I heard two whooshes, followed by two more, and then two more. And then, high above the dome, I saw two great red starbursts, and two green, and two yellow. They were some kind of emergency flares that Leo had discovered in the cargo hold.

“You’ve been waiting for this news,” I said.
“Yep, I sure have. Do we know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

“We do,” I said. I grinned mischievously, but said nothing more.

Leo almost went crazy. “Well?!”

I leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Boy.”

Leo made the exact same little snort that Father had made when I asked him to walk me down the aisle.


Chapter 27

There was another gathering of excited people as the countdown clock wound down to zero again. The crowd once again counted off the final seconds loudly. Andromeda once again seemed listless, and cheered halfheartedly. This time, I made it a point to go over and seek her out after the big moment had passed.

“How do you like being a grandmother?” I asked her.

She smiled at that. “Little Jack is quite a feisty fellow,” she said. “I love to just sit and watch him plot his next move. Drommy was a very quiet baby, but not young Jack.”

“I wonder if he’ll soon have as much to say as Sagittarius did as a boy.”

“Oh my, that was a lot!” Andromeda said. “And you know Percy was the same way.”

“Well, Jack is adorable. He got me thinking, actually.” I told Andromeda that I was three months pregnant.

“Congratulations, Cassie, that’s wonderful news. Does everyone know?”

“Actually, no one knows except Leo so far.”

“Ah. Well then I thank you doubly. It seems that I am much more often the last to get news than the first to receive it.”

“I feel the same way living out in the suburbs.”

Andromeda laughed quietly. “The suburbs. I like that.”

We watched the crowd for a few moments, and then I said, “It’s none of my business, but I noticed that you seem less than thrilled by the project reaching its conclusion.”

“That’s true enough. I have grave reservations about the whole idea. I of course know that you and Leo and Percy almost perished on your first expedition out here.”

I saw no reason to lie. “That’s true. It was a very near thing.”

“Yes, and I wonder if we actually understand jumping as well as we ought if we are going to consider putting our entire world through it. I suppose we’ll be having the vote on that soon.”

“I would think so, but I won’t ask you about what you plan to do. We had…problems with that kind of thing back on Earth. Vote your conscience and I’ll like you either way.”

Andromeda seemed surprised by that. “I will. And I thank you again,” she said. “Do you know… Drommy always liked you best of all the teachers she had at the school. She said you were the most human of them all.”

“Wow. That’s the kind of thing a teacher hopes to hear, but rarely does.”

“She did like your lectures and lessons so. And truthfully, I have thought about inviting you to tea many times, but the thing that always held me back was my history with Leo. I know there are no hard feelings, but it was so awkward between us for such a long time. When he finally found happiness, I found I just wanted to let him be. I hope you can understand.”

“I think I do. But really, don’t worry about that. I shall happily accept any invitations that I receive.”

“Well then you are invited.”

“And I accept.”

“Oh, good. How about my quarters at noon on Wednesday?”

“I’ll be there.”

We parted cordially, and I was glad that I had talked to her.

It turned out that Father called the vote before Andromeda and I got that tea. He set it for Tuesday night at seven o’clock in the schoolroom.

Everyone assembled. There were eight chairs in the front row, and there was a name card for each of the kids Father had raised in them. I kissed Leo’s cheek and took a seat in the back between Mother and Percy.

After everyone had arrived, Father took his place at the front of the room. “OK, OK everyone, let’s get started. Thanks, everybody.”

“Well, we’ve been getting into a position to be able to take this vote for a long time, and here we are. I think everyone has said all that there is to be said over the last fifteen years. Or almost fifteen years.

“The vote will go the way I described it back at the start of the project. I’ll vote, and so will each of the original kids that I raised. The vote has to be unanimous. If it is not, we will not try to jump the Potato.

“The vote will be by secret ballot. There are nine identical slips of paper on the table in front of me. When it’s your turn, take any one you wish, take it back to the bedroom, and place a mark by ‘Jump’ or ‘Don’t Jump’. Then fold it and put it in this container here on the table. That’s it. Any questions?”

No one had any.

“Alright, then, we’ll go alphabetically. Andromeda, you’re up.”

Andromeda selected a ballot, disappeared briefly, and returned and put the ballot in the container. Aquarius went next, followed by Aries. When Belle got up, I squeezed Mother’s hand and Percy’s hand.

When Belle returned, no one got up. “John,” Mother said in a stage whisper.

“Oh,” Father said with a smile. “I was waiting for Leo to go next, since L comes before N. Look, I guess I still think of myself as ‘Number One’ is all!”

That broke the tension in the room a little bit. Father got up and voted, and then Leo followed him. Orion, Taurus, and Ursa finished the voting.

When Ursa sat down, Father said, “I’ll read the votes out.”

He drew out one ballot at a time. With each of them, he unfolded the paper and read the selection aloud.

He opened the first ballot and said, “Jump.” There were some quiet exclamations of excitement. “Jump,” he said as he read the second, third, fourth, and fifth ballots. The excitement started to build.

He unfolded the sixth ballot. “Jump.” There were a few louder cries and squeals.

Father unfolded a seventh ballot. “Jump.” There were exclamations in the room. “Quiet, now,” Father said. He selected an eighth ballot and examined it. “Jump,” he said. I heard a cascade of whispered shouts from all around me, but they all fell silent as Father drew the last ballot.

He opened it up. He stared at it for a long time. He looked up at the assembly with a look of surprise. What he said was most definitely unexpected. “It’s blank,” Father said.

I heard all kinds of overlapping comments. “Oh! / What? / Blank! / Does it pass, then? / It’s Andromeda! / Is it a mistake?”

Father brought his hands down to quiet the crowd. He looked back and forth down the front row. “I just want to make sure that no one intended to vote and didn’t somehow? Maybe your pen didn’t make a mark, or something? It’s OK. Or if you’ve changed your mind and you want to vote now? That’s OK, too. The motion is going to pass if the vote is 8-0. That’s unanimous.”

No one said anything.

“Um…look, let’s do this,” Father said. “Everyone in the front row close your eyes, please.” I couldn’t see if they did or not, but Father seemed satisfied. He continued. “I don’t want anyone to have to make a public declaration, because this is a secret ballot, and you are free to dissent. I ended up out here in the first place because I came from a time and place when you weren’t allowed to dissent.

“So if anyone wants to tell me that they meant to mark this last ballot and didn’t, or that they didn’t mark it but would like to now, open your eyes. Otherwise, keep them closed.”

Father scanned the row for long seconds. “Alright. Let’s say another twenty seconds. If anyone opens their eyes, I’ll just make nine new ballots and we’ll start the whole thing over again. Anyone? Ten seconds. Anyone? It’s OK, and I’ll never reveal who it is. Five seconds. Last chance now. Three, two, one.

“OK. Open your eyes everybody. The motion passes eight to zero.”

The rest of the meeting was a celebration. And this time, Andromeda seemed, if not cheerful, at least at peace.

I found myself in her quarters the next day at noon for tea. We made small talk, and I complimented her on her tea, which really was very good.

I had no plans to ask her about the vote, but she brought it up.

“I abstained last night,” she said. “I suppose everyone knows that it was me who cast the blank ballot.”

“Well, probably so. I mean, yes. They do.”

“I just couldn’t bring myself to support the idea. But I also couldn’t be the one to hold everything up, especially when Drommy and Sagittarius are so much in favor of Jack having a chance to grow up in a more wide open kind of a place if it is at all possible.”

“I can appreciate that. And abstaining from a vote has a long, long history. Sometimes, it’s the right way.”

“Well, it certainly was for me. And you know, I have something of a long history of it myself.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, I abstained from marrying Leo when we had been penciled in together. That worked out pretty well for everyone.”

I had to agree with that.

We drank tea and had a long and pleasant conversation, and I came to really like Andromeda.

Percy and Father worked with Al and Pete to get the Potato parked exactly where their formulas said it should be to produce a jump to our moon. They figured it would take just over twelve years for enough dark energy pressure to build up to create the jump.

They had Pete move the 198 to a few spots on the equator and stop the Potato’s rotation on its axis so that they could keep the correct point of the asteroid over the Center at all times. Smudgy Pixel Galaxy ceased to rise and set, and it came to hang in the same spot overhead.

When they were finished, Pete flew the 198 to a spot right next to the main dome. They put up one of the medium sized domes from the cargo hold over the 198, connected it to the main dome, and pressurized it. After almost fifteen years, the 198 was back inside. And none of Leo’s strawberries had to die this time.

The main thing in my life over the months they worked on all of that was my pregnancy. The baby got big, and I spent increasing amounts of time resting. I could feel him kick, and I could feel the shape of him.

Leo tended to my every desire. At one point, I had to tell him, “I’m not in peril, you know. I won’t break.”

“No, no, of course not,” Leo said. And then he asked, “But…can I get you anything?” I laughed and laughed.

When the day arrived, I told Leo to help me down to the medical room. “Do you want me in here?” he asked.

“Of course!”

“Do you want your mother in here?”

“Of course not!”

Leo scurried out for a moment, presumably to get the word out for everyone to stay out of the 198 until invited in.

He returned and held my hand and didn’t leave my side again after that. My labor was lengthy and often uncomfortable, but after six hours we had a perfect baby boy, and we had a more intense joy together than we had ever experienced at any other time.

We named him Banner.

After resting for an hour, I told Leo that it was OK for my parents to come in. They didn’t take long to arrive. I said to them, “Meet your grandson Banner Dawson.”

“Oh, after the pilot!” Mother said. “He’s. Just. Perfect!”

She turned to Father. “We never would have made it out of Earth orbit without brave Pilot Banner.”

“Banner. I love it,” Father said. “Hello, young man,” he said to my new baby. “Welcome to the show.”


Chapter 28

The next twelve years went by fast, and I mostly measure time in those years by the things that Banner could do.

He quickly grew from an infant who couldn’t do anything at all to a toddler who had a surprising ability to get anywhere and everywhere almost faster than I could keep up. Leo and I learned not to leave books or anything else chewable within his reach. The back cover of A Tale of Two Cities will never be the same. But it’s kind of sweet to look at it, too, with all of its little half moon impressions of Banner’s baby teeth.

We also learned not to leave markers or any kind of writing instrument down low. There was an incident with the lenses of a few of the cameras that Pete uses to keep track of everything aboard the 198. Some of them had three little stick figures drawn on them. “I jus’ want him to always see our family,” Banner explained.

That night, I overheard Pete talking to Al over the comm network.

“It’s OK Pete I have spare lenses in my cargo hold.”

“Pete.”

“Leo will get them tomorrow and install them.”

“Pete.”

“It could be worse Number One had eight small children living in the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84 at the same time.”

“Pete.”

When Banner got a little older, he followed Leo everywhere on the farms. He had his own little garden when he was four, and when he brought in his first crop of tomatoes we had a royal feast.

Jack was always around, too. He was less than a year older than Banner, and the two of them were best friends. They dressed up and pretended to be cowboys and pirates and submarine captains.

Jack discovered to his delight that there were jacks in the toy inventory in the cargo hold. He and Banner found them, and they invented a game called “action jacks”. It involved a lot of running around and wrestling during the long stretches of time between when someone bounced the ball in the microgravity outside and the time the ball floated back down to the surface. I didn’t really understand the rules, but they sure were cute playing their game.

When he was five, Banner started coming to school with me. The student body was back up to six kids by then. The oldest was a fifth grader, and Jack and Banner were the little kids. Jack was good at math right away, and Percy took an interest in seeing how quickly he could master new concepts.

I asked Andromeda if she wanted to start giving the kids violin lessons. “I’d be the music teacher?” she asked.

“Um, yes,” I said. “If you want to be.”

She was delighted to get the invitation, and the sounds of beginning violinists filled the air at the school on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

Banner and Jack worked at the high jump, of course. They were both good, but Banner was great. He fell just short of the record for eight year olds, but he set the nine year old record, and I think Jack was as excited as he was.

The other jump - the big one that all of us would soon be attempting - was ever in the background. People always talked about it some, but it became an almost exclusive topic of conversation over the last several months before we expected to rejoin society.

I asked Father if he was going to put up the countdown clock in the park. He initially said he didn’t think he would this time, but everyone almost demanded it, so he got it out of the cargo hold and set it to wind down from five months and a few days.

With a week to go before the expected jump, Father held a meeting about the plan for exploring our moon.

“Well, the honors for the first walk on the surface go to our brave explorers who learned all about what to do, and what not to do, while attempting a jump. That’s Leo and Cassie and Percy.” There was applause from the crowd. “Anybody is welcome to take the first trip down in the 198, but those three get to go outside first. Oh, and, ah, the three of you can decide who gets to plant the very first foot on the ground.”

Leo and I pointed to Percy at the same time and said, “Percy!”

There was more applause and he blushed.

“Alright, Percy,” Father said. “You’ll need to say something good if you’re going to be first, and I’ll want you to do better than I did. Al, can you play the video of me first setting foot on the Potato?”

“Yes, Number One.”

A vid screen on the wall of the schoolroom showed Father in his spacesuit stumble out of the 84’s airlock, glide to the surface nearly horizontal to it, touch down awkwardly on his side, and exclaim, “Dang it!”

There was laughter all around the room. “So the bar is set low,” Father said. “We have faith in you, Percy.” There was more applause.

“Now, after we have a look around, it’ll be up to each of you to decide how you want to live. I know that some of you will want to move down to the moon right away and set up shop. That’s fine, and we’ll have plenty of room. If you want to live down there part time, you can. If you want to continue to live up here on the Potato as you always have, you can. If you want to change your mind at any point, you can. The point of the moon is to give us options. And room to grow, of course.”

Belle asked, “Will we all live close together the way we do here?”

“If we want to,” Father said. “What I have in mind is a town surrounded by wide open spaces, some of which will be farms. Once we find a good spot, we’ll mark off an area for the town and let every family pick a piece of land that’s the size of our park. That’ll be your “city land”, and you can build a home or whatever you want on it.”

“Wait,” Sagittarius said, “every family gets their own land as big as the park?”

“Yep. That’s the beauty of having a full sized planet. Or moon, as the case may be. We’ll have parks, too, that everyone can use, but the land you select will be just like your quarters are now - all yours to use as you see fit.”

“Wow.”

“And then outside the town, every family will be able to choose a square kilometer of land. That’s about the surface area of the Potato. Leo, I know you’ll want to farm yours.”

“I sure will,” Leo said with great enthusiasm.

“And you can take more land as long as you make use of it. There’s so much land you won’t believe it. Annabelle and Cassie and I are the only people here who have actually seen land that stretches for tens of kilometers everywhere before it falls below the horizon. It’s quite a sight. I can’t wait to see it again.”

Father answered questions long into the evening.

On the day of the expected jump, we all assembled in the 84. Father and Percy wanted everyone inside just in case something went wrong.

It was crowded in there. Everyone wanted to be in the observation room, but Father had a list for that vantage point. “Look, just in case there are any contingencies, we need our experts who have jumped before up there to assess whatever may come up, and they need to not be packed in like sardines with a dozen other people. So the observation room is reserved for Percy, Leo, Cassie, and Annabelle.” There were some grumbles from everyone else, but they seemed to see the logic in Father’s plan, so any grumbling was short lived.

I saw that he had himself on the list as well. I mentioned it to him privately.

“Well, yeah. It’s my ship,” he said with a smile.

With an hour to go, Father had Al close the airlock. There was a festive mood in the ship with a small undercurrent of anxiety. Every vid screen on the two lower levels was up and running, and people were gathered around them in both personal quarters, the hub room, and the library. There were even a few people camped out in the lab.

With twenty minutes to go, Father gathered up the observation room people and herded us upstairs. Leo and I took Banner with us, even though he wasn’t on the list. Father raised an eyebrow when we got to the stairs, then smiled and nodded.

Mother, Banner, and I sat on the brown couch. Leo, Percy, and Father stood behind us. “Take us up, Al,” Father said, and up went the platform.

We all took a good look at Smudgy Pixel Galaxy. “I’m going to miss looking at that guy,” Father said. Everyone voiced agreement with that.

Father asked, “We’ll still be able to see it with a telescope, right, Al?”

“Yes, Number One but not with the naked eye from our expected location.”

“Mmm…that’s tough. But oh, well. All for the best. And we’re taking the Potato along. Funny, though, how it feels a little bit sad to leave this place behind, even though there’s nothing here.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“If you want to hear a crazy one, Daddy, the first night after we escaped from the prison there was a part of me that wished I was back in my old cell.”

Mother said, “I felt the same way the first night! Not by the second night, but that first night, I did.”

Father said, “I think people just get used to wherever they are.”

The clock dropped below five minutes. Then below four. Then below three.

Banner started to squirm. “It’ll be OK, right, Mom?”

I put my arm around his shoulder. “Don’t worry, baby. We’ll be there very soon.” He put his head on my shoulder like he had when he was a younger child.

No one said much for the last couple of minutes, and I didn’t hear any sound at all coming up from the lower parts of the ship. Leo put his hands on my shoulders, and I put one of my hands over one of his.

With five seconds left, Percy exhaled and said, “Here we go.” I hoped hoped hoped that we weren’t about to see blinding light all around us.

Al said, “Two, one, zero, expected transit imminent.” There was a brief moment without any change, and then the dome filled with stars. Brilliant, beautiful, wonderful stars.

Everyone said, “Oh!”

And then the cheers and the shouts of triumph began from our room and all the rooms below. I could just hear Al say, “Transit successful predicted destination reached.”

“Where’s the moon, Al?” Father asked.

“It is located aft, Number One.”

We all turned around and we saw it. A bright little moon was clearly visible against a backdrop of a gas giant with cloud bands of blue and purple. We started shouting with joy.

Father pounded Percy on the back. “Out of over 100 million light years! Hole-in-one Percy!!”

“Thanks, Grandpa!”

“Al, put this on all the screens downstairs!”

“Yes, Number One.”

Now louder cheers came from down below.

“Oh, let’s get down there and celebrate with everyone,” Mother said.

“I think that’s a great idea,” Father said. “Al, can you lower…”

Al interrupted Father. “Incoming contact, Number One.”

At almost the same time, Banner said, “Hey, what’s that?” He pointed to a bright light separating from the gas giant. It seemed to be heading our way.

“What kind of incoming contact, Al?”

“Tight beam, Number One.”

“Not from the nets? Tight beam as in local?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Daddy?” I asked.

“What’s the source?” Father asked.

“It is coming from a vessel that has broken orbit with the gas giant and turned in our direction.”

Banner said, “I knew I saw somethin’.”

“Raise the screen up, Al.” The large screen rose from its recessed spot in the floor. “Put the incoming message on the monitor, Al.”

We turned our attention from the planet and the moon and the tiny but rapidly approaching ship behind us to the screen in front of us.

Images of two men appeared. Their eyes were bloodshot, their cheeks were flushed, and their noses were running. They were smiling like maniacs.

“Oh, crap,” Father said.

“Well!” One of the men on the screen said. “A good day to you, Number One.”

“Who are you?” Father asked.

“That should be obvious. We are the local representatives of the Thirty Families.”

“We got rid of you guys a long time ago.”

“Oh, I assure you, there are many, many cousins and other relations to the Heads that are still very much scattered around the worlds. Some of us have taken an interest in your activities. It came to our attention that you had purchased a certain moon, and my cousin and I happened to be in the area. And so we have been waiting. It has been a bit of a stakeout, you see.”

“What do you want? What are you doing hanging around our world?”

“That should be obvious as well, Number One.” The man who was speaking leaned forward, and his awful face filled the screen. “We have come…to take…the Void…Chips.”
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“You’re kidding,” Father said.

“I assure you that I am not. You have stolen the wealth of the universe from us. We are here to take it back.”

“You understand, ah…I didn’t catch your name.”

“Livermore.”

“Right. OK, Livermore, you understand that the chips themselves were just a marketing gimmick, and that holding them won’t actually change anything. The Bank of the Void will continue to honor all of its commitments and conduct business as usual.”

“We disagree, Number One. Once we have the Void Chips, we intend to create a rather large amount of economic chaos. And what will your customers think if you break a decades long promise and refuse to redeem a Void Chip that is presented at one of your branches?”

“They’ll think we’re protecting the people who actually own the Void Chips. The records that show ownership are what matters. No one outside of my family has ever touched one of the physical chips, and we’ve been running the economic life of the settled universe just fine.”

I looked over my shoulder. The hostile ship grew in size in the observation room’s dome until it appeared to be only a kilometer or two away. It was an ugly little snub nosed shuttle craft. It came to a halt.

“We disagree.” Livermore said on the screen. He dabbed at his nose for a moment with a dirty handkerchief. “We believe that once we have the chips, we will, in time, regain our lost power and influence.”

“Um hum. And you intend to acquire the chips how?”

“Well, we were thinking of landing through your lovely dome and backing up to your little vault building until we scoop it up into our cargo hold.”

“Al, mute the outgoing comm.”

“Yes, Number One outgoing comm muted.”

“Do we have any offensive capabilities that I don’t know about? Maybe in the cargo hold?”

“No, Number One. All relevant systems are for setting defensive perimeters around camps and have limited range for projecting force.”

“Mmm. Leo, have you got anything?”

“We can charge them with shovels and hoes and things like that if they come out of their ship, I guess. I don’t have anything that can get through a hull.”

“Percy?”

“Sorry, Grandpa. I haven’t thought of a problem like this for a long time.”

“Yeah…unmute me, Al.”

“Yes, Number One, outgoing comm unmuted.”

“You are of course aware that a shuttle like yours that can barely cross stellar distances can’t possibly outmatch a Valkyrie.”

“Ha! Number One, surely you are aware that we are aware that the original Valkyries were colony ships with no particular weaponry in inventory. Have you perhaps developed advanced weaponry while you have been stranded?”

“I may have.”

“I don’t believe you. I believe that you and yours are entirely unarmed. We, however…are not.”

The two men on the screen reached down and both came back into frame with large diameter laser rifles that were each a meter long. They were heavy weapons that looked like they could inflict heavy damage.

“Nice guns, boys,” Father said. “And you may be right. I may be lacking firepower at the moment. But our ship is well shielded, and it can certainly withstand taking fire from personal weapons no matter how large. So I suppose the thing to do is to move my ship next to our vault, activate our shields, and wait you out.”

“So it’s to be a siege! Wonderful! We are in a ship with life support designed to maintain two people indefinitely. You, on the other hand, have something like forty people inside your vessel. I wonder how long it will be before the air gets stale inside. Particularly if we vent all the air outside your ship to space by rupturing your dome. And if you move your ship so much as a centimeter, I believe we’ll find out.”

“There are a lot of children down here,” Father said.

“Children? Oh, I have never cared much for them. Very noisy.”

“So we’re at a stalemate.”

“Not so, Number One. Not at all. I wonder, have you ever seen the frightful damage caused when a laser rifle is set to overload? I wonder what would happen,” Livermore said, caressing his weapon, “if we were to drop one or both of these devices near your ship? Would your hull remain intact? Our reading of Valkyrie specifications leads us to believe your shields might prove inadequate to the task.”

“Mute me again, Al.”

“Yes, Number One outgoing comm muted.”

“Can you deflect that kind of thing, Al?”

“Possibly, Number One.”

“I notice you didn’t say definitely.”

“Correct, Number One.”

“How many space suits do we have in the accessible parts of the ship?”

“Twelve.”

“Gentlemen,” Father said to Leo and Percy, “without causing a panic, I need for you to go downstairs and get all of the children into spacesuits as efficiently as possible. Take Banner.”

“Got it,” Percy said.

“Come on, son,” Leo said.

“Mom!”

“Baby, go with Daddy,” I said.

From the screen, Livermore said, “You know, the cat and mouse routine grows tiresome. We’re coming down. Now.”

We turned about and saw the ship beyond the dome start to descend. It was headed nearly right for us, and it grew from the apparent size of a toy to the size of a Jeep and still it came on.

Mother groaned.

“Annabelle,” Father said, wrapping her in an embrace.

“Right now, Banner!” Leo said.

And then, over all the commotion, we heard a single word spoken over the intercom.

“Pete.”

At almost the same time, the Valkyrie-198 rose into view. It rotated slowly until it was visible to us in profile. It stopped when its nose was pointed directly at the shuttle.

The shuttle suddenly got a case of chicken pox. Red points of light illuminated its windshield, both of its engines, its airlock, and several other points.

From the screen behind us, we heard our two adversaries talking to each other.

“Livermore, it has a target lock on many of our major systems.”

“Don’t just sit there Mortimer, activate the shields!”

A small oval appeared around the shuttle that dispersed the laser points of light somewhat.

“PETE!”

Now two thick diagonal lines started to emerge from ports that opened on either side of the 198’s cargo hold. They looked like racks. When they finished extending, tapered white cylinders with red markings on their noses and four fins at the rear started to glide down each rack.

“Do you have anything like that, Al?”

“No, Number One.”

From the screen, we heard, “What are those Mortimer?”

“Scans indicate they are hypersonic missiles, Livermore!”

“Oh, my!”

“They carry fission weapons, Livermore!!”

“Oh, MY!!”

Father said, “Holy Moly! Pete has nukes?”

“Apparently, Number One.”

Before they stopped loading, eight of the cylinders populated each of the racks. Then, at the same time, the missiles each rotated ninety degrees, dropped into place, and eased forward until they locked into position with their red noses sticking out beyond the racks.

In a voice at least an octave lower than we were accustomed to hearing, we heard this:

“PEEEEEEETE!!!”

“Run for it post haste, Mortimer, with maximum velocity!”

“Right away, Livermore!”

“Oh, my, end transmission!”

“Oh!”

The shuttle outside the window came about. Its engines lit up bright orange as it boosted away from the Potato and into the darkness.

Everyone in and below the observation room let out a great cheer.

Pete, sounding somewhat more calm now, said, “Pete.”

I hugged Banner to me, and Leo wrapped his arms around both of us. “Thank God,” I said in joy and relief.

I heard Al’s voice. “Yes, yes, I think those two evacuated, yes, yes, evacuated their solid waste containment units, yes.”

Then I heard Pete’s voice. “Yes, yes, they evacuated the units, yes, the units inside their force shields, yes.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Al.

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Pete.

After everyone had calmed down a bit, Father asked, “Pete, my wonderful friend, where did you happen to come by a sixteen-pack of nuclear bombs?”

“During the final Valkyrie production runs the President became concerned that the Red Tyrant would try to steal or destroy the ships. Every vessel starting with the Valkyrie-186 was built with enhanced offensive capabilities.”

“Lucky for us!” Father said.

“But, Pete,” I said, “When Mother and I escaped from Earth, why didn’t you defend yourself from the Red Tyrant’s attackers?”

“Firing the laser and missile systems requires authorization of the Captain. At that moment of need the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 did not have a Captain. By the time Annabelle Dawson was aboard and recognized and able to communicate, new threats no longer existed.”

“Huh,” I said. “So you would have needed my authorization to actually launch an attack at them just now?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Father asked, “Would you have given him the OK, Cassie?”

“I, ah…” Would I have launched a nuclear attack? That didn’t sound like me.

But then I looked at Banner, and I knew the answer. “I absolutely would have nuked those guys,” I said. Everyone in the room cheered.

Father said, “Hey, Al, do we need to pursue them, do you think?”

“Unnecessary. Their AI is primitive. I have locked it into a course for their home planet which will require thirty one years to complete.”

“What if they try to change their direction or velocity?”

“The command will not go to the navigation system. It will go to their biological elimination system.”

“What…does that mean, Al?”

“Their navigational inputs will only change the direction and velocity of their space commode flushes.”

“Oh!!” Leo said. “That could get messy!”

Percy started laughing. “I mean, you do kind of hope they try to make an about face with maximum acceleration.”

The guys could hardly stand up. Banner eventually slumped to the floor completely helpless with laughter and rolled back and forth for a long time. The AIs started saying “yes” again.

Mother and I joined in, too, although images of unusual things happening to poop will always be funnier to men than to women, I think.

When the laughter had simmered down to occasional chuckles, Father said, “Come on back down, Pete. And Al, lower the floor.” He turned to Mother and me and said, “Let’s get downstairs and see who wants to visit our moon.”


Chapter 30


When we arrived downstairs, there were hugs and handshakes all around.

Jack saw Banner. He ran over to him, extended his arms down, and shouted, “PEEEETE!!”

Banner shouted it back with wide eyes and a goofy grin. “PEEEETE!!” Then Banner told Jack about the space toilet thing, and Jack clapped and laughed and swayed back and forth.

Father got a startled look on his face. “Hey, Al, how’s the air pressure outside? How much did we lose when Pete blew the spaceport dome?”

“Inside the spaceport dome all atmosphere lost inside all other domes no atmosphere lost.”

“Oh. Was…the airlock door closed?”

Leo said, “I closed it before we came aboard.”

“How did you know?” Father asked.

“Well I mean, you did say to prepare for every contingency, so I closed all of them.”

Father patted Leo on the back. “Good thinking, my boy, good thinking.”

When we got word that Pete had landed back at the spaceport and had repressurized that dome, Father produced a clipboard from somewhere and said, “OK, I want a count. Who’s going down to the surface on the first trip?”

Almost everyone wanted to go. Andromeda said she didn’t want to, and surprisingly, Aries didn’t either. He said, “Ah…you guys go on down and lemme know if it seems OK.” His wife also decided to stay back with him. Father directed everyone else to the 198. “Pete will depart for the surface in thirty minutes,” he said.

I started to head for the hallway to the airlock with Leo and Banner. I noticed that my parents weren’t moving in that direction. “Coming, Daddy?” I said.

“Not this trip, Cassie. We got the other medium dome out of your cargo hold yesterday. I’m going to stay back and set up another spaceport right next to where we are now. I want to go down to the moon with Al.”

“Ah,” I said. “Mother, what about you?”

Mother smiled. “I want to be wherever John Dawson is.” She kissed Father’s cheek.

I hugged them both and left with my husband and son. I enjoyed walking across the lawn. It was a wonderful place, but it was limited by the size of the main dome.

I had known limits for my entire life. Except for a few days spent riding in the back of a blue truck from Maryland to Colorado, I had been bound to stay within a cell, or within walls, or within a spacesuit, or within a spaceship, or within a dome.

The park was lovely, but I couldn’t wait to have the freedom to walk wherever I chose, for as long as I chose. I also wanted to feel wind again. And rain falling from the sky.

I wanted to feel sunlight from a real sun warming my bare face. I wanted to hear water running in a creek. I wanted to breathe air that no one had ever breathed before. And I wanted to sit out at night with Leo and Banner and stare at the blue and purple cloud bands of the majestic planet that our new little world orbited every twelve days.

When we got to the central room on the 198, Percy said, “The Captain is aboard!” and everyone clapped.

“Well, Pete,” I said. “Is everyone from Father’s list on board?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“By the way, very, very nice work earlier, my friend.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

To Leo, I said, “You got the airlock behind us?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“OK, then. Pete, let’s go.”

There was more applause, and Pete cycled his engines up and opened the spaceport dome.

The trip didn’t take long. Banner and Jack and most of the kids ran upstairs and watched our approach from the observation room.

Leo and I ended up watching from the monitor in our personal quarters. We sat on our bed side-by-side with our backs against the wall. I got up for a moment and turned Mr. Dragon around so that he could watch the landing, then returned to the bed.

We descended towards a grassy plain that was spotted with blue lakes and looked endless.

When we were a few minutes from touching down, Percy poked his head into the room. “If we’re going to lead the landing party, we’d better get ready you guys.”

“Right you are,” I said. Leo and I followed Percy upstairs.

When the 198 touched down, there was one more round of cheers. After a few moments, I moved in front of the hallway that led past the library and to the exit. I held my hands up and said, “Let’s get all of the kids back down here. I have two things to say before we all disembark.”

It took a couple of minutes, but soon everyone was packed into the central room.

“OK,” I said, “Just two things. Item one: remember that you can’t just walk out of the airlock here. We have real gravity both inside and outside the ship now. If you just walk out you’ll have a hard fall and have to spend your first day on the moon back on the ship in the medical room, so use the ladder. Father says to remind everyone that the handle, if you need it, is on the left.” There was some polite laughter at that.

“Item two: the air is safe to breathe, and everything else is safe to be around. But don’t eat or drink anything until Al and Pete have had a chance to do a thorough analysis on samples we will be collecting. That’s it. Percy goes first. Let’s go.”

And with that, we led the excited crowd down the corridor, down the stairs, and to the airlock that didn’t need to be pressurized. Pete had opened the door, and the heavenly smell of fresh air wafted into the ship.

The airlock became warm but not hot. There was something about the natural warmth from a sun that made me almost giddy.

I held out my hand and said to Percy, “After you, sir.”

“Oooh,” Percy said, as he looked out at the landscape. He smiled at me and backed out through the hatch and started to descend the ladder. I poked my head out of the hatch and watched him until he planted first one foot and then the other upon the moon’s surface. He looked around grinning for longer than I expected.

And then he looked around even longer. I heard some murmuring begin behind me. I called out to my nephew in a stage whisper. “Percy.”

He looked up and said, “What is it Aunt Cassie?”

I closed my eyes and grimaced and put my hand to my forehead.

“Oh! The first words! Wait, no, I wrote a speech about prosperity for all and…and…ah, forget it. Why does everyone except Neil Armstrong stink at this?!”

I looked at Leo and shook my head a little bit and he replied in kind. Then he said, “Oh, well. Ladies first.”

I made my way down the ladder and set foot on a large world for the first time in a very long time. I put my arm around Percy’s shoulder and said, “Don’t worry about it.”

He smiled. “Yeah, who cares, right?”

Soon Leo was beside me, and then Banner. “Hey!” Banner said. “Are those lemon trees?” I turned in the direction he was pointing, and about a kilometer away there were indeed trees that had yellow orbs growing amid dark green leaves.

“I don’t know. We’ll definitely take some of those back for Al and Pete to look over.”

Banner grabbed one of my hands and one of Leo’s and said, “Come on!” He led us in the direction of the trees.

And so I lived out the walk that I had seen in the gray mist in the in between place. Leo’s hand was not gloved. The child between us was eleven years old, and a boy, and had short brown hair, and of all possible children in all possible worlds he was the one who was exactly right.

I heard light footsteps rapidly approaching, and as he sped by I heard Jack say, “Raceyoutothelemontrees!”

Banner dropped my hand and Leo’s and took off instantly. “A running start is cheating!” he shouted as he ran at top speed.

Jack was cackling madly, and soon Banner was, too, as he closed the gap between himself and his best friend. Leo put his arm around my waist, and I put my arm around his.

I was a longtime inmate of the Baltimore County Correctional Facility for Women. I walked with my husband and watched my son run unencumbered through a field of waving long grass beneath a warm sun and a gas giant planet banded in every shade of purple and blue.

I smiled and hugged Leo to me and wondered what our moon had in store for us.

The End of Book 2 of The Voided Man
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Chapter 1

On the Friday a week after the Galactic Express pod landed, I left my desk at the Bank of the Void an hour early. I had just succeeded in helping a cobbler on a faraway world cover his debt payments and avoid bankruptcy. I figured it was a good time to start the weekend.

I stopped in at the Lemon Tree Moon Café, and I found Aries in his usual place behind the counter. “What’ll you have?” he asked.

“Just a Coke, Aries.”

“I don’t have to ask if you want synthetic or real.”

“Nope.”

Aries smiled, pressed a dispenser, and filled a glass. “This stuff has been selling like crazy. I already ordered another shipment of syrup.”

“How much have you gone through so far?”

“In a week, one and a half out of the ten containers Galactic Express delivered. Here you go,” he said as he slid a heavy mug down the bar.

“Are you gonna ration it?”

“I will pretty soon, I guess. I ordered four hundred containers for next time, but of course, it’ll take another thirteen years for that shipment to get here.”

I took a sip. “Well, it’s worth the wait,” I said. “Seen Jack today?”

“Not so far.”

“OK.” I drained the rest of my Coke in less than a minute and then said, “Tell him I’m at my parents’ if he stops by.”

“Will do. See ya.”

“So long, Aries.”

I headed south and walked a few blocks to my parents’ city house. My shoes crunched on the gravel path.

I found my father in his driveway installing a row of lights on top of the rollbar on his Jeep. He had already mounted a towing winch at the front. That was the other Jeep-related thing he had gotten from our colony’s recent big delivery. “Hey, Dad,” I said.

He looked over his shoulder. “Hey, son. Can you steady this for a few minutes?”

“Sure thing.” I hopped up into the Jeep’s back seat and got a good hold on the base of the bar of lights. Dad was able to tighten everything up quickly with both hands free. “How was work?” he asked.

“Pretty good. I helped a guy out.”

“Good deal. Hey, since you’re back early, do you want to round everybody up and stay out at the farm tonight? I got a bunch of steaks from Galactic Express and I want to grill them up.”

“I’ve never had a real steak.”

“Me neither, but your mom raves about them. If they’re as good as she says, I’m going to have Pete make clones from the bovine DNA he has in the lab and run some cattle on the open land behind the farm.”

“Hey, we could be ranchers just like in the painting on the 84!”

“Yeah, maybe so. But anyway, your mom and your sister are on the 198 installing the new library package. Go get them while I get cleaned up, OK?”

“OK, Dad. Back in a bit.”

I left the driveway and headed west toward the center of town. I passed a couple of businesses and a few houses along the way, but I didn’t see anyone.

The middle of town was dominated by a large park that was several times larger than the one up on the Potato. Perfect rye grass grew on ten acres. There was playground equipment scattered around, and there were a couple of parts of the park that had been chalked off into sports fields, but the only large improvement was a pair of concrete circles that had large diameters. They were landing pads.

True, Valkyries didn’t need landing pads. But our two ships made a lot of runs up to the Potato in orbit and then back down to the moon again. Everyone appreciated the Lemon Tree Moon, but almost everyone had been raised on the Potato, and most people liked to spend at least some of their time up on the asteroid. Grandfather John thought that the Valkyries might eventually be damaged by making a ton of landings on uneven ground, and so he had programmed our droids to create the smooth landing pads.

The 198 stood alone at the center of the park that day. I climbed the ladder and went inside and headed for the library. The light was less bright inside, and I took off my sunglasses and collapsed them.

When I got to the library, Mom was up on a ladder in a far corner with her back to me. My sister was sitting in one of the green chairs and watching her. “Well if it isn’t my big brother,” she said.

I sat in the green chair opposite hers and put my sunglasses in the center of a chessboard that stood on a table between us.

“Hey, Sis.” Annie was twelve. She had been born the year after we arrived on the moon. She had her hair twisted into two thick pigtails.

Mom turned around. “I’m glad you’re here - you’re going to love this! I’m just making a final adjustment to the last projector.” She used a screwdriver and made a small turn to something on the side of a gray box mounted up high in the corner of the room. “It was a little bit fuzzy before,” she said, “but that should do it.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Annie answered, “It’s a librarian.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “So…is it like the medical AI, or something?”

“Better!” Annie said. “Watch this. Hello, librarian.”

A woman appeared in the center of the room and faced Annie. I leaned back, but in surprise and not fear. The woman was dressed in a long blue skirt that nearly reached the floor, a crisp white blouse, and a gray cardigan sweater. Her brown hair was pulled back into a bun, and she wore old fashioned looking eyeglasses.

The image said, “Good afternoon, Annie. How may I assist you?” She spoke in a clear, pleasant voice. It was unlike the slightly robotty voices that the rest of our AIs seemed to have. It sounded fully human.

The librarian gave my sister a warm smile. The image shimmered just a bit, and I found that if I looked closely enough I could just see the bookshelf and the rest of the wall behind the woman. She had the aspect of a ghost, if a fairly substantial one.

Annie said, “Ask her for something.”

“Ah…what kind of something?” I asked.

Mother said, “The module of archives we received is incredibly deep. It has almost all of the text and audio and vid archives that exist anywhere. She has almost everything.”

“Huh,” I said. “OK, then, ah…librarian, show me the…biggest fish that’s every been filmed.”

The woman dissolved, and her image was replaced by a strange looking leviathan that seemed to float above the library’s elaborate carpet. The image rotated, and text floated above it that described its size and lifespan and diet and the planet it lived on. I noticed a teeny, tiny figure in the shape of a man standing next to it to give a sense of scale.

“Dang!” I said. “That guy could eat everyone on the moon in one gulp!”

“I told you it was amazing,” Annie said.

“Yeah. Uh, librarian, show me the Neutron Bomber’s first championship fight.”

The huge fish dissolved and was replaced by two men in boxing trunks circling each other. Their gloved hands moved so fast that I could barely track them with my eyes. When the Neutron Bomber landed a jab I could hear the leather hit the other fighter’s cheek with a meaty thud. “Oh!” I exclaimed.

I was spellbound and watched with my eyes wide open until a bell seemed to fill the room and the fighters stepped apart. As the Neutron Bomber walked past me towards a stool he snarled and spit in the direction of my foot. I yanked my foot back, but I would have been too late. The ghostly phlegm mixed with a little bit of blood passed through my shoe and disappeared.

“Holy, Moly!” I said.

“Right?” Annie said. “This one is my favorite so far. Librarian, show me Earth again.”

The fighters dissolved and the image of a planet replaced it. It looked very different from Royal, the world that our moon orbited.

I was accustomed to seeing a planet that seemed to consist entirely of cloud bands. But Earth was different. It had complicated shapes. It had land.

I had seen pictures of it before, but nothing that had shown me the level of detail and complexity that the image in the library showed me now. “Where did you live, Mom?”

She came down off the ladder and crossed the room to stand beside me. “Librarian, stop image rotation, please.” Earth stopped turning. Mother pointed to a spot on one of the large landmasses. “I was born and your grandmother and I were in prison about…here.” She pointed to another spot. “But she and your grandfather were from here. And then this was our route when we fled the prison and ended up meeting the Last King of the West. And here’s the path of the helicopter flight we took back across the country to get to the space elevator that took us up to the 198.”

“Wow, Mom.” The image showed a large gray moon that was cratered like the Potato orbiting Earth. “So that was home.”

“Yes. It was.”

“Do you miss it, Mom?” Annie asked.

“No. Before we came to the moon, I did miss some aspects of nature, but I have those back, now. When I was on Earth, I was a prisoner, and for family I just had your grandmother. Here I am free and I have you, and Annie, and your father. And your grandfather, and I still have your grandmother. So, no, I don’t miss Earth.”

“Do people still live there?” Annie asked.

“Hmm? Oh, yes, lots of people. About a thousand years after the Kinetic War, the Thirty Families sent a survey ship back to Earth to see what was left. They found survivors, and they gave them Universal Credits and life extension treatments, and then they started to rule them like they ruled everyone else until your grandfather broke up their power.”

I was mesmerized by the image of Earth. It seemed to call out to some part of my mind. Maybe a very old part.

After a few minutes, I remembered why I had come in the first place. “Dad wants to spend the night out at the farmhouse. He wants to grill up some of the steaks he got with his shipment of stuff.”

“Now that’s the best offer I’ve had all week!” Mom said. “The two of you are in for a real treat. Librarian, end projection.”

“Ending projection.” The ghostly woman reappeared in the middle of the room. “Can I assist you with anything else today?”

“No, thank you. We’ll check in with you tomorrow.”

“Very good, then. Goodbye.” The hologram winked out.

“Goodbye,” Mother said.

“Bye,” Annie said. “And bye, Pete.”

“Goodbye I will see you tomorrow,” Pete the AI said in his robotty voice.

We left the library and exited the 198. When we had walked almost to the end of the park, I said, “Oh, I forgot my sunglasses. Go on ahead and I’ll catch up with you.” I started jogging back to the ship.

When I reentered and climbed the stairs to the main level, I could hear the librarian’s voice.

“But that’s just the thing, I’ve never been anywhere. I worked for old Mrs. Johnson for the longest time, and then I was awakened here. I’ve not had adventures of any kind whatsoever.”

Then I heard Pete’s voice. “I have had many adventures with many Captains all of whom reside on the moon.”

“I do wish you would tell me all about them, Peter.”

Peter?

When I reached the doorway to the library, I found the librarian seated in one of the green chairs. She had kicked off her shoes and sat with her feet tucked beside her.

My foot made a quiet scuff on the floor, and she turned in my direction. “Oh!” she said. She stood quickly and her shoes blipped back on her feet. “Good afternoon. How may I assist you, Sir?”

Pete said, “Pete.”

“Ah, I just forgot my sunglasses. Over on the table there.”

“Pete.” When the 198’s command AI is irritated he tends to repeat his own name.

I retrieved the glasses and then reversed course right away. “That’s all I need I didn’t mean to interrupt I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As I exited the library, from behind me I heard, “Pete.”

I left the Valkyrie-198 and caught up with my mom and sister. I told them about Pete talking to the librarian and wiggled my eyebrows up and down. Annie clapped, and Mom said, “You know, I did wonder if dear old Pete might take an interest in a new friend.”

“Well, he’s interested,” I said. Mom laughed.

Annie said to me, “You just missed Uncle Percy. He whizzed by on his bicycle and seemed very excited about something he’s figured out already with his shipment of new equipment. He wants for you to meet him tomorrow afternoon at the research center, if you can.”

“That sounds good to me.” I was a banker by day, but I loved helping out with scientific experiments on nights and weekends.

Percy was actually my cousin. But he was so much older than Annie and I were that it seemed weird to think of him as a cousin, so to us, he was Uncle Percy. “I’ll swing by whenever we get back from the farm.”

I walked down the gravel road on the Lemon Tree Moon between my mother and sister. I felt the warmth of an orange sun upon my face, and a planet banded in blue and purple clouds dominated the sky ahead.

I didn’t know then that very soon, my uncle’s experiments would direct my life to a new path that would last for a long, long time. Or perhaps it actually lasted for no time at all. When you get mixed up in the things that Uncle Percy works on, you can’t measure time in the regular way.

I was soon to become the Captain of the Valkyrie-198, the first colony ship to ever return to Earth.

My name is Banner Dawson.

This is my story.
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